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PART ONEOut from Fools 6
1
It would take along timefor the Xavius 1V to crash.

The L-Class space cruiser was amost ahalf milein length and displaced more than amillion tons Earth
weight. It was built of electron sted and was capable of traveling in Supertime, o it wasvirtualy
indestructible in space.

But damming into the hard surface of a planet was a different matter.

The gigantic spaceship wasfaling, quickly, toward an uncharted world. It was on fireand dl of its critical
control systemswere ether failing or already dead. Because the Xavius |V was a Starcrasher, there was
no chanceit would burn up on entry. But once inside the planet’ s atmosphere, the spaceship’ s descent
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ve ocity would become hypersonic. It would be moving so fast when it hit the ground, it could take up to
twenty miles of plowing acrossthe planet’ s surface before coming to astop. And even if the vessdl did
survive more or lessintact, its propulsion core would explode soon after it ground to a hat because that's
what prop cores did when deprived of externa power.

So thiswas atight spot for the spaceship’ s two-man crew. Be killed in the sheer chaos of one million
tons of eectron steel dowly breaking up al around you. Or be annihilated twenty seconds later once the
propulsion coreredlized it was starved of power.

Neither would provide atidy demise.

The two pilotstook their hands from the controls just long enough to touch gloves. It was not a
handshake, but it would have to do. They hit the top of the atmosphere hard an instant later. Plunging
through thick clouds, al one million tonsvibrating furioudy, they were moving so fag, atrail of massve
sonic booms was following them down. The control panelsin front of them were blinking madly; the
ship’s computer was crying out so many warnings, its synthetic voice became hoarse and garbled.

With one glance bel ow, the pilots knew fate had picked the wrong planet for them to crash into. The
world beneath them was made up of towering mountain ranges, broken up only by the occasiond stretch
of open space, small oceansthat had dried up long ago. The stricken vessal was heading right toward a
particularly nasty group of jagged pesks. With onelast effort, the pilots turned hard to port, hoping to
make some relatively flat desert beyond. The nose came up. They braced for impact. The sonic booms
were so intense now, their ears began to bleed.

When they hit the ground afew seconds later, theimpact was so powerful, asmall dectrical slorm
crackled to life above their tail. The huge ship bounced once, then began itslong skid. One mile, two
miles, three... Hundreds of attachment modules were being torn away from its fusdlage. Tons of dirt and
rockswere flying initswake. Still the spaceship did not dow down.

Four miles. Five Six...

The spaceship’ s exterior skin quickly became amess of shredded secondary metal and severed power
lines Theflight compartment canopy finaly shattered. Millions of white-hot glass shardsfilled the
cockpit, tearing away at the pilots spacesuits.

Seven miles, eight miles...

They went right through asmall mountain. With the glass shield gone, the debris poured into the flight
compartment unimpeded. They hit another mountain. Flames burst from the main control panel.

Ninemiles, ten...

The pilots could barely bresthe now, they were being choked by al the smoke in the cockpit. Then the
ship hit another large mountain and its needle nose began to crumple. Onceit tore into the planet’ s crust
in earnest, the ship began dowing down. In agreat storm of dust and debris, it finaly ground to a
bombastic halt, two miles|ater.

Both pilots were barely conscious by thistime. Dazed and bleeding, they were also hopelessly trapped.
The cascade of dirt and crushed control columns had pinned them to their seats. They could not move
their amsor legs. Unbuckling themsalves would beimpossible.

Not that it made any difference. A dozen computer voices were screaming throughout the wreck now,
adding to the cacophony of hissing, crackling, and the sound of many things burning a once. But above it



al, one artificia voice wasvery clear. It said the spaceship’ s propulsion core was going to blow upin
exactly twenty-two seconds....

A stream of gparks began raining down on the pilots. The cockpit celling started to glow, dissolving the
partialy crushed cabin roof not two feet above their heads. The smoke became thicker. They could hear
flames coming through the tubes. The ship would go through onelast convulsion beforeit blew up for
good. Both pilotsjust dumped back in their seats and waited for the end.

That' swhen apiece of the cabin ceiling fell in on them. ..

The pilot named Erx never saw the hands that grabbed him by the shoulders and lifted him out of the dirt
and debris. He was pulled through a hole in the ceiling and out of the spaceship completely. He could not
see beyond hishemet visor. Blood was flowing into hiseyes, blurring hisvison. Hefelt himsdf being
pushed into the back of asmdll, hovering aircraft. Then the handsfinaly let him go.

“Ten seconds to core detonation,” the computer voice announced nervoudly.
“Go on without me!” came the human voice from below. “Go, | say!”

Erx dmost smiled. It was hisfellow pilot, Berx, crying out. They were going to be blown up inafew
seconds—himself, Berx and this vaiant, doomed rescuer. Still, Erx appreciated his partner’ slast show of
vaor. He and Berx had flown in space together for nearly ahundred years. Never did he think it would
end so soon.

“Hve seconds to core detonation...”

The next thing Erx knew, Berx wasfalling on top of him. His colleague’ s head |anded so hard onto his
stomach, it knocked what little air he had in hislungsright out of him.

And then suddenly, they were moving.
Vey fas.
Three seconds to detonation... two... one...

Erx fdt the Xavius IV’ s propulsion core blow up. The first nano second of the shock wave ran through
him likeabillion little knives. A prop core disintegration crested something akin to atiny black hole,
which then exploded with the fury of asmall sun. There was no way they could outrun the force of such a
blast.

But apparently their rescuer was going to try.

They began twisting and turning so wildly through the sky, Erx heard himsalf screaming. Berx was
screaming, too. The violent maneuvers had them crashing up againgt the sides of the small crawl space,
bones close to breaking. Even above their own shrieking, the grunts and gasps of the unseen pilot were
all too clear in the very confined area. These were not very reassuring sounds to hear.

Moretwigting. More turning. Both Erx and Berx were powerful men, bulked up from thousands of hours
in space. But the g-forces againgt their unprotected chests now were excruciating. Suddenly they were
tossed upside down, their faces dammed against the smdl airship’s canopy. They could seethe
enormous prop core fireball coming right up at them. It was so close Erx felt its heat on his battered face.
It looked both terrifying and beautiful, thisthing that was about to consume him.

But il they climbed. Moretwisting. More turning. The heat on Erx’ sface began to ped hisskin.



But then the hot sting of the prop core explosion began to fade. The glow in the surrounding skies
dissipated aswell. Some magical distance had been attained.

But wasit possible? Had they actualy outrun aprop core fireball?

If s0, neither man dared believe hislife had been spared for very long. The terror now was in the manner
their rescuer was flying. Even out of harm’ sway, he was climbing at blistering speeds, then diving away
wildly, only to twist back up and scream skyward again. Irony was a cruel mistress, Erx thought, the
blood till running into his eyes. To survive an enormous crash, only to be killed when hisrescue craft
goes out of control? Where was the cosmic justice in that?

But then suddenly, they came to acomplete stop. Once again, Erx and Berx were dammed hard against
the back of the pilot’ s seet. Their arms and legs became bent in dmost impossible positions. Neither man
could breathe.

All became quiet for amoment. Then the canopy popped open and arush of atmosphere flooded in.
They could hear their rescuer climb out, his boots landing with athud on solid ground. He mumbled
something about load distribution and shifting the center of gravity. Berx was somehow able to untangle
hisarms and legs by now. He lifted himsalf out of the cockpit and dropped to the ground below.
Panfully, Erx did the samething.

Helanded in aheap on top of Berx, and again they fought to get disentangled. Finaly they got to their
feet. They found themselves atop a high plateau. Below them, many miles away, their spaceship was
exploding in the last of its death throes. A thick column of black smoke wasrising high into the pinkish
sky. Theeectrical storm they had crested was sl raging above the wreck aswell.

Their rescuer was standing in front of them, surprised that they had made it out of his craft on their own.
Unlike Erx and Berx, who were both squat and rugged, this man wastall, lean, muscular. He was
wearing auniform that vaguely resembled those issued to Space Navy fighter pilots, except it was jet
black and very worn around the edges. The man took off his crash helmet to reveal ahandsome face
bearing severd days growth of beard and amop of shaggy hair.

“Areyoutwo dl right?’ he asked them.
Both men checked their vital organs. Everything still seemed in place.

“If we can stand and talk and bresthe, then we are dl right,” Berx said, taking the man’shand and
shaking it vigoroudy. “We owe our livesto you, good Sir!”

Their rescuer shrugged. “1 couldn’t just let you die out there,” he said. “1 mean, | knew it would be close,
but my aircraft hereis pretty responsve and...”

But suddenly Erx and Berx weren't listening to him. Insteed, they were getting their first good look at the
arcraft they’ d been rescued in.

“What... what isthisthing?’ Erx spit out.

The two spacemen were stunned. Nearly every spacecraft in the Galaxy was built dong the same
triangular design. Thisvehiclewas not. It was very different. It had acylindrica fusslage about fifty feet
long and it bore awing, adesign eement not seen in the Galaxy for thousands of years. It dso had atall,
abubble-top glass canopy—and whedl's, something else not seen in the Galaxy for severd millennia

“How did you ever come upon this machine?’ Erx asked hisrescuer.



Theman just shrugged again. “1 built it,” he said smply.
“But thedesign?It'sso alien... Wheredid it comefrom?’
The man shifted abit uncomfortably. “I madeit up,” hesaid. “I guess...”

That seemed like such astrange reply, Erx and Berx turned their attention back to him. This man looked
different to them, though they weren't sure why. Erx did the quick introductions, then asked him: “And
you, Sr?Your nameis...?’

The man shifted uncomfortably again. Milesaway, the Xavius IV exploded once more.

“My nameis Hawk Hunter,” hefindly said, adding: “Or at least | think itiis...”
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The dwelling was built into the Sde of amountain.

It looked like a castle. Two high towers. A rampart. Stone walls forming one barrier about five hundred
feet out, a deep, dry moat providing asecond ring of protection closer in. The drawbridge was made
from the cargo hatch of along-ago crashed spaceship. It lowered automatically now as Hunter’ s deek
aircraft approached.

Insde the walls was a courtyard, asmall house at its center. Plain and square, it was made from pieces of
skillfully melded debris. The house had many windows of different shapes and sizes, dl of them filled with
bits of superglass. There was a hole in the roof through which to see the heavens. A placeto park the
arcraft was close by.

The view from the dwelling was spectacular, if desolate. A vast desert stretched for many milesto the
south. Towering mountains dominated the horizons east and west. Only afew trees dotted the barren
landscape; they were stunted and windswept. There was very little water in evidence here. No
vegetation. No animd life. Two sunshung in the sky, alarge dull red bal and asmdler yellow disk. They
werethe only starsfor three hundred light-years around, and indeed thiswas their only planet.
Hopedlesdy isolated, this place was known as Fools 6 because so many hapless space travelers had met
their end here,

Evenfor aFringe plangt, it was way, way out.

Theinterior of Hunter’ s dwelling was not spacious. Three floorswith amain room, it was built mostly of
stone and superwood, much of which was salvaged aswell.

A huge fireplace had been cut into the east wall. A large fire was blazing away insde it. Suspended
above the flames, a pot of synthetic stew was bubbling away. Erx and Berx collapsed into two chairs
placed near the fireplace. They painfully pulled off their space helmets.

“I can't believe that just happened to us,” Erx said, accepting a cloth from Hunter to wipe the blood from
his face and hands. “ One hundred and thirteen years flying the Galaxy, | can’t recal having so much asa
pand light goout...”
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“Nor can |,” Berx agreed. “The closest we ve come was near Anteaus, when we lost the inertia booster.
That was forty-five years ago.”

Erx moaned loudly: “I believe my heart is beating itsdlf right out of my chest.”
Hunter passed them both an enormous bowl of stew.

“Thiswill fix youup,” hesaid. “Or at least | think it will. Thetruthis, you arethefirst dinner guests|’ve
ever had, so I’'m not so sureif it'sany good or not...”

Both Erx and Berx gave their bowls asniff. Erx grimaced.
“I believe we were thinking more of a liquid solution to the problem,” he said.
Hunter pondered thisamoment. “ Do you mean likewine?’ he asked.

Erx and Berx both smiled. They looked good for their ages, 146 and 151 respectively. Both werelow to
the ground, stout but unquestionably powerful. Both had shiny bald heads and were sporting huge,
drooping mustaches. Battles scars on their hands and faces marked them as onetime frontline soldiers.
Their uniforms—what was left of them—were dark blue with gold collar badges shaped like adouble-X.
These men were senior military officers and well-known throughout the Galaxy. They possessed friendly
dispositions, though. And neither was opposed to drinking on duty.

“Y ou have some spirits?’ Erx asked, hisfeatures brightening, instantly perking up. “Way out here?’
Hunter disappeared into a storage room, returning with three mugs and a flask.

“| salvaged it from awreck on the other side of the mountain,” he explained. “I think they call this
‘dow-shipwine.’ ”

Erx and Berx smacked their lipsin unison. They were no strangersto dow-ship wine. A swest liquor of
dubiousingredients, it was known for its caming, opiate qudlity.

Hunter poured each man a hedlthy dose. The visitors began to drink—Dbut then stopped in midgulp. They
had forgotten their manners.

“Our gpologies,” Erx said as he made aquick toast in Hunter’ sdirection. “To you, Sr—and to your
bravery. We owe you our souls!”

Hunter sheepishly raised his own mug. “It was more by chance than bravery,” hereplied. “It was hard to
miss your rather spectacular entry.”

“Courage and luck go hand in hand,” Berx said—he was the more boisterous of the two, his mustache
was longer, and hewas dightly tdler. “We re fortunate you were in theright place at the right time—so
let that be our toast.”

They dl drank heartily.

“Therewill probably be areward in thisfor you,” Erx said, wiping his mouth with hisdeeve. “1 believea
bag of duminum coins may soon be yours, Mister Hunter.”

Hunter was baffled. Aluminum coins? Thiswasnot afamiliar term.

“What would | do with abag of auminum coins?’ he asked, looking around the house. “ Unless—well, |
could melt them down and...”



“Melt them down?’ Erx cried. “ Good Sir, d uminum coins are currency—you can go just about
anywherein the Gdaxy ontheir vdue.”

“You do know that,” Berx asked him. “Don’t you?’

Hunter just shook his head. These men would probably be shocked by how much he didn’t know.
He quickly changed the subject. “What happened to your ship?’ he asked them. “Do you know?’
Both men shrugged and after some more sniffing, began nibbling & their stew.

“We haven't thefaintest idea,” Erx said between mouthfuls. “ One moment we were cruising aong, the
next thing we know, we' re losing power, we' re losing speed, we' relosing our propulsion core.”

“We popped out of Supertime,” Berx said. “And headed for the first place we saw. This place.
Apparently we are not thefirst to choose it as an option to blowing up in space.”

Erx drained his mug and nudged it toward the flask. Hunter poured both men another full mug.
“And what about you, Mister Hunter?” Berx asked. “How long have you been marooned here?’

Hunter hesitated again. Many times he’' d wondered just what he would do when this moment came.
When he would finaly meet another human being and be asked the question.

“I don't think ‘marooned’ istheright word,” hefinally told them. “Thetruthis, I'm not redlly sure what
I’m doing here”

Both men stopped eating for amoment.
“What do you mean by that, Sir?’ Berx asked.

Hunter just shook his head again. “It sounds strange, | know, but | didn’t crash here. At least | don’t
think | did. It seemsasif oneday, | was just here. Standing on the Sde of this mountain, wearing this
uniform, with not aclue asto where| came from.”

Erx and Berx just stared back at him. Thiswas an unfamiliar concept to them. Everyone in the Galaxy
knew where they came from.

“Wdl, obvioudly you were part of the crew of this shipwreck nearby—and suffered annesiaasaresult,”
Erx sad.

“I don't think that’ s possible,” Hunter said. “ That wreck happened way before my time.”

As proof, he pointed to the wall next to thefireplace. It waslined with electron torches, smdl, tubelike
device cgpable of assembling or disassembling just about any form of matter in nature. Trillions of them
could be found throughout the Galaxy.

Berx took one of the torches from thewall and examined it. “It isan old design,” he confirmed. “Three
hundred years, at least.”

“I built my aircraft with those tools,” Hunter told them “Meding parts| took from the crashed ship and
putting them together from a sketch | made one night. Believe me, I’ ve been over every inch of that
wreck and it isin an advanced state of decay. It was certainly herelong before me.”

Berx retrieved asmall handheld device from his belt. Thiswas known as a quadtrol. It could do just



about anything, from reading a planet’ s atmosphere, to scanning of piece of machinery for defective
parts, to doing a complete physical examination of ahuman being. Erx passed the device across Hunter's
forehead and began reading results.

“There sno indication that you' ve suffered any trauma,” he announced. * Strangdly enough, you'rein
perfect hedlth. And it says here that you are thirty-three years old, Earth time.”

Erx leaned forward alittle. “ And you redly have no memories of childhood? Parents? Siblings?” he
asked. “No evidence of your past?’

Hunter just shook hishead. “All | have arethese,” he said.

He reached into his|eft breast pocket and came out with asmall piece of fabric. It had a sirange design
onit, aseries of red stripes with a square blue block in one corner containing afield of sars.

“Foreigntome,” Erx sad, examiningit.
“Measwdl,” Berx agreed.

Hunter unwrapped the cloth to reveal asmal piece of wrinkled materia insde. On thiswas the faded
image of awoman' sface, but not much more could betold fromiit.

“I found these two thingsin my pocket the day | redized | was here,” Hunter said, carefully folding
everything back up and returning the smal bundle from where it came. “ Along with the fact that the name
‘“Hawk Hunter’ was written inside my boots, they are my only clues—if they arecluesat dl. | have
congtantly racked my brain, trying to remember how it isthat | got here—but it seemsto beimpossibleto
recal.”

Hetook along drink of wine.

“I mean, I’m not without abrain,” he said softly. “1 know how to speak, how to breathe, how to take
care of mysdf. | figured out how to use the electron tools. | know how to fly—"

“That might be the strangest thing of dl,” Erx interrupted. “ Even the Master Pilots on Earth cannot fly like
you. The best fighter pilotsin the Space Forces would be amazed by your ability—aswell asenvious.”

Hunter poured them more wine.
“The name'Earth’ soundsfamiliar,” hesad. “ Thisisyour home planet?’

“It's everyone's home planet,” Berx said. “It isour mother world, the place from which every personin
the Galaxy is descended.”

Hunter looked across a them. “Even me?’ he asked.
The two spacemen nodded.

Hunter thought about thisfor amoment, then said: “I was able to get into the logs of that shipwreck as
well. About haf of them were undamaged. About haf of them | could understand. | know the crashed
ship was part of the ‘ Fourth Empire’” Do you know where that is?’

Erx and Berx laughed. “ The Fourth Empireiseverywhere” Erx told him. “It is the Gaaxy. ThisGalaxy.
Thisplangt, its stars, everything around it. Even you, my friend. Y ou are part of the Fourth Empire.”

Hunter amost seemed proud. “Well, at least it’s good to know | belong here...”



“Y ou are happier than some upon hearing that news,” Berx said under his breath.

“And as our greatest astronomers are certain that in the entire universe our galaxy isthe only onethat’s
inhabited,” Erx went on, “the possibility that you are not from hereis, well, impossible. Therefore your
homeworld must be Earth. So there—one part of your mystery is solved.”

More wine was poured. Erx intentionaly spilled some of it into his stew. So did Berx.

“Could | befrom adifferent time, then?” Hunter wondered doud. “ From somewhere in the past? Or
even the future?’

Erx and Berx screwed up their facesin identical frowns.
“Well, actualy, we' re not into time,” Berx said, hisvoice dripping. “No oneisanymore, not redlly.”

“He meansthe term itsalf isoutmoded,” Erx explained. “ Ancient words like ‘weeks and ‘months’ are
gl used in charting travel through space as a passage of time. But like other archaic wordswe dl use,
they are merely convenient and part of tradition. Something for the quadtrolsto recognize. At least that's
my underganding of it.”

“Of course, theoreticaly, we are dways moving intime,” Berx said, finaly feding the wine taking effect.
“That’ sthe principle behind the propulson coresin our starships. Or at least | believe that’s how they
work.”

Heturned to Erx for help, but not much was forthcoming. “I think the propulsion core creates some kind
of exception in the fabric of timethat alows usto enter the faster dimension and move great distances
quickly. Isthat it?”

Berx just shrugged. “I think s0.”

“You redly don't know?” Hunter asked them.

Both men shook their heads.

“No, not redly,” Erx admitted. Clearly thiswas a source of embarrassment for them.

“It al hasto do with the Big Generator,” Berx said. “Y ou’ ve never heard of that either, | suppose?’
Hunter just shook his head no.

“Wadll, it' savery complicated thing,” Erx began sputtering. “ But because of it, our shipsfly and our
weaponswork, every planet can be sustained, and we can travel to the farthest reaches of the Galaxy in
just weeks. But thetruth is, we are not privy to the great secretsthat it holds—or even whereit is
located.”

Hunter thought amoment. “ Are you saying this Big Generator has an effect on just about everything you
do... yet you don't know how it works?’

Erx and Berx stared back at him for along moment. Then they drained their mugs and in unison said: “
Bingo...”
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They aetheir gew and drank their fill of wine.

Then once Erx and Berx had recovered somewhat, the three of them climbed up the mountain behind
Hunter’ sdwelling.

It was about three thousand feet high, but he’ d carved atrail along its dope one day, ensuring a steady
but easy climb. Still, thiswould be the longest distance Erx and Berx had walked in many decades. True,
they were interstellar explorers. But the vast mgority of their Galactic travel had been done on the seet of

their pants.
No surprise, then that they were out of breath and swesting heavily by the time they neared the summit.

“My God,” Erx said, dumping next to a conveniently shady rock. “ Does this planet have any oxygen at
ali?

Berx checked his quadtrol. “All of the vital readings are very low and there is an atmosphere leak of
more than ten percent.”

“Do you know when was the last time this planet was * puffed,” Mister Hunter?’
“I don’t know what puffing means,” Hunter replied Smply.

“Every planet in the Galaxy has been puffed a one time or another,” Berx explained. “The Ancient
Engineersused to call it ‘terra-forming,” | think. It meansthe planet’ s biosphere has been dtered to fit
human hebitation.”

“Why do you think you can wak around out here without an oxygen tank to breathe from, my friend?’
Erx asked. “ Or a spacesuit to protect you from the rays?’

Hunter just shrugged. It was agood question.
“I guess| never thought about it before,” he said.

Erx wiped hisforehead of perspiration. “1 envy your lack of knowledge,” he said wesarily. “ Sometimes|
think I know too much.”

On the other side of the mountain was avast sdt plain. It stretched, nearly unbroken, to the far horizon.
About twenty milesto the east were the remains of an enormous starship. It was sticking out of the
ground at a seventy-degree angle. Itsmonstroustail went up at least amile into the sky, so high, clouds
were forming around itstop.

Therewas no rea mystery how the massive vessal had wound up in this position. When it came down
here, the vast sdlt plain had been asmall ocean, and Hunter’ s mountain quite possibly no more than the
tip of anidand. The starship had hit the water at hypersonic speed—and kept on going. Driving itself
deep into the soft sea bottom, it stopped only when it reached a depth of ahalf mile or so.

Had the impact contributed to the quick retreat of the ocean’ s waters? It was agood guess. But why
hadn’t the ship’s prop core blown up? Mostly likely the crew had been able to shut it down before they
even entered the atmosphere.
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Or then again, maybe something € se had happened...
Erx held his quadtrol out in front of him now and began reading information from its readout screen.

“Mister Hunter isright,” he announced. “ Thiswreck has been here at least three hundred years. It' sa
rega S-Classdesign. Old Empire markings...”

He paused amoment. “My God, its nameisthe Jupiterus XVI..."
“Jupiterus?’ Berx sad. “ Areyou sure?’

Erx showed him the quadtrol’ s readout. They |ooked back at the massive ship with new, if troubled
interest.

“That’ sno ordinary spacecraft,” Erx said urgently to Berx. “It'saKaon Bombardment ship.”
Kaons? Hunter had never heard the term.

“What wasthis ship’sfunction?’ he asked them.

Erx and Berx exchanged aworried glance.

“I'm afraid that' sa dtate secret,” Erx said. “As officersin the Empire’ smilitary forces, we can't redly tell
you more than that. Suffice to say, it was aweapons system of incredible power. Then and now.”

“I should have figured that,” Hunter said, looking out at the ship now. “Not only did | build my arcraft's
body from parts reassembled from that wreck, | built its power plants from the salvage aswell.
Interegting...”

He checked the sky. It was getting dark, and a iff breeze was blowing up. In less than an hour, it would
be ahowling gale. Then the rainswould come and the sands would blow. The combination could cut a
man to piecesin minutes. Fools 6 was not aplace to betraveled at night.

“Timeto head back,” he announced. 1 hope you'’ ve seen enough.”

The two spacemen assured him they had. But as Hunter moved away back down thetrail, Erx grabbed
Berx and asked him in an urgent whisper: “Isit possible that he reassembled some of the Kaon
Bombardment system componentsto power his craft? Could that be why hisaircraft fliestheway it
does?”’

Berx nervoudy ran ahand over hisbad dome.

“It'sagood question,” hereplied. “But I’ m not sure we want to know the answer.”

4
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The rescue ship arrived two days | ater.

It had picked up the SOS signd sent out by Erx and Berx right before their ship went in. Asthe closest
military vessdl of any sizeto Fools 6, thisvessel had diverted from its course and appeared soon after the
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red giant’ smorning sunrise,

The ship’ s cagptain was a highly decorated star commander named Zap Multx. Hewasa
ninety-seven-year veteran of the Fourth Empire' s Space Navy. He was a huge, imposing man nearly
twicethe size of either Erx or Berx. His head was shaved in the style of the time, and he sported avery
long, thin goatee. His vessd was the BonoVox, an M-Class battle cruiser. It was amassive warship, two
mileslong and 3.5 million tons earthweight. Like dl Empire starships, it was shaped like agigantic wedge.
A smdll city of glass-bubble control decks dominated its upper shell, hundreds of wegpons systems
studded itsimmense fusdage below.

The BonoVox aso was atroop carrier. More than twenty-two thousand Space Marines were quartered
initslower decks. Essentidly these soldierswere Multx’ s private army. They were highly trained, highly
motivated, battle-hardened specia operations troops.

And at the moment, they werein ahurry.

* k%

Berx and Erx were Sitting in Multx’ s opulent commander’ s cabin. They had beamed up to the starship
shortly after it appeared above Fools 6.

Multx knew the two explorerswell; their paths had crossed many times over the past century.
Nevertheless, he madeit clear to them that hewasin arush.

“If | hadn’t heard it was you two stuck way out here, | would have never changed my course,” Multx
told them now. “I'mfdling behind schedule asit is”

“Important matters somewhere e se?’ Erx had asked him.

“Only the Sdesan Sysem War,” Multx replied with asniff. “I am relieving Loy Staxx and hisarmy. His
men are, well, fatigued... or a least that’ swhat I’ ve been told.”

Erx and Berx could read between the lines. Multx and his men were relieving a space corps that couldn’t
do thejob.

“It must be tough going out there,” Berx said, trying to feed Multx’ s gigantic ego and meeting with some
success. “ Sileasiais not a pretty neighborhood.”

“It' snothing we can't handle,” Multx replied with confidence. “Nine planets have been cleared, but three
remain full of pirates, bandits, and assorted mifits. Still, it seemsto be a mopping-up operation. | can’t
understand why Staxx’ s corps could not handleit.”

“You will have no problems, that’ sfor sure,” Erx told him.
“Werarely do,” Multx replied with awave of his hand.
“So we may hitch aridewith you then?’ Berx asked him.

“Certainly. It will give you achance to see my menin action. We will be returning to the Pluto Cloud after
that. | can deposit you somewherein that region, | trust?’

“So closeto Earth?’ Erx asked excitedly. “Gladly.”

They took the next few minutes briefing Multx on their crash landing, their near-miracul ous escape, and
the many skillsof their mysterious rescuer.



Multx wasintrigued.

“This man Hunter you go on about,” he said. “How could he possibly learn to fly so well he was able to
escagpe aprop core explosion? If heisthe only living being on this planet, where did he take histraining?
Learn histechnique?’

Erx licked hislips. He was till buzzing from two days of drinking Hunter’s dow-ship wine.
“We have no idea—and neither does he,” the spaceman replied. “He' sadifferent sort, that’ sfor sure.”

“Y et he’ sbeen nothing but helpful toward us,” Berx interjected. “We have been his guests for two days
here and it's been extremely hospitable aswell asinteresting. He knows every inch of thisforlorn planet.
He has many unusua devices made from hisown designs.”

“He' s quite clever and bold—without being asmart-ass about it,” Erx added.

“But are you certain he's even human?’ Multx asked. “ Perhaps he’ s one of those well-congtructed
robots from years past. Y ou know how some of the good oneswere? They actualy believed they were
humen.”

“He sdefinitely not arobot,” Berx said. “1 scanned him: Heisflesh and blood.”

“But where he came from isapuzzle,” Erx went on. “Aswe said, he doesn’t even know himself. Yet |
fed it unlikely that he was the passenger of a crashed ship and just does't remember. Nor do | believe
he was ever part of the Empire Forces—either Outward or In-Close.”

“What makes you s0 sure of that?” Multx asked. “Hisflying ability sseemson aleved of our master pilots.”

“Whichisexactly why apilot of hisability would not be flying around in atwo-million-ton spaceship.
Morelikely he would have been identified by Space Forces Command upon entering military service and
assigned to afront-line star-fighter unit. My God, he’ d be a senior master pilot—the master of senior
madter pilots, even.”

“And the craft heflies,” Berx went on. “It isthe most unusua thing I’ ve ever seen. It can go extremely
fadt, yet it defiesal of our latest design functions. It actudly haswings. And whedls.”

“Whedls?" Multx asked. “Wheat for?”

“That' s how he kegpsit from hitting the ground,” Erx replied. “He does not park it in the hover mode. At
least | don't think he does.”

“Butitisthe speed of hiscraft,” Berx reiterated. “He stold usthat he usudly fliesit a
one-one-hundredth throttle. Y et the thing reachesincredible vel ocities very quickly.”

Multx thought a moment.

“Perhgpsin the excitement of being saved, you two have exaggerated these thingsin your mind,” hetold
them. “It'sacommon problem in combat. We get many reports of people doing very heroic things,
and—"

“We have seen him fly since, Zap,” Berx said, gently interrupting. “Heturns out his magnificent
contraption twice aday. He performed maneuvers for us that were mind-blowing. And as| said, hedid
S0 at gpeeds that were Ssmply remarkable.”

“And that’ swhile in-atmosphere,” Erx added. “1 can't imagine his skillsin space”



“Wal, his*contraption’ certainly can’t be faster than our own space fighters,” Multx asked them.
1] Rigl,]t?’
Erx and Berx exchanged glances. It was considered impolite to criticize any of the Empire smilitary

hardware, no matter how dight.

“That's hard to determine with the naked eye,” Berx replied cautioudy. “But | believe this man could fly
anything. And doit well.”

Multx mulled this over for afew moments. Finaly he sad: “Well, whoever heis, he'll be coming with us
aswdl.”

Berx and Erx were taken aback.
“Coming with us?’ Erx asked. “Why would that be?’
Multx leaned back in hisfloating chair and spoke to the celling.

“If he’' sas good as you two say, denying histalents would not be in the best interests of the Empire.
Every personinthis Galaxy isacitizen of it. Every person may enjoy itsfruits. But every person dso must
contribute for the good of all.”

The starship commander was speaking the correct words... but Erx and Berx knew he had other things
inmind. A starfighter pilot for hisown persond Air Guard perhaps?

“You can't just snatch him up and carry him away,” Berx said to Multx. “He seems very content here.”

“Begdes,” Erx chimed in, “this man saved our lives. An act of goodwill on his part should not become a
detriment to hisfuture.”

“Doyou redly think bringing him to Earth would be adetriment to hisfuture?” Multx asked them
suddenly.

To Earth?

Now thetwo explorers were Smply confused. Even the highest officias of the Empire were lucky if they
could get acrossthe Pluto Cloud, never mind anywhere near the home planet. It was the same for military
officers. Access to the motherworld was restricted to al but the extremely privileged. Why, then, had
Multx spoken the holy word of Earth?

“What are you up to, you old fox!” Erx cried. “Clueusin...”

Multx seemed to resist, but only for amoment. The three of them did have a history together. Asyoung
soldiers, they’ d fought in sixteen mgjor wars and dozens of smaler ones, dl before Erx and Berx joined
the Empire’ s exploratory corps. Multx knew the two men could be trusted and even helpful. Besides, it
was consdered bad luck these days to exclude friends from grandiose plans.

Multx snapped hisfingers, and asmdl control pand materialized from nowhere. He pushed a series of
buttons, and the walls of his quarters began to vibrate dightly. He had activated a hum beam. They were
now immuneto any form of physical intruson or eavesdropping, ether long-range or close by.

“My friends,” Multx began, “being out on the Fringe for so long has dulled your brain cdls. Think... we
might have a pilot of extraordinary skill here. Someone who, if you spesk the truth, might be better than
any sarfighter pilot we' ve seenin our long lifetimes”



“True,” Erx and Berx spoke at once.

“Then what event upcoming on Earth might warrant this man’ s attendance?”’

The explorerslooked a each other and thought amoment. It came to them simultaneoudly.
“The Earth Race...” Erx whispered.

Multx smiled.

“Bingo,” hesad.

The Earth Race was an annua event that pitted the best pilotsin the Empire against each other ina
twenty-five-thousand-mile, obstacle-strewn, multidimensiona contest.

Few thingsin the Galaxy generated so much excitement. The Emperor himself claimed to be astarfighter
pilot in apreviouslife and thus had gresat affection for the competition. The hundreds of trillions of
subjectswithin hisdomain did aswell.

It was no exaggeration to say that the winner of the Earth Race would find the Empire at hisfeet. Untold
riches were showered on the champion, including a permanent residence on Earth itself. By tradition, the
winner aso could have hispick of any assgnment at any rank at any post in the Empire. Neither he nor
hisfamily would ever want for anything again; in fact, the largesse would be so vast, thewinner’s
descendants would be well off for many generationsto come.

But the rewards of the Earth Race did not stop with the winner himsalf. Those responsible for getting the
right pilot in theright place a the right time in the right machine—they, too, were grandly compensated.
For years, Multx had kept his eyes open, looking for apilot of extraordinary skill. Throughout the many
battles he' d fought, the thought of spotting aspecid flier in action was never very far from hismind. It
wasthe samefor dl high officers of the Empire Forces—and the most ordinary of citizens, too. Being
associated with the winner of the Earth Race could be the crowning achievement of along lifetime.

“My God,” Erx whispered now. “Our brains have been dulled! This should have been our firgt intuition
as soon as we redlized what Hunter could do.”

He turned back to Multx. “What isyour plan, Zap?’ he asked in avery conspiratoria manner. “And can
we beinvolved?’

“If thismanisal you say heis, the answer isyes,” Multx replied. “Theraceis but afew weeks away, S0
the stars are on our side. | have a close connection within the organizing committee. At the very least this
person will observe our pilot. If he' sthat good, my friend will get himin.”

“Y ou can get him through the Pluto Cloud?” Berx asked.
“Not aproblem,” Multx replied.

“But we must be very cautious,” Erx urged. “It has not been unknown for anew pilot to be snatched
away by people higher in stature than us. My fear isword of Hunter’ s ability will travel fast, and some
counsd to the Emperor will co-opt us. Y ou know how nasty that Most Fortunate Earth crowd can be.
They would vaporize their favorite rdaiveif it meant getting close to the winner of the Earth Race.”

“Aswould|,” Multx said without missing a best.
“Andl,” Berx sad.



“That’ swhy we must be wise, my brothers,” Multx went on. “ And keep al knowledge of Mister Hunter
very low.”

All threewere slent for amoment.

“Thefact that heisaman from nowhere can actudly work in our favor, then,” Erx findly said. ”Even if
someone hearswhisper of his name, there will be no way of looking him up.”

“Indeed,” Multx said. “Now, we al know the race organizerslove abit of intrigue, so entering an
unknown at the last minute will probably beto their liking. | will arrange with one of them to get Mister
Hunter through the Pluto Cloud. But until then, we must keep this among ourselves. And Mister Hunter
must stay obscure.”

Heregaly cleared histhroat.

“Now | cannot place myself on Earth to pursue this matter so early inthe game,” he went on, fingersto
chin, stroking his goatee. “I have many thingsto do, and not doing them would be considered a
dereliction of duty. Y ou two, on the other hand, well...”

“What? We have nothing elseto do?’ Berx asked, insulted. “Isthat what you' re getting at?’

Erx interrupted again. “If it is, he' sexactly right. It will take us monthsto get another ship. If he can
arangeit, I'll happily go to Earth.”

Erx again turned back to Multx.
“But we gtill have aproblem,” he said. “How do we justify taking this man Hunter from his home?’

Multx thought amoment. “Ah! | will arrest him on suspicion of being aspy. Theway thingsare out here
on the Fringe these days, just about anyone could be held on suspicion of espionage.”

“I protest!” Berx cried. “Thismanishardly a spy. Thereis nothing out hereto spy on...”
Multx relented on that point. He thought afew more moments.

“Wadl, how about this? According to you, he vandalized a ship of the Empireto build that vessd of his”
the commander said. “ That' s certainly an offense that warrants arresting him and trangporting him for
further investigation.”

Thistimeit was Erx who erupted.

“Hisactions can hardly be cdled vandalism,” hetold Multx loudly. “My brother, from those dull pieces
he created aflying machine of extraordinary ability. It' struly awork of art. Y ou cannot put amaninirons
because he created a masterpiece, no matter what the pretense.”

“They’ d skewer you on Earth, Zap,” Berx agreed. “If spinning art was known to be his offense, then the
wives of every one of your superior officerswill demand that you ride the Bdll for the rest of your

Multx shrugged and gavein again.

“Wadll, then this matter needs some congtructive thinking,” he said. “Which is something | don't havetime
for right now.”

He released the room from its hum-beam shield. Erx and Berx knew it wastimeto go.



“Wesall in one quarter and five,” Multx told them. “I’ m sure we can squeeze you two in someplace
comfortable.”

“And our friend bdow?’ Erx asked.
Multx continued stroking his beard.

“I'll keep you informed of my plans” he said.

Hunter had never seen anything like the BonoVox.

The gigantic Starship seemed twice the length of the hulk on the other side of the mountain, and at least
haf again itswidth. And unlike that shipwreck, this vessdl was covered with wegponry. Towering gun
Spires, ascending arrays of missile launchers, forests of Z-beam tubes and space-torpedo ports. There
were thousands of wegpons-systems modules attached to its hull, with thousands of portholes running
between them. It looked chaotic and perverse. But it had an undeniable strange beauty, too, dl 3.5
milliontonsof it.

And hereit was, right above hishousg, floating asif it werelight as afesther.

Sitting near the southern comer of his roof, Hunter had been staring up at the enormous arship sinceiit
arrived earlier that morning. He knew nothing would be the same after this. Many days and nightshe'd
spent gazing up at the star-filled sky, wondering if there was civilization out there, somewhere, in the
Cosmos. He' d had his doubts. True, this planet was littered with space wrecks. But they weredl so old
and decayed, they seemed ancient. And why had no one ever come here to salvage them? And why
couldn’t he seelights moving between the stars at night? Or any unnaturd lightsat al?

It was a strange yearning, this one he had. He could fed it either in his heart or his head, but it was
awaysthe same, akind of frustrated anticipation. He was homesick—but he didn’t know where home
was. He could wind up living along life, but what good was that, if thiswas not the place he was
supposed to be? No, there might be a difference between londliness and being alone, but the end result
was the same: The soul cries. It wantsto move on. East, west, up, down. It didn’t matter. But to where?
And how? Thinking too much about one thing was the surest way to go crazy, so intheend, it was just
more logicd for him to believe that everybody and everything in this universe were dead. And by some
crud twig of fate, he was put here, done, with no explanation, the only one left in human creation. Doing
histimein hell.

But now, in just two days, not one but two ships had come here. And suddenly everything had changed.
The universe was dive. Or thislittle part of it was.

At least now | have some proof, at least one question has been answered...

And he was happy—for afew moments, anyway. Because with life, one answer usudly brought just
another question. He was not aone; that was great. But would he ever be able to find someone,
somewhere, who might be able to tell him who he was? And why he was here?

And did heredly want to know?

These thoughts must have drifted into dreams, because when Hunter opened his eyes again, he found an
enormous soldier standing in front of him. He towered over Hunter and was holding a huge wegpon of
some sort. The soldier was actualy one of many; in fact, there were nearly ahundred soldiers crowding
onto hisroof. They had come out of nowhere. Literaly.



They were al wearing dark gray combat uniforms and e aborate battle helmets. Through the tangle of
gpace hats and ray guns, one soldier called for quiet and began reading from an ornamenta scroll. The
words were incomprehensible to Hunter; they werein an archaic Empire vernacular. He let the man
finish, then turned to the nearest soldier.

“What did dl that mean?’ Hunter asked him.
The soldier replied: “Simple: Y ou’ ve been conscripted to the service of the Empire military forces.”
“Conscripted?’ Hunter asked. “Do you mean...?’

“That’' s correct, comrade,” the soldier said. “Y ou' ve just been drafted.”

5
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Thetrip to the Slleasian System took two Earth days.

The BonoVox covered more than four thousand light-yearsin that time, mogt of it while cruisng in
Supertime, the mysterious seventh dimension aso known as “the Ethers.”

Under ided conditions, astarship traveling in Supertime could traverse the Galaxy in lessthan amonth.
Indeed, some Empire ships could reach speeds of two light-years a minute. They did thiswithout having
to go through black holes, white holes, wormholes, or any other deep-space exctica. All that was
required was a properly tuned, properly powered propulsion core.

Just how the Empire' s starships were able to enter Supertime was amystery—Erx and Berx were hardly
aoneinther lack of understanding of it. Something in the prop cores alowed the grand shipsto cross
into the seventh dimension and travel there with no more than the flip of aswitch. But just how that
miracle worked, and how the Big Generator was able to supply the massive amounts of power to make it
happen, went beyond the faculties of most. The Imperid Family and the core of the Empire smilitary elite
knew the secret of the prop-cores,; at least, that was the common assumption. After that, it was al magic
asfar asthe citizens of the Galaxy were concerned.

Not that they ever got ataste of it. Supertime belonged to the Empire’ s military class and their warships.
It was their superhighway to the stars. Everyone else, from the space merchants to the space pirates, had
to use craft powered by ion-ballast engines. On their best day, these cramped, noisy vessdls could travel
at barely one-hundredth the speed of aprop core mode starship, and then only with frequent refueling

stops.
And they couldn’t crash through stars, ether.

The Sileasan System wasin aregion of the Galaxy known as Sow Fringe 3, or sometimes, the
Three-Arm.

Thiswasthe third arm of the Milky Way, counting clockwise from the Earth, and dmaost on the other
sde of the gar system. It held comparatively few gars, just afew dozen million. Sleasaand itsarray of
eleven planetswas near the tip of the arm. It was aknown haven for space pirates and bandits; their ilk
had been terrorizing Slow Fringe 3 for more than ahundred years. In their bid to reclaim planetslost
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sncethe Third Empire’ s downfal many centuries before, theimperia forces had spent the past two Earth
years clearing out the Sileasian System, one planet at atime.

It had not been the cleanest of campaigns. Shortly after the onset of hodtilities, the various Sileasian
lawbreskers had banded together to create a substantial opposition army nearly three million strong.
They invaded nine of the eeven planets and held these worl ds hostage against any Empire action. This
made dow going for the Empire ssoldiers, dogging it out, oneworld at atime, trying to kill as many of
the enemy as possible while attempting to keep civilian casuaties low. It hadn’'t dways worked out that
way. The death tall intwo years of fighting aready numbered in the billions.

Early on thethird day, the BonoVox arrived off the seventh planet of Slleasia, ajungleworld called Vines
67.

It was here that the Sileasian bandits had been waging afierce guerrillawar againgt the Empire forces,
specificaly the two-million-man corps of Loy Staxx, a 141-year-old, highly decorated veteran of the
Empire’ s Space Navy. Staxx had chosen to take Vines 67 one continent at atime, a substantial chore, as
there were only three mgjor bodies of water on the planet, and together they barely made up 30 percent
of itsarea.

Recapturing Vines 67 was important, though. It was the middie planet of the three the bandits ill
controlled. The origind plan wasto subdue Vines 67 and then use it as ajumping-off point for campaigns
againg the two remaining opposition worlds. But even with avast array of supporting forces drawn from
the previoudy reclaimed planets, Staxx and his men had found the jungle war against the homegrown
banditsadow, draining, and cogtly affair. After nearly half ayear of trying, they were being relieved.

Star Commander Zap Multx was hereto finish the job.

Hunter had been put into asmall compartment in a section of the BonoVox known asthe Lowers.

This place had a hovering bunk, afood tube, and asupply of “brainrings’ for amusement, though Hunter
didn’t have the dightest idea how to work the things.

He' d seen nothing else of the ship, having been beamed directly to thiswindowless billet after being
“drafted.” Erx and Berx sent him anew st of clothes, including aplain gray spacesuit and apair of
boots. In an accompanying holo-message, they told him what Multx had told them: that Hunter had to be
“processed” a amilitary facility planet “ nearer to Earth.” The BonoVox had to make another stop first.

All that was fine with Hunter. It wasn't what he imagined military life would be, but he had no complaints
about his accommodations. His bunk was soft, and the food tube offered abewildering array of fare.
And while he felt bad about leaving his flying machine behind, he didn’t misslifeon Fools6 at al. After
spending so much time kicking around one of the Galaxy’ s most dead-end planets, anything wasan
improvement.

Still, there was no getting around the fact that he was confined to ajail cell of sorts. The door to his
compartment was seded, and there was no unlocking mechanism on the insde. Why? He had a sense
that he was being kept under wraps for some reason. As Erx and Berx explained it to him in their
message, whenever the huge starship was about to enter acombat Situation, al nonessentia personnel
had to be locked down in their berths, lest they see any of the Empire’ s many secret weagponsin action.

“But how can any individua be ‘nonessentia? ” Hunter had asked their holo-images, knowing full well
they couldn’t respond. “1 thought we were al supposed to be part of the samething...”



The most spectacular part of the flight was when the BonoVox actudly went through a star.

How wasthis possble? Aswith just about everything else related to travel in Supertime, no one on
board wasredly sure. The explorers holo-message to him included one of the starship’ sflight engineers
explaining it thisway: “Much of what appearsto be present in the other known dimensions does not
appear to be present in the seventh dimension. Therefore, why would we have a problem going through
something thet is not there?”

At theincredible speed of Supertime, going through stars that weren't there was easier than going around
them; star-crashing was smply afunction of efficient trangport. But the event was hardly routine.
Whenever the massive vessd crashed adtar, everything and everybody aboard the ship would glow with
an intense golden aura. Thisluminescence lasted for just 0.0002501 second—the amount of time it took
the ship to pass through the star’ s other-dimensiona position in space. Then everything went back to
normal again. It was superquick, but there was never any doubt whenever it happened. Even before the
golden haze faded away, applause and cheering could be heard throughout the ship anytime the
BonoVox made a crash.

It was early in the third day of the voyage when Klaxons began blaring throughout the massive starship.

The noise woke up Hunter immediately. He instinctively went to his compartment’ sdoor. It was il
sedled. But on the other side he could hear the unmistakable sound of many people moving at once.
Boots thudding along the passageway. V oices shouting through the pipes. The dark music of weapons
and equipment clanging together.

Hunter had heard such sounds before. ..

Hefound himself wishing the door would open and alow him to see what was going on outside. An
instant later, that’ s exactly that happened. One moment the door was there, the next it wasn't. It hadn’t
did open; rather it had disappeared, and then regppeared in the door dot.

That was strange enough. But in the same brief ingtant, Hunter thought he saw the very faint image of a
person standing right next to him. A hand passed through the space where the door had been. A voice
whispered: You must seethis...

Then the door just wasn't there anymore.

And just as he thought, the hallway outside wasfilled with soldiers. They were members of Multx’s 23rd
Specia Operations Corps. Each trooper looked enormous. Their complex dark gray battle suits added
about afoot to their height and at least a hundred pounds to their bulk. Each soldier was a self-contained
war machine. His suit had plug-insfor various wegpons. Each carried alarge, tubular ray gun dung from
his back, aswell asaholster carrying two or three small blaster pistols. Life-support tubes ran up from
each man’ s breastplate into the oversized bubble-top battle helmet. Two tiny dishes on top of this helmet
provided for communications.

The soldierstrooped past Hunter, paying him no attention, eyes forward, chins up.
They werered warriors, he thought. Determined. Brave. Smart...
He had served with men like this before...

Theline of troopersfinaly disappeared through a hatch at the end of the passageway. The Klaxonswere
blaring at full peak now. Hunter could hear the sound of more footsteps moving on the decks above and



below him. He had no doubt what was happening here. These soldiers were marching off to war.

He began walking down the empty passageway. The line of troopers had gone through a hatch to the
right. Hunter’ singtincts told him to keep walking straight. He reached alarge doorway, opened the hatch,
and stepped through.

He found himself on aglassed-in balcony; it looked out on an immense chamber degp within the ship.
What he saw here was unfathomable &t first. There were thousands of troopers floating within this
chamber. Each one was dressed in the same el aborate battle gear. There were also hundreds of small
gpacecraft hovering in rows near the top of the vast hall. These craft were long, glassy, and tube-shaped.
They had six gangling legs hanging off of them, and a huge bubble nose. For some reason, they were
known as*“bugs.”

Though it seemed very chaotic at first, Hunter soon came to redlize the soldiers were floating up to these
craft and climbing aboard. They were al moving very fadt, yet no one was bumping into each other, or
even coming close. As soon asasmall troop shuttle wasfilled with soldiers, it would shoot off through a
huge porta in the chamber wall, passing through an invisible membrane that protected those inside from
the dangers of outer space. The whole affair was highly choreographed, highly drilled, well executed. The
transgports seem to hold about a hundred troops each. They were being spit out at arate of about one
every second.

Only after dl of the trangports had |eft the chamber did the Klaxonsfindly cam down. Hunter moved
farther down the balcony and came upon ahuge observation blister; it looked out onto the vastness of
space beyond. From here Hunter could see the planet of Vines 67 below. It looked like a huge green ball
dotted in afew places with patches of shimmering blue water.

The BonoVox wasin ahigh orbit above the planet. The troop trangports were lined up in columns just
bel ow the massive warship, obvioudy poised to invade this green world. Hunter looked to his|eft.
Another starship was parked in an orbit nearby. To hisright, another ship came into view. Then another.
And another. He counted a dozen of the magnificent ships around the planet, and those were just the
ones he could see.

Thisfleet was made up of Empire units occupying the aready liberated planetsin the Sileasian System.
The shipswereidentical in design to the BonoVox, but they were dl about athird smdler in Sze, leaving
no doubt which vessal was the flagship here. They were spitting out hundreds of troop transports aswell.
Severa thousand of the shuttles were lined up in huge phalanxes around the planet. Hunter guessed the
invasion force totaled at least half amillion men. Just getting them dl together and in place wasan
astonishing feat of complexity and maneuver. They appeared ready to pounce a any moment.

Y et they were obvioudy waiting for something.

That’ swhen another ship appeared. It was different from the rest. Though built in the Empire s standard
triangular design, it wasn't as deek asthe other starships, nor did it bear the multitude of planet-blasting
weapons the other vessels carried. This one had a huge red bubble just aft of itsforward flight
compartment. This odd ship was hanging close to the BonoVox' s starboard side. It was not spewing out
troop carriers.

Hunter studied this ship closdly. It had aghostly ar about it, yet to hiseyes, it wasafamiliar oneaswell.
Then it hit him. This starship was smilar to the one sticking out of the ground back on Fools 6. What had
Erx and Berx called it? A Kaon Bombardment ship?

Not amoment later, the red dome atop the strange ship began to glow. It became very bright very
quickly. When it seemed it could get no more intense, abeam exploded from this cupolaand traveled to



the jungle planet below. It hit aspot just north of the equator, an area of exceptionally thick flora.
Suddenly it seemed asif aquarter of the entire planet were bathed in crimson. The thousands of troop
trangports took thisastheir cue and began falling down toward the planet. Hunter could see explosions
on the planet’ s surface. The glow from the neighboring ship intensified. He stared deep into the red dome
and fdt achill go through him.

“Comrade? What are you doing here?

Hunter spun around to find ahuge individua standing right behind him. He was one of the BonoVox's
small army of on-board security troops. As Hunter tried to spit out an explanation, the security man
raised ahandheld device, pointed it at him, and pushed a button.

A moment later, Hunter found himself locked inside another compartment.

This one had bars he could see.

6

«»
The BonoVox wasin the throes of asaturndia.

The entire ship was high on something. Food, wine, and other exatic intoxicants were available
throughout the vessdl, and anyone not on duty was permitted to indulgein any vice of their choice. This
was no more true than insde Zap Multx’ s enormous stateroom. Here, the upper echelon of the
BonoVox s officer staff had gathered to revel and feest.

The starship had something to celebrate. The assault on Vines 67 had been an unqudified success. With
the regular Empire Forces troops holding the flanks, Multx’ shighly trained soldiers had goneinto the key
bandit strongholds and quickly diminated them, destroying al of the opposition’swegponry and razing
their base camps. No prisoners were taken. The victory had been so complete, the bandit groups on the
two remaining outlaw planets were aready asking for cease-fireterms.

So Multx’s 23rd Specia Operations Corps had donein afew hourswhat Loy Staxx’s men had been
unableto doin nearly ayear. Asaresult, Vines 67 wasin the Empire sfold, and Multx’ s fortunes had
gone up anotch. Thekey to the victory had been the proper coordination between Multx’ s hunter-killer
battalions and the Kaon Bombardment ship. Thiswas an option not afforded to Loy Staxx smply
because he did not have the connections that Multx had. This aone spoke volumes about the inner
workings of the Empire smilitary dite.

Multx’ svictory had been so swift and tota, the BonoVox had dready left the Slleasian System and was
now streaking Inward. The star commander himself was said to be extremely pleased and had sent a
very upbest report back to Earth to herald his success.

So why then had heinvited Erx and Berx to hisvictory party without the requisite bottle of wineasa
gft?

That’ swhat puzzled the two explorers now as they made their way forward from their billetsin aft
Uppers. They had watched the battle for Vines 67 unfold from the top-side observation deck; it wasthe
perfect placeto follow al aspects of the fighting. And even though they were veterans of Smilar actionsin
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the past, they had never seen such ruthless efficiency in combat as displayed by Multx’s corpsthisday.
The speed by which his specid operations soldiers had diminated their opponents was frightening. To
say victory had been expeditious was avast understatemen.

So why, then, no bottle of Venusian wine with their invite? The explorers could not fathom areason for
such abreach of festivity protocol, especidly from an old friend such as Multx.

Even more inconvenient, Erx and Berx had to walk the entire length of the ship to reach the celebration’s
location, something that could take an hour or more. Usuadly the ship’s command officerswould send a
trangport beam back for those they didn’t want to inconvenience. No such beam arrived for Erx and
Berx.

About hafway to their destination, they passed along line of troopers who had returned from Vines 67
just before the BonoVox began heading Inward. These men were in the same combat suits asthey’ d
been wearing when they embarked on the lightning-quick campaign. But there was something different
about them now. They were covered with dirt, mud, green soot, and no little blood. Their weapons
appeared used and depleted. Even more telling, the men themselves looked drained. There waslittle
evidence of the spirit the unit was known for prior to battle. These men looked grim,
exhausted—disllusioned, even. To an uninformed eye, the question was obvious: If the soldiers had just
won the recent engagement, why did they look so downcast?

But Erx and Berx didn’t have to ask.
They knew why ...
The explorersfinally reached the front of the ship and were ushered into Multx’ s stateroom.

The place was packed with the high officers of the ship, severa hundred in al. Therewas|lots of wine,
lots of vivid dress uniforms, lots of holo-girls. People eating, people drinking. High-pitched background
music provided the sound track. The air smelled thick of bravado.

But dl was not right. Standing done in the far corner was Multx, the star commander himsdlf. Helooked
awful. Hisface was drawn and pae. His normally razor-sharp eyes were bleary. His substantia
shoulders were sagging.

Erx and Berx quickly got drinks and then gpproached him. One look told them dl was not well. But
before they could say aword, Multx spoke instead: “ Do you know where your friend Mister Hunter isat
thismoment?’

The explorerslooked at each other and shrugged.
“Inhishillet, | hope?’ Erx replied uncertainly.

“Nay, heisinthe lower brig,” Multx said in astern whisper. “ For transgressons that carry the ultimate
pendty, | might add.”

“Thebrig!” Erx cried, abit too loudly. “What has he done?’
Multx yanked them deeper into the corner. They did not have the protection of a hum beam now.

“Hewas caught in ahighly restricted area of the ship during the operation againgt Vines 67,” Multx said,
againinawhisper. “He saw it dl: from the battle formations before the attack, to the Kaon
Bombardment ship in operation, to the beginnings of the invasion itself. He observed more than a
half-dozen state secretsin process. Greater souls have been dispatched for less”



Erx and Berx were both alarmed and confused.

“But how was he ableto leave his billet to do such things?” Erx asked. “The plan wasto keep him sealed
infor therest of the voyage.”

Multx took a shallow breath. “We have no ideahow he was able to get out. And neither does he. Or so
he says”

A smdl crowd of officersdrifted by them, trailed by abevy of holo-girls. Multx alowed them to pass.
“What isHunter’ sfate now?’ Berx asked worriedly. “Certainly you can’t execute him.”
Multx wearily shook his head.

“Itisonly that my troops so handily won this engagement that | am able to go easy on him,” he replied.
“Few know of hisindiscretion at this point. They aretoo busy with other things.”

Hewaved his hand to indicate the roomful of inebriated officers.

“And | can maintain our facade,” Multx went on. “But only if nothing €lse hgppens. | just hope Mister
Hunter is smart enough to keep hislips sealed about what he saw.”

“Heissmart,” Erx said quickly. “That much we know.”
“And hewill remain in confidence about this matter,” Berx added. “Wewill guaranteeit.”
Multx wiped hisbrow with hisuniform deeve. He seemed pae.

“I don't want to regret taking him along with us” he said wesarily. “But if our schemeto get himinto the
Earth Race goes awry, not only will the happy days we dream of not be forthcoming, we might have
some answering to do to my superiorsaswell...”

“All will bewdl, my brother,” Erx tried to reassure him. “1t’ sonly by risk that our rewards might be
great.”

Multx gulped hisdrink and grumbled: “Let’ s pray that isso. Still, | think it’sbest that our festhered friend
gtay inthe brig for the remainder of the journey Inward. Only then can we be sure he'll find no further
troubleto get into.”

It pained them to do so, but the explorers raised no objectionsto this. Though ajail cell was not much
different from hisorigind billet, Erx and Berx felt responsible for Hunter’ splight. But it would be wise not
to argue against Multx’ s decree.

Timeto change the subject.

“We, too, watched the battle closdly,” Erx told him, trying to pump Multx back up again. “We could tell
it went just as planned. Y our troops were sterling in action. Y our Strategies, flawless.”

Multx leaned back against the wall and rubbed histired eyes.
“All true,” hetold them. “But thisfight was not pretty, my brothers. Far fromit.”

Erx and Berx fdl silent. What was the matter here? Where was the eternaly confident Multx? The
ever-boastful Multx? Multx the warrior? Multx the conqueror? The man known as the most-connected
officer in the Space Navy? Certainly the incident with Hunter was not al that was weighing on him.



Finally Erx leaned forward and lowered his voice to awhisper.

“I must tell you, old friend,” he said to Multx, “I’ ve seen you looking better. Is something el se troubling
you?”

Berx jumped in: “Y ou' ve just won amgjor engagement, Zap. Soit did not go as'‘ cleanly’ asyou
hoped—war is not supposed to be clean. We al know that. Why then so low?’

Multx hesitated for amoment. Rarely did anyone speak to him on such apersona level. But he knew his
friendswereright.

“I cannot answer why | fed thisway,” hefindly reveded, looking down at his hands. “Because | do not
know mysdf.”

He paused to take a breath. 1t was almost painful to watch.

“I redize | have just diminated aproblem that has been plaguing the Empirefor too long,” he went on.
“And did it quickly, too. Therefore | should be deliriously happy. Yet | am not, because | can't get rid of
this notion that something bad is about to happen. To me. To thisship. To all of us”

“Anintuition, you mean?’
“Something like that,” Multx replied.
The star commander |ooked up at them, his face more ashen than before.

“And | cannot tell you, comrades, just what an unpleasant fedingitis...”

Z

«N»

Hy down to the dry seatoday...

Y es, that might be agood idea. See the south side of the sky for one last time and then hurry back. The
false sunset |ooks blood red today, especidly from fifty thousand feet. Bury the throttles, lean back in the
cockpit, open the canopy, and stick hisarms out. Now you' re really flying, man. Hemet off. Belts
unbuckled. The beams from the crimson giant wash over the face, warming whatever it was benegth the
skin. Can the embers of adying star actually touch the soul? Can they penetrate and open any memories
stored there?

Through the scarlet cloud, turning thisway and that. The sky, spectacular. Throttlesforward. Yes,
everythingisablur. But life is not just about being good, it’s about being better. Right ontime, the
face appears on the clouds ahead. Thered giant glows brighter. The clouds swirl. He sees her amile. He
hears her laugh.

You must seethis.
Then...

Suddenly Hunter was awake.
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The ship’sKlaxons began blaring so loudly, he dmost fell from his bunk. What was going on? They were
twice as urgent as the day before. Was the ship about to fight another battle? So soon?

Now thelightsingde his cdl started flashing wildly. The thunder of boots running through the ship could
be heard once again. Hunter was off his bunk and by the cell door in aflash. It did not demateridize
before hiseyesthistime. Rather it did open cleanly. A security officer was standing on the other side.
Behind him, soldiers were rushing up and down the long corridor. Some were dressed in béttle gear,
some not.

“What' s happening?’ Hunter yelled to the security man.

“Wake up, man!” the officer yelled back. “ The ship isunder attack! All prisoners areto report to the
evacuation bay!”

Under attack?
“By who?" Hunter yelled at the security man, but the man was aready gone, lost in the stream of troops.

Hunter tried to get his bearings. He wasn't even sure what part of the ship he wasin. The chaos of the
passageway was only getting worse. Lights flashing, the Klaxons a earsplitting level. Soldiers pushing
their way around each other, running in different directions.

Where the hell was the evacuation bay?

Hunter began moving with the ssampede. He found hisway to abacony similar to the one from which
he' d watched the attack on Vines 67. The vast war chamber lay in front of him once again. But
something was wrong here. Soldiers seemed to be sumbling thisway and thét, floating, colliding, falling.
Gone was the choreography, gone were the fluidity and well-drilled movement. At best there was
controlled pandemonium inside the war chamber. At worst, panic.

Some of the troop trangports were floating at the top of the chamber, but the soldiersin motion were
ignoring them. Insteed, the troops were igniting their rocket packs and hurling themsalves directly through
the huge protective membrane and into the wilds of outer space beyond.

What was happening here? Hunter didn’'t have aclue at first. Were these men abandoning ship?

Dozens of ship’s security men were rushing by him now, but none of them gave a second look. Hunter
moved down the passageway to the nearest observation bubble. Beyond the glass was an even more
fantadtic Sght!

Far from jumping ship, the stream of troopers|eaving the BonoVox were meeting a stream of other
gpacemen heading in the opposite direction. These unknowns were coming from ahuge ship that had
materidized off the BonoVox' s starboard side, not two hundred yards away. This vessel was black, very
gnigter in appearance. While it wasless deek, lessimpressive than the BonoVox, it was brigtling with
small weapons and was dispensing armed spacemen as fast as the Empire ship could spit out soldiersto
stop them.

Hundreds of soldiers began fighting within the small area between the ships. Some were shooting ray
guns, others were engaged in vicious hand-to-hand combat. Space was suddenly filled with colors. The
bright yellow of rocket packs. The deep red of ray gun blasts. Powerful beams from hundreds of
wegpons were stresking off in dl directions. The sudden ferocity of the battle was smply mind-boggling.
Those hit directly by aray gun blast found themselves propelled at high speed off into deep space, a
gaping holein their spacesuits, and leaving only atrail of blood bubbles behind. Otherswere smply



exploding whenever an enemy ray gun blast hit their own wegpons supply. A dark red mist was
enveloping the fighting now. Hunter even thought he could hear men screaming as they fought and died
out inthevoid.

Do something...

Hunter felt a strange sensation rise up from the back of his neck. It was coming from deep within his
brain. A voice seemed to be speaking to him, riding billions of receptors to the base of his skull. The
voice sounded very much like hisown. The BonoVox was in danger. That meant he wasin danger as
well.

Do something...
The next thing Hunter knew, he was running.

Down the passageway, past the balcony, down a descent tube to the entrance to the vast war chamber
itself. He jJumped right through the force field protecting the main door. He found himself being lifted up to
the chamber’ s ceiling.

He began tumbling out of control amost immediately.

Head over hedls, ams over legs. Hetried to focus his attention on the closest troop bug; it was about
two hundred feet above him, and indeed it was the only flying machine anywhere nearby.

He put his head down and hisarms a his side, thinking thiswas the thing to do. It did cause him to pick
up agreat amount of speed very quickly. But then he had no idea how to stop. He wound up damming
hard into the nose of the troop shuttle and bouncing off. Tumbling down about a hundred feet, he
regained his balance and went shooting upward again. Another hard collision with the trangport’ snose.
Another ricochet. Another plunge downward. Dazed and battered, Hunter twisted himsalf over and
finaly managed to “swim” up to the bug and climb inside.

One step in and he redlized he was no longer floating. The shuttlecraft had its own gravity. His knees and
elbows severdly banged up from his collisonswith the craft, he painfully made hisway up to theflight
compartment and squeezed himsalf behind the bug’ s control column.

The operations pand was a bewildering array of light switches and holographic buttons. Hunter had no
ideawhat any of them did, so hejust started pushing things. In seconds, the spacecraft began to shake
and yaw.

He hastily studied the control pandl’smain 3-D screen. It seemed to offer avariety of options on what
kind of controls he desired to fly the troop carrier. One icon presented a panel with the outlines of two
hands. The fly-by-finger method—Hunter was not into that. Another offered ahead ring, aband put
around the head. Flying by brainwaves, he supposed. Again, not histhing.

Hefinally located an icon that most |ooked like the controls on his old flying machine. Basically ashort
gtick for hisright hand and a throttle bar for hisleft. He tapped thisicon and ingtantly these controls
appeared.

He quickly righted the spacecraft and then turned it around. He took it dowly and carefully at firg, trying
his best to avoid hitting any of the flying soldiers il rushing through the clear membrane to the battle
beyond. When he saw abreak in this stream, Hunter pushed the throttle bar ahead and suddenly found
himsef rocketing through theinvisible portal and into space himsdif.

Now thiswas a strange Situation for him. To the best of hisknowledge, he' d never flown in space before.



It didn’t seem to be a problem, though. He was able to maneuver the awkward troop carrier through the
swarm of battling spacemen, avoiding the never-ending streams of ray gun blasts coming a him from
every direction. It was funny, though; Hunter wasn't even trying hard. He was turning thisway and that,
but it was amogt asif the controls were moving themselves. Or was something deep inside him moving
them?If s0, they were working perfectly every time. Hunter felt like he was just dong for theride.

And he noticed something else: At first glance, it seemed asif the battle between the two starships was
taking place asthey were hanging motionlessin space. The truth was, they were both flying in Supertime.
Thetdltde sgn wasadight blurring effect that surrounded everything and everyone, Hunter included.

Very strange...

Hunter finally cleared the ferocious battle and turned hard to port. Now he had aclear view of the
gtuation. The BonoVox on his|eft, the unknown attacker on his right. The space between them sill
ablaze with vicious combat.

Two words popped into his head now, and they didn’t seem to be coming from anywhere deeper than
thetop of hisskull.

Now what?

Directly below the BonoVox' s vast bubble-top control room was another chamber.

Just as big, with twice the amount of machinery and apparatus, by tradition this place was known asthe
ship’s Oculus. Some believed the ancient name meant “the eyes.” If S0, it was apt. From herethe ship
projected thousands of sensor raysinto every dimension of space for one thousand light-yearsin dl
directions. Thiswas where the ship was steered, where its speed was determined. The glassy control
deck above was smply awindow into thisplace. A smal army of technicianslorded over innumerable
monitoring stations here. Among other things, they could detect anything moving—man-made or not—for
morethan abillion milesaway.

Or &t least that was how it was supposed to work.

No one had seen this attacker coming, for one smple reason: There wasn't supposed to be any enemy
gpacecraft in Supertime; only Empire spacecraft had the ability to cruise the Ethers. For al its magical
machinery, whenever the BonoVox wasin the seventh dimension, the Oculus was smply concerned with
its navigation, and not scanning for enemy threets. That’ s how the attacking spaceship was able to appear
right alongside the Empire vessel and begin spitting out spacemen before anyone in the Oculus even knew
what was going on.

Even worse, thiswas no ordinary warship off their starboard bow. Thiswas a Blackship, avessdl used
by Fringe piratesto pillage unsuspecting planets and attack commerce vessdsin flight. By definition, its
occupants were ruthless and fierce, and known to show their victims no mercy. How had such aship
gained entry into Supertime? No one in the Oculus had aclue, smply because nothing like this had ever
happened before.

A kind of controlled chaos was sweeping the Oculus now. The BonoVox had fought in countless
engagementsin itslong history. But the starship’ srole in each of those battleswasto provide purely
offengive punch. The BonoVox attacked planets; it carried no defensive weapons of its own. So
powerful wasits vast arsend that no wegpon on board could be used againgt atarget fewer than one
hundred miles away. Using such awesgpon would mean desth to both the attacker and the target. The



older class of Empire ships, those built more than three hundred years before, had carried salf-protection
systems. But as the techniques of using Supertime became more defined, and as the Empire strengthened
its hold on the supertechnol ogy, the need for such weaponry disappeared. The BonoVox carried no
self-protection weapons because ship-to-ship duels were supposed to be athing of the past.

But one was happening now—and it appeared the Situation was growing more dire for the Empire vessl
by the second. Reports flowing into the sensor center said that some enemy spacemen were closeto
reaching the hull of the BonoVox, intent on burning their way into the ship itself. The battle might soon be
taking place inside the vessd. Fighting in the passageways? Béttling enemy spacemen right on the control
decks themselves? Absolutely no one on board the BonoVox was prepared for that.

But even among dl this, something €' se very puzzling was happening out there. In addition to the sensors
going crazy by continualy detecting the marauding Blackship, the men in the Oculus saw that athird
spacecraft had appeared on the scene. It was flying among the warring spacemen with considerable
aplomb. It was't another Blackship. It wasfar too small for that.

So what wasit?

Instantly the sensor arrays identified this third object as one of the BonoVox’ s own troop transports.
It was empty except for itspilot.

Hisidentity was unknown.

What happened next was witnessed by most of the officersingde the Oculus, aswell asthosein the
ship’s command center one deck up.

After hovering for afew moments on the edge of the mid-space battle, the small troop carrier began
accelerating very quickly. In secondsit was flying much faster than its previoudy known top speed. It
roared over the top of the BonoVox, climbed steeply, and then went into amind-bending dive just above
the bow of the Blackship. Just as quickly, abarrage of Z-beam blasts erupted from behind the enemy
vess’ s control deck—unlike the BonoVox, the Blackship carried loads of self-protection weapons. But
even though the Z-beam streams were many, the troop carrier began dodging them with astonishing
agility.

Then something even more remarkable happened. Empire troop shuttles were armed with only
rudimentary ray guns. These were provided in the unlikely event that a bug was caught on the surface of a
planet, done, during an invasion and was forced to defend itsdlf. The mysterious pilot was now firing
these guns at the Blackship’ sflight deck—indeed, he was coming down in a screaming dive and directing
histwin beams at the vessd’smain control bubble. This seemed like madness! The shuttle’ ssmall ray
guns were designed to kill troops, not do battle against miles-long spaceships. Y et the shuttle unloaded
on the Blackship’s command bubble and kept right on going, its gunsfull blast, making impactsall the
way down the length of the attacking ship. Only after it delivered a concentrated barrage on the ship's
propulsion section did it turn up and away and climb again, astorm of Z beamsfollowing initswake.

All thiswas happening so quickly, the men insde the Oculus didn't redlize that the Blackship’'s command
bubble had caught fire. Two of itstail finswere dight aswell. Y et the shuttle had looped over the top of
the BonoVox again and now was going into a second mad dive. Once again the Blackship began firing at
it. Once again the shuttle dodged the stream of Z beams. The bug began twisting and turning in seemingly
impossible maneuvers, yet remarkably its nose guns kept firing on target and without a hint of hesitation.

Finaly one of itsblasts found asignificant mark. A lucky beam made itsway through the Blackship’s hull
and into the attacking ship’s own version of an Oculus. This one beam destroyed the Blackship'sentire



sensor chamber. In one stroke, the vessel’ s abilities to see and hear were gone, and its electrical systems
began to short out. A violent explosion rocked the Blackship right behind its control bubble. Thisin turn
caused a gtring of explosonsal the way back to the Blackship’ s hindquarters. The propulsion systems
within began to disintegrate immediately, and the ship began losing speed. Suddenly there was a bright
white flash, and then it was gone. The Blackship had been knocked out of Supertime.

But the dramawas not over.

With their ship now gone, the several hundred spacemen it had dispensed to do battle against the
BonoVox were suddenly all done. They no longer had a ship to fight for. No one was around them now

but the enemy.

Some of the attacking spacemen disengaged from hand-to-hand combat and flew back to the place
where the Blackship had been. Others smply stopped fighting and hung motionlessin space. It was clear
they had no safe place to go. So, one by one, the enemy spacemen began shooting each other...

8
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Hunter have never tasted Venusian wine before.

One sp though was enough to tell him that the dow-ship crap he' d been drinking back on Fools 6 tasted
like bilge by comparison. This stuff felt like acloud going down histhroat. No bark. No bite. Y et the
opiate effect was virtudly the same.

“Refill, Migter Hunter?’

Before Hunter could reply, hisgoblet dowly refilled itsdf. He bardly saw the hand of theinvisible
holo-servant pouring him another full measure while properly staying out of Sght in some nearby
dimenson.

“Don't mindif | do,” Hunter replied belatedly.

Hewas dtting in Multx’ svast private billet, a compartment directly behind the flight deck of the
BonoVox. Erx and Berx were on hand as well. Sitting nearby, each had aready drained his second glass
of wine and was looking for more. They seemed a bit reluctant to look Hunter in the eye.

Hunter had never met Multx before. Perched behind his huge floating desk, the star commander seemed
abit larger than life at first. Helooked twice the size of anorma man, with monstrous hands and
enormous shoulders. Polished head, properly greased goatee, resplendent in his Space Navy uniform, he
certainly looked the part of afamous starship captain.

But Multx also gppeared a bit haggard at the moment. And who could blame him? His premonition of
dire things a-coming had proved frighteningly accurate. Fewer than a dozen hours ago, his ship had
narrowly escaped being captured by the swarm of spacemen from the Blackship. Only by Hunter’ s quick
action did the BonoVox survive. No one on board the Empire warship had ever seen anything remotely
like the display Hunter had put on in dispatching the intruding vessdl. Even the latest Empire Sarfighters
would not take on aBlackship. Y et Hunter had doneit in alowly, barely armed shuttlecraft.
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Even now, it didn’t seem possible. ..

Erx and Berx weretrying to catch Multx’ s eye, hoping he would order their glassesto berefilled. But the
sar commander’ s attention was focused entirely on Hunter at the moment.

“Isit safeto say that you have a penchant for—how should | put it?—being wherethe action is, Mister
Hunter?’

Hunter paused from taking another sip of wine.
“I'm not sure | know what you mean, sir,” hefinaly replied.

Multx smiled wearily. “Well, just in the past few days, you rather dramaticaly rescued my two close
friends here. Then you managed to get out of avery secure compartment to observe our most secret
weaponsin operation. Then... well, then you saved this ship from a catastrophe.”

Hunter gulped some wine down in earnest then said: “1 was just trying to help.”

Multx thought about this for amoment, then snapped hisfingers. A visua screen materidized out of
nowhere.

“I see our ship physicians thoroughly examined you, Mr. Hunter,” he said, reading from the screen.
“Thankfully they confirmed that you are not avictim of amnesiaor any other cranid trauma.”

“That' s good to know,” Hunter replied. “1 think—"

“But our records confirm that you are not listed as acitizen of the Empire,” Multx went on. “Nor have
you ever been amember of the Empire smilitary before.”

“| bdievethat istrueaswdl,” Hunter said.

Multx dispatched the floating screen and turned back to Hunter. “1 know you don’t know where you
camefrom,” he said. “Unless something has come back to you in the past few days?’

Hunter just shook his head. “I’ ve thought about it more timesthan | can count, and not just over the past
few days. Infact, | never stop thinking about it. But other than my name and the fact that | apparently
have some kind of flying ability—I smply cannot remember anything else”

“Andit’ sthe samereply asto where you learned to fly like that?’
Hunter just nodded. “Itis”
Multx fiddled with his extra-long goatee hair for amoment.

“I am not aman without ego, Mister Hunter,” he said. “Y et in this matter, | can only speak the truth. Y ou
saved this ship. Y ou saved my crew. Y ou saved my career. But again, this puzzles me: Whatever
possessed you to do what you did? Only afool would have taken on a Blackship with nothing more than
atroop shuttle. Why did you do it?’

Hunter shrugged. He could fed the cloud wine taking effect.

“Something inddejud told meto doit,” hereplied. “I started running; the next thing | knew | wasin the
shuttle and going outside. It was almost asif someone else were doing it—or that | was watching
someone esedoit. Beyond thet...”



Helet hisvoicetrail off.

“Areyou saying thet ‘inginct’ played aroleinthis?” Multx asked him.

Suddenly Erx and Berx were paying atention again.

“Now, that’s aword | have not heard spoken in at least ahundred years,” Berx said.

“If “ingtinct’ istheright term, | guessthat would be correct,” Hunter replied. “Isthat so unusua ?’
Multx just shook hishead. “Y ou really are from someplace ese,” he mumbled.

“What he'strying to say isthat ‘ingtinct’ isavery rare commodity these days,” Erx explained to him.
“Our socid scientists claim it was bred out of the human race along time ago. Even atouch of it should
be consdered agift.”

“Y ou, however, seem to possessit in gpades,” Multx went on. “I have many soldiers under my
command. | believe every one of them would gladly give hislifeif it meant saving one of his comrades or
even an innocent civilian. But none of them would have done what you did today smply because... well,
| just don't think it would have dawned onthemto doit.”

Hunter Spped from his goblet again. More clouds flowing down his gullet. He seemed to be getting both
lighter and stronger by the moment.

“The Gdaxy isactudly avery smdl place, Mister Hunter,” Multx went on. “ And any word of heroics
Spreads very fast. My report on thisincident has aready been flashed to Space Command headquarters.
Everything, including the fact that a Blackship somehow got into Supertime, isal regarded astop secret
now. But I'm afraid it will beimpossibleto keep alid on thisthing forever. When word of what you did
getsout, every one of my esteemed colleagueswill inquire aout your availability. I’ m sure you would
shoot right to the top of any admird’s persona Air Guard squadron.”

“That would be quite ajump for someone who'sjust been drafted,” Hunter told him.

“Well, yes,” Multx replied with anervous grin. “But actudly we think you have much more important
thingsto do than that.”

“| do?Likewhat?’
Multx smiled for thefirg timeinalong time.

“I’ve made arrangements for you to continue on to Earth as soon as we reach the Pluto Cloud,” hetold
Hunter. “1 hopeyou don't mind...”

Hunter nearly dropped hisgoblet. Earth? After what Erx and “ Berx had told him about the exclusivity of
the mother planet? Why would he be going there?

“I don’t understand,” hefinaly replied.

Multx checked to make sure the room’ s hum beam was at full power. It was.
“Mister Hunter, you' ve never heard of the Earth Race, | suppose,” he asked.
Hunter could only shake hishead no.

Multx glanced over at his coconspirators. Both Erx and Berx weretrying very hard not to make eye



contact with him now.

“Wadll, do ether of you want to tdl him?” Multx asked them wryly. “Or should 17’

9
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Its officid name wasthe Inner-System Defense Array.

It was made up of nearly one million man-made moons st in various configurations on the edges of the
solar system. Most were orbiting the same distance out as the planet Pluto, thusthe unofficid title of
“Puto Cloud.”

Each moon served asamilitary garrison and a security checkpoint. The swarm envel oped the solar
system within a perfect bubble, demarcating theinner sanctum of Earth, its planets, and the sun. In the
days before the Ancients, the Pluto Cloud would have been considered the wall around the castle, the
trench before the cave. No one got through without the proper connections.

Luckily, Zap Multx had connections.
Thiswas how Hunter found himsalf on a hyper-shuttlecraft heading toward the holy inner planets.

No sooner had the BonoVox arrived here, at the gates of the stellar kingdom, than he’ d been summoned
from hisold billet to the shuttle bay. Oncethere, he, Erx, and Berx were quietly put aboard Multx’s
persona launch and sent on their way.

Thisregion of space wasliteraly jammed with starships. Most of them were military, but many cargo and
scientific shipswere on hand aswell. One could hardly look in any direction without seeing severd
hundred spacecraft either docked or moving dowly about. All of them being scrutinized by security
personnel. Y et the hyper-shuttle was alowed to pass through a gauntlet of robot guns and Z-beam
platforms unencumbered.

Even the shuttle pilot was amazed. “1 guess the magic word around heretoday is*Multx,” ” he said.

“Bingo,” Erx and Berx agreed.

Asluck would haveit, an dignment of sortswasin the offing. The shuttle pilot was able to buzz al of the
outer planets, adiverson that added only minutes to the length of their trip inward.

Pluto was burning bright green these days. The gas giants Neptune and Uranus were violet and cobalt
blue. Jupiter and Saturn were like minisuns, fantastically multicolored, with hundreds of moons, most of
them man-made, spinning around them. The asteroid belt had long ago been cleared away. Marswas
now on its own, glowing like a neon-red sapphire, the warmth of the sun obvious on itsface.

Then came Earth.

It was adiamond floating among brilliant sones. An enormous blue, shimmering jewe, outstanding
againg the blackness of space. Mouth agape, his nose nearly pressing against the shuttle’ s main window,
Hunter imagined he could see awhite-hot glaze surrounding the planet, amost like ahalo. Therewasno
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mistaking that one wasin the presence of something greet here. This place looked like the center of the
Gdaxy.

“Thefirst gpaceship left it five thousand, two hundred thirty-nine years ago,” Erx told him. “ And that was
only to orbit. A lot has happened since then. Thefirst outward expansion. Puffing the planets. Three
empiresrise, three empiresfal. Countlesswars, civil conflicts, rebellions... you nameit. And that’sjust
from the history we know about.”

Much of Earth’s surface was now covered with huge triangular sections known astriads; they were what
made the home planet shine. Some of these massive sections measured more than one hundred milesin
length. They were made of a superhard material known asterranium. Similar to eectron sted, terranium
was aso able to feed an earthy crust and was thus amenable to growing flora

The triads had been built more than two millennia before by the mysterious people known asthe Ancient
Engineers. Just why they choseto lay down these huge sectionswas ot in the haze of time. An attempt
to reclaim surface arealost due to rising ocean levels was one guess. The triads covered more than half
the planet and were arranged so that Earth now supported just two enormous continents—one in the
eadt, the other in the west.

What remained of the oceanswas in between. Water drained off from the poles traveled dong huge
candsthat separated the triads in some places. Besides feeding the terranium, these artificia waterway's
aso provided landing areas for some of the Empire slargest starships. Another result of this massive
engineering project was that every coastline on Earth was now uniform, every river and lake drawn
perfectly sraight.

The triads were connected by more than five thousand bridges. Some were thousands of mileslong and
linked the two continents at their closest points. But these spans were never used—at least not anymore.
They, too, were ancient, but unlike the triads, no one was quite sure who built them. All that was known
was they’ d appeared after the triads had been put in place and before the rise of the Third Empire. In any
case, they were considered sacred and therefore off-limitsto all.

Earth’ sMoon il hung in the sky, bright as ever, apearl orbiting adiamond. Buit it, too, was considered
sacred and thus wisdly avoided.

In fact, no one had set foot on the lunar satellite in more than three thousand years.

The hyper-shuttle spirded down through Earth’ s atmosphere now, heading toward an enormous city on
the northeastern edge of the western continent.

A layer of perfectly shaped clouds seemed to be hovering above the center of this metropolis. On closer
ingpection, however, Hunter realized theseredly weren't clouds at dl.

They werefloating cities.

“That’ swherethe Speciaslive,” Erx explained, senang Hunter’ s curiosity. “The Emperor and his
immediate family live on that one right there—the onethat’ s so big, it'shard to miss...”

The largest of the floating cities was about twenty miles below them. It looked like ahuge castlein the
sky. It had multiple spires, many glowing in very odd iridescent colors. Long, doping passageways
crisscrossed these spireslike spiderwork. The airborne city was at least ten square milesin size. Other
citiesfloating closeto it were dmost aslarge.

Because the floating cities were so big, and because they were more than amile above Earth’ s surface,



condensation tended to gather underneath them, forming... clouds. Thiscreated theilluson that the cities
werefloating on the cumulus.

Beneath the floating paaces was Big Bright City. It went on forever. Tensof millions of structures, from
superskyscrapers to shacks, hovering roadways, air-car tubes, water cands, flags, banners, arenas,
thousands of monuments to the Emperor, enormous, skyward-pointing power grids—and lights. Lights
everywhere! Burning brightly, day and night. All colors, dl shades, al tones. Everything bathed ina
muted neon glow to ensure than no one ever went to deep. The city was so large, it took up nearly one
tenth of the entire upper western continent.

Onitsvery eastern edge, right beforeits last triad met the sea, was Effkay-Jack. It was asprawling
gpaceport facility, boasting hundreds of launch and recaiving stations, huge housing unitsfor the Empire' s
largest starships, its own weather control, and its own separate army. It was the largest spaceport in the
Gdaxy. On any given day more than fifty million people would passthrough its portas.

The hyper-shuttle swooped down into one of them now and finally halted. Once thetiny vessel was
recognized as the property of one of the most famous starship commandersin the Galaxy, it was
surrounded by asmall army of ground support personnel. One of them opened the main hatch, and Erx
scrambled out; Berx followed close behind.

Now it was Hunter’ sturn.

Y et he heditated. This could be aspecid moment, he thought. It would be wise to remember it.
Finaly he touched hisboot hed to Earth. A jolt of eectricity ran right through hisbody.

“What do you know about that?” he murmured.

I’ve been here before...

PART TWOTheEarth Race
10
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When night fell, Big Bright City got even brighter.

Lightsthat had been blazing al day had their luminescence turned up afew more notches once the sun
had finaly set. The streets, the buildings, the airwakswere dl absolutely clean and sparkling, thanksto a
huge army of robots. Because every exposed piece of ground reflected the cool, green hue of terranium,
the overall effect wasthat of agleaming, emerald city.

Only the Very Fortunates lived in this magnificent place. More than two billionin dl, and every last one of
them had areason for being here. They were either somehow related to the Specia s—and there were
severd million of them alone—or worked for someone who was. But in a place where the ground that
the Emperor’ s cloud city passed over was considered sacred—the “Holy Shadow,” it was caled—even
the hired help had to be at least a Fortunate. No one below that class even dared step within the city’s
gates.
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Unlessyou werein the high military, that is. Then you were treated dmost like royalty, just astep down
from the Speciadsthemsdves. There was no surprisein this. The Empire owed its existence to the
military; its soldiers were considered celebrities, to be honored and respected, the higher the rank the
better.

Anyonein auniform who managed to get himsdf to Earth could find no better circumstance than walking
among the people of Big Bright City—especidly in the week before the Earth Race.

Oncethefirst stars werein sght, thousands of narrow, extremely bright beams of white light went
shooting up into the night sky. These were StarScrapers, the latest playthings of the Very Fortunates.

They were about the size of aquadtrol, handheld and tubular. They had unlimited power, thanksto the
Big Generator. The device could shoot off into space, at Supertime speeds, and capture the light
sgnature of aparticular star. Because every dar in the Galaxy was a least alittle different from the next,
each one produced its own unique blend of colors across the spectrum. These could be condensed and
then be dragged back down to Earth, using the StarScraper’ s shaft of super white light as the medium.
The Very Fortunates had chosen to call these captures“light songs.” Most of them wereincredibly vivid
totheeye.

Once the light particles were drawn down to Earth by the StarScraper, they could be used in a number
of different ways. Some of the Very Fortunatesilluminated their dwellings with their own brand of
garlight. Others bathed themselvesin the glow for hours, swearing by its youth-giving properties. Some
tapped into the star’ saudio frequenciesto literdly “hear thelight” aswell as seeit. Some even would
warm their cloud wine by starlight, claiming it increased the liquor’ s opiate properties.

And just like crashing through stars, people who used StarScrapers dways had a certain glow about
them.

Even when the Holy Shadow passed above their heads.

In contrast to the metropolis below, the floating city known as Specia Number One had shut down for
the night.

Its [abyrinths of bright floating lights were dulled, casting eerie red and yellow shadows acrossthe
Imperia grounds. Anyonein the Roya Family who craved the nightlife had headed below along time
ago. The main gates were now sedled and a squadron of air-chevys began doing dow orbits around the
hovering paace. It was customary for Speciad Number Oneto go dark in the week before the Earth
Race. It was said that the Emperor took this downtime to recapture memories of hispreviouslifeasa
garfighter pilot during the Third Empire—or so he claimed. Most bdlieved the Emperor smply used the
timeto catch up on hisdeep.

Neverthdess, with the activation of an impenetrable force field around the entire floating city, another day
inthelife of the High Specias was coming to an end.

Or s0 it seemed.

No sooner had the lights been lowered than asmall air-chevy rose from the surface and approached the
main gate of thefloating city. After aquick surveillance scan by one of the Imperid sentries, theair car
was alowed to passthrough. It puttered its way through the maze of streetsinsde the pdace walls,
finally stopping a an nondescript building about half amile from the Imperia House.



Two guards materiadized; one opened the door of theair car. A man dressed in along black cloak
emerged and glided into the building. Hisair car then moved into the shadows.

Thefigurein black floated up the stairs and down along corridor, finaly reaching a huge oak door. He
rapped on it twice and felt itslock spring open. He glided in. Two more Imperia guards were waiting for
him.

“I'm here,” the man smply told the guards. One disappeared behind another door, then reemerged. He
motioned the man forward.

The dark figure lowered himsalf and walked into the room aone, closing the door behind him. Sitting on
acouch next to aroaring fire was the person he' d come to meet. Long blond hair—at least today. Skin
perfect. Eyes perfect. Mouth, nose, and cheeks, al perfect. It was Cyn-Nay, wife of O’ Nay, First
Empress and Queen of the Galaxy hersdlf.

Or wasit just the light?

The Empresswaved the man in black toward afloating table containing avast array of Venusian cloud
wines. Then she activated a hum beam.

“Y ou only ask to see me when something iswrong,” she said to the man as he helped himself to alarge
mug of super’ rose. He was a spy. One of the best in the Empire.

“I wouldn’t be doing my job properly if that wasn't 0,” the man replied. “ Secret as our talks have been.”

“And you do redlize that no one of any consegquence can ever know that we speek?’ shetold him. “And
that you should never approach mein any other setting than the one before us now?’

The spy nodded. “I do, my lady.”

He sat down on the couch next to her. The Empress sipped her drink plaintively.

“So then? What isthe problem?’ she asked him, staring into the flames.

The spy shook his head.

“Wadll, that'sjust it,” he began. “I’m not sure.”

The Empress|ooked over a him. “Not sure?’

“It'sjust afeding,” the spy confessed. “But it' sadeep one.”

“Tel it to me, then,” she said.

The spy took adeep gulp of wine. He would have to choose hiswords carefully.

“I think troubleis coming, my lady,” he said soberly. “Infact, it may aready be here.”

The Empress thought about thisfor amoment. She used the spy only on the most secret of affairs. She
had entrusted him to ferret out the truth for her, no matter where it might be hiding in the relm these
days. Being ableto do so was arare talent. So when he spoke, she tended to believe him.

“And why do you fed thisway?’ she asked.

The spy leaned forward in his seet.



“You're aware of the attack on the BonoVox?'

She nodded. “Most unnerving. What have you heard lately? Has anyone got atheory on how a
Blackship penetrated. .. what do you cdl it again?’

“Supertime, madam.... and no, the word is solid on this: No one has any idea how it was able to bresk
through the Ethers. There' sa substantia internal investigation already ongoing. Ordered by your husband,
| believe?’

She nodded brusquely.
“But how can they possibly investigate such athing?’ she asked. “It happened so far out...”

The spy tasted hisdrink. “I am no expert on these things, my lady,” he began correctly. “But | believe
thereisaway, aformulaof some kind, that can determine where and how much power from the Big
Generator the Blackship used while in Supertime. Once thisis discovered, they might be ableto track
these units of power back from the source to its recipient in the moments before the attack.
Recongtructing the crime, so to speak. That can only lead to further revelations, I'm sure.”

The Empress dabbed her eyes.

“What | find particularly disturbing about thiswhole affair wasthe fate of those marauders caught in
space after their ship was destroyed. They choseto end their own lives rather than be captured? Isthat
Sofe

“They shot a each other until the last man blinked out,” the spy confirmed. “A very bizarre situation, al
agree. Persondly, I’ ve never heard of such athing.”

“Wouldn't we have just held them in our jails had they been captured?’

The spy nodded. “And therein lies the strangeness. Our prisons are not placesthat further blacken men's
souls. These people would have been interrogated, yes. Scanned. Brain scrubs, the works. But
afterward, they would have been sent somewhere fairly comfortable and been fed and clothed. A vast
improvement over life asapirate, snorting ion-balast crystals whenever your food tube runslow.”

The Empress shivered noticegbly. “Why kill themselvesthen?’ she asked.
The spy just shook his head.

“Madam, no one | know hasaclue,” he said.

She shivered again. “ Thisis not agood stuation...”

“True, but itisthe redlity of this Blackship gppearing in Supertime, that iswhat’ sredlly bothering me,”
the spy said. “Not only isit baffling, it might prove catastrophic for dl warshipsaswell. We have dways
enjoyed complete invincibility within the Ethers. Complete invincibility. That' satough thing to lose. |
know for afact that our top commanders are now congdering sending starfighter escortswith al ships
traveling in Supertime out on the Fringe. This has never been necessary before. But now, should
something like this happen again—well, the captain of the next ship attacked might not be as lucky as
Zgp Multx.”

The Empress nodded. “ There was talk of giving the shuttle pilot who hel ped—does anyone even know
his name?—some kind of commendation for his bravery. But Multx has managed to bury him
somewhere. | can’'t say | blame him. It isnot like a starship captain to want alowly shuttle pilot to get



medasfor saving hisship.”

“It's best that the whole affair be kept quiet—we don’t need to be giving anyone any medas,” the spy
sad. “Asfar Zap Multx, my sourcestel me his stresk of luck is about to end.”

She sipped her drink. The fire waned a bit.

“But however the Blackship managed to get into the Ethers,” she said, “wouldn’t someone, somewhere
inyour network have heard something before the attack on the BonoVox? A loose set of lips out on the
Fringe? A drunken braggart among the pirates? | mean, planning for such amonumenta event could not
have happened in avacuum. Could it?’

The spy shook hishead again. “ Therein just lies more strangeness, my lady,” he said. “Word of such a
dramatic plot would have leaked out eventualy and traveled around the Fringe very quickly. Asyou
know, there are few secrets that last very long out there. Y et my best contactstell me these particular
pirates were absol ute unknowns—they certainly weren’t from the Sileasian System. No one knows what
group they were from. No one knows where their bases are or even what sector they cal home.”

The Empress stared into the fireplace again. Another log appeared, sparking new life to the smoldering
embers.

The spy went on: “And why in the world would they attack a ship like the BonoVox? Think of what
havoc they could have caused among our trading and cargo ships. What plunder they could have
Secured!”

“What were their motives, then?” the Empress pressed him. “ To capture a second ship capable of
Supertime?’

The spy shrugged. “That’squite agod for afirst foray,” he said. “ Pirates are usudly adisorganized o,
and long on dull minds. Some can barely operate the claptrap vessalsthey use now. Trying aship-to-ship
takeover, asyour firg sortieinto the Ethers? I’m not sure even our best troops could pull that one off.”

A brief slencefdl. Thefirewasblazing again.

“Sothen,” shefindly sad, “I’'m suretheincident itsdlf is dready the whisper of the Fringe.”
“Itis” the spy confirmed.

“And the conventiond thinking is?’

The spy paused before answering.

“That these pirates,” hefinaly began, “if they were pirates, must have received the Supertime technology
from someone... wdll, closeto us, I'm sad to say.”

The Empress was stunned. Her shoulders dropped dramatically.
“Areyou suggesting.... that someonein our own forces gave this sacred technology to them?’

The spy shook his head once again. “What other explanation could there be, my lady? Even if the pirates
smply stumbled upon the technology—in a shipwreck, let’ s say—they il would have to implement it.
And even then, they somehow would have to learn how to tap into the Big Generator. | don’'t know
anybody who knows how to do that—not from scratch, anyway.”

The Empress could barely move. “My God, where doesthat trail lead? Didoyalty in our ranks? That's



exactly what led to the downfal of the Third Empire. And | suspect thefirst and second onesaswell.”

“Thusmy fear of dark clouds on the horizon, my lady,” the spy whispered. “When the sorm hits, it might
be sometime beforeit isclear kiesagan.”

A much deeper silence engulfed the room now. Even thefirefell quiet. The Empress sface had turned
ashen. Her hands began to shake, and she could barely hold her glass. The very thought of |ése-majesté
inthe Empire s military was enough to make her chest tighten and her brow moisten with swest. She
hoped her fagade would not fail her now.

Finaly she broke the spell.

“Y ou have dways provided great advice and counsdl for me,” she said to the spy. “1 pray thisoccasionis
no different.”

But the spy just dowly shook hishead. “1 wish it were not so, my lady,” he said. “But | have no advice.
Only that we must be vigilant—about many, many things.”

He drained hisdrink and got up to go.

“If therewas only ascienceto these things,” he mused. “1f only someone had come up with away to
predict events of the future. Five minutes from now. Five days. Five years. Five centuries...”

“No such science exists,” the Empress said sadly. “Unlessit is hiding in the heart of the poet. So we
remain at adisadvantage, not knowing what the future will hold.”

The spy laughed grimly. * Everything we can do—and yet the thing that we want the most, we don’t
rﬂ/e_”

She finished her drink and watched her glass dowly disappear.
“Such asitiswith life” shetold the spy, “No maiter how long some of usmight live...”

11
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There were two mgor playersin the Empire smilitary hierarchy.

The Space Forces (SF) were the eement that projected the Empire' s policiesto the far reaches of the
Gdaxy. The Inner Defense Forces, more readily known as the Solar Guards (SG), were responsible for
al security ingde the Pluto Cloud.

Or at least that’ s how it was supposed to be.

It was one of the many ironies of the Fourth Empire that the Solar Guards could be found in just about
every corner of the Galaxy, while many vessels of the Space Forces fleet spent their time cruising closeto
the Pluto Cloud, where the Empire’ smgor repair, refurbishing, and training facilities were located.

The two services did not get dong. Their top officers hardly spoke to one another, and when they did,
they rarely agreed on anything. They used different types of equipment, flew different types of starships,


chapter_12
contents
chapter_14

and issued entirely different kinds of wegponsto their soldiers. They even had different orders of rank
and different styles of uniforms. The Space Forces wore blue with yellow trim, the Solar Guards wore
black with red.

The Space Forces—comprised of the Navy, the Army, and the Air Service—were essentially mobile
infantry and ameans to get them where they wanted to go. The Solar Guards were more paramilitary, an
army of policemen. They had spent much of the past three centuries cruising the Galaxy, working on
countlessinvestigations, some of them legitimate (such as tracking down tax outlaws), but many more
done on awhim. As aresult, the Solar Guards conducted their own wars and the Space Forces
conducted theirs. The two services had never fought Sde by sde against acommon enemy.

The Space Forces liked to think of themsalves asthe senior, more professional service. Indeed, their
roots went back more than athousand years, a history that somehow survived the last two Dark Ages.
The Solar Guards, on the other hand, were the upstarts, established just three hundred years before.
While they boasted just half the number of men in arms as the Space Forces, their troops were
considered more specialized, better trained, more ruthless. And, as keepers of the Inner Flame, they
were aso closer to the Imperial seat of power. Much time and effort were spent by the Space Forcesto
make sure their views and visions were not underrepresented before the Emperor. The top officers of the
Solar Guards, however, excelled in wreaking havoc with any Space Forces initiatives.

The main conflict between the two rivals was philosophica. The Solar Guards believed the Empire s best
path to success was to reclaim as many of the Galaxy’ s planets as possible, as quickly as possible, and
bring them into the Empire sfold. The Space Forces were dedicated to the same goal, but they believed
the best way to accomplish it wasto go after the troublesome planets firss—and bring the more peaceful,
law-abiding planets back in gradudly. So it was not aquestion of expansion, but how quickly that
expanson would be carried out.

But what determined which worlds were troublesome? It was not a black-and-white issue. The Gaaxy
was divided into hundreds of millions of sectors, but for the most part, those systemsin the center, called
the Ball, were peaceful, loyd, and solid in their support for the Emperor. The worlds out on the fringe
were more problemeatic. The farther one went from the center of the Galaxy, the more lawless and wild
the planets became. Y et among these worlds were peaceful civilizations aswell, many of them lost for
more than amillennium and not even aware they were part of the Empire,

In bringing the rule of the Fourth Imperia Dynasty to the Galaxy, neither the Space Forces nor the Solar
Guards could claim a spotless record. The Empire had more than ten trillion men under arms. Perfect
performance was an unlikely possibility, to say theleast, especidly with the frightening superweaponsthe
Empire possessed.

But the Spaces Forces, at least, recognized their errors and sometimes went to grest lengths to correct
them.

The Solar Guards didn't have time for such soul-searching.
There was athird service within the Empire forces.
Thiswas the Expeditionary and Exploratory Force, known to al smply asthe X-Forces.

The X-Forces were comparatively small. They had about a tenth the number of troops as the Space
Forces, fewer than haf that of the Solar Guards. The X-Forces mandate was to fly to the Outer Fringe
and identify those planetslost Sncethe last Dark Age and even beyond. In many ways they werethe
scouts before the cavalry.



While mogt of the big starships flown by the X-Forces carried their share of troops, they also lugged
around many forms of humanitarian aid, plus scientists, physicians, and representatives of the Empire's
diplomatic corps. Very often thefirst time the people of areclaimed world even saw the Empire’ s banner
it was painted on the side of an X-Forces vessal. Sometimes working in secret, sometimes not, the men
and women of the Expeditionary and Exploratory Force weretruly the professionas and went about their
far-flung jobs accordingly.

As such, the X-Forces had absolutely no political power anywherein the Galaxy.

Which waswhy they were not invited to this very secret mesting.

Up the absolutely straight banks of the First Cand, about twenty-five miles north of the center of Big
Bright City, was an area of preserved woodlands known by the archaic name Chesterwest.

An enclave of naturein the midst of the sprawl, the trees grew so thick in Chesterwest, some parts
seemed perpetudly bathed in twilight. One part, a place known as Sector Cello, was an especialy
isolated area, famous for its nearly impenetrable woodlands and countless placesto hide. That’swhy the
Space Forces and the Solar Guards had selected it as the best location to hold their very clandestine
mesting.

It was close to midnight when the two shuttlecraft landed at the base of the Chesterwest mountain called
Many Tears. There was along-abandoned muster hall here. Constructed of blackwood and plastic, it
was smply one big room, with no windows and just one door. Twelve men emerged from each
shuttlecraft. They filed into the ancient muster building without exchanging aword, the sky above them
dancing with the glow of StarScrapers being beamed up from downtown Big Bright City.

This meeting was very unauthorized. Unofficia contact between the SF and the SG without a
representative from the Imperia Court on hand was consdered ahigh crime of didoyadty. If the
principals here had been caught gathering like this, they would al be executed, probably on the spat,
most definitely without benefit of atrid.

Still, over the years there came times when the two opposing forcesjust had to talk, to settle some
dispute, to smooth over some feathers. Usually the two parties sat at atable and had an orderly
discusson. Thistimeit was different.

Thistimeit wasvery tense.

Zap Multx was there for the Spaces Forces; Loy Staxx was on hand aswell. The most senior SF officer
on hand, however, was an Army ten-star general, Skol Fyxx.

Like most SF commanders, Fyxx was ahuge individual, square jaw, bad head, afew authentic body
scars, and many tattoos. He was 199 years old. A veteran of countless wars, he was known throughout
the Galaxy as a heroic commander and fierce strategic warrior.

On the other sde there was SG First Commander Jeak Dazz. Dazz was everything Fyxx was not. He was
short, pudgy, free of any scars or tattoos. He was araging egomaniac, cunning and clever in battle, but
with an absolute distaste for getting his own hands dirty.

Astheir men lined up behind them, Fyxx and Dazz now met in the center of the musty room. Fyxx was at
least three feet taler than Dazz. Someone activated a humbeam; the room was now safe from
eavedropping from anywherein the Galaxy.



“How long hasit been, Skol 7" Dazz asked, hisvoice thick with false charm.
“Not long enough,” Fyxx replied.
Dazz looked at the line of SF officers behind his counterpart.

“Multx! You'relooking... somewhat recovered,” he said sniddly. “When | heard about what happened
to the Vox, | prayed that you were not among the casudties.”

Multx looked like he' d just taken a sonic blast to the chest.

“I would have prayed in the same way for you, had it been your ship attacked...”
Dazz laughed. His men laughed, too.

“Not much chance of that,” Dazz said under his breath.

Hefixed his gaze on Loy Staxx now, the man who had been forced to withdraw from the Sileasian
campagn.

“And you, Staxx... I’'mjust glad to see you up and around,” Dazz said. “I heard those punks on Vines
67 were a handful.”

Staxx was atdl, proud man of color, 214 years old, with white hair and beard. Aswith Multx, he took
Dazz'scomment like aknife to the heart.

Fyxx took astep closer to Dazz, effectively towering over him.
“Let’scut thenonsense,” Fyxx said with agrowl. *Y ou know why we'redl here.”

Dazz just smiled, took out an atomic cigar, and lit it up. Helet the blue smokefill the room. Then he
crossed hisarms againgt his chest and said: “Okay, thiswasyour idea. Sotalk...”

Fyxx could barely restrain himsdlf. He could have crushed Dazz like abug at that moment, but he knew
only disaster would result from that. He tried to stay calm.

“Eventhoughitis ill a state secret, you seem to know alot about what happened to the BonoVox,” he
began dowly. “ Any ideas on how that Blackship managed to get into Supertime?’

Dazz just laughed again. Hismen did, too.

“Surel do,” hereplied.

“Redlly?’ Fyxx asked. “Enlighten us, then...”

Dazz took along puff of hiscigar and blew the smoke just inches above Fyxx’ s head.

“Wdl, obvioudly those mooks got ahold of aprop core,” Dazz said sarcasticaly. “ And then figured out
how to tap into the Big Generator.”

More laughter from the Solar Guards.

“Isthat s0?" Fyxx spit back at him. “And where do you think these mooks got the prop core? Did they
just find it? Or did someone giveit to them?’

DazZ sfeatures went hard very quickly. A darkness came over hisface. “What are you suggesting,



Fyxx?’

“I’'m suggesting that it is just about impossible to come across aworking prop core,” Fyxx replied. “On
the other hand, if someone gave them a spare and—"

Dazz sface turned bright crimson.

“Are you insane?’ he shouted up at Fyxx. “Areyou implying that we gave these mooks a prop core and
then hooked them up to the Big Gee?”’

Multx spoke up. He was more furious than Fyxx.

“Who e se could have doneit, you little ass?’ he shouted at Dazz.

Dazz took two steps toward the BonoVox commander.

“L ook, just because you can't read along-range sensor array, don’t blame us!” he roared back at Multx.
Multx exploded. “How much did you sdll it to them for, you midget turncoat?’

Dazz lunged a Multx. They didn’t come to blows only because Fyxx was able to caich the smaller man
inmidair. Still, the knot of opposing soldiers got tighter. Hands went to wegpons. Dazz’ s bodyguards
were gigantic; all Sx were more than seven feet tall and packing serious ray gun heat. They began moving
toward Fyxx.

That’ swhen Fyxx raised hishand and effectively silenced Multx.
“Bewarned to Say cool here,” hesaidto dl. “Everyonelosesif things get out of hand.”

He set Dazz back on the floor. The SG commander took a breath and readjusted his clothes, but he was
dill redintheface.

“Tell your boy here not to go around accusing us of treason,” hetold Fyxx, pointing at Multx. He took
another breath. “Now look, we don’t agree on much of anything. But you guys can’t serioudy think that
we' d give prop core technology to abunch of mooks on aBlackship. It would be didoyaty of the
highest order, for God' s sake! And believe me, we' re not in the business of cutting our own throats.”

Fyxx looked Dazz draight in the eye. The SG high commander was saying the right words, but was he
teling thetruth?

“On your Oath of Honor,” Fyxx said to him dowly. “ Do you swear you know nothing about this? And
that no one under your command has been involved?’

“Onmy father’s Oath of Honor they did not,” Dazz replied caudtically. “ Can you make that same
Satement?’

“I can,” Fyxx replied without hesitation. “1 would know, just as you would know...”

A silence now descended on the room. The air of tension changed. The two dozen men redlized they
might have an authentic mystery on their hands here. Everyone knew that prop core technology wasthe
second-most-guarded secret in the Empire; only the inner workings of the Big Generator were more
shrouded. If the Solar Guards didn’t give the prop core technology to the crew of the Blackship, then
where did they get it?

Fyxx let down hisbold front for amoment. So did Dazz.



“Every working prop corein the Space Forces is accounted for,” Fyxx told him. “We checked.
Double-checked. And triple-checked. Spares, front lines, from the fringe to the Ball. We know where
every one of themis”

Dazz reit hiscigar. “And so dowe,” he said. “And I’m sure your poor relaionsin the X-Forces have
donethe samething.”

So they were ssumped. Another silence came over the room. It lasted for more than aminute.
Fyxx finally spoke: “Okay, let’s say we make aded.”
“Propose,” Dazz sad.

“If I hear anything more about this, | will let you know,” Fyxx told the SG commander. “Will you do the
sane?’

Dazz thought amoment, then nodded. “Done...”

The two men dmost shook hands. Another silence followed. Findly Fyxx gave the order for the hum
beam to be turned off. The meeting was over.

Still wary, the two sides backed away from each other and began filing out of the building very dowly.
That's when Dazz stopped.

“By theway, Skol, who are you picking in the Earth Race?’ he asked the SF commander. “1 hear there's
acouple of red freeksamong thefidd.”

Fyxx just sniffed a him. “I don’'t gamble,” hesaid.
Dazz snickered. Hewas back to hisreptilian self again.
“Wadll, theway thingsare going,” hetold Fyxx, “maybe you should gart...”

12

«N»

Acrossthemain cana and afew milesto the south of Sector Cello was an area known as New Brew.

No lessthick of trees and hedgerows than Cello, New Brew at least had some roads running throughit,
and it was higher in elevation. On one of these roads was a house about an eighth of amile from the top
of adliff.

It was modest for adwelling in thisvery exclusive area, o closeto thelargest, most important city inthe
Gdaxy. The house was asmple ten-room affair—rustic, dmost—with alarge garden out back and a
jungle of overgrown wisteriaand regdiahiding it out front.

This place was cool and damp no matter how hot the engineers made the westher. The road running by
the house was bardly paved, the path leading up to its door wasjust dirt and small rocks. If theintention
of the person who lived here was to be inconspi cuous—hidden away, even—he had succeeded grandly.


chapter_13
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chapter_15

It was raining now this dark night in Chesterwest, and the winds were blowing alittle more than usud.
The knock came on the door just before midnight. Sitting by the light of many candles, reading hisold
battle reports, Petz Calandrx rose unsteadily and went to answer the door.

Hewas a short, ederly man, 222 years old. He had long white hair, no beard, abright smile, and a
tanned, leathery face, the sSignature of aveteran starfighter pilot. His house was filled with books, or what
used to be caled books. They were actually holographic re-creations of texts that had been dl but lost
after the Second Empire fell. Calandrx loved reading the classic poets of that epoch and considered
himsdf aminor authority on the military history of the eraaswell—whét little of it there was. Calandrx
Spent days on end reading his books, dways by candlelight, soaking up everything he could, looking for
the signs of what inevitably doomed that empire, then releasing some of it in an occasiond burgt of
three-meter verse.

Few things could distract him from his avocation these days. A cdl for afavor from an old friend was one
of them.

He opened the door and found three people standing on his stoop. All three were wearing the same
nondescript garment, ahood and along tunic with hoods pulled tight; they looked not unlike atrio of grim
reapers. Each person was hiding hisface.

Still, Cdandrx could see afaint glow coming from beneath each hood. Indeed, there was ahazy aura
surrounding al of the threefigures. Calandrx smiled. Eudora sFire, they used to cdl it. He hadn’t seen it
inmany years.

He shook handsfirst with the personinthe middle.

“It'sgood to seeyou,” hetold the visitor. “ And good to touch the hand of someone who has just crashed
adar.”

Hawk Hunter pulled back hishood.
“It' sgood to be here, Generd Calandrx,” hereplied. “ And to shake hands with atrue hero.”

Petz Cadlandrx was not just a poet and ascholar. He was aso the winner of the 201st Earth Race, an
event held ninety-seven years before.

He d been astarship captain at the time, aposition he' d held only ashort time after moving up from
garfighter duty. He d been aminor hero in the ream before that, distinguishing himsdlf in thefiercdy
contested Sygma Cloud wars. Caandrx had excelled in the “terrain-attack” role performed by the
Empire s sarfighter units. A squadron under his command once strafed an entire planet—Zigamus
3—nonstop for more than an Earth day. Continuoudy ordering up weapons from their holo-systems, he
and his eighteen aircraft put enough pressure on enough enemy strongholdsto allow arescue forceto
sweep down to the planet and extract millions of innocent civilians soon to be caught in the middle of the

fighting.

This action won Calandrx severad medads—and aso made him a prime candidate for Earth Race 201. He
won it in record time. Showered with riches and acclaim, he became a huge cdl ebrity throughout the
Galaxy. For one Earth year, the name Caandrx was never far from the lips of the Empire’ s seventy-five
quadrillion citizens. He became so famous, in fact, that Emperor O’ Nay decreed that Calandrx could

never again travel in space—this on the off-chance that he might be killed in flight and thus put atragic
ending on acareer that burned brighter than the starsin the Ball.

That was dmost a century ago, and here was Caandrx, an intelligent hermit and still aprisoner of hisown



celebrity. Not many things made him happy. But a this moment, he was beside himsdlf with joy.

These three people had crashed so many starslately, they seemed to be glowing brighter than his
candles.

The three of them trooped in, Hunter first, Erx and Berx right behind him. Of course, Erx and Berx had
known Calandrx for more than eighty years.

He brought them immediately to hislibrary and beheld them in the candlelight for afew moments. Sure
enough, combined, the three of them were glowing brighter than twelve of hisbest wick and wax. At this,
Cdandrx could bardly contain hisddight.

“My God, isthat dl you three have been doing? Crashing Stars?’

“Sometimesit feelsthat way, old friend,” Erx said, shedding hisdisguisg, if in fact ahood and tunic was a
disguise. Anyone up to mischief these days dways seemed to pick this combination of garb, asaway of
blending in. Y et to say so wasdmogt a cliché.

“Crashingisn't what it used to be” Berx said with false disnterest. “Infact, I’ ve been finding it rather
boring latdly...”

Cdandrx shook hisfist in Berx'sface.

“If I hear one more word like that from you,” Calandrx scolded him, “I’ll knock you so hard into the fifth
dimension, you'll haveto wait till next Tuesday for your assto arrive. Crashing starsis an honor not
shared by the vast mgjority of our galactic brothers and sigters. It' sagift to be abledo it. It must be
appreciated as such.”

Berx laughed in hisface. So did Erx. Only redly old friends could trest each other thisway.

“Do you have any dow-ship, Petz?" Erx asked him, walking to the blazing fireplace to warm his hands.
“Or have you graduated to that crap they sal on Neptune?’

Cadandrx shuffled off to hisliquor cabinet. It took up one entire wall of hisreading room. Severa rows
werefilled with dow-ship wine; others held some *“Neptune crap.”

“Come, st,” Calandrx bid them as he reached for his oldest bottle of dow. “Imagine my pleasure when |
heard from Brother Multx and accepted his offer of intrigue.”

“Imagine our surprise when we found out you were his contact with the race committee,” Erx said. “I
would have thought you were above such things, Petz. Gambling, subterfuge, and such?’

Cdandrx wasin the middle of filling their gobletswith wine. Heintentionally poured Erx but haf acup.

“Someday you'll be planetbound, Erx,” Caandrx told him. “ And then you’ | know the curse of getting no
closer to the stars than looking up at them at night. When that day comes, | want to know how you'll be
amusng yoursdf.”

Erx thought about thisfor amoment. “1 think *abusing’ mysdf isthe morelikely consequence.”
Berx nodded. “Bingo, that.”
Cdandrx waved them off and turned to Hunter.

“They could probably behead him for it,” he began. “But Multx told me abit about your skill in saving



the BonoVox. Y ou must have extraordinary pluck to face down a Blackship with ashuttlecraft. I've
never heard of anything so ddicioudy mad.”

“If you mean ‘mad’ asbeing insane, I’ m beginning to agree,” Hunter said, tagting his dow-ship wine.

“Do you want to hear about our crash on Fools 67’ Berx asked Calandrx with astraight face. The old
pilot smply waved him off again. He was intent on asking Hunter al the questions.

“They say your flying ability was rather mind-boggling,” Caandrx said to him. “With aswiftness of
maneuver not seen before. What are you hiding, my son? Were you trained by some anonymous master
pilot? Someone who is no longer with us? Or perhaps you found abrain ring left over from the Third
Empire. Containing long-lost starfighter techniques?Isthat it?’

Hunter was used to hearing such questions now.

“Someday | hopel’ll remember,” hereplied. “Andwhen | do, | promise!’ll St hereand tell you
everything.”

Caandrx smiled broadly. “Well said,” he declared, tapping Hunter’ s kneecap with the butt of thewine
bottle. “I will look forward to that day.”

They toasted and drank and Calandrx refilled their glasses. Thistime Erx got afull measure.
“Now for the matter at hand,” Cdandry announced.
Thethree vistors pulled their chairs closer to Calandrx. There was no hum beam to rely on here.

“I have secured aposition for you intherace,” the old pilot revedled. “It’ sthe thirteenth dot, the last one
available, meaning you'll be on the pole. But you will be entered without any qualifying stints or prerace
interrogation. Y our presence will be known to only avery few people until the day of the raceitself.”

Hunter was stunned. This seemed to be everything that Multx could have wished for. He would not have
to pre-qualify. He would not have to answer amillion and one questionsfor race officids prior to the
contest. It seemed too good to be true.

And, inaway, it was.

“By what bargain were you able to secure these advantages for us?” Erx asked. “We must be giving
something avay...”

Cadandrx shot him agtern glance. “Hewill fly in the race, won't he?’

“If you say 0, brother,” Erx replied.

“And that’ sthe important thing, do you agree?’

Erx nodded uncertainly. “If you say 0...”

Then Berx leaned over to him and stage-whispered one word: “Maccus.”
Erx thought about thisfor amoment, then shook his head. “Of course...”

But Hunter wasn't really paying attention. He tended to agree with Calandrx. He could have cared less
how he was able to enter the race, just aslong as he could compete.



But he did have one big question. He was surprised that no one had brought it up before now.
“Sol aminthecontest,” hesad. “But what will | beflying?’

Erx and Berx just looked at each other. They had just assumed Hunter would be driving aradicdly
adapted gar-fighter, like most of the other racers, maccus or not.

But gpparently Multx had had something elsein mind when he hatched this scheme—and Calandrx was
inonit.

“My brother Zap has sent me the craft in which you will ride,” the old pilot said with acackle.
Erx and Berx looked around them.

“Itishere?’ they asked at once.

“Y ou have room for agtarfighter in here?’” Erx added.

“What'sup inyour attic?’ Berx demanded with alaugh.

Calandrx just looked at them and shook his head. “What'sup in your attic?’ he asked Berx. “1 told you
two that you were spending way too much time out on the Fringe. It' s making you dumber, not smarter.”

“Who dse said that to usrecently?” Berx asked Erx.
Erx shrugged and Spped hiswine.
“Beatsme,” hereplied.

Calandrx just shook his head, then reached inside his jacket pocket and came out with atiny green box.
Hehed it up to the candldlight for dl of them to see. It was glowing.

“Hereisyour vessdl,” hetold Hunter dramaticaly.

Hunter looked &t the little box for afew moments.

“Either thiswineisvery good, or you're holding alittle box in you hand.”

Cdandrx’ sfacewrinkled in awide smile. “1 believe them when they say you are not from around here.”
Erx and Berx sat forward abit and studied the tiny box.

“My God, Petz, you' re suddenly trafficking in the tools of espionage, too?” Erx said. “ Spying, gambling?
Inthe old daysthey’d call anintervention for you.”

Cdandrx waved him away again. But Hunter was till confused. What was thetiny green box?
“It' sa‘twenty and Six,” ” Berx said to him. “An old spy trick—but agood one.”

He picked up the box and held it before Hunter’ s eyes. His crashn’ glow was causing it to pulse with an
odd emerald hue.

“Brother Calandrx is correct,” Berx declared. “Whatever you are going to fly is here. Ingdethistiny
box.”

Hunter looked to Erx; in this group he stood out as a beacon of reason.



“ “Twenty and SiX’ isan archaic term for the twenty-sixth dimension,” Erx explained, taking the box from
Berx. “Few people bother with any dimension beyond thirteen or fourteen these days, but this one has
somefairly interesting properties.”

“Y ou can hide thingsthere,” Calandrx said smply. “And no onewill ever find them...”
“Haveyou looked a what'sinside yet?’ Erx asked the veteran space pilot.

“I couldn’t bear to,” he said. “Not before you came.”

Helooked around his expansive library.

“I don't think | can retrieveit in here,” hesaid. “Thisroomisjust abit too small and there might bea
problem if | can't get it to go back into the twenty-six again.”

He stood up, drained hiswine goblet, and announced, “ So then, gentlemen—to the garden!”

Cdandrx’ s garden was more like asmall woods with aclearing in the middle.

It was arather large piece of red estate on what was actually avery crowded part of the
planet—another benefit of winning his Earth Race so long ago. Thetreesran on ether Sde of the
expandve lawn. Living sculptures and glowing plant pots dotted the top of the finely trimmed terranium
grass.

Thefour starmen staggered out to the side of an old weathered cottage that was tenuoudy attached to
the main house.

“Here, the perfect place,” Caandrx declared, placing the small green box down on the ground about fifty
feet away from the rest of them. Above, the sky was dancing with color from al the StarScrapersin use
downin centra Big Bright City, twenty miles down the main candl.

Once the green box had been put in position, Calandrx activated an electron torch and sent along, thin
beam of red light crashing intoit. A small storm of sparks came cascading from the box. A strange mist
filled thear. Then there was asharp crack, and then adigtinctive odor filled their nogtrils.

A moment later, the contents of the small box popped into their existence.

“My God,” Cadandrx said with agasp. “What isit?’

Hunter was stunned. Long, thin, rugged. A wing. A canopy. Wheds...

It was hisold flying machine.

Erx and Berx began laughing.

“Brother Multx!” Erx said, shaking hishead. “Never at alossfor the dramatic!”

“That old mutt,” Berx exclaimed. “Did hetake it with us when we left Fools 6, or did he have someone
go back to get it?’

Therewas no answer to that question now—and frankly Hunter couldn’t have cared |ess about how
Multx had been ableto retrieveit. Theimportant thing wasthis: His flying machine was here, and
obvioudy it waswhat Hunter would pilot in the Earth Race.



Once he had regained his composure, Calandrx began shivering with delight.

“It' ssuch abeautiful machine!” he declared, approaching the strange craft and passing his hand aong the
undersde of the fusdage. “I1t' s so not like the flying triangles everyoneflies now. It's so less boring.”

He began walking the length of the aircraft, fascinated by its unusud design, itswings, itsoverdl
deekness. When he arrived back where he' d started from, he could not stop shaking his head.

“I’ve never seen such amachine asthis, not while | was awake, anyway,” he said. “ Thisthing is stunning.
It lookslikeit should be flying, not like those cheese wedges the Empireingsts on churning out.”

Caandrx looked to the stars and began searching for the right words. *'Y our machine contains what no
one else can seethese days. Thereisaunique design here. A unique passion. Thisthing has... what isthe
word they used many years ago?’

“ *Kick-ass 7' Erx offered.
“‘Bdlsy’ 7 Berx weighed in.

Caandrx was shaking hishead. “No, you dullards!” he said. “Theword was‘style,” | think. Yes, that's
it. Syle. Thismachine has style.”

Now that Hunter had been immersed in al things Empire for the past few weeks, he had to agree that his
flying machine certainly looked different.

Hewas till astonished that it was here at dl, on Earth, right in front of him. Itsfamiliar smell wafted
through his nodtrils. He dways bdlieved an invisible aura surrounded the aircraft—he could fed its
vibrations now just like every time he was near it back on Fools 6.

“They will freak out when they see thisthing pull up to the starting line,” Cdandrx said.
“Bingo that,” Erx agreed.
“And you should seethisthing fly!” Berx said.

Then, to Hunter’ s embarrassment, the explorers recounted for Caandrx aeria displays he' d put on for
them during their brief stay on Fools 6. Though their retelling was tinged with hyperbole, Calandrx took in
every word asif it were Bible truth. He was clearly ddlighted at thisturn of events.

“The Earth Race hasn't been shaken up inalong while,” he said, rubbing his hands together a the
possihilities. “If thisthing can fly half as good as my brothers here say it can, | think we arein for some
very interesting timesin about aweek or s0.”

Hunter looked skyward, through the streams of Star-Scrapers, out into the rim of the Milky Way. He
imagined he could see Fools 6 way out there. Less than a month ago, he was on that isolated planet,
wondering if there was anybody € sein the universe. Since then he' d witnessed one space battle, fought
in another, been smuggled across the Pluto Cloud, and had set hisfoot on Earth—again.

How much more“interesting” could it get?

That’ swhen Caandrx turned to him and said: “ So how does this magnificent craft work?’

Hunter began to say something but then stopped. Calandrx just stared at him. Erx and Berx did, too.
“How doesit work?" he heard himsalf mumble.



“Yes, my son,” Caandrx said. “How doesit fly? How isit propelled through air? Through space?’

But Hunter wasfinaly stumped. He had to speak the truth: “I don’t know,” he said.

And finding out would not be easy.

It took Hunter and Cdandrx three hours just to get the flying machine’ s power plant access door open.

The problem came from the trandfer out of the twenty and six. Such interdimensiond leaps weren't
aways perfect things, distortions could occur. In this case, the flying machine that came out of the
twenty-sixth dimension was dightly smdler than the one that went in. Mere micrometersin difference, it
was enough to nearly weld the access door fastenersto the body of the craft. Using the eectron torch
didn’t help. If anything, it made the atomsin the fasteners expand even farther.

Finaly they had to replicate atool that looked like aknife with itsleading edge flattened out. By inserting
this edge into the cross-groove in the fastener and twisting it, the fasteners gradually loosened up. But it
took alot of work and alot of timeto do the twisting.

Erx and Berx had falen adegp somewhere dong the way. They eventudly drifted into the sixth
dimension, where agood night’s deep was dways a guarantee.

But Hunter and Cadandrx stayed awake and took turns twisting, and finaly the seized covers came off.
But while gaining access to theinterior of the flying machine' s power plant chamber answered one
question, it brought about afew million more.

“What madnessisthis?’ Caandrx asked upon getting hisfirst glimpse of what lay within Hunter’ s craft.

What he saw was amassive jumble of wires, hoses, fasteners, screws, al surrounding along shaft of
gted that seemed to have thousands of smdl, shiny blades attached to it. This shaft ran nearly the length
of theflying machine. A multitude of other unidentifiable thingsdid, too. For someonelike Caandrx, who
was used to seeing a sarfighter’ s orderly and compact power plant, this was madness.

“The shaft spins” Hunter began explaining. “It sucksin the atmosphere, it mixes with the power source,
and together they produce propulsion. More than enough to get the thing airborne.”

But Caandrx was dtill baffled. “In theory | can see how it would work—thisjust seemslike such a
srangeway of doing it.”

Helooked up at Hunter.
“How did you say you built this?’
Hunter began to give his standard answer. “1 gathered parts |’ d salvaged from a crashed ship that

was—
Cdandrx interrupted him with the wave of his hand.

“I know dl that,” he said. “I mean, how did you build it? How did you come up with the concept? The
design? The blueprint?

Here comes the really strange part, Hunter thought.

“It wasjust after | found myself on Fools 6,” he began. “1 woke up one night. Got dressed. And started
drawing.”



“Drawing?’

“Yes, drawing—I took a piece of burned wood and made drawings on my floor, my walls, my chairs
and table. Once| gtarted, | couldn’t stop. | don’t know whereit dl camefrom. | don’t know if it was set
off by adream, or whether one piece of my lost memory decided to come back. | just don’t know.

“But | transcribed everything | put down that night. And from that plan, | built this. And believe me, | was
agtonished that it actudly worked.”

“So, it redly doesfly?’

“Itdid,” Hunter replied. “ And assuming nothing else was skewered in the tranfer, it should till be able
to.”

Caandrx went back to studying the machine' sguts.

“Y ou were obvioudy more than just apilot, wherever you're from,” hetold Hunter. “Y ou must have built
your own machines aswell. | mean, how else can we explain the fact that you were not only ableto
come up with this concept, but to put it together, successfully, aswell.”

Hunter just shrugged good-naturedly.

“Y ou know how those electron torches are,” he said. “ Sometimes all you haveto do is think about what
shape you want something to be—and the torch just takes over and doesiit, big or small.”

Cdandrx looked up a Hunter very queerly.

“That’ s not how dectron torcheswork,” he said bluntly.

Hunter stared back at him for amoment. “Are you sure?’ he asked. Thiswas newsto him.
He began to explain, but Calandrx put up his hand.

“Later,” hesaid. “My poor brain dready hastoo much to absorb this night. Let usreturn to the mystery
of thismechine”

He stuck his head back into the propulsion area.
“Thisthing you call the power source” heyeled out. “Whereisit exactly?’

Hunter crawled into the access door. It took somewiggling and waggling, but he wasfinally ableto point
out aline of small black boxes he' d ingtalled about midway down the bladed shaft. All the boxes were
connected to each other.

“Thiswasthe only thing | had to improvise,” he explained. “ After the machine cametogether | couldn’t
figure out how to supply the power toit. | searched for anything aboard the wreck that might be capable
of producing self-generating power. Nothing fit the bill. Then | came upon these boxes—they were deep
down in the wreck, meaning they were somewhere near the nose of the ship. There were severd dozen
of them in al; each one had a connection where they could be coupled together. Something told meif
these boxes were connected in the right sequence, they might be able to provide power.

“The strange thing was, | hooked up the first five boxes | could salvage, and on thefirst try, | discovered
that arrangement provided more than enough of the propulsiveforce | needed.”

Caandrx’ sframe was small enough that he was able to reach where the boxes were. He examined the



aignment with his quadtrol and was startled by what he found.

“My God,” he said. “This shipwreck on your planet. Do you have any ideawhat kind of ship it was?’
Finaly aquestion Hunter could give an easy answer to.

“Yes, it was a Kaon Bombardment ship,” he sated clearly. “The Jupiterus Five.”

Calandrx hit his head trying to get out from under the access door.

“A Kaon ship?’

“Yes... | think they are atype of—"

“Oh, | know what type of ship they are,” Cdandrx cut him off. Then he started ssammering a bit. “But
what you' ve done here... with these components...”

He stood up and wiped his hands. Erx and Berx were till sound adeep, their interdimensiona images
just faintly visble on two of the garden’ s hammocks.

“Thosetwo...” Cdandrx said, indicating the deeping explorers. “Do they know about these inner
workings? About those black boxes?’

Hunter didn’t think so. “I’ ve never gone into much technica detail with them. They do know that the
wreck was a Kaon ship, though.”

Cdandrx nodded with new understanding. “I'm sure they do—and after finding that out, they were
probably too smart to ask any more questions,” he said. “No wonder that pair has managed to stay out
of troublefor so long. They’re experts in knowing when to play dumb.”

Hunter was having trouble following Calandrx. He could tdll the famous pilot’ s thoughts were running a
million milesasecond again.

“Doesthisthing have ahover mode?’ he asked Hunter.
Hunter pointed to aset of openingsin the craft’ sbelly.

“I’m ableto direct the propulsive force downward through these. That was something | added on after
completing the entirething.”

Cdandrx examined the movable nozzles and just shook his head.

“Ingenious,” hesaid with alaugh. “ Srange. .. but extremdy ingenious.”

He closed the access door and sedled it again. “ Thisthing, do you think you can fly it now?’
“Now? Likeright here and now?’

“Yes” Cdandrx inggted. “Can you?’

Hunter shrugged.

“Sure. Why not?” hereplied.

Ten minutes|ater Hunter had the machine turned on and hovering.



Caandrx had to block his ears, the strange power plant was so loud. And while the flying machine
looked strange enough sitting on itswhedls, seeing it floating somewhat motionlessjust afoot or so off the
ground was very bizarre. Unlike the Empire' s current crop of starfighters, which tended to stay very il
intheir hover mode, this craft looked like it was raring to go, bouncing up and down, asif the dightest
provocation would be enough to make it rocket away.

He came up close to the hovering craft and had a conversation with Hunter.
“Have you ever opened thisthing up to full throttle?’” Calandrx asked.

Hunter just shook his head. “Never redlly needed to.”

“Want to giveit atry? Do you think your airframewill hold together?”

“It should,” Hunter said. “It’ sall melded eectron stedl. But where should | go?’
“Around theworld,” Caandrx yelled back. “ Right around the globeitself.”
“Redlly?Y ou want meto circumnavigate the entire planet?’

“Precisdly,” Cdandrx replied. “It' satest of atheory asto how your machineworks. If thisthingis
powered theway | think it is, wewill al berichin amatter of days. If wedon't dl gotojail, that is. Now
just stay low, go asfast asyou can for asfar as you can—and don't stop until you get back here.”

He held up abox of candles and a handful of ancient wooden matches. The candles were about two feet
long.

“I'will light this” Calandrx told him, drawing one candle out. “ And watch it burn down. Then I will light
another, and another, if need be. We will measure the length of time you are gone by the how many
candleswe burn.”

That was finewith Hunter. He wasjust happy to be stting inside his old machine again. Already he was
drinking it in—the panel lights glowing, the contral stick in one hand, throttlein the other. Hewas
becoming part of it again. Hejammed hishelmet over hisears, luckily it had come through the
twenty-and-six trangport with no changein size.

“Okay with me,” hetold Calandrx. “Full throttle?’
“Full throttle,” the elderly pilot confirmed.

With that, Calandrx stepped away, and Hunter commanded the flying machine to rise about twenty-five
feet above the garden. He looked down at Calandrx, who was holding up the candle in one hand and the
matches the other. Hunter saluted him, pointed the aircraft’ s nose west, pushed histhrottle full forward,
and was off in agreat blast of noise and power.

He was back, coming from the opposite direction, before Calandrx lit the first match.

13

«N»


chapter_14
contents
chapter_16

Big Bright CityThe day before the race
It might have been the chegpest room in the city.

It certainly was one of the smallest. Located atop asixty-sx-story building hard by the edge of the east
cand, the compartment measured amerc twelve feet by twenty. It had atiny balcony, asmdl lavatory, a
floating cot, one dightly cracked window, and afood tube that had been ingtadled sometime in the
previous century.

Severd air bridges went right over the top of the diminutive gpartment building. That was one reason for
the room’s cheap rent. The fact that one of the ancient triad bridges ran close by further lowered its
desirability. While the vast mgority of peoplein the Galaxy were superdtitious, Earthlings were the worst
of thelot. No one wanted to be anywhere near a sacred span if they could help it. No one...

Whichiswhy Zap Multx had to pay just Sx auminum coinsfor the use of the small room. Hewasn't here
because of the economics, though. Money was hardly a problem for someonein his position. No, he was
here because he wanted to lay low for awhile. Just him, histhoughts, hisblaster pistol, and afew bottles
of dow-ship wine. That’ swhat he thought he needed. So he' d leased the room aweek ago, using an
assumed name. And once the tense meeting up in Chesterwest had concluded, he beamed directly here,
without even having to pass through the front door. It turned out to be agreat placeto hide.

Most people assumed he was on hisway back out to the Fringe, to resume his quest of saving the
Gdaxy for the Empire. Actudly the BonoVox was parked in the seventeenth dimension at aspot just
outside the Pluto Cloud. The One-Seven was where SF warships needing extensive repairs were sent
while waiting their turn before the e ectron torch. The BonoVox needed no such repairs. But considering
what had happened during their last trip Inward, Multx thought thiswas the best place to stash hisvessd,
at least for thetime being.

Still, after stting here for aweek now, aone and drunk, how he longed to be back aboard her and flying
in space again! Heading out to the frontier, the farther out the better. The Fringe. That’s where
everything was happening. That's what made the blood in hisveinsflow. If he was an expert on just one
thing, it wasthis: As busy and bustling and exciting as Big Bright City was, especiadly on the eve of the
Earth Race, it till couldn’t compare to the adrendine rush one could get daily out there, so closeto the
edge.

And that' swhat Multx knew he would miss the modt.

Despite the air bridges and the sacred span and the thousands of air-chevys darting above, below, and
around him, Multx’ slittle room gtill had acommendable view.

It looked out over the east cana and into the real downtown part of downtown Big Bright. For the past
six days he had watched the great city prepare for the Earth Race. The skies above, the waters below,
the Streets and airways—busy, maddeningly so. What happens when they give aparty in acity of two
billion filthy rich people? Another two billion show up. All-just close friends, mind you, but it madefor a
very crowded place.

From his hiding spot, Multx believed he' d seen every last one of those four billion pass by him in the past
gx days. Hewasliteraly surrounded by humanity, everyone having someplace to go and something to
do. It was fascinating to watch, but this digtraction did little to relieve the dull achein hischest. Multx did
not like thisfeding. After more than one hundred years asamilitary officer, nearly haf of that time
commanding ahuge starship, one would have thought he’ d gained an immunity to such lowly thingsas
apprehension and uneasiness. But apparently that was not the case. Not in the past week, anyway.



It was the waiting—that’ swhat waskilling him. Sitting alone, in hisdresswhite uniform, knowing it was
just amatter of time before they found him.

And what would happen after that?
Hedidn't want to think about it.

It was early afternoon, the sun was just beginning to warm histiny balcony when he heard afamiliar
szzling sound behind him.

He turned from the porch to find two Space Navy guards standing in the middle of his compartment.
They werein dress uniforms, armed, but with their wegpons still holstered, at least for the moment.

“Sorry to disturb you, Star Commander,” one of them said. “But you' re wanted at headquarters
immediately.”

“Not aproblem,” Multx replied with asigh. “I’ ve been expecting you.”

He stood up, buttoned histunic, and drained his glass of wine. Then he took in onelast breath of the
canal air. It tasted bitterswest.

“Okay, brothers” hesaid, “lead theway...”
Flash!

Aningant later, Multx was sitting in the Grand Briefing Office (GBO), amultiwindow room atop the
soaring, octagon-shaped skyscraper known as CD Didtrict One.

Thisgigantic building served as headquarters for the Empire Space Forces. It was nearly fivetimes ashig
asthe SF slargest warship and was at the southern end of Big Bright City, just before the canal known
by the archaic name M’ cpoto. (No surprise, the Solar Guards headquarters was more than four
hundred miles away, due north, at the exact opposite end of the vast city; it sat on the banks of an equally
ancient and perpetudly fouled cana known asthe Chuk.)

Sitting across the huge table from Multx now were six star admirals. Each was more than two hundred
years old; each was wearing a uniform weighed down by dozens of medas, ribbons, and battle pins.
These were Multx’ sdirect superiors, the gods of hisworld. And even though they were al smiling, Multx
knew none of them was happy.

After receiving nods from the other five, one officer activated ahum beam, seding the GBO in.
“Welcome, Brother Zap,” the first admira began. “We are enriched by your presence here.”

Multx bowed his head dightly. The flattery sounded sincere, but these guys were very good when it came
to these things.

“| draw strength from my friends and the Earth beneath my feet,” Multx replied correctly.
The quick formdities over, the amileleft thefirst admird’ sface. It wastimeto get down to business.

He spoke: “Zap, old friend, we called you here because we are very concerned about the events
following your successful operation on Vines 67. Some time has passed now since the BonoVox was
attacked. Have you any further thoughts on what happened?’

“I do nat, sir,” Multx replied, cursing himsdlf for having to use those words. “Asmy report stated, we



had no indications of any vessas near us. Then, quite suddenly, this Blackship was smply there, off our
starboard side, dispensing itswar parties.”

A stark slence enveloped the room. Multx began to say something further, but stopped himself instead.

Thefirst admiral spoke again: “Thefact that they were trying to board you, and not destroy you outright,
istdling, don't you agree?’

“I do, dr,” Multx replied glumly. Whoever the mysterious spacemen were, they had quite nearly
succeeded in their god. Had that happened, the BonoVox would have been the first Space Forces
starship ever captured by an enemy, and Multx’ s name would have gone down in history—as anew
adjectivefor falure.

The second admira spoke now.

“Itisnot only disturbing that the bandits chose to take one another’slives,” hesaid. “It’s proved
inconvenient aswell. They left us no evidence asto who they were, or how they managed to get into
Supertime, true?’

“Y es, sr—even the fractiona analysis of the visua sensor readingsdid not help usat al,” Multx
reported. “We were not able to penetrate the enemy’ s spacesuits or even get a glimpse through one of
the helmet visorsjust to get alook at the faces of these men.”

“So they were masked intentionally?” the second admira asked.

“No doubt part of their overal nefarious plan,” Multx replied. “If their attack failed, then we were not to
know who they were. And if they had succeeded... wdll, I'm sure their names would be on everyone's

lipsby now.”

Another painful silence descended on the room. Multx looked past the six men, through the huge window
beyond. A gigantic starship was lifting up from below, preparing to rocket away into deep space. Multx
fet hisheart do aflip. How he wished hewas on that ship—any ship!—right now.

Thethird admira now spoke to Multx.

“Thisman you picked up on Fools 6—hisnameis Hunter?’

“Yes gr.”

“He certainly seemed to bein theright place at the right time, correct?’

“To say theleadt, dr,” Multx replied.

“Whereishethese days?’ the third admiral wanted to know.

Multx hesitated, but just for amoment.

“He' s been conscripted into the Space Forces and is due to begin training, here on Earth, very shortly.”
“What kind of training?’

“* Advanced flight training,’ | think we could say,” Multx replied quickly. He didn’t want to dwell on this
subject. It wasthe only bright spot in what had been avery dreary week. “I have no doubt that he will be
an asset to our forces someday—and possibly the one good thing to come out of thisincident.”



Another silence settled on the room. The six officers closed their briefing books on cue. Multx tried to
sted himself. The worst part of this day was now a hand.

Thefirst admira smiled unevenly, then spoke again: “Well, now that dl our preiminary busnessisover,
we have an announcement to make. It ismy pleasure to inform you, Star Commander Multx, that you
and your crew will be given specid citationsfor your rolein thisunusud action.”

Multx again nodded with as much dignity as he could muster. But he knew avery large bomb was about
to drop on his head.

“And, asaresault of discussonswe had prior to your arrival here,” the top officer went on, “it has been
decided that you and your crew will be reassgned aswell...”

Multx grimaced. Here it comes, he thought.

“Ingtead of returning to the Fringe,” the second admira announced, “we would like you to make a
‘goodwill tour’ of theinner Gaaxy.”

That wasit. Multx felt al the energy drain right out of hisbody. Those were the exact words he'd
dreaded hearing.

“We are being sent to the Bdll, Sr?’ he asked weskly.

“Correct,” thefirst admird replied, trying his best to sound upbest. “1 think you'll agreethe citizens at the
center of therealm have to wait far too long between visits of our grand ships. The appearance of the
famous BonoVox intheir midst will do wondersfor their morae, not to mention their loyalty. Indeed,
after what you' ve been through, you and your crew have earned such an assgnment.”

The other officers nodded in agreement.

But it wasdl Multx could do to remain Sitting upright in his chair. Being sent to the inner part of the
Gdaxy wasthe equivdent of an old racehorse being put out to pasture. The Bal was no placefor any
warship, never mind one that carried twenty-thousand highly trained special operationstroops. The star
systems there were dull, peaceful, ardently devoted to the Empire. There had not been amilitary action
anywhere near the Gaaxy’ s core snce the rise of the Fourth Empire nearly five centuries before.

Still, Multx could understand his superiors decision. That a Blackship had somehow been ableto
puncture the Etherswas very disturbing. Even more chilling was the possibility that the bandits had
somehow tapped into the Big Generator itsalf. Such athing would shake the Empireto itsvery
foundations.

But of more immediate concern was the fact that twenty-two thousand troops and crew members of the
BonoVox had witnessed the strange midspace battle and knew what the mysterious spacemen had been
ableto do. And though they had all been sworn to secrecy, there was no way the Space Forces
hierarchy could take the chance of twenty-two thousand pairs of loose lips returning to the Fringe.
(Indeed, rumors of astrange battle were aready making their way acrossthe Galaxy.) Thusthe decison
to exile the BonoVox to the Ball, to float through the complacent seas of the core for an indefinite period
of time, far away from any front-line forces to whom such adark secret asthiswould actually mean
something.

For Multx, though, the goodwill tour was a career-killer. In aperfect world, he and his starship should
be leading the search for the origins of the mysterious Blackship crew, not running away from them. But
that important assignment would go to someone else now, acloseriva of his, no doubt. And should they



be successful, the prestige and glory would belong soldly to them.

Assigned to the Ball ... Multx would have rather heard the words of his execution decree. For someone
like him, thistruly was afate worse than degth.

Thusthe pendty of being in the wrong place at the wrong time.
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Big Bright CityRace day
Erx and Berx werelate.

A colossd traffic jam of people, people-moving machines, soldiers, robots, hovering air cars, you name
it, filled the streets around the Big Bright City arena. The Earth Race was scheduled to beginin lessthan
an hour. Anyone not ready ingde the vast stadium was scrambling mightily in these last few minutes,
hoping to secure entry before the crucial moment of noon.

Erx and Berx had planned ahead of timeto avoid this massive crush. Instead they were making their way
through the labyrinth of aleysand courtyards that bordered the miles-long arenal swest sde. They had
thought thiswould reved a creative shortcut to the main gate, and indeed, the way was clear when they
garted out. But in the last aley they had traversed before reaching their goal, they stumbled upon the
main service entrance for the thousands of robots serving the arena.

Thiswas not good. The narrow aley wasfull of mechanica men moving thisway and that, sent out to this
hidden Street to tune down until they were needed again. The problem was that when they weren't
assigned a specific task, robots tended to be clumsy. Thiswas especidly true of the industria models,
which were barely two arms, two legs, atorso, and a square head. These robots were of the lowest
sarvice typeimaginable. They could deliver adrink, light an atomic cigar, push abroom, and that was
about it.

Asmore of then flowed into the alleyway, they were beginning to tune out, which meant they would shut
down in afrozen podtion until being activated again. It was nearly impossible to move them once they
were down; thus moving around them became anightmare. Though closeto it, Big Bright City wasnot a
perfect place. Strange things were known to happen here, too.

“Only on Earth could abunch of robots block off an entire thoroughfare on the most important day of the
year!” Berx cried asthey soon found themsalvesin avirtud forest of walking oil cans.

“I fear this bad luck will carry through to our wages on theracel” Erx agreed.

They werein sght of their destination; that’ swhat made it so frustrating. But they had only themselvesto
blame. They had chasen to spend the previous night drinking and whoring with holo-girls—and alate
gart thismorning had been the result. So they would be late for the most prestigious sporting event in the
entire Gaactic Empire and miss placing their wager.

Blast the luck, they would have liked to think, but truth was this. The last week had been such ablur it
was lucky they’d madeit thisfar.
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The reason they’ d been sent to Earth in thefirst place was to watch over Hunter, to shepherd him
through the pre-Earth Race process. To make sure that no other starship commander put his hooks into
him and thus negated Zap Multx’ s brilliant ploy.

But they hadn’t seen Hunter al week. Once Caandrx got him accepted as afindist for race day, he was
immediately sequestered. As his sponsor for the race, Calandrx was designated Hunter’ s one and only
handler. Thus Erx and Berx were stuck on Earth, in Big Bright City, with nothing to do.

Wael, dmost nothing. ..

Because since leaving Caandrx’ s house that next morning, their unexpected vacation had devolved into
an endless gtring of prerace parties, holo-girls, and indescribable feasts—all at Multx’ s expense. Leaving
their rented quarterstoo late on this day, the busiest morning in the Empire, had been just foolish.

There was|ess than aquarter mile from the main gate, but that distance might aswell have been a
light-year or two. The jam of robots had ceased moving along time ago.

But then something of asmall miracle happened...

There was acommotion behind them. They turned to see aline of Earth Police making itsway down the
aley. Noted for recruiting the largest individuasin the Empire, the EP served asthe Planet’ s premier
security force. Few things stood in their way when they got the call to duty. No surprise, they had a
solution to the blockade of * bots.

The captain of the rank smply directed alevitation beam at the swarm of robots. Causing thetin cansto
rise about ten feet off the ground, he created atunnel of sortsfor his policemen to walk through. When
the column passed by, Erx and Berx smply pulled their hemet visors down and fell in behind the group.
Before anyone noticed, they had marched the final block and a half to the stadium entrance and right
through the main gate itsdf.

At that point the two Earth Policemen in front of them turned and realized what the explorers were up to.
These gigantic creatures lifted Erx and Berx up off their feet and literdly threw them out of theline. They
landed hard into the crowd jammed around the gate, knocking over a dozen people at least.

But it didn’'t matter.

They werein.

Three hundred feet below
“Areyou sure you want to do this?’

Hunter looked up from his control panel and thought about the question for amoment. Thismight have
been thefirgt time since leaving Fools 6 that someone had asked him what he wanted.

“Surel wanttodoit,” hereplied. “Why not?’
Cdandrx amiled. “I’'m glad you' re il sounding positive about it. That' sagood sgn.”

“Think that if you want,” Hunter said. “But to tell you the truth, I’d do just about anything to get out of
here”

They were in the subsubbasement of the Earth Race arena, locked inside one of thetiny, concrete vessel
bays that made up the holding areafor the contest’ s participants. Hunter was sitting in his cockpit;
Caandrx waslording over abottle of dow-ship wine. One of thirteen compartments that ran off a



circular halway that held an air tubein its center, this had been their home for the past Six days. It was
cool, damp, musty—not the best conditions for Hunter’ s flying machine. It aso seemed to be quite
haunted. Even though they were sedled in, they were periodicaly assaulted by the most ghostly howling,
outright screaming, and the sounds of awoman wailing, al of it coming from somewhere degp in the
wdls.

It was a very strange place, but they had no choice except to be here. True, the regulationsfor the Earth
Race took up an entire nanodisk of memory, much of it written in the archaic language that few people on
Earth even understood anymore. But some of the rules were clear. One said that al pilots had to remain
unseen in the six days before the race (thus the Emperor’ s“symbolic” week off). Another said the racers
had to be sequestered here, with their handlers, five stories below the earth, in the * combs, while
preparing for the competition. No surprise, Hunter’ s star-crashn’ glow had faded quickly in this place.

No one had seen them since they’ d been interned here. Hunter had spent the time listening to Calandrx’s
war stories and getting an education on the Empire s military history, al while checking, rechecking, and
then triple-checking every one of his machine scritica flight systems. This had kept him busy; there were
many adjustments to be made to his craft after the skewing it had experienced while jumping into and out
of thetwenty and Six.

It dso kept hismind off of who might be doing dl of the howling and screaming and walling.

“Y ou dways hear the good buzz about this contest,” Calandrx wastelling him now. “But | know guys
who started off stinking of boldness, yet by the time they launched, flew the race and crossed the finish
line... wdll, let’sjust say they were different people. That transdimensiona stuff had scrambled their
brainsabit. | know it did mine.”

Hunter went back to testing his control panel lights. “1f you redly thought you could talk me out of this; |
wish you'd doneit six days ago. Then we could have avoided this hole in the ground atogether.”

“To the contrary, my friend,” Cdandrx said with asigh. “If you decided not to run thisrace, my life
would return to its old boring ways. Reading my books, lighting my candles. Everyone needs achange
now and then.”

Hunter looked about the dank compartment. “But isthis redly the change you werelooking for? I mean,
this place gives me the creeps.”

“Yes, | think they do that on purpose,” Cdandrx said knowingly. “At least they did back when | ran the
race. It'stheir way of introducing you to the madnessto come.”

Hunter reattached hislight screen. “Waell, judging from what you' ve told me about thiswhole effair, |
don’t doubt that a bit.”

Over the past few days, Cdandrx aso had relayed everything he knew about the history of the Earth
Race. It wasfascinating in an odd kind of way. During itsfirst century, the race was exactly what its
nameimplied: acontest to find out which of the Empire s starfighter pilots could fly around the globe a
the fastest speed possible without having his aircraft disintegrate around him. In those early years, no
money was offered in the winner’ s prize; there was no promise of homes or promotions or assignments
to the mogt desirable postsin the Empire. The winner got an auminum meda, ablessing from the
Emperor, and that wasit.

By its second century, the citizens had decided this was way too boring. The perks were increased,
money was introduced as part of thefirst prize, and the winner was declared by the Emperor to bea
Very Fortunate by law. The race pilots aso were alowed to modify their aircraft after the discovery of a



“nonrule’ in the race sregulationsin about the year 7074. This created a sprint in technology among the
participants that led to some mind-boggling speeds and finish times.

Over the past century, the race had evolved even farther. The ideawas till to go around the planet as
fast aspossble. But several decades before, the twist of the interdimensional obstacle course had been
added. The twenty-five-thousand-mile race was till basically the same; it’sjust that now, aong the way,
the competing pilots had to fly certain legs of it insde the thirteenth dimension, a place appropriately
nicknamed “Bad Dream.”

Theinterdimensiond portasfor thiswere articulated in the form of huge blue screensthat came up fast
and at unpredictable locations dong the race course. The racers knew only that there would be three
screensin al. What happened to them after they punched through one and gained the one-three was
totally unpredictable. Nothing was stable insde Bad Dream; it was amirror dimension ruled entirely by
antilogic. Painful memories usudly prevailed, though. It was possible for race pilotsto refight some
long-forgotten battle or to relive parts of their liveswhile traveling within. Even parts of previous lives
could be dredged up. Or so it appeared. Though what happened inside the thirteen was usually wiped
from the pilot’s memory as soon as he punched out, some racers carried bits of their experience out with
them.

Caandrx certainly had. In one of his punch-ins, he' d been jolted back to hisfirst ever combat mission, an
action againgt thefierce Ajax Tri-System pirates that had |eft everyonein Calandrx’ s unit dead except
himsdf. In the weird world of the thirteen, he' d had to dogfight the pirates al over again, in space, at
what his brain consdered fagter-than-normal speed, dl while his colleagues were dying around himin
extremely dow motion. Thustheir every cry had echoed through his headphones, and he' d heard every
one of their last breaths again. And histhree other punch-insweren’t much better. To thisday Caandrx
maintained the only reason he won the race was that hisinterdimensiond forayswere actualy milder than
those of hisfelow pilots, giving him the microsecond advantage needed to streak acrossthefinish line
just ahead of the pack.

When it was over, Cdandrx had said, he tended to remember only the skills he' d displayed in surviving
theflight itself. But his message was clear: What went on inside the thirteen could do areal head number
if the racer was not ready for it. Though he never said it doud, Hunter shuddered to think that being
assigned to this cold, dark, and weird place was away of getting him prepared for what was about to
come.

But that certainly appeared to be the case.

He climbed out of the cockpit now and began removing the fasteners that held his machine' snose conein
place.

Calandrx passed him acup of dow-ship and they did aquick toast. “May | rephrase my last question?”
he asked Hunter, draining hiswinein onelong gulp.

“Sure. Go ahead...”
“Y ou say you want to do this” Caandrx said with adrawl. “But can you tell me why you want to do it?’
Hunter pulled the nose off his craft and confronted the gaggle of dectronic stuff inside.

“Y ou mean other than the fact that if | didn’t do therace, I’ d probably be afifth-level recruit, cleaning the
beam tubes on an S-Class cruiser by now?’

“Yes, of course” Caandrx said. “ There always is areason behind the reason...”



Hunter began sorting out the mess of wiresin the nose cone.

“I just have acrazy notion, | suppose,” he said. “When | was back on Fools 6, | used to tell mysdlf that if
| ever got off the damn place, I’ d do everything | could to find out who | was and where | came from.”

“A noble ambition,” Calandrx said.

Hunter stopped work for amoment and wiped his hands on the sides of hiswork uniform. “Well, what
better way to find out if someone out there knows you than to take part in the biggest event in the
Gadaxy?You' vetold methat the winner’ s name is on everyone' slips the next morning, correct? Right
across the Empire?’

“Word true,” Calandrx replied.

“Then it should cometo thelips of someone who knowswho | am—and why | got dumped on the last
planet in the Galaxy you can hit before you fdl off the edge.”

Cdandrx pulled his chin in thought. “ Fascinating,” he said with awhisper. “And if no one stepsforward
to greet you, then that would mean you are from someplace else. Which would make you very unique
indeed...”

Helet hisvoicetrail off for amoment. Hunter went back to his nose cone.

“Thisis shaping up not unlike some of the epics written about the great warriors of the First Empire,”
Caandrx went on, pouring them another drink, “fighting not just to fight, but to win anoble cause. Going
into the unknown, the uncharted, not just for the thrill, but also to learn something, to bring something
back. The unselfish gpproach to heroics. It’sactudly rather refreshing. Perhaps you are areincarnation of
one of these people of yore. Perhaps you were agreat warrior in the First Empire, four thousand years
ago, flying thisvery machine. Or something likeit...”

Hunter laughed. 1 doubt that...”
“Why 0?7’
Hunter indicated the whole of hisunusud aircraft. Thewalls began to scream again.

“Look at thisthing,” he said to Calandrx. “We know it can go fast. But doesthe design look only four
thousand years old to you?’

Calandrx scanned the strange aircraft up and down one more time, then nodded dowly.
“Y ou can bingo that, my brother,” hefinaly said. 1t sure doesn't.”

With thirty minutes to go before race time, Cdandrx wasfindly alowed to leave the subterranean holding

bay.

He had to make two substantial wagers, one for himsdf, onefor hisvery unlucky friend Zap Multx. As
the final minutesticked away, the rules allowed for the contestant’ s handlersto go free to do just such
things. So he and Hunter made one last toast, and Caandrx promised him he’ d be thefirst to greet himin
the winner’ s circle. Then they shook hands, a hole opened in the side of the bay, and Calandrx began the
long climb up to the surface.

Intheir six daystogether, he' d never told Hunter histheory on why he thought the flying machinewas
ableto dash around the world in lesstime than it took to strike amatch. They’ d tried it just oncein the



garden that night. That'sal Calandrx needed to be convinced that Hunter’ s aircraft was so speedy
because of the black boxes he’ d salvaged from the wreck of the Jupiterius 5. Just how Hunter knew to
combine them to produce such vast amounts of propulsive power was still amystery to both of them.
Pure chance? A Galaxy-shaking revelation? A favor from God? There was no way to tell. Hunter had
randomly connected the boxes from the Kaon Bombardment system, and the result was a vel ocity that
seemed S0 fadt it defied the definition of speed itsalf.

There was arub, though: The technology in those boxes made up one of the most closely guarded
secretsin the relm, something right up there with the miracle of Supertime. Asan officer of the Empire,
Caandrx could not even spesk of it, smply because discussing state secrets was an offense punishable
by prison or even desth.

So instead he' d told Hunter, just as Erx and Berx had earlier, that in thisworld, some things were better
off not being known or spoken about. There was no regulation that said the winning pilot had to reved
what he had under hishood, ever. Higtoricaly, many winners did not, adding an air of mystery to the
proceedings that everyone just loved. Hunter could fly the race, win the race, and never haveto tell
anyone how hewas ableto do it. Already hip to the way the Empire protected its secrets, Hunter
couldn’t disagree with thelogic. True, they were asthick asthieves. But that didn’t mean anyone had to
know about it.

And in hisheart, Cdandrx knew therewas no red didoydty inthisact of didoydty. Besdes, he had
ulterior motives that went deeper than his oath of honor or the palitics of the bulging gaactic empire. In
his chest beat the heart of apoet. Of course, the Galaxy was lousy with poets, but Caandrx considered
himsalf to be better than most. As such, his eyes were dways open, looking for signs only a poet would
recognize. The way amarried woman smiles. The way the clouds formed over asunset. Theway the
wind blows on the coldest, darkest night. Much about life could be told from these things and more. Y ou
just had to know how to look.

He had been walking through downtown afew months before. It was agray winter day, but with just the
faintest whiff of spring inthe air. He found himsalf on a nondescript street that was so old, its roadway
was still made of bricks. It wasin the least populated part of downtown downtown, over by the docks.
On this street there was awall, and on that wall someone had written something in dull red paint.

Now, this was a strange thing because Calandrx had traveled the Galaxy for more than acentury and in
that time, he’ d seen much graffiti. Some planets were absolutely covered with it. Some of it persond,
some of it palitical; the farther one got away from Earth and out toward the Fringe, the more graphic and
edgy the graffiti would become.

But never indl hisyears had he seen greffiti here on Earth. He didn’t know why. Maybe because Earth
was so damn clean and the people who lived here had it so damn easy, no one had ever come up with
anything clever enough or poignant enough or obscene enough to scrawl onawall.

But one person had. And the message was so smple, it was actually awork of art, of palitics, possibly
even apiece of gredt literature.

For on that wall, on the little barren street, in dull red paint, were written three words. Something is
coming...

What excitement ran through Caandrx when he saw that scrawl! He' d been waiting to read those very
words ever since he' d won the Earth Race ninety-seven years ago—and maybe even before then. He
knew history and he knew that empires not only rose and fell, they also changed in between. You just
had to look for the signs. A Blackship in Supertime? A man from nowhere figures out one of the greatest



secrets of the age. .. without even trying? Three words splashed on awal on the most inggnificant street
in the heart of the Galaxy. Could this be the change in the wind he’ d been yearning for it ever sincethe
Emperor exiled him here on Earth?

At that moment, he thought so. Because just like his anonymous tagger, he believed something was
coming. It was, in fact, inevitable. And if the pilot in him wasn't ableto fly off this planet to go look for i,
then the poet in him sure wanted to be here, on Earth, when that something findly arrived.

*k*

Its official name wasthe First Galactic Sporting Events Arena. To the Specids, it was the Holy Imperia
Stadium of the Great O’ Nay.

Tothe citizens of Earth, it was Ssmply the circus.

It was an enormous structure, two mileslong and ahaf mile across. The rows of seats went up nearly
thirty stories. A small cora seadominated the center; the track itself was layered with precious
red-diamond Martian soil. Tens of thousands of flags flew from the arend s spires.

More than amillion people could fit into this place, and on thiswarm sunny morning, every seet was
taken. Severd million more citizens were packed into the thousands of sports clubs and cloud holes
surrounding the stadium. Trillions more were watching from al points acrossthe Galaxy. The start of the
Empire smost sacred of sporting events was fewer than thirty minutes away.

The sky above the circus was crowded as well. Thousands of air-chevyswere circling the arena. Some
were towing banners or laser messages, others were jockeying for coveted hovering spots. Farther up
werethe larger airships, military vessals of al szes, from scout shipsto huge V-Class battle cruisers.
More than adozen floating citieswerein the vicinity aswdll.

Most of those on hand, both on the ground and hanging in the air above, were Very Fortunates, citizens
with no red holy blood in them but who were closeto the Imperia family nevertheless. That wasthe only
way to secure apace in or above the circus on this, the biggest day of the year. Everyone here had
some connection to the Speciads.

Well, dmost everyore...

Erx and Berx had no such pull. They had no seats, no confederates on the inside, not even areserved
place to stand. But thiswas not a problem. They were gaactic explorers; they’ d roamed the outer
borders of the Fringe, fought in theinterstellar wars, crashed amonstroudly large spaceship and till come
back for more. Negotiating a crowd of snobswas a piece of cake for them. After placing their bets,

they’ d dowly wormed their way through the throng, cgjoling here, threstening there, until not ten minutes
after their arriva, they’ d secured a spot on the main track beam rail, close to the starting lineitself.

Thiswasthe placeto be. All the action was here, practicaly at their fingertips. The beam rail wasthick
with track handlers, bookies, soldiers, priests, angels, Space technicians, viz-screen engineers, and
robots. Hundreds of beautiful women, some real, some not, were circulating about aswell.

Delighted with themsalves and their location, Erx and Berx broke out flasks of dow-ship wine, did a
quick toast, and began drinking heavily. They’ d never been within alight-year of the Earth Race before,
and both knew it was unlikely they would ever get this close again. It wasimportant that they enjoy
themselves. The weather was appropriately clear, the sky deep blue, with just afew clouds softening the
warm glare of the sun. In aplace where it was summer most of the time, these were still exceptiona
conditions. The metero engineers had done their jobswell.



Time passed quickly. The crowd grew, the sky above the arena became more crowded. Just afew
minutes before noon, Number One, thelargest of all the floating cities, drifted over the stadium. A hush
went through the crowd as the arenawas envel oped by the Holy Shadow. A huge, gleaming review
stand, known as the zadora, had dowly begun to materidize about halfway down thefirst leg of the track
and not a hundred yards from where Erx and Berx stood. Asit completed its pop-in, the arenawas
suddenly flooded with Earth Police. More than twenty thousand of the huge cops began appearing dl
over the stadium, and especidly in the area surrounding the zadora. The ethereal bass music booming
throughout the stadium faded away. A very specia moment was at hand.

Berx began gulping from hiswineflask. “I’'m not surel’m high enough to handlethis” he said.

Erx held histimepiece up to hisbleary eyes; he could just barely read the numbers. “Well, drink up and
get ready,” hetold Berx. “It’ s seven secondsto noon... five... four...”

Both men took thisastheir cueto turn their eyes away from the gleaming zadora. Others around them
did the same. At the exact moment the last second ticked down to noon, the arenawas rocked by a huge
thunderclap. A collective gasp came from the million-plus spectators. Those who dared to look saw a
bright emerald beam begin to illuminate the review stand. The beam intensified until it wasdl but
impossibleto look at it. Then came an incredibly bright flash of light.

An eyeblink later, amagnificent throne gppeared on thetop level of the zadora. Sitting on it wasaman
of undetermined age. He had a full white beard and very long white hair thet fell past his shoulders. He
was wearing aflowing emerald gown and had a gold-green miter on hishead. In the center of the miter
was the distorted image of athree-leaf green flower, the ancient symbol of the last three empires. This
was O’ Nay, supreme ruler of the Galaxy, Emperor of the Milky Way, the current god among men.

Thecircus erupted in cheers and applause, shaking the arenato its substantia foundation. Lights flashed,
flags waved, the booming music came back on louder than before. Overcome with emotion, some
people fainted. Others cheered through finger-size voice amplifiersthat were dl the ragethisyear. This
went on and on... and on. One minute, two minutes, five minutes, more. O’ Nay made no notice of the
crowd. He sat, looking straight ahead, expressionless, possibly oblivious, to what was going on around
him. Only when heraised hisright hand dightly did the throaty roar findly begin to die awvay.

But not for long. Came the exact moment it reached its lowest ebb, there was another tremendous flash
of light. Thisone was bright, eye-blinding yellow. It quickly faded to reved that three more people had
joined the Emperor on the reviewing stand. Hiswife, his son, and his gorgeous daughter were officidly
OTP—on the planet.

The stadium erupted again. More lights, more music, more vapors. Though not quite the magnitude as
before, this new round of cheering took another five minutesto subside. When relative silence returned,
the Emperor raised hisright hand again and, without any means of outward amplification needed, spoke
four wordsthat all could hear: “Let therace begin...”

The voices of the one million began building again, like the low rumble of waves, a sea of anticipation.
Erx and Berx opened another flask and drank another toast.

“To our good fortune,” Berx proposed. “And the temporary bad luck of others.”
“Bingo,” Erx replied.
They drank the entire flask in no more than adozen gulps.

The music began blaring ever louder. Number One had moved away, and the arenawas awash in bright



sunlight once again. Holo-girls drifted by them asif carried on thewind. The air smelled of power,
money, and sex.

“Findly!” Erx exclaimed, turning Berx around and pointing him toward the far Sde of thearena. A gaggle
of racers had floated onto the track and were making their way up to the starting line.

“It' sshowtime!” Berx yelled in response.

Thefirst haf-dozen racers were variants of the standard Empire Starfighter, the ubiquitous F-176A
model, also called the Holy Fighter. It was a needle-nosed wedge, thirty-six feet long and twelve feet
wide at the aft. Thiswas the basic Empire design. Blended body, no wings, no tail.

Contestants could adorn their racersin any way they wished; many were predictably outlandish. One of
these firgt racers was colored bright red with checkerboard squares of black and white decorating its aft
section. Another racer was sun yellow with blistering orange flamestrailing down its back. A third was
glowing deep red from its needle nose to its nontail. Three others opted for variations on the dways
gniger in toto dull-black scheme.

Six more racers came onto the track. They were Starfighters, too, but not the standard F-176A model.
These beauties were rebuilds of a Starfighter design from nearly three hundred years before, known as
the F-32B. They were abit larger, abit bulkier, but they also sported elegant color schemes, more
glowing than shine, and had distinctively large cockpits and antique ID scrolling. These half-dozen racers
were regarded as the class of the race, the elegance. They received a thunderous cheer asthey glided
toward the starting area.

Then came the thirteenth entry.

It did not float out of thewaiting area. It rolled, on three strange black things that |ooked more like toys
than attachments to an Earth Race entrant. Few people in the million knew these things were called
whedls. Their use had died out thousands of years ago.

Thiswas, of course, Hawk Hunter’ sflying machine. It looked huge at fifty-five fet, itswingsflapping as
it bounced itsway aong the red-dirt track. Perhaps the strangest thing of al was that Hunter’ s canopy
was not atiny piece of squared-off superglass but ardatively large tear drop bubble. Unlike the other
racers, the citizens could clearly see Hunter within his cockpit, pushing buttons, yanking levers. What's
more, his craft was not painted in the living hues of the other dozen entrants. Rather it was sporting three
smple colors. red on the nose, white on the wings, blue on the tail and body. Like thewhed, this color
scheme had not been seen on Earth in thousands of years.

Dead silence fell upon the huge stadium when Hunter’ s aircraft appeared. The crowd was stunned by the
sight of the odd-looking machine. At first they didn’t know whether to cheer, applaud, or saute.

Then it began to Sink in—and the laughter Sarted.

If one million people cheering at once sounded like waves crashing on a shore, that many people laughing
sounded more like thunder. Low-pitched, rumbling, building, building into a sonic roar that suddenly
stopped... only to start up again aquick breath later.

The stadium was in hysterics now. It had been a closely guarded secret that amaccus had been entered
intherace. Thiswas another archaic term that could mean severa things, including “unusua one,” or
“different from the rest.” But there was another trandation that was on everyone smind and in
everyone sthroats now.



Thiswas the definition of maccus asjester, loon.
A clown... withwings.

Nowhere was the laughter so intense than in the gdleries surrounding the Imperia Seet. Thisareawas
thick with some of the most high-ranking officersin the Empire. Each one was spit-polished and
medal-heavy, each one vying to get as close to the Imperia Family as possible. The sight of the strange

participant sent gdesthrough the galery. Whose unit was this thing from? Isit too late to bet against
it?

Down near the gtarting line, though, two men in the million were not laughing. Actudly Erx and Berx were
on the verge of tears. The aircraft that had |ooked so strange and deek on Fools 6 just looked strange
here. Strange and old. Both explorers had bet substantia purses on Hunter’ s machine; even more
important, they’ d been harboring dreams of basking in Hunter’ sreflected glory. But al this seemed very
much in jeopardy now. Compared to the hovering Star-fighters, Hunter’ s contraption looked ridicul ous.

Erx and Berx knew that Cdandrx, in pulling his own strings with the race organizers, had managed to get
Hunter entered as the maccus. But they’ d thought he and his strange craft would have been greeted as
something new, different, extraordinary, even spellbinding. Never did they consider thet their new friend
would be greeted with such overwhelming ridicule and abuse. But that’ s exactly what was happening
now.

“Thisisnot good, my brother,” Erx said asthe derisive laughter swelled even farther. “Not good at all.”

The thirteen racers nudged their way up to the neon starting beam. Hunter took the longest to get into
position, needing more than afew adjustments of his nose whed before getting exactly even with the
other participants. Thisonly served to throw the crowd into more fits of laughter. Taunting chants of
maccud filled the stadium. Erx and Berx sank even lower into their boots.

“Fear not, my brothers!” avoice boomed in their ears, strong and clear abovetheroar. “ Our timeis
finally at hand!”

They swung around to see that Calandrx had come up behind them. Unlike them, hewas dl smiles. The
explorerswere mildly astonished to see the dderly pilot. How had he been able to find them in this
enormous crowd?

“I knew you two would gravitate right to the center of the critical mass,” he told them with ahearty dap
to each of their backs. “ And afinelocationit is, too. Now we three brotherswill bein a perfect position
to see the extraordinary happen.”

“How can you glow so?’ Erx asked him, having to shout above the sustained roar of the raucous crowd.
“The entire Galaxy islaughing at our friend. The man who is carrying our wagers. We could al be very
poor thistime tomorrow. Y our levity isbaffling.”

“And you two don't redlize what you miss when you go to deep,” Caandrx replied tartly, taking the flask
from Berx’ s hand and helping himself to some dow-ship wine.

“Please clarify,” Berx told him. “Before that wine takes effect.”
Cdandrx grinned. All wasright in his universe, at least for the moment.

“Did our friend out there ever tdll you that when he flew for you on Fools 6, histhrottle was opened to
only one-eighth speed?’



Both Erx and Berx shook their heads no.

“And did you know that we conducted an experiment Six days ago this night, after you fell adegpin my
gaden?’

“How could we know if neither you or Hawk told us?” Erx complained.

Cdandrx shrugged.

“That' s true—but sometimes good things must be held in confidence,” he said. “ Even from old friends.”
He drained Berx’ sflask, then licked the spout with histongue.

“But now al you haveto do is prepare yoursdf, my brothers,” he said. “ For we are about to seea
display guaranteed to put alieto thisrowdy behavior around us.”

Erx and Berx just stared back at him.
“But what experiment are you talking about?’ Erx pressed him.
Caandrx wiped his mouth on Berx’ sdeeve.

“I"'m tempted to say—but my wordswould ruin it for your eyes.” He handed Erx one of hisancient
wooden matches. “Hold this...”

Then he pointed out a Hunter, who was till trying to maneuver hisway to his starting point. People were
throwing expended food packs and empty wine flasks at him now.

“When he leaves, strike the match.”

Before Erx could reply, the countdown commenced. Speaking dowly, sensudly, the Emperor’ s sunning
daughter, Xara, began counting back from ten. Her sultry voice did the impossible. It quieted the crowd
indantly.

When she spoke the word zero, it oozed off her lips. Then the starting beam blinked.
In one motion, the wheels on Hunter’ sflying machine lifted off the ground and he hit histhrottle.

There was a bright flash—and before the twelve other racers even moved, Hunter was already gone,
leaving only athintrall of smoke behind him.
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Thered trouble started for Hunter right after he hit the first transdimensional screen.

Up until that point, the flight had been just like histrip around the planet aweek before. Histhrottleswere
pushed right to the max, as Calandrx had suggested. The sensation was one of going extremely fast, but
with zero blurring or head trips. He could see everything on the ground in perfect focus, clear and
crisp—it wasjust dropping off behind him very, very quickly.
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But at the sametime, it seemed to him like no time had elapsed since he' d rocketed out of the stadium. In
some ways he was till back there, maybe just abillionth of atrillionth of amicrometer past the starting
beam. He was here, but he was also till leaving there. It would seem impossible—and yet there was a
perfectly good explanation for it. For as Hunter would eventualy come to find out, whenever he pushed
his machine sthrottle to maximum power, he ceased traveling in regular time—and began traveling in an
entirdy different piece of time and space. That’ swhy everything seemed to be happening dl at once.
That’ swhy hewas going so fast.

And that’ swhy it was hard to gauge exactly how much regular time had elgpsed before he hit the first
blue screen.

*k*

Onceout of Big Bright City, the terranium earth below him had turned uniform, pastora, even dazzling in
some places. Lush forests, gently rolling hills covered with flora, the most incidental canals and lakes
shimmering in agua blue—indeed, everything seemed to be ashade of either yellow, green, or blue. As
he made hisway west, there were no clouds, and certainly no bad westher. Only once did he turn
around to seeif anyone was behind him, but there was no onein sight.

When the first screen appeared, it came up fast and unexpected, as advertised. He' d just passed over a
very wide cana that seemed to cut the upper haf of the western continent in two. Flying at about two
miles high, one moment the sky ahead of him was clear; the next, it was replaced by amassive cloud of
bluish mist with numerous lightning bolts running through it. Hunter hit the screen not amicrosecond after
seeing it. Hewas nearly blinded by the impact; it knocked him so far back in his seet, his crash helmet
snapped off and dammed into the back of the canopy. His entire flying machine began shaking violently.
All the things he' d tightened down before the race were coming loose again—he could hear them. For
severd terrifying seconds he could see nothing but the panicky blurs of his panel lights bouncing madly
before hiseyes.

He ingtinctively grabbed his control column with both hands and held it asrigid as possible. It took a
while, but the vibrationsfinaly died down and the aircraft bucked itsway back to flying straight and true.
His crash hemet bounced back down onto hislap and he hastily shoved it onto hishead. Findly his
vison cleared and he was able to see where he was.

At firg it seemed like hewas il flying over the heartland of the western continent—except now it was
night. But something was very different here. The darkness was evenly scattered everywhere, and
everything had athin neon glow around it. Thiswas not the Earth’ s surface he was seeing below him
now; thiswas a ghostly image of where he'd just come from. Not so much amirror dimension, but an
X-ray of one. He could even see through things. Even his flying machine seemed to be only partialy
there.

Even stranger was the sensation that he was actually moving insgde atiny bubble. The Earth, the sky, the
sars—it was asif he could reach out and touch them with his fingertips.

Very strange.
Very claustrophaobic.
We cometo the thirteenth dimension.

But it got even more bizarre. Theinterior of his cockpit had been transformed, too. Many of his control
panel’ s readout screens were gone, to be replaced by stacks of weapon-targeting systems, gun triggers,
and bomb-release levers. Hunter made the mistake of 1ooking down at these things for more than a



moment—it was purely on impulse. When he looked up again, he saw ahuge bal of fire coming right at
him.

He was somehow ableto yank his craft to the left just before the faux meteorite streaked by him. The
violent maneuver saved him, but aso caused the flying machine to go out of control. Suddenly he was
nose down, pinning uncontrollably. The machine began shaking dl over again.

This might be called a stall, he thought.

The distorted image of the distorted surface of the Earth was racing up to meet him. Hunter tried to yank
back on the control column, but it did no good. Hewas still spirding down toward the ground at very
high speed. He had to think quickly; he was getting dizzy and felt close to blacking out. His hand
wavered over the throttle for amoment. Caandrx had told him not to touch the power levels once he
was airborne, asdl kinds of unpredictable things might result. But Hunter was faling even faster now,
and hisincredibly powerful propulsion system was hurling him earthward that much quicker.

That’ swhen adrange thought hit him: Was there really this much gravity here in Dreamland?
Maybe.
But maybenat...

Hunter blinked his eyes once—and suddenly he wasflying straight and level again. Control of hisflying
machine ingtantly returned to him. It had been some kind of anillusion, amind trick of the type Calandrx
had warned him about. He pulled up on the stick, just making sureit wasrea. Then he waslooking up at
the green-starred sky again.

That was a close one.

But now the surface of the Earth began to drop away even quicker than before. Hunter redized he was
suddenly approaching space—or what looked like space. Hisinstrument panel went mad. He could see
numbers flashing by in Supertime speed just outside his cockpit glass. He was suddenly flying through a
field of smal gray moons—some were about five hundred feet across, some were smaller, dl showing
what appeared to be impact craters. But these moons were also swinging wildly, asif each onewere
dangling from some unseen string. Two were looming right up ahead of him now. Hunter had to ask
himsdf aquestion: Should | go under, over, or between the two moons? But while he was considering
his options, the two globes suddenly erupted in an explosion of red light. Hunter was startled. These
things seemed to be headed right for him. But were they Z beams? Real ones?

He yanked the flying machine to the left just as the barrage went by him. In aflash he pulled on the
control column and corkscrewed back up to his previous position. A second barrage was coming right at
him. Another twist, another dive; the letha-looking beams went right by his cockpit, so close he could
fed ther heat. Or so heimagined.

Hunter didn’t even have to think about what to do next. Hisingtinct took over. He snapped hisfingers
and suddenly aweapons control was locked in hisfist. He turned the flying machine twenty degrees off
center and squeezed the trigger. Two blinding beams of yellow light erupted from hisnose
cone—weapons that weren't redlly there. He squeezed again. Two more beams appeared. He squeezed
again—now there were six beams of extremely bright Z rays flowing out of hisnose.

Sx...

It seemed to be the right number.



The beams smashed into the first moon; it went up in an orange flash and was gone. He flipped over.
There was no need to fight the second moon; Hunter smply streaked around it—and then found himsalf
back over the X-ray image of the Earth again.

Another close one...

Helooked down at his hands and saw the weapons control quickly demateridize. When he looked up
again, he found himsalf heading toward aset of gigantic mechanica teeth.

They had to be more than ahundred miles away, yet in this distorted world, they were quickly filling his
entirefield of vison. Therewasamighty gleam coming off their razor-sharp edges; each tang was at least
amilelong. They were moving up and down so quickly, asurge of static eectricity was exploding
outward each time the gigantic jaws came together and opened again. It was a sceneright out of a
nightmare.

And it was no opticd illusion. Hunter could tell these things were rea—or asred as anything could be
ingde the thirteenth dimension. No amount of blinking was going to make them disappear. And no matter
how fast he was going, Hunter knew if one of these things came down on top of him, he and hisflying
meachine would be crushed into oblivion.

He was suddenly right on them. In a heartbeat, the giant incisors were directly in front of him, closing
shut. Again, hisingtinct took over. He stood his machine up on itswing and before he could even think
about it, he streaked through the narrow opening just as the teeth snapped closed.

Areally closeone...

But the bad dream was not over, for once on the other side, he found himself facing another set of
monstrous jaws, these fewer than fifty milesaway. He just bardly made it through them when athird set
appeared, even closer to him. Then afourth. And afifth.

Thiswas getting serious. Hunter was just barely getting through the monstrous obstructions before they
clamped shut; each time, they were abit closer to chomping off thetail of hisaircraft. Thiswent on for
what seemed like forever, each time making it through the gigantic mandibles, but with lessand lesstime

to spare.

Findly the set in front of him clamped shut—and stayed shut. Hunter had nowhere to go but up. He
yanked back on the controls and soon was |ooking deep into the night emerald sky—if thereredly wasa
night sky in Dreamland. The stars were most definitely green, and there seemed to be many more of
them. No matter—this was not the time for stargazing. Hunter continued pulling back on his controlsand
soon was upside down; then, an instant later, waslooking at the distorted colors of the ground again.

And | think that’s called a loop...

Hewound up in nearly the same place from where he' d started the maneuver. The teeth were il closed.
Hunter squeezed histrigger, and the six wegponsin hisnose lit up again. They were so bright, they felt

like they were burning away his eyes. His barrage hit the clenched jaw ananosecond before his aircraft
did. Thiswasjust enough time for them to blow a hole large enough for his machine to streak through. He
twisted hisway among the subatomic debris, then yanked the flying machine back to level again.

That was the end of the giant teeth.

But no sooner had he caught his breath than hisinstrument panel began blinking madly again. A viewing
screen appeared out of nowhere—it smashed into Hunter’ s helmet after aclumsy pop-in from



God-knows-what dimension. The screen was displaying two very strange icons; they were moving from
the top to the bottom of thefield. A warning buzzer went off in his ear. He looked up from the screen to
seeapair of aircraft coming in the opposite direction, heading right a him. Their noseswerelit up with Z
beams.

Jessuzz, not again ...

In a heartbeat Hunter twisted right, and felt the bottom fall out from underneath him again. Hewas
Spinning out of control once again, the ground racing up a him. He blinked once. Nothing. He blinked
again. Still nothing.

The hell with this...

He pulled back mightily on his control column and pushed the aircraft hard left. Something deep indgde his
power plant growled in response, but heignored it and quickly recovered flight.

Now hefound himsdf on thetail of one of the aircraft. This contraption looked worse than hisown. It,
too, had wings, atail, alarge bubble-type canopy, and, Hunter would have bet, whedsaswell. It was
dlver and had alarge red-star emblem onitswingsand tail.

Familiar...

He pushed histrigger. His nose cone erupted again, and the enemy aircraft vaporized into
nothingness—only to be replaced by another. Hunter squeezed histrigger again. Thisaircraft exploded,
too—and was replaced by another. And then another. And another.

This must have been some kind of nightmare back where | was from, he thought. No sooner had he
dispatched one enemy aircraft than another would dot in and take its place, dmost asif its pilot were
anxiousfor histurn to get daughtered. Again, thiswent on for what seemed like an eternity—until findly
Hunter smacked himsdf in the forehead and blinked.

All sgnsof the enemy aircraft quickly disappeared.
Hetook in along, deep breath. ..

That’ s when another of the aircraft went right across his nose. Its cockpit was on fire, its pilot was
struggling to get out. It seemed to hang motionlessin front of him for avery long time. The pilot’ sskin
was searing right off hisface. He waslooking right into Hunter’ s eyes, his mouth opened asif to
scream...

That'swhen Hunter swerved violently to the left to avoid the flaming wreckage. .. and punched out of
thirteen.

He' d popped out over avast stretch of aquawater.

There was no solid ground anywhere that he could see. No triads, bridges, or idands. Thiswasnot a
lake or awide canal he was crossing. Thiswas something else. The Western Ocean. It looked cool,
cam, pacific. If helooked hard enough, he could almost see right down to its bottom; the water was that
clean.

The sun was coming over his shoulder now. He turned around and looked behind him. Therewasn't
another racer in Sght.

He checked hisinstruments. All the weird weaponry had vanished, and hisusua array of controls had



regppeared. Everything seemed to be running fine. He was still moving incredibly fast, and just as before,
it seemed more like the world was turning beneath him than he flying over it. Hefdt hisbody relax alittle.
Out of the corners of hiseyes he could still see the people in the arenastands, cheering for him. Or at
least he thought they were cheering for him.

When he looked forward again he saw another blue screen coming right at him.
Pow!

Thisimpact was even more violent than thefirgt. The flying machine began vibrating so fiercely, Hunter
found himsalf reaching out for something—anything—to hold on to. Once again, he grabbed the control
column, with two hands, and held on. It took nearly twice aslong thistime, but findly the aircraft settled
down.

Once his eyeballs stopped shaking he saw that his cockpit was once more jam-packed with imaginary
weapons. And he was back over the X-ray Earth again, al darkness and neon outlines, everything
looking like it wasthere and not there, everything closing in on him just like before.

But there was something very different going on here aswell.

A vid screen had appeared in front of him. It became one with his control pand, but strangely it seemed
to be draped over hiseyebalsaswell.

This screen was flashing amessagein large red letters: RESET GAME—NOW.

Next to these words was athree-dimensiona icon that looked like an old-fashioned power switch.
Hunter found his right hand reaching out to this switch and flipping it to ON.

Suddenly the screen becamefilled with bizarre shapes and colors. His flying machine began rocking
violently again. Outside, he could see that the neon world below had suddenly become very real. And
now the ground was rushing by him at incomprehensible speed. But something was drastically wrong
here—hisinner ear wastelling him so. A wave of vertigo ran through him, and in an ingtant he knew why.
The surface below him was actudly turning quickly in reverse. Although everything in his cockpit
indicated that he was moving forward at avery high rate of speed, he was actualy hurtling backward.

Basic human ingtinct drove his hands to his controls—he had to stop this. But no pand he touched or
button he pushed had any effect. It was asif hiswhole being were caught in arewind. Not a pleasant
feding.

Thiswent on for what seemed like forever, which wasn't that far from the truth—until suddenly it just
stopped. The ground below him ceased turning in the wrong direction, and his flying machine regained
some semblance of normal forward flight. Hunter took a deep breath and squeezed his steering controls
very tightly. He was bathed in swest.

He caught his breath and |ooked out the cockpit to the surface below. It was night. He was over two
very long roadways that were running parald to each other. Thousands of wheded vehicles were moving
aong theseroads at relatively high rates of speed, hdf in one direction, haf in the other. Most of the
vehiclesweretraveling in one of four designated lanes. They al seemed to bein agreat rush.

This place below him looked like the Earth, but certainly not the one he' d just come from. It was amost
pastord. He could see many trees and fields and valleys, and hundreds of tiny houses scattered off in
every direction. The moon was hanging high overheed, like ahuge orangebal, illuminating it al.

Hunter’ sflying machine was flying roughly five hundred feet above the long, ribbonlike roadways. Two



huge green bridges were right below him; they spanned afairly wide river, which by looking off to his|eft,
Hunter could see emptying into avast ocean. He checked his direction indicator and found he was now
traveling due south.

“Okay, now what?" he heard himsdlf say.

No sooner were the words out of his mouth than he looked down at his cockpit display to find it had
changed dramatically once again. Mogt of the flight control indicators had vanished. They’ d been
replaced by a second large video screen with lines of aphanumeric information pulsating acrossit.
Suddenly one line of information froze on the screen. It began flashing in large red | etters: The Princessis
in peril. To successfully complete this segment, you must rescue her in the time allotted...

A small clock then gppeared in the upper-right-hand corner on the video screen. It began flashing: 120
seconds. Hunter fdlt hisflying machine shudder abit. Another message flashed onto the screen: Failure
to complete the task will result in termination.

Hunter blinked once, and the game clock began ticking down...

Thisis crazy, he thought. But he knew he had no choice but to do asinstructed. It was the word
“termination” that bothered him the most.

But how was he supposed to save “the Princess’ when he didn’t know who or where she was?

No sooner had that thought gone through his head than the video screen began flashing again. One of the
vehicles moving on the busy road below was being highlighted in the center of the screen. It seemed to be
going faster than the other vehicles, and it was weaving into and out of the designated traffic lanes.

No sooner had Hunter’ s forward viewing device attained alock on this particular vehicle than amessage
began flashing in bright red |etters across hiseyebdls. Hurry... sheisin mortal danger .

By thistime the game clock had ticked down to 108 seconds.

Hunter had no ideawhat to do—he would have to improvise. He lowered his atitude to about 150 feet.
When the designated vehicle took a sharp right-hand turn, leaving the main roadway by way of asmdler,
curving one, Hunter turned hisarcraft and followed it.

The vehicle drove onto amuch thinner roadway; no other vehicles could be seen onit. Thevehicle
traveled a high speed for ahaf mile on thisroad until pulling onto adirt path and driving toward asmall
lake that was nearly surrounded by overhanging trees.

When it stopped in a parking area near the water’ s edge, Hunter was waiting for it.

He d jammed hisflying machine into hover mode and was now hanging about 100 feet above the small
lake. No sooner had he stopped moving than his video screen changed fields again. Now it was flashing
amenu of sorts. The optionsread: Bright blue light. Whirring FX. Yellow Beam. Flashing lights: red,
white, amber .

Hunter looked down at the vehicle. He saw that some kind of tusde was going on in the rear seet. There
were only two people insde the vehicle, yet one seemed to be fighting with the other.

Hunter looked at the game clock ticking away on hisvideo screen. It was now down to 89 seconds.
88... 87...

Purely on aguess, Hunter hit the options-all portion of the screen. The entire menu began flashing. An



ingtant later hisflying machine erupted in an explosion of sound and light. Just like that, he was emitting a
bright flashing aura of red, white, and amber. A whirring sound filled hisears. A incredibly intense beam
of yelow light shot out from the belly of his machine. It bathed the vehicle below him in an dmost
phosphorescent glow.

Now another option popped up on the menu screen. It read: Initiate power outage. Hunter hit the
options pand—and every dectricd light within ten miles of hislocation instantly blinked out.

Another option now appeared. It read: False time shift available. With ashrug of the shoulders, Hunter
hit thet aswell.

That’ s when everything just stopped... except the clock in the corner of hisvideo screen.
It was down to 54 seconds.

Now Hunter saw the side door on the vehicle open and ayoung girl jump out. She began running
frantically away from the vehicle, looking over her shoulder at the bombastic display being caused by his
flying machine as it hovered above the lake. Hunter could not see her face—all he could tell wasthat she
was wearing askirt and white shoes, and her top was partialy torn away. She had long hair and it
whipped behind her, back and forth the faster she ran.

He checked the game clock. It was now down to 41 seconds and counting.
“Am | doing thisright?” he wondered aoud.
Therewas no way totell.

He kept the bright yellow beam pointed on the parked vehicle. He could see the remaining figure ingde,
frozeninfear by the bright light and the noise his flying machine was making.

Hunter looked up again. The girl was now running down the sSngle-lane roadway. His time was down to
29 seconds. Strictly on intuition, he hit the Fal se time shift option again, and everything began moving
once more. Thewind was back in the trees, the ripples were back on the water.

That’ swhen he saw another vehicle approaching the smal lake from the direction of the mgor roadway.
It had whirling bright blue lights on its roof and was emitting a strange whooping sound. The girl raninto
the middle of the roadway and waved her arms, causing this vehicle to siop. Two men in uniforms
jumped out and went to her aid. That’swhen Hunter’ s video screen began flashing: Princess saved!
Good work!

Hunter looked at the ticking clock. It was now down to 11 seconds. He quickly yanked the flying
machine out of its hover mode. He had to get out of this crazy place. He pushed histhrottles forward,
and an ingtant | ater, he was streaking along at treetop level. He began looking for a blue screen through
which to escape. But once he got back over the mgjor roadway, he found not one but dozens of blue
screens. They were erected aongside the roadway, and they had words and numbers bathed in a
reflective glow displayed dl over them.

Which one do | go through?hethought.
The game clock wasticking down. Nine seconds. Eight seconds... Seven... Six.

That’ swhen Hunter saw amuch larger screen about three miles off to hisleft. It was at one end of ahuge
areawhere several hundred of the ground vehicles were parked. Strange shapes and colors were flashing
acrossthis screen. But as soon as Hunter pointed the nose of hisaircraft toward it, it turned the



unmistakable color of misty blue. Thishad to beit: hisway out.

He pushed histhrottle full forward and, with less than 0.01 second remaining on the game clock,
dammed the flying machine right into the blue screen.

Or @ least he thought it was a blue screen.

Suddenly hewas moving forward at a speed faster than his senses could comprehend. The surface below
him was flashing by in one long, blue blur—it was the reverse of the sensation earlier when he'd found
himself streaking backward.

Fast forward.
That wasit. He was stuck in fast forward.

Now came aviolent crashing sound. His eyelids snapped shut and stayed that way. Hunter tried to open
them, but they would not cooperate. Thiswas not good. How could he blink if his eyelids refused to
yield? He reached out for the controls and gave the stick one mighty yank backward. His machine shook
from one end to the other. He fdlt like he was spinning out of control. His power plant let out one long
scream.

But then came aflash of light so intense, he could fed its warmth on his retinas even though his eyes
remained closed.

Then, just like that, everything settled down. He opened his eyes and took another long, deep bregth.
Hewas back over land again.

Passing below were grest cities, golden deserts, lush forests. He rocketed over avast plain, which was
dotted with high, snow-topped mountains not unlike those back on Fools 6. Hunter could see the eastern
ocean ahead of him. Beyond that lay Big Bright City and thefinish line. He had not dowed oneiota Still,
it fdt like hewasjust leaving the garting line.

He turned around to check his six-0' clock position. No one was behind him.
When he looked forward again, he saw the third screen coming.

Hehitit really hard. Again, his machine was shaking down to itsrivets. Passing from one dimension to
another was not so good for his chassis. He lost control of hisaircraft for athird time, but quickly did the
two-hand trick, and as soon as his eyebals stopping juggling, he was able to get the aircraft back under
control.

Helooked around him, expecting to be over the X-ray world again, but thiswas not the case. Hewas no
longer streaking above the distorted image of the Earth. Hewasin space. Outer space. Thered one, this
time. Endless blacknesswith trillions of twinkling stars, some bright, some dim, the Earth nowherein
sight. Hunter looked at his hands. They were shaking. Helooked at hisingtruments. There were no weird
wegponsthistime. Hisorigina equipment returned and everything seemed to be working, even though his
flying machine was definitely not adapted for space travel.

At least hedidn’t think it was.

Hetried to get his bearings. The vastness before him was dizzying. He sill had the sensation of
unfathomable speed, but this piece of gpace was S0 immensg, it was like he was not moving at dl.



So what was going on?
Why was he here?
Hisreply came an ingant later.

They appeared astwo faint lights at first. Way, way off, coming out of a star formation that looked
somewhat familiar. The two specks grew larger very quickly. Hunter could tell thiswas not some kind of
transdimensiond optica illuson. These weren’t fake meteorites, or death moons, or crappy versions of
his own aircraft. These two objects were real—and they, too, were traveling at atremendous speed.

And, of course, they were heading right for him.
In the big thirteenth dimension, everything just seemed to come hisway.

In the hairbreadth of time it took him to make a quick turn to the right, the two objects were nearly on
him. Moving incredibly fast. One seemed to be following the other—or maybe chasing it. Neither made a
turn toward him, thank God. Hunter yanked hisflying machine left again and banked to aroughly
intersecting course. Would he able to see the two objects asthey streaked by... or would they be just a
blur?

Asit turned out, they were alittle bit of both.

Thefirst object wasgigantic... and familiar. It passed within amile of him. Hunter got adamn good
look... and felt hisjaw hit the top of his helmet brace.

It was the Blackship—the same Blackship he’ d shot out of Supertime during the attack on the BonoVox
. There was no doubt that thiswas the same vessdl. Its control bubble was shattered and smoking, itstail
section was till on fire, What' s more, astring of dead bodies seemed to betrailing behind it, like expired
puppets on a thousand-mile-long piece of invisble string.

What the hell is going on here?
But even more incredible was the spacecraft hard on the crippled Blackship’stail.

Everything that flew in the Empire came from one basic design: the triangular wedge. But thisthing
chasing the ghostly Blackship was not like that. This craft was completely different.

It was round.
A perfect circle.
Saucer-shaped.

«N»
Back at the Circus

Erx had barely struck the match when suddenly there was acommotion off to hisright.
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A flash of light. A cloud of dust. A mighty gasp from the crowd.
“By the onetrue God!” Berx exclaimed.

It didn’t seem possible, but Hunter’ s racer had regppeared at the starting line. A thintrail of smoke
indicated it had arrived from the east—yet the faint contrail he’ d left upon departure was till visiblein the
west. Hisflying machine had disappeared not two seconds before. Now it was back again.

Erx and Berx had never seen anything likeit. It didn’t make sense.
“Canwebedisquaified for... sorcery!” Erx asked, till holding the burning match in hand.
“If thisisnot red, they’ll have our heads!” Berx bemoaned.

“Itisnot sorcery nor illuson, my brothers,” Caandrx told them. “Now, I’m not sure exactly what it
is—but it doesn’t matter. Hunter haswon. It will be verified that hisflying machine traveled the course
and mastered the obstacles.”

“And that means...” Erx began to say. Hewas gtill abit dumbstruck. The match had not even burned
down to hisfingertipsyet.

“That wearedl very wedlthy?” Berx finished for him.

“Wealthy?’ Caandrx asked. “Y es, we are wedlthy! We are wedlthy in heart, in spirit! In goodwill... but,
you see, we had those things dready.”

Hethrust hisarms skyward and |et out ahowl. It was possible that he was even happier now than back
when he' d won his own Earth Race.

“We are wedthy because we' ve been alowed to livein such an interesting time!” he bellowed. “The
only differenceis, now we ve got some coin to go along with it!”

It was just about this time that the million-plus crowd began to redlize what had happened. The maccus
has won the race? they asked. Y es, the maccus haswon therace! And at such atremendous speed, it
seemed asif it had never |eft the arenaat dl.

Asthisinformation madeitsway through the stadium, the combined energy of one million people about
to cheer a once began building like athunderstorm.

“We must make haste!” Calandrx told Erx and Berx now. “Our brother will soon be at the center of the
Gdaxy. He will soon betrafficking with the Specidsthemsdves! It isour duty to usher him through to
this newfound celebrity!”

“Bingo that!” Erx and Berx replied asone.
It took just afew secondsfor ateam of officiasto complete their postrace scan of Hunter’ s aircraft.

The six men had run their quadtrols up one side of the flying machine and down the other. Then they did
akind of group shrug and made the officiad hand signd to each other. Six thumbs went straight up. Hunter
had indeed run the race. He had bested the obstacles and was the first to crossfinish line. That’sal that
was required.

Histime for the twenty-five-thousand-mile course, however, was an astonishing 2.7511 seconds. This
handily best the old record—by more than an hour.



By thetime Erx, Berx, and Caandrx findly got through to the winner’ scircle, agaggle of race officids,
military officers, and Very Fortunates were crowded around Hunter’ saircraft. They weredl craning their
necks, pushing in on one another, trying to get alook at the Galaxy’ s new hero.

The three friends forced their way through the gawkers and helped Hunter climb from his cockpit.
Another huge cheer went up. Erx and Berx grabbed Hunter so tightly, he nearly lost his breath. Calandrx
began kissing the top of hishelmet.

“Youdidit, brother!” Erx was screaming. “You did it for dl of ud”

Theroar of the crowd became deafening. Excitement and no little chaosfilled the air. No one could redlly
hear or say anything, the noise was that loud.

But thisdid not stop Caandrx from trying to ask avery important question.

“What do you remember, my brother?’ heyeled in Hunter’ sear. “What did you seeinsde the thirteenth
dimenson?’

Hunter tried to block out al of the noise and think a moment.

Not here. Not now, avoiceinsde him said.

Findly he yelled back to Caandrx: “Let’ stak about it later!”

It took two squads of Earth Police to hustle Hunter and his friends over to the award ceremony.

It al happened very quickly. One moment Hunter was being mobbed in the winner’ s circle; the next he
was standing at the foot of the zadora, looking up at the quartet of Imperid thrones, hisflying machine
hovering afew feet behind him.

Hecouldn't tdl if it wasintentional or not, but aray of the midday sun was streaming through an opening
inthearenawall in such away that it was blinding him. He tried to make out the faces of the Imperid
Family twenty-five steps away from him, but their features were hazy at best.

Erx and Berx were standing &t attention on either sde of him. However, Calandrx was not there. Loath
to sted any of Hunter’ sthunder, he' d left to cash in their wagers. Surrounding the bottom of the zadora
was ahuge coterie of Empire military officers and their various forms of female companionship. They
weredl saring in at Hunter, dmogt asif they were studying him. At the same moment, his picture was
being beamed to the tens of thousands of viz-screens floating around the arena. Transmissonswere being
sent acrossthe Galaxy aswdll. Trillionswere watching him at this moment.

And al this made Hunter acutely aware of just one thing: He was the oddest-dressed person in sight. He
was wearing the old uniform he' d found himsdlf in back on Fools 6—and just by style doneit certainly
marked him as being not of this place. From his crash helmet to his combat boots—he could amost see
the thousands of hillions of people around the Empire staring a him in bewilderment.

If someone out there did know him, he certainly wouldn’t be hard to recogni ze now.

On awhigpered prompt from Erx, Hunter went to one knee and bowed. The Emperor must have made
some sort of gesture, as the crowd erupted once again with cheering, chanting, screams of delight. A bag
of auminum coins had materialized on the step in front of him; two more appeared before Erx and Berx.
The crowd roared again. The echoing bassy music began pumping through the stadium once more.

Then the Emperor raised his hand again and the crowd calmed down very quickly. Hunter heard avoice



gpesking dowly, quietly, but the words made no sense to him. They had acomplex rhythmic cadenceto
them and featured a number of syllables that were repeated over and over again.

Although he could not see hislips moving, Hunter assumed theat this was the Emperor himself
speaking—and that the dialect was the archaic language few people on Earth understood anymore. The
proclamation went on and on—so long, Hunter’ s mind began to wander. He thought back to what he
had just done. The ultraspeedy takeoff. Hitting the screens. Battling the obstacles. Seeing the Blackship.
And its pursuer.

It al seemed like such ablur now.

Helifted his head dightly and squinted. Finally he was able to see the entire top of the zadora and the
four people sitting there. And asthe last ray of the sun moved away, his eyesfell not upon the Emperor,
who looked amost transparent, or the Empress and the Prince, who both seemed bored—but upon the
Emperor’ sincredibly beautiful daughter. Of the four, only she waslooking back down at him.

Oh, my God...

Suddenly the crowd was cheering again. The Emperor had finished hisinvocation—if indeed it had been
he speaking al aong. The ceremony was drawing to aclose.

Hunter glanced around at Erx and Berx, who were still standing ramrod straight right behind him. He
gavethem alook asif to say: What now?

That' swhen he heard avoice whisper in hisear: The race might be over ... but the games have just
begun ...

Flash!

The next thing Hunter knew, he was Sitting a a corner table insgde a huge, low-lit room. It was a club of
some sort, with at least athousand people crowded in. Music was blaring. There was much laughing,
drinking, carousing. Erx and Berx were Sitting next to him. They were just as stunned as he.

“My God, where are we now?’ Berx exclaimed.

Erx took a quick look around. “Could thisbe... the Vegasus!” he asked excitedly.

Berx began looking about the room. “If that is S0, then we ve suddenly come up alot inthisworld.”
Hunter was still shuddering from the sudden transport.

“The Vegasus?’ he managed to ask.

“An entertainment craft run by the Very Fortunates,” Berx explained to him. “It’s so exclusive that only
the most connected of the upper class ever get on board.”

Erx scanned the room with his quadtrol. It confirmed that they were indeed aboard the Vegasus.
“And at asuch agood table, too!” he added. “ Cdandrx will be furious he missed out on this...”
Hunter wasn't so sure. Thisjust didn’t seem to be the elderly pilot’ s scene.

Word was moving quickly through the enormous flying nightclub that the winner of the Earth Racewasin
the house. Bottles of ‘cloud wine began arriving on their table at arate of one asecond.



But how did they get here? And why?

Hunter looked to hisleft to discover that the answer was Sitting right next to him. He was ayoung man,
maybe ten years|ess than Hunter. He was wearing a shiny black military uniform, not Space Forces or
Solar Guards or Double X Corps. This uniform appeared to belong to a branch of the military all its own.
The person had popped in so quietly during their first few momentsin the nightclub, they did not reaize
until now thet he was stting with them.

This person was|ooking back at them, grinning widdly. It was Erx who recognized him first.
“By the Lord,” he said with agasp, “you honor uswith your presence, Sr.”

Hunter looked over at Erx and then back at the man Sitting next to him. Then it hit him. It wasthe
Emperor’ s son, the Prince. Hisnamewas S Keem.

Hunter began babbling some flowering greeting—apparently arequirement when suddenly in the
presence of a Specid. But the Prince smply waved away his clumsy attempt.

“Itisl who should be praising you,” hetold Hunter. “What you just did in the race was awesome...”

Hunter mumbled awords of thanks, and that’ s when he realized that their table was actually surrounded
by huge armed guards wearing an gpproximation of the Prince’ sunusud uniform. Apparently S Keem
never went anywhere without his privete army.

Hunter looked over at Berx asif to say, What should | do? Berx made aquick motion to hislips. Talk
to him—quick! waswhat he wastrying to say.

Hunter turned back to the Prince. His face was handsomeif still boyish. There was, however, adeviant
twinklein hiseye.

“I'mvery glad you enjoyed therace,” Hunter began Stuttering. He was not good in situationslike this.
How he wished Calandrx were here now!

“Enjoyed it?’ the Prince replied, grabbing one of the dozens of bottles of ‘cloud wine on thetable.
“There has never been anything like it ever beforein the history of the race. Do you redlize that the other
contestants are now just crossing the finish line?’

To prove his point, the Prince snapped his fingers and a huge viz-screen appeared. Sure enough, they
wereingtantly looking at the arena somewhere below. It showed the other twelve racers rocketing across
thefinish line, a series of wild stresks and the sound of € ectron beams being broken herdding their
return. Some of the racers were smoking heavily. Others had had their el aborate color schemes distorted
by the trio of transdimensiond leaps.

The trouble was, few people were on hand to see them arrive. By the time the last racer crossed the
finish line, the vast mgjority of the huge crowd had dready |€ft the building. In fact, in the background
they could clearly see abrigade of robots beginning the postrace cleanup.

The Prince shook his head.

“Now, that’ssad, isn't it?” he said with acruel grin. The viz-screen vanished, and he turned back to
Hunter. “| guessthey just didn’t know what they were up againg.”

Hunter shrugged, but in avery polite way.



The Prince finished off one bottle of wine and quickly opened another.

“What would your reply beif | asked you how you were able to win this race with atime of barely two
seconds?’ he asked Hunter directly.

Erx, Berx, and Hunter went straight up in their seats. They could amost hear Cdandrx intheir ears urging
them: Don’t say a thing!

Y et Hunter could only wonder: What was the penalty for lying to the son of the man who ruled the
Galaxy?

But before he could find out, the Prince drained his second bottle of wine—once again, no goblet,
straight from the bottle—then reached for another.

“I redizethat dl winners strive to keep their secrets secret,” he said, durring hiswords abit now. “ That
has to be the history of thisthing, | suppose.”

He grabbed another bottle of free wine, popped it open, and began guzzling it. Hunter sensed that some
of the Imperia bodyguards were getting wary.

“But there sno sense denying it,” the Prince went on, hisvoice getting louder, more rowdy. “ At this
moment, you are probably the most celebrated person on Earth—that’ safedling | know well. Y our
notoriety, spreading throughout the entire Galaxy at great speed. Y ou’ re soon to be ahero, my friend;
another sensation | have experienced.”

Hetook another massive gulp of ‘cloud.

“It'sthat *prime domicile in Big Bright City that realy makes me envy you,” he went on, thewords
coming abit moredifficult now. “I’'m stuck way up in the sky! Can you imagine how boring that is?’

He drank some more; hisdurring got worse.

“And soon you will be ableto pick your rank and any assgnment, anywherein the Empire.” The Prince
shook his head. “ Soon many richeswill beyours.”

Hunter just stared back at the kid. He' d never seen anyone get so drunk so quickly.

“Now, | know | can’t compete with al the booty my father’ s realm can throw at you,” the Prince went
on, struggling to pronounce every last syllable. “God knows I’ ve had that shoved down my throat al my
life”

He dugged the bottle again.

“But besides bringing you up here, I have my own token of gppreciation to give you,” he said, adding:
“ And some things are better than a nice home or money.”

With that he made a gesture to one of his many bodyguards. Through the haze of the celebration now,
Hunter saw this man glide over and have awhispered conversation with the Prince. The man then handed
asmall yellow deviceto theroya son, gave Hunter afriendly wink, and disappeared back into the
crowd.

The Prince examined the lemon-size device for severa moments. He was very interested in the series of
numbers blinking in the tiny window at the top the gadget.

“Excdlent! Thisisan Echo-323,” he proclamed. A murmur went through everyone within earshot. Even



Berx stopped consuming hismug of wineto ligenin.

“Really, my Prince? A three-two-three? | thought they were impossibleto acquire...”
The Prince waved the device in front of Berx’ sface and pointed to the numbers.

“Have you forgotten that | am aman of many powers?’ he asked Berx somewhat sternly.
But Berx wasignoring him. He was captivated by the device he held in hishand.
“Someonein here really likesyou,” he said to Hunter.

The Prince took another huge gulp of wine, then turned back to Hunter himsalf.

“Have you ever seen an Echo-3237" he asked him with an Imperid air.

“How?" wasdl Hunter could reply. He had no ideawhat any of them were talking about.

The Princefinished his bottle, broke open another, and then pushed Hunter farther aong the seat. This
opened up a space big enough for another body. Then the Prince hit abutton on the small device. The
next thing Hunter knew, abeautiful femde. .. projection wasstting next to him.

Hunter stared at her, mouth agape, abit of sweat forming on his sunburned brow.
“Echo... thisisMr. Hunter,” the Prince said with adrunken laugh. “Mr. Hunter, thisis Echo...”

Hunter went to shake her hand, but his appendages were dow in responding. Or at least some of them
were. He couldn’t stop staring at her—and she was staring right back. Findly she took hishand in hers,
and for an ingtant he thought he’ d be able to pass his fingersright through it. But nothing could have been
farther from the case. Her hand fet warm, soft... friendly.

“Helo, Mister Hunter,” shesaidwithady amile.

Hunter had only heard of holo-girls; he' d yet to see onein theflesh, or at least he didn’t think he had.
(Therewas no way to redly tell, of course.) But this one before him was perfect. Face and shape.
Perfect. Her hair, blond and flowing. Perfect. Her voice, sweet, melodic. Perfect. Her eyes, blue and

sparkling.
Perfect.

“Watch this,” the Prince said. He pushed something on the device. Echo’s breasts began to grow. And
grow. And grow. She was giggling, amost embarrassed. Just as it became clear that her top was about
to burgt, the Prince pushed something el se. Her breasts began to shrink, almost until they were
nonexistent. Echo giggled again.

The Prince gulped more wine, then pushed something else. Echo’s hair turned from blond to red.
Another push, her tight silver top became asimple white blouse. Push. Her skin-tight pants became a
skin-tight skirt. Push. Her purple boots disappeared to revea two very beautiful bare legs and fet.

Hunter was speechless.
Thissureain't Fools 6, he thought.

The Prince went to push another buttorn—but one of his entourage leaned over and froze hishand in
place.



“Better to giveit to ‘im, sire,” the man half growled. “He s the one who won therace. It’s his gift, not
yours...”

But the Prince shoved the man’ s hand away.

“I haveto seeif thisthing isworking properly, don't 17" he bellowed at the bodyguard. “Our friend here
isnew at this. He might run into complications. Y ou don’t want hisfirst experience to be abad one, do
you?’

The hulking bodyguard replied: “My orders are to not let you ever—"
But the Prince cut him off with anicy, drunken sare.

“And I’m countermanding those orders,” he said. Thetonein hisvoiceindicated thiswas not the first
time he’ d barked those words.

Once again he turned back to Hunter.
“You don’'t mind, old boy, do you?’" he asked.

Hunter didn’t know what to say. He still had ahold of Echo’s hand, and heredly didn’t want to let go.
“Mind whet exactly?’

“That | take her out abit, for abit of atest ride,” the Prince stuttered.
“You'reunbelievable, srel” another bodyguard said, disgusted. “No sdf-control at dl...”
But the Prince was now ignoring his entire entourage.

It was up to Echo to break the impasse.

“You should let him run histest,” shefinaly cooed to Hunter. “It does't take very long.”

The Prince let out ayelp of victory. Then he put his arms around Echo, pushed the device' smain control
button—and they both disappeared.

“What happened?’ Hunter asked, astonished. “Where did they go?’
Erx pushed amug of wine toward him. “Just wait afew seconds,” he said.

Sure enough, there was aquick yelow flash. .. and the Prince and the Echo 323 were back. Not ten
seconds had passed.

Echo |ooked the same, but the Prince’ s appearance had changed completely. There was now more hair
on his head, about ahalf inch of additional growth, and on hisface aswell. He was noticeably thinner,
and hiseyeswere bleary. But he looked extremely content and cam. Very, very cdm. Likeamanwho'd
just spent amonth or so on a deserted idand somewhere with avery beautiful female. Which was exactly
what had happened. Sort of ...

“They went into the thirty-fourth dimension,” Erx explained. “Or isit the thirty-fifth? Either way, the
Echo-323 is programmed to bring you to some paradise setting—wherever it is, it'sall projected
anyway. She' [l morph any way you want her. Echoes have alarge memory. That meansyou can just
go... gofar away, for abunch of time. Days, weeks, however long you can stand it—then be back here
before | take another sp of my drink.”



“What | miss?’ the Prince squealed in ddlight.

But before anyone could reply, the club was suddenly filled with a blinding white light. The crowd was
stunned. There were afew muffled screams and squeaks.

The bright light dowly condensed into avery powerful yellow beam that became focused on a spot about
three feet away from Hunter’ stable. Thelight began twirling, turning, forming atunnel of sorts. Just barely
visible near the source of the beam Hunter could see atranducent face. It wasradiating avery warm,
soothing light. The face seemed to be at the end of this very long tunnd.

The Prince shielded his eyes and finally got agood look a what was happening. “Oh, shit—it'smy
father...”

Flash!
The Prince disappeared.

Echo took onelook at the situation, kissed Hunter on the cheek, pushed her own button, and then flash!
She disappeared.

Most of the crowd scurried away. Erx and Berx were frozen in place, though. So was Hunter.
Thelight finally dimmed abit, enough for the figure a the end of the tunnel to be seen.

It wasindeed the Emperor.

Or at least it looked like him.

He lifted his hand and pointed down at the table.

Flash!

Hunter disappeared.

The next thing he knew, Hunter was standing in the middle of a desert.

Or at least it looked like adesert. It wasflat for the most part, though there were some mountains
directly to the east. It was dry and hot, too. But the “sand” benegth hisfeet felt moreliketiny glass
globulesthan authentic sillica. This gave everything the same shimmering effect that Earth was famousfor.

Floating two feet off the ground next to Hunter was the Emperor—or at least some gpproximation of
him. He was dressed in aflowing, dl-white gown with agolden aura surrounding it. Hisfacewasa
complete blank. Hisarmswere raised out on front of him, asif he were deepwalking. Thewind was
blowing, yet his hair and clothes were not moving at dl. In fact, Hunter could see right through him, clear
to the other side.

What' s up with this? Hunter thought. Like many thingsin the Fourth Empire’s Gaaxy, it seemed asif
the great O’ Nay wasthere, yet a the sametime, not redly there at all.

Suddenly aviz-screen appeared out of nowhere. It nearly split Hunter’ sforehead in two. He had redly
bad luck with these things. They always seemed to want to hurt him no matter where they popped in.

The man on the viz-screen looked as weird as the ghost hovering next to him. He had long white hair, a
blank face, and that “ Specid” look in his eyes. He wasn't an exact twin of the Emperor, but he was
close.



An Emperor wannabe?

The man in the viz-screen spoke to Hunter: “Asthevictor of the Earth Race, you will be alowed to cast
eyes upon the holiest of holy thingsin the Empire. Thisisthe Emperor’ swish.”

“Youdodl histaking for him?’ Hunter asked innocently.

The man in the viz-screen seemed insulted. “ The Emperor does not talk directly to hissubjects,” hetold
Hunter, his voice dripping with arrogance. “ Especiadly in the form you see before you.”

“There' smore than one of him?’ Hunter asked, looking up at the motionless gpparition.

“The Emperor hasthree modes,” the man in the viz-screen replied. “Thisoneis his‘ sacred spirit.” He's
cdling to you now.”

Sure enough, the ghost was pointing to something over Hunter’ s shoulder. He turned to see that they
were actualy standing near agroup of plain white structures built astride a huge, flat, dry lakebed. The
buildingslooked absolutely ancient.

Flash!

Suddenly they were standing at the front entrance of the largest building. A faded sign next to the door
read: Domain 51.

Flash!

Now they were ingde the building itself, looking down at the entrance to a huge amphitheater contained
within. Therewere dozens of soldiersin stark black uniforms standing &t rigid attention around this sizable
portal. The only means of illumination that Hunter could see was by candles; there were hundreds of them
everywhere. Ther flickering cast odd shadows on the Z-gun turrets built into the walls of this place.

Flash!

Hunter was now inside the chamber itsdlf. It, too, waslit only by candldight. In the middle of the
chamber was a huge black monalith. It was about a hundred feet high and the same measurement square.
It stood alone. A huge seamless, impenetrable presence.

Hunter didn’t have to ask what thiswas. He knew already.
It wasthe Big Generator.

It was guarded by another small army of black-uniformed soldiers. They were stlanding at attentionin
small groups scattered around the inner chamber. They did not seem to notice that Hunter and the
Emperor’ s ghost were there.

The chamber had adefinitereligious air to it. There was no sound. Hunter could see no means of access
to the huge black box. There were no dias or switches or pand lights on the thing. No cables or wires
running into or out of it. No controls, at |east anywhere nearby.

The viz-screen appeared again. Thistime Hunter was able to duck beforeit brained him. The same guy,
with the same blank expression, began talking to him again.

“From the Big Generator everything is possblein our Gaaxy,” he said without ananoiota of emotion. “It
isagift from on high. The power it generates goes everywhere and encompasses the realm. It runs our
gpaceships. It runsour planets. It runs everything on our planets. From the dimmest panel bulb on the



most distant world to the prop core of our largest M-Class Starcrasher. All of the energy comesfrom
I’He_”

“Fascinating,” Hunter said. It was hard not to be impressed. “How does it work?’
The man in the viz-screen suddenly looked nonplussed.

“What do you mean?’ he asked.

Hunter shrugged. Could he have been any clearer?

“I mean, ‘How doesit work? " he asked again.

The man in the viz-screen started sammering. “Well... that'saclosdy guarded secret. .. the most closdy
guarded secret inthe Empire...”

But Hunter persisted because he redlly wanted to know.

“Do you mean how it worksisasecret?’ he asked. “Or the fact that no one knows how it works?’
Even the Emperor’ s ghost turned dightly red on that one.

The man in the viz-screen started to say something.

But before he could answer—

Flash!

Hunter now found himsdf standing inside a huge gpartmen.

It was empty of furniture except for one couch and afloating bed. There were windows everywhere, and
judging from the harsh glare flooding in on him, it was easy to guessthat he was aop abuilding
somewhere deep in downtown Big Bright City.

His new home.

But before he could take one step or have one more thought, there came a stern pounding on the
gpartment’ sfront door. Hunter quickly walked down the hallway and activated the security screen next
to the main entrance.

Hesaw asmal army of Imperiad Guardslookinginon him.
Damn...

Could these be the Emperor’ s bodyguards coming for him? Maybe to arrest him on a charge of insolence
or blasphemy?

No... these guyswere wearing different uniforms than the ones he’ d just seen out in the desert. They
were carrying bigger gunsaswall.

He did the door open.
“Canl hdpyou?

The six monstrous soldiers didn’t say aword. Instead, they stepped aside to reved that someone was
with them.



It was awoman.
A very beautiful woman.

She was dressed all in black. Black jacket. Black miniskirt, black stockings. Black boots. Her low-cut
black top showed a hint of substantia breasts. Her hair was blond and flowing over her shoulders. Even
with the heavy makeup, her face was sunning.

Hunter heard himself say: “Wow...”

Hisfirst thought, of course, wasthat Erx and Berx had arranged for another Echo 323 to be delivered to
him. They were such great guyd

But then it dawned on him—holo-girls had no need for aroya escort. Could someone this beautiful be
thered thing?

She amiled. “I’'m sorry, Mister Hunter. Am | disturbing you?’

Hunter fumbled for areply. “That would beimpossible, | think,” hefindly said.

She amiled again. Her coterie of guards popped out.

That’swhen Hunter redlized just who thiswas. He recognized her from the race earlier that day.
It was the Empress. The wife of O’ Nay. Alone. Standing at his apartment door.

“Wadl, areyou going to inviteme in?’ she asked him.

Hunter sumbled back afoot or two. She wiggled by him, allowing the door to close behind her.

She waked into the apartment, took alook around, and smiled. “ Nice place—though | should say you
need some more furniture—and it could use awoman’ s touch. Even aholo-girl might help out here.”

“I dtill don’t know how to work those things...” Hunter said, regretting each word asit floated from his
mouth.

But she just smiled again. She was stunning, if severd years older than he.
“Y ou must be the only man left in the Galaxy who does't,” she said.

Shetook a seat on the couch; he did too. Five words kept spinning around in his head. What is she
doing here?

“I hear you were off with both my husband and my son today,” she said. * Did my son behave himsalf?’
“I can’t imagine he ever mishehaves,” Hunter answered as politely as he could.
She laughed. “No need to be nice about it. It fill happens on adaily basis”

Hunter looked around his place helplesdy. “I'm sorry... | don't have anything to offer you... that is, I’'m
not sureif you even—"

She reached over and touched him on the knee. Hefelt ajolt of something go right through him.

“Reax, Migter Hunter,” shetold him. “An Empress can have asip of wine every oncein awhile”



She gently snapped her fingers, and a bottle of wine was suddenly in her hand. Another snap, two
goblets appeared. But thiswas not a bottle of extravagant ‘ cloud wine she was holding. It was dow-ship.

Hunter just looked up at her and laughed. “ Y ou’ll never convince methat you actudly drink that stuff.”
“Should | take that asachalenge?’ she asked him.

Hunter began stuttering some reply. Jessuz, what was going on here? One moment he' sat aparty inthe
sky, the next he’ singde amountain somewhere—and now he was sitting next to the Empress of the

Gdaxy.

Thissure an't Fools 6, he thought.

“My husband took you to that awful placein the desert, | suppose?’ she asked, pouring him somewine.
“We went to the desert, yes...”

Sherolled her eyes. “With dl those guards. And the security. And that Big Generator thing?”

Hunter nodded. “ That was the tour.”

She sghed dramaticaly and handed him hiswine. “But | ingsted he bring you someplace interesting.”
“Wdl, it was interesting, especialy...” Hunter began to say.

Shetapped hisknee again, gently interrupting him. “ Please!” she sad. “There sinteresting... thenthere's
redly interesting...”

Findly alight was dawning somewhere deep in Hunter’ sbrain. He was having ahard time kegping his
eyes off of her.

“And you know one from the other?’ he asked her.

She seemed ddighted. “Y ou might be shocked to hear this, but | am here to make up for any amount of
boredom my family has caused you today. Y ou ran such amagnificent race, you deserve morethan a
ride on that very tacky Vegasus or atrip to stare at abig black box in the wilderness.”

Hunter sipped hiswine. His hand was shaking. “What are you suggesting exactly?’

“I"'m suggesting you let me take you to my favorite place... the placel think isinteresting...”
“You? Takeme?’

“Thet'sright...”

“Where?’

“Venus” she said with alaugh.

“Venus? The planet Venus?’

“Yes, theplanet Venus...”

Hunter tried to Sp hiswine again. But it was ano-go. He could barely bring the cup to hislips.
“When?’



She stood up. “Wéll, right now, of course.”

Helooked up at her—she was absol utely gorgeous, in that regal sort of way. And he suspected her
bodyguards were lurking just once dimension away. And it was probably not prudent to refuse the

Emperor’ swife anything.

“How can | say no?’ hefindly replied.
Shesamiled again.

Flash!

17

Venus was the second body in the solar system that the Ancient Engineers had puffed. Only Mars had
comefirg.

The morning planet had taken to itsterraforming right away, completely transforming itself in athen
amazing five hundred years. These days a planet could be made habitable in hours. Severa thousand
years ago, afive-hundred-year puff was considered absolutely speedy.

So Venuswas no longer enshrouded in thick clouds and raining hydrochloric acid. Like Earth, its cloud
cover was 30 percent at any giventime. Also like Earth, it had one ocean that spread around the planet,
poleto pole. This one surrounded two massive continents and several smaller ones. One of these wasthe
idand continent of Zros.

These days Earth’ ssister planet served as avery exclusive getaway for the extended Imperia
Family—even the Very Fortunates weren't dlowed here. The planet featured tens of thousands of
summer palaces, seaside resorts, vineyards, and spas. Zros was the numero uno place to be, though.
Sitting just north of the equator in the middle of the western part of the ocean, itsirregular shape looked
not unlike ahuman heart. With lush forests and thousands of miles of exotic beaches dotted with
towering, castldike resorts, Zros pandered only to the cream of the Specids. It was awash in Holy
Blood.

Hunter found himself at thetop of avery tal building, looking west onto a beautiful jungle and the sea
beyond.

Thisbuilding wasthe tallest of avast complex of luxurious chéteaus that spread out over high cliffsfor at
least twenty milesin each direction. This place was called La-Shangyi.

It was athree-tiered palace, bigger than the other chéteaus by a factor of ten. They had popped inon a
bal cony atop the highest spire of the place; a cadre of Imperia bodyguards appeared right after them.
The palace roof was aready crawling with Imperia soldiers. The airspace surrounding the complex was
thick with patrol craft and even some larger, armed culverins, corvette-size warships more commonly

used in space.

The Empressignored al thiscommotion and led Hunter down apassageway and into ahuge room. This
room was made of sheer superglass and hung out over adliff nearly half amile above the ocean.
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A huge party of the Specidswasin full swing here; indeed, it appeared to have been going non stop for
some time. Heads turned when the Empresswalked in, Hunter just behind her. Mogt of therevelers
smply nodded in her direction and then went back to their dancing, drinking, and genera merriment.
Hunter guessed there were more than a thousand people on hand, most of them beautiful young women.
Unlike the Vegasus, the atmaosphere here was subtle, sensuous. Sexudl.

“Every personinthisroomisrelated to me,” the Empresswhispered in hisear. “ Haf of them snobs, the
other half are dobs. It makesfor an interesting mix, don’t you think?”

Before Hunter could answer, she began dancing away from him. He found agoblet of sparkling blue
liquid in hishand. The Empress had one, too. She drained hersin one gulp. My kind of Empress, Hunter
thought. Then her jacket came off. The music got louder; the mixture of pulsating bass and ethereal
strings was hypnotic. She floated away, kicking off her boots and alowing the crowd to take her over.
She was quickly swallowed up by the mass of arms and legs and lips. Hunter felt a sensation run through
him; it was not entirely due to the cool blueliquid he was drinking either. The Empress came back into
view, dancing dowly, eyes closed. Hunter took agulp of hisdrink. Wasit hisimagination, or could he
seeright through her tight black top?

Hunter blinked—and avery strange thought went through his head. Wasit possible that he was till in the
race? And that this, and everything that had happened before, from reaching the finish lineto this
moment, was redly happening insde one of the blue screens?

But how could that be? He' d gone through three screens—just as the race procedures called for. But
what if the second screen actually incorporated into its madness a scenario where he thought he
punched out, and then punched back in again and then, maybe. ..

Sop! he heard avoice cry from somewhere deep insde his head. You're making yourself crazy.

He opened his eyes and looked at his hands, and at that moment he knew that al this was happening.
Thiswasred.

Wasn't it?

The Empress was coming toward him again. Her eyes were locked onto his. She began dancing even
closer. Time seemed to jump ahead severad minutes. The other partygoers were suddenly becoming
extremely intimate with each other. Many of the women were now topless. Hunter began to swesat. He
drained his drink, making the Situation worse—or better. His goblet wasingtantly filled again.

The Empress was dancing so close to him now, she was rubbing againgt his chest. Hunter closed his
eyes. Themusic began pulsating very dowly.

What was the pendty for cavorting with the Emperor’ swife? he wondered.

The music got louder. Hefdt her body start to grind into his. HE d been stuck on Fools 6 avery long
time—but not long enough to forget the necessities of life.

Her hands on him now.
“Wdll, isthis better than the desert?’ she asked him.
Oh, yeah, | remember this, he thought.

He reached out for her.



Flash!
“| said: ‘Isthis better than the desart?

When Hunter opened his eyes again, he was sitting on aflat, moss-covered rock, high atop a soaring
cliff, looking out over the ocean. The sun wasright in front of him. And it was setting—over the water.
This could mean only onething: Hewas gill on Venus, but most likely on the opposite side of Zros.

The pop-in had been so sudden, his hand was gtill moist from holding hiswine goblet. Someone was
gtting beside him—afemale, but not the Empress. This person was dressed in a nonprovocative white
gown. Her hair was brunette and styled long but conservatively. She was wearing no makeup, she had no
glow. Therewas no auraaround her, at least not one that he could see.

Y et despite this, she was much more beautiful than the Empress. Or any of thewomen he' d just seen a
LaShangri. And shewas alot younger, too.

Hunter recognized her right away.

It was Princess Xara

She amiled. “You didn't redly want to stay there, did you?’

Hunter began fumbling for asuitable reply. “Well, | thought that maybe your mo—"

Xarajust shook her head. “My mother was trying to entrap you. And La-Shangri? Please. Half the
people are dead in that place.”

She spread her armsto indicate the beautiful landscape around them. The flower-covered dliffs, the green
seas crashing below. The sun, gill bright, going down. The sweet breeze. It was sunning. And naturd.

“lan't thisplace alot better?’

Hunter had to agree with her. “Itis”

Sheamiled. He saw lots of teeth.

“But why did you bring me here?’ he asked her directly.

“Do | haveto have areason?’ shereplied. Her gown went up a bit, showing her well-shaped legs.
“Yes, you do, because | don't think anyonein your family does anything without areason.”

She placed her hand in his. One thing about the Specials, Hunter mused, they weren’t afraid to get
touchy-fedly.

“Okay, you'reright,” shesaid. “And | confess. Ever sincel saw you at the race today, | wanted to talk
to you—and | wanted to do it someplace where we could be done. Really done.”

Hunter looked around. He could see nothing but forests and beaches and sand and water for many miles.
No chéteaus. No palaces. No enormous bodyguards.

“I think you picked theright place,” hetold her.

“Of course, I'm not sure you want to discusswhat | havein mind,” she said.



“And that means?’
Shedid ahit closer to him.

“I'll' be up front with you: I know the circumstances by which you were found. | know what happened
during the attack on the BonoVox. | know that you can’t remember who you are. Or where you came
from. Isthat correct?’

Hunter nodded uncertainly. “Well, no one hasreally asked me about any of those things since I’ ve been
here on Earth,” hereplied. “So I’ ve kept my mouth shut about them.”

“Another art that welost as arace sometime ago,” she sad. “The art of holding one’ stongue.”
Hunter looked deep into her eyes. Thereredly was something very different in there.

“I'm embarrassed to tell you that I'm probably the smartest onein my immediate family,” she said, her
lips hovering somewhere between asmile and agrimace. “1 don’t know why—it’ s my burden to bear, |
suppose. But | care deeply about things. Things| congder important, and not just ‘interesting,” or
‘sacred,” or reveling in salf-gretification—"

She caught hersdlf, and put her hand to her mouth.
“Oh, my,” shesaid with agasp. “1 must sound like the biggest snoot!”

Hunter squeezed her hand. If possible, she was getting more beautiful by the moment. Her eyes, her
mouth, her cheeks—they al seemed just abit bigger than what would be considered * perfect.”

And when shesmiled...
Suddenly there was no other placein the Galaxy he wanted to be.

“I don't think you'rea‘snoot’ at dl,” hetold her. “In fact, you' re the most interesting person I’ veran into
sancelanding here. Well, the most interesting female, anyway...”

Shetilted her head dightly. “Isthere acompliment in there somewhere?’
They laughed. “Wdl, maybe,” he said. “But tel me, what are these things you care so much about?’
She looked very pleased to answer that question.

“I care @bout history, for one,” she declared. 1 think it’ simportant to know what went on before—wall,
before all this...”

She waved her hand across the sky. The sun had not set, yet many stars were aready twinkling above
them.

“I mean, my father isthe leader of the Fourth Empire,” she went on very earnestly. “ There have been
three empires before us. And yet what we know about them wouldn't fill asingle nanodisk. Thereare
some things left over from the Second Empire, and apparently traces from the Third. But we know just
about nothing about the First Empire—or anything that happened beforeit.”

Shelooked over a him.

“Am | boring you yet?’ she asked.



Smile. Teeth.
“Impossible” hereplied.

She laughed sweetly and went on. “What bothers me most isthat my family, the Specidsand the Very
Fortunates, they’re dl so quick to take credit for all of this. But the truth is, they stumbled upon it. They
didn’'t invent any of it—it invented them. Y et they fed it’ stheir duty to explait it, to take advantage of any
chancethey get.”

“Y our father must care about the Empire, though,” Hunter told her, wondering which one of the
Emperor’ sthree incarnations would actualy be consdered her father.

“Frankly, I’'m not sure anyone can tell,” shereplied dowly. “Don’'t get me wrong—my family, the
military, the Very Fortunates—they all care about the Empire. They care about keeping it going. How to
makeit bigger, better, no matter what the cost. Now, | don’t know what’ swrong with me, but | just
think we should learn as much as we can about the past so—"

“So we can avoid the same mistakes in the future,” Hunter finished for her.

She looked up at him. Her face was a mixture of surprise and delight. “ So you actually understand what
I’m talking about?’

Hunter had to think amoment. “Yes” hesaid findly. “Yes, | believel do.”

She gave him avery spontaneous hug, then let go and fiddled with her hair amoment. A warm wind blew
by them. More stars had come out above.

“I actudly envy youinaway,” shetold him. “Y ou know, you' rein avery unique position here. Not being
likeus...”

“How 07’
She looked out at the sea. The sun dipped lower into the water.

“Wall, in case you haven't noticed, we are a Galaxy full of obsessive behavior,” she sad. “Everyone
needs whatever they can get, asfast asthey can get it. Sure, there is wedlth beyond comprehension. But
whether you' re my firg-first cousin, or some space pirate robbing old bag planets out on the Fringe,
everyone wants apiece. And they want it now. And if they can't get it, they’ |l drive themsdlves nuts
trying to get it. It s not the best way to be... at least | don’t think so.”

Shefiddled with her hair again. Hunter could have sat here and talked to her for days.

“And our biggest obsession, of course, isthisthing where everyone isan expert on their family ancestry,”
shewent on. “They know their bloodlines, their origins. Who married who, on what planet, and when.
Everyone must keep track of who they are, or they just go baity.”

“Isknowing where you came from such abad thing?’ he asked her. “1 wish | knew...”

“Yes, but that’s my point: Y ou want to know who you are—they want to know what they are—"
Hunter shook hishead. “And that means?’

She sighed. “No one hastold you about the Holy Blood, | suppose?’

“Nope.”



Shedid even closar to him.

“My family, the Specids, are the descendants of the people who ruled the Gaaxy in the Third Empire,”
she began. “ That dynasty collapsed about eight hundred years ago. We know very little about those
people. Only that they were called the Specid's, too—and that at one time they had control over every
planet in the Galaxy. Billions? Trillions? Whatever the number is, every last one of them was under their
control.

“For whatever reason, no oneis sure why, these people had blood pumping in their veins that alowed
themto live for very long periods of time. I’'m talking about five, Six, even seven hundred years or more.
Asadirect descendant, that blood is my blood, too. Aswell asthat of thousands and thousands of my
relaives. My father isnearly four hundred and fifty years old; my mother admitsto two hundred and
seventy-five”

Hunter couldn’t help screwing up hisface at that last fact. Two hundred and seventy-five...

“Now, most people who are not of Holy Blood live to be about athird of that age,” she went on. “But
some will livelonger because they have varying strains of the Holy Blood in them, too.”

“How did that happen?’ he asked.

Xarafrowned. “ Because in the padt, it was not beneath some of my more enterprising relativesto sdl a
drop or two—for incredibly huge amounts of coin. They say it ill goes on today, which makesthis even
more disgugting.”

She played with her hair for amoment and then went on.

“S0 you see, the more connected you are, the closer you can get to escaping your own mortality. That's
what makes aperson aVery Fortunate. They have alittle more of the Holy Blood in them than a
Fortunate, who has alittle more in them than afirst-class citizen and so on and so on.

“Now, it'sup to you to stay out of theway of amoving air car, or astray Z-gun blast. But if you liveina
safe part of the Galaxy, as many people do, then you probably have along, long life ahead of you. And
that’ sthe problem. Everyone wants it—but no one redlly appreciatesit, because they’ re so obsessed
with how much longer they can live, even by ayear, amonth, aweek, based on how much or how little
Holy Blood they haveinthem. It's crazy. It leadsto all kinds of prearranged marriages, the pairing up of
total strangers, indugtries to figure how much Holy Blood you have and how many yearsit' s going to buy
you. It dl leadsto atota lack of diversity and misplaced energies. And it’s created aclass system that is
not hedlthy for usasarace and that | persondly find appaling.”

She looked over a Hunter. He was staring very intently into her eyes.
“And how old are you, my dear?’ he asked her.
Smile. Teeth.

“Just nineteen!” shereplied happily. “I’'m ill akid. Thank God my parents waited along time before
they started working on their heirs. I’ m surprised they even stopped long enough to consider it at all.”

Shelet her voicetrail off. The sun wasjust about gone by now. But she looked even more beautiful in the
waning light.

“But you, Mr. Hunter—well, you're like a breath of fresh air. Because for once, finally, wefind
someone who really doesn’t know where he came from. And look a him: Helooks normal. He looks



liketherest of us. But that’ swhat makes you unique, in aplace where no oneistruly unique. At least, no
one we know about.”

Hunter was't sure what to say, so he didn’t say anything. She turned toward him again.
“Sothen? Can | seeit?’ she asked him.
“Sure,” he answered right away, adding after a beat: “ See what?’

“The clue. | heard that you carry something in your pocket—something that might give ahint asto where
you came from.”

Hunter’ s hand unconscioudy went to hisleft breast pocket. The piece of cloth. The faded photograph.
He never went anywhere without them.

“Thereare two things, actualy,” he confessed. “ And | haven't shown them to very many people.”
The amilereturned. So did her hand on hisknee.

“I’d be honored to seethem,” she said Sincerely.

Hunter retrieved the cloth and picture and carefully unfolded them. Xaralooked at the picturefirt.
“She sbeautiful,” she said in awhisper so low it waslost on the wind. “Do you know who sheis?’

Hunter shook his head no. There were some days he couldn’t bear to look at the faded picture. The
emotion that welled up inside him could be that intense.

“I don't have the dightest ideawho sheis,” hetold her.

She studied the cloth. Red stripes, white stripes. A big blue block. Designs like stars. It was uneven, yet
dill symmetric. Inaworld where just about everything was built as atriangle, the horizonta lineslooked
dien. And fascinating.

Andfamiliar.
“I was afraid of this” she said.
“I’m not sure what you mean,” Hunter replied.

She squeezed hishand again. “1t might not seem so gpparent now,” she said. “But not knowing where
you'refrom. It'sagift. And it's something that you might not want to give up so quickly.”

Hunter just stared back at her.
“What are you talking about?’
Sheturned very serious.

“Whilethe rest of my clanisout doping it up,” shesad, “I’ vetaken it upon mysdf to learn asmuch as|
can about what went on long before my father’ s Empire went into ascension. I’ ve been ableto learn little
bits and pieces of ancient history—things that happened even before the First Empire. Even beforethe
peoplethey cal the Ancient Engineersinhabited the Earth. I’ m talking about four to five thousand years

ago.
Shelooked deeply into hiseyes. “If you had achanceto really find out where you came from, would



you take it? Would you being willing to do anything, go anywhere, to find out?’

Hunter sat straight up on the rock. “ Of course... that'sdl | care about. It hasto be... Why?’
She squeezed his hand alittle more and penetrated his soul with her enormous emerdd eyes.
“Because| think | know how you can find out...”

Hunter stared back at her. “Redly? How?’

Flash!
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The planet was indeed red and the dirt was indeed made up of tiny diamonds. And yes, there were
canals here, too.

Lots of them.

Thiswas Mars. Firdgt planet to be puffed by the Ancient Engineers. Apparently in the older texts, what
few there were left of them, the Ancients believed that Mars ran best when it was crisscrossed with
cands—just like Earth. So they built them, hundreds of them. So many, the planet could look like ared
gemstone wrapped in ahuge spiderweb if the sun’srayswere hitting it just right.

Marswas aso consdered a sacred place aswell, on the same par asthe bridges that spanned the triads
on Earth. Travel here was restricted to only the Specias and an dlite contingent of the Solar Guards. And
whileit supported its own atmosphere and was envel oped in vast plains and forests running along the
canali, there was adefinitely mysterious air to the red planet. Next to Earth’ sMoon, where travel was
banned for dl, even the Specials, Marswas the least-visited body in the solar system.

But Hunter was here now.

He and Xarahad popped in near a place caled Bogus Charmas. It was near the southern pole, aregion
where stunted trees and dull red grass coexisted with bitterly cold winds and frozen-over canals. There
were no diamonds on the ground here. It was the most desolate place on an intentionally desolate
world—and about as far away from the tropical beauty of Venus as one could get.

Therewasasmall scientific Sation set up here—just apermahut built next to abig holein the ground. A
string of dim lights faded away into the blackness of this cavity, underlying how deep and dark it really
was.

“WEe re going down there?’ Hunter asked Xara once he d shaken off the effects of the sudden
transplanetary pop-in.

She nodded eagerly. Somehow during their transport, Xara had managed a compl ete wardrobe change.
Gone was the long, flowing white gown. She was now dressed for action: tight-fitting black jumpsuit,
boots, gloves, and helmet. Hunter was still dressed in hisancient flight suit. Lucky for him hewasnot a
daveto fashion.
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“Many answersto your questions might be found down there,” shetold him now asabrisk icy gale blew
acrosstherugged plain.

Hunter fought off achill.
“At thispoint I'll do anything, to get out of thiswind,” he said.

They walked about two hundred feet nearly straight down, to arickety hoverlift. This brought them down
even deeper into the hole; the temperature drop was so drastic, Hunter could soon see his breath.

Finally they reached a chamber that was made entirely of ice. Two dull lampsilluminated this place,
casting eerie reflections off the clear, glasdike glacier.

Xarapointed to the far end of the ice chamber. “Down there,” she said. “Take alook.”

Hunter walked farther into chamber and soon discovered what she was talking about. Imbedded in the
thick ice, perfectly preserved, was avery smdl, very ancient-looking spacecraft.

“Only ahandful of people know of thisobject’sexistence,” Xaratold him, moving closer in an effort to
keep warm. “We have no ideawhen it came down here or who sent it here. All we can speculate is that
the people on Earth—and | mean in very ancient times—sent it here, maybe to study the polar ice cap.
Our scientists believe it was damaged on landing and never redlly fulfilled itsmisson.”

Hunter studied the spacecraft. It was obvioudy damaged. Its sides were crumpled, as were what
gppeared to beitslanding struts. A large orange piece of materid with many dim pieces of rope was
draped over nearly haf the object, hiding various attachments from view.

“Does anyone have aguess how old thisthing is?’ he asked her.
Xarashook her head no.

“The best estimate I’ ve heard was a so the most outl andi sh—approximately five thousand years ago,”
shesaid. “Asfar aswe cantdl, that’ sjust about the same time the Ancients began spaceflight. But we
know nothing about the people who built it.”

She shivered abit—and got a bit closer.
“But what does this have to do with me?’ he asked her.

Sheled him around the block of ice, to apoint where they could just see under the orange shroud. One
of the spacecraft’ s panels had partialy come loose and was poking out from under the orange covering.
Hunter took onelook at this panel and felt achill go through that had nothing to do with the conditions
insde the chamber. Painted onto the side of this pandl was a series of long red and white stripes, ablock
of blue, and acollection of white designswithin.

Hunter was stunned. He took the piece of cloth from his breast pocket and held it up againgt theice. He
and Xaraboth nodded a once. There was no mistaking this.

It was the same design.

“I think that might have been aflag of the Ancients” Xarasaid. “But just like our flagstoday indicate
what planet someoneisfrom, thisflag might have indicated a particular region of the Earth. Apparently
the people back then were actudly proud of what part of theworld they lived in. They cdled them
nations. Not like these days, when entire planets present themselves as one nation.



“So we are pretty sure we know where this machine came from and what that symbol painted onitsside
means. The question is, why do you have the same kind of symbol in your pocket?’

Hunter was nearly speechless. He had no idea.
“Thisonly degpensthe mystery,” he whispered.
Xarasmiled. Sheliked surprising him—and she had one morein store.

She pointed to adight blemish on the side of theice case just above the part of the spacecraft that bore
the red, white and blue symbal.

“Canyou seethat? It stheresult of aVLR/VSA hit...”
“VL-RV... S... A?" Hunter stuttered.

“It gandsfor ‘very-long-range visud sensing array,’ ” she explained. “It’satechnology that has not been
used for centuries. However, |’ ve been told that it was away to get avisual reading from just about
anyplacein the Galaxy, like avery-long-range cameralens, | guess you could say. Primitive by our
standards. But when our scientists returned to Mars after the last Dark Age, they were fascinated with
this spacecraft but also this evidence of along-range sensor scan. They discovered that someone at the
other end of the Galaxy had scanned this planet—indeed, had scanned this very piece of ice, possibly
looking for that symbol.

“Our scientists theorize that aVLR/V SA, located way out on the Fringe, might have been set on
unlimited search—asimple device with asmple misson. Go right across the Galaxy looking for this
symbol and beam back the information, no matter whereit could be found. Well, they found it here.
Many, many yearsago...”

Hunter was quiet for avery long time. There was something very emotiond about afaint light
crisscrossing the Galaxy onitslonely mission to find asymbol long-ago forgotten.

“The scanning signal that painted this Site aeons ago came from someone way, way out there,” Xarawent
on after awhile. “My guessisthat they wanted to know the same thing you do. They wanted to know
what that design on your piece of cloth means.”

She nuzzled up very closeto him.

“I think we can deduce that the symbol isfrom Earth. But it was from an Earth of many centuriesago, a
civilization that could have spanned amillennium, for al we know. So now maybe we know where
you'refrom. Y ou’ re from Earth—eventudly just like everyone dse. But that till doesn’'t answer the
bigger question: Who areyou?’

She paused and looked deep into his eyes.

“I think the best way to find that out,” she said, pointing to the scan burn on theice, “isto find them
fird...”

Hunter could only nod in agreement.

“But how?’ he asked. “There aretrillions of planets out there that we know about. And probably a
trillion or so we don’t know abouit. 1t would take about that many lifetimes to search them all—eveniif |
could get out to the Fringe.”



That' swhen Xarasmiled maybe her widest smile. Then she hugged him, tightly, unexpectedly.
“| was hoping you' d say that,” she said.
“Redly?’ he asked, not letting go of her. “Why?’

“Because,” shereplied, “1 haveaplan...”
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On EarthThe next day

Thetrip up to the floating paace known as Number One took less than the blink of an eye.

One moment Hunter wasin hisnew living quarters, having just climbed into the white ceremonia uniform
that had been left for him, and ... flash! ... he was standing at one end of animmense hall.

Like much of that associated with the Specidss, the predominant color here was green, or more
accuratdly, emerald. Thewalls of this chamber seemed to shimmer like jewes. The celling was so high,
Hunter imagined he could see clouds forming at the top, duein part to the fact that they were riding on a
cloud.

There were as many as ten thousand spectators on hand. Some were on the floor, or more accurately,
hovering abit aboveit. Others were perched in gdleriesthat lined the sdes of the hall. All of them were
Specidsor high military officers.

In front of Hunter were two long line of soldiers; sanding on either Sde of an aide, they seemed to
stretch on forever. On hisleft sde were ceremonid troops of the Space Forces, unmistakable in their
blue uniforms and oversized battle hats. On hisright, an amost equa number of Solar Guards, again
unmistakablein their black combat suits.

At theend of these two long lineswas yet another Imperia throne. The Imperia Family waswaiting for
him upon it. The Emperor’ s miter was glowing with an ethereal yelow light; abeam was coming through
awdl-placed window in the hall. The Emperor himsalf appeared to be StarScraping, drawing the yellow
light from hisfavorite sun, called Impervious C, located at the center of the South Dog Night system
some thirty-three light-years away.

Two words came to Hunter’ s head on seeing this: Mood ring.
He started walking.

Music came up from somewhere. Etheredl strings, not so much bass. He was suddenly aware of his boot
hedls clicking on the pearl floor. Just as quickly, this noise went away.

He saw the color beaming down on the Emperor change dightly. The yellow became atinge of orange.
Hunter picked up his pace. He was very aware that there were thousands of eyes on him—none of them
belonging to the soldiersin this multiservice honor guard, though. True, the soldiers on either side of him
were standing eyes straight, but they weren't looking a him. They were looking acrossthe aide at each
other, along-held game of psyche-out between the rival SF and SG soldiers,
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It added an interesting if dightly tense element to the room.

Hunter findly reached the end of this gauntlet to find that the last ten soldiers on hisright Sde were not
Solar Guards, but representatives from the third, smdler service, the Exploratory and Expeditionary
Corps—the X-Forces.

Thelast two soldiersin thisline were Erx and Berx.

Hunter nodded in their direction, then turned eyesfront. He looked up at the Imperia Family. The
Emperor as usua |ooked detached—there but not there, his face vacant as dways. The glow on his hat
had dulled a bit. The queen looked sexy but stern. She could not bring her eyesto meet Hunter’s. The
Prince smply looked hung over and bored.

And Xaralooked beautiful.

A platform appeared in front of Hunter. A man in thick ceremonia dress materidized dong withit. On
the platform were three emblems. Thefive-star gold badge of the Space Forces, the twin gold lightning
bolts of the Solar Guards, and the crossed silver stars of the X-Forces.

“By order of dl that isholy,” the priest said, “our Emperor has declared that as areward for the ability
you displayed in contest, you will be granted your choice of what servicein which you will servehim...”

The man looked Hunter in the eye.
“ltisnow timeto sdect,” hesad. “Please choosewel...”

Hunter looked over a Erx and Berx; they appeared extraordinarily happy—no doubt because their
pockets were thick with winnings from the Earth Race. He looked up at Xara, who was gazing down as
him, aregd smilein place, but her eyes sparkling. Y es, she certainly had aplan.

Suddenly the Prince spoke up.

“You will look your best in the uniform of the Space Forces,” he said, to some amusement of those
gathered.

“| prefer that he join of the Inner Defense Forces,” the queen barked, suddenly coming to life.

Hunter grinned nervously. The Emperor appeared to be looking down at him, but Hunter felt his stare
going right through him. At best, the most powerful being in the Galaxy gppeared to be caught ina
daydream—onethat didn’t ook pleasant.

Hunter stepped forward to the platform. He' d thought about this decision long and hard ever since
returning to Earth from Mars.

Although hisface had been flashed across the Galaxy, and his name was indeed on the lips of trillions of
citizens, no one had come forward claiming to know who he was. This meant he would haveto find out
for himsdlf, atask that could quite possibly take alifetime or two scouring thelost planets of the Fringe.

But then again, maybe it wouldn’'t take quite that long. If he played his cardsright.

So he dlowed his hand to hover on the Space Forces badge first. Then the one representing the Solar
Guards.

Then he reached down and picked up the silver double stars of the X-Forces.



A gasp went through the crowd. The Empress and the Prince |ooked especially shocked.

But when Hunter looked up to the throne again, he saw Xara smiling down a him.
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Big Bright City

The night wasfilled with color.

StarScrapers were lighting up the sky. Big Bright City seemed brighter than ever. The stars shimmered
with increased intengity.

Hunter was sitting on the bal cony of his new dwelling, looking out on the night of light and counting down
the minutes until his new adventure would begin.

Onthetableinfront of him was apackage from Xara It waswaiting for him when he returned from his
commissioning ceremony and the brief celebration that followed. During that time he had not been ableto
talk to her; it wasimportant at this stage to keep their aliance secret.

Inside the package he found an ancient star map. It showed a part of the Galaxy so isolated, so
uncharted, Xara s accompanying note indicated that no one was sure of its exact location. It was,
however, in the Fifth Arm, one of the most remote parts of the Outer Fringe, aplace very, very far from
Earth. This, Xara s note said, was where the ancient scientists postulated that the VLR/V SA beam that
hit the Mars polar lander originated.

Then she dropped abomb: She had been able to pull some strings and arrange that his first mission
would beto this very uncharted part of the Galaxy, Fifth Arm, Outer Fringe.

In other words, she was enabling him to go off in search of who he was while serving his commission with
the Empire at the sametime. It seemed the best of al worlds.

Also included in the package was a poem dating back to the Second Empire—indeed, it wasasold as
the map itsdf. The poem was written in the very archaic language that few people in the Galaxy spoke
anymore. However, Xarawrote him, they both knew a man who would be ableto trandateit. This
mutual friend would soon be at Hunter’ s door.

She had finished her note with some verse of her own. The passage caught him by surprise; its sentiments
cameright out of the blue.

It might take you a million years

to find out what you need.

But that is fine with me. We both have nothing but
time. I’ll await your return and your touch.

And even if it be those million years,
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| will bewaiting still.

Hunter had read the poem probably ahundred times by now, and it never failed to get him right in the
throat. He looked up at the stars now, just coming into view asthe sun findly set. The next morning he
would leave for the farthest part of the Galaxy, to try to find out who hewas. Y et at the sametime, the
sweet words from Xaramade him wonder if Earth wasn't the place he should be. Wasit wiseto leave
the person regarded as the most beautiful girl in the Galaxy to search for something that was quite
possibly unattainable? At the opposite end of that Galaxy?

Hedidn't know.

A soft beeping at his door broke these thoughts. Hunter instructed the door to open. A dight, graying
figure shuffled ingde.

It was Calandrx.

They greeted each other warmly. Hunter was delighted to see the elderly pilat, their first meeting since the
conclusion of the Earth Race.

Asusua, Caandrx wasal smiles.

“I got amessage from amutud friend,” he said mysterioudy. “ Said | could be of some help to you—but |
think she had something elsein mind aswell. | think she knew | would like to see you before you left. |
know well the anticipation of getting one sfirst assgnment.”

Hunter poured them some dow-ship wine, and they waked out to the balcony. The sky was absolutely
filled with colorful StarScrapers now.

“Beautiful asaways,” Cdandrx said, gazing at the display. “But in the end these StarScrapers are just
playthings of therich. Just like the Earth Race, something to keep the Specials and the Very Fortunates
happy while people like you are out there among the stars doing what’ sredlly important.”

They did aquick toast and Sipped their wine.
“Y ou’ ve been given quiteaship, | hear,” Calandrx said.
“It saJClass” Hunter told him. “The AeroVox...”

“Yes, highly regarded,” Calandrx said. “Itisnot only afast ship, it dso is said to be endowed with
tremendous good luck.”

Hunter drank hiswine alittle quicker. “It better be,” he said.

“Ten thousand special opstroops,” Calandrx went on. “Plus educators, scholars, diplomats. Medica
people. Y ou will be carrying both power and knowledge—those two things combined can outdo any
warship in the Space Forces or the Solar Guards any day.”

Hunter drank hiswine. “I hopeyou'reright,” he said.
They were quiet for awhile,
Then Hunter asked: “How many arethere? Planets, | mean?’

Caandrx thought for amoment.



“I don't think anyone redly knows,” he mused. “Hundreds of billions, certainly. Maybe even trillions. The
number is changing al thetime. They say that on average a planet is destroyed by some catastrophic
event every hour of every day. Star collisions, collisonswith asteroids, volcano orgies. Luckily most of
them are known about way in advance, so evacuations can be undertaken.”

He durped hisdrink.

“But beyond that, there ill are many planets out there that are uncharted, unknown, forgotten since the
fal of thelast Empire. Indeed, it' samgor undertaking by this oneto recount them al—and then reclaim
them dl. Likeit or not, that’ swhat you'll be doing out there.”

He thought a moment.

“Thelast Dark Age wasrdatively brief. Only two hundred years or so. The Specids have been
reclaiming everything for the past sx hundred years, the fastest rate of recovery ever.”

He looked back up at the sky. “But I'm sure afew billion planets up there are ill lost in the shuffle.”

He swept hisarm across the sky, indicating the thousands of Empire ships hovering near Big Bright City
indl directions.

“And that' swhat thisisal aout. Trying to build it dl up once more—just so it can fdl agan.”

The sky began turning vivid orange, then red, then yellow. Thousands of beams of fantasticaly bright light
were shooting up from the city now, aimed at theinfinity of the gathering night sky.

They could hear cheering coming from below.

“The Empireisreclaming what they think belongsto them,” Cdandrx said. “ Though I'm not so sureal of
its subjects—on al those planets—quite agree. But the Empire is an unstoppable force. At least today it
is”

Caandrx took another sip of wine.

“But politics asde, thereis untold wonder out there,” he said. “ The things I’ ve seen. Thethingsyou're
about to see...”

“Butif it ssogrand,” Hunter asked, “why havethreefalen beforeit?’

“Likeeveryoneese, | can only hazard aguess,” Caandrx replied. “That said, | believe | know what
happened to the Second Empire—and probably the Third aswell. They grew too big too fast, and
events Smply overtook them. Vast empires run mostly on luck and the westher anyway; each one
reaches a point where inevitably things get shaken up, usudly about two hundred yearsin. That’swhat
fascinates me. At the moment, the Fourth Empireis nearing its Sx hundredth year of growth. That tellsme
onething: When the time comesfor it to crash, itisgoing to beahell of anoise”

They refilled their wine goblets.
“I dmost forgot,” Cdandrx said. “1 have a present for you.”

He reached into his pocket, came out with asmall box, and handed it to him. Hunter recognized it right
away. It was atwenty-and-six capsule.

“My flying machine?’ he asked the elderly pilot.



“I thought you might want to take it dong with you,” Caandrx nodded. “It probably will comein handy
out there.”

Hunter examined the capsule. Even now, after everything he' d gone through, he was till amazed by the
technology behind hiding thingsin the twenty-sixth dimenson.

“Can anything be put in atwenty and six?’ he asked.

“Wall, just about anything,” Caandrx replied. “I mean, not awhole Starcrasher—there isalimit. Infact,
| heard once that one of the reasons why Starcrashers are built so big is so they can’t be smuggled
around in atwenty and six. Imagine the possibilitiesif they could!”

Hunter studied the capsule. “Interesting...” he murmured.
“And thanks. | gppreciateit. When | |eft Fools 6 | never thought I’ d see my machine again.”

Caandrx laughed. “My God—now it'sasfamousasyou,” he said, adding with aconspiratorial wink,
“And inmy opinion it'sbest that you keep secret what redly drivesthe thing. I mean, someone could
shove atruth stick in my navel and | ill couldn’t explain why you' re able to go so damn fast in the thing.
But | think it's safe to say that you tapped into something no one else had redlized before—or maybe
was too ignorant to exploit.”

“Evenwith atruth stick thusinserted, | couldn’t tell anyone either what the secret is,” Hunter confessed.
“I just hooked up those boxes | salvaged. It was arandom event. | probably couldn’t do it the same way
exactly aganif | tried.”

Cdandrx looked up a him. “If there’ sonething I’ ve learned, my friend, it' sthat there’ sno such thing in
the universe asatruly ‘random event.” Not in this universe, anyway.”

More wine was poured.

“Our mutua friend’ srequest notwithstanding, | actually came for another reason,” Caandrx reveded.
“Moreout of curiogity than anything else.”

“Details of the Earth Race?’ Hunter asked.
“Doyou mind telling me?’
“Not at dl,” Hunter replied. “At least those | can remember.”

Hewent onto tell Caandrx of his bizarre encounters within the three blue screens, from the giant teeth of
thefirg to the unexplainable events of the second to the absol ute astonishment of the third.

Caandrx’ s eyes seemed to go wider with every word.

“Y ou saw the Blackship?’ he asked increduloudly. “ And it was being followed by around craft? That's
the most fantagtic thing I’ ve ever heard.”

“ ‘Followed’ or chased,” Hunter said. “ Such an event is not typica of what ablue screen usudly holds, |
asume?’

Cdandrx was amost too chilled to speek. “Y ou assumeright, my brother,” he said, rapidly gulping his
wine now. “And | think it's prudent that we hush about al thisright now. Thiswonderful place you have
here doesn’t comes with ahum beam, doesit?’



Hunter shrugged. “I don’t know,” he said.

Cdandrx put afinger to hisown lips. “Then let’ stalk more about thiswhen we meet again. And | think it
best you keep these visionsto yoursdlf. If they perast in your memory, that will mean something. If they
fade, that will mean something else. Do you get my drift?”

Hunter quickly poured them some morewine.
“Bingo,” hesad.

They toasted again. Cdandrx haf drained his glass, then said: “Y ou made awiseif surprising choice by
joining the Exploratory service. Thethings|’m sure you' re about to see, out there. | redly envy you.”

Hunter took a hedlthy gulp of hiswine aswell.
“Thetruthis, | have my ulterior motives” he said.

The gleam came back to Calandrx’seye. “Redly? That’smy cup of tea,” he said. “ Can you share
them?’

Hunter recounted his adventures with each of the Imperid Family, with the most aboration coming from
his time spent with Princess Xaraon Mars. Calandrx was dternately amazed and amused by Hunter's
adventuresin the past few days.

“My God,” he said. “When | won the damn race adl they gave me was ahousein the woods! The
Empresscertainly didn't flirt with me!”

Caandrx spotted Marsjust rising above the horizon.

“And | certainly had not heard of this spacecraft stuck intheice up there,” he said. “ That' safascinating
bit of history the Specids have managed to keep from the rest of us.”

“Thisismy plan,” Hunter said. “If | can find out who sent the VLR/V SA scan down to that frozen wreck,
| think I’ll bewell on my way to finding out who the hell | am.”

Caandrx clinked hiswine goblet against Hunter's.

“Such anoble quest!” he declared. “ And one that’ s wrapped in your own machinations—aswell as
those of abeautiful woman. | loveit! Isthere someway | can help?’

“There certainly is” Hunter replied. “Infact, | think that’swhy you are here.”

Hunter unfurled the ancient map on the tablein front of them.

“Doesthislook at al familiar to you?" he asked Calandrx.

The ederly pilot sudied the map closaly. After severd minutes he began shaking his head.
“Nope,” he said. “Nothing on here looks familiar. Why? Where did you get this?’

“From Xara,” hesad. “Along with this...”

He handed Calandrx a copy of the ancient poem.

“She thought you might be able to make sense of it, maybe even trandateit,” Hunter told him.



Cdandrx refilled his own glass, then began reading the poem, half out loud.

“Wadll, thisis a semifamous piece from the Second Empire poet warrior Xylanx,” hesaid. “It' scaled a
‘war poem.” They were quite the rage back then. Apparently many of the age' smaost prominent warriors
wrote about their exploitsin verse, asaway of preserving them to an ord tradition that would carry on if
and when the Empire collapsed—which it did, of course.”

He read some more. “Loosdly trandated, thetitleis. ‘ For Those Who Are Searching... or morelike,
‘The Search for the Lost Souls.” It iswidely believed to be Xylanx’ sretelling of aloca legend he came
across during acampaign at the other end of the Milky Way.”

“A legend?’

Caandrx nodded. “ Xylanx often did that,” hereplied. “He would hear amyth popular among peoplein
very isolated parts of the Empire and convert it into verse. Again, asameans of preserving a history of
thetimes”

Hunter felt his heart snk. What kind of directions could he get from a poem written about something that
never happened?

It was asif Cdandrx read hismind.

“Now, that doesn’t mean none of thisistrue,” he said. “ On the contrary, al myths have some basisin
redity. But they are usually distorted again and again over the ages.”

“Canyou tdl mewhat thisis about then?’

Calandrx read the entire poem slently. Hiseyeslit up a severd points, a others he seemed on the verge
of tears. Hefinished by wiping hiseyesand raising hisglassin theair.

“Xylanx was quite ahuman being,” he said. “Really knew how to turn aphrase...”
“But what isit about exactly?’ Hunter pressed him.
Caandrx went back to the first stanza.

“It is about a place—a planet, probably—where thousands of years before, a certain race of people was
banished. They were an ancient people apparently—it sounds like they had direct tiesto Earth that went
all theway back to the First Empire, or even eaxrlier.

“For whatever reason—Xylanx clamsjealousy on the part of the Empire was the cul prit—these people
and otherslike them were relegated to ‘ the place from which few could go beyond.” They were given
their own planet, puffed to their own desires, and |eft alone. But essentialy they were exiled for not
seeing things the way everyone esein the Galaxy at that time apparently saw them.”

Cdandrx durped hiswine again.

“Over the centuries, these people became master warriors—and very intent on gathering together anyone
who might be related to them—their brothers lost among the clutter of the Galaxy. Sothey set up a
beacon, again near this‘last place’

It was akind of sgnal that would be recognized by dl of their kind and would call them back to this new
‘home planet.” This beacon was called—again, loosdly trand ated—' a house made of light' or ‘the
lighthouse.” ”



“ And this beacon was|ocated on the last place anyone could go?’

“Either there, or relaively closeby,” Caandrx replied. “ Thereisaphrase or two that might indicate that
while the location of this*house of light” was not kept secret, the place where these ancient people lived
wes...”

Helocated a passage from the third stanza. * *Where does one put a lighthouse but on the most distant
part of the most distant shore? But this was alighthouse that pointed its beam inward. Looking not for
lost vessels or scattered ships but lost and scattered souls...”

Hunter sipped his own wine now. Could the beacon in the poem be the VLR/V SA? The same one that
seared the ice around the crashed Martian lander?

Cdandrx put hisfinger on alinein thefifth ganza.

“To me, thisisthe most enigmatic part,” he said. “It’ stalking about just who these lost souls might be and
how they will know when they’ ve finaly reached their home. *'Y ou will meet the people and they will be
likeyou... they will talk like you, they will have your name... and in their eyesyou will know them
immediatdly.”

Caandrx paused for amoment, then looked up at Hunter.

“Thefind lineis,” hesaid, “ *Hurry home, for they are expecting you...” ”

They just stared at each other for amoment.

“Isthiswhat you wanted to hear, my friend?” Cadandrx asked him.

Hunter just shook hishead. “I’m not redlly sure...”

They were sllent for awhile, Caandrx leaving Hunter done with histhoughts.

Findly Cdandrx broke the sllence.

“I hear you' reto bring along Erx and Berx dong on this adventure aswell,” he said. “ A wisechoice...”
Hunter shrugged, happy to change the subject.

“They needed another ship... plus| think they had to get off Earth before they got into some real
trouble”

Hunter regretted those words ingtantly. The momentary look of pain that came acrossthe ederly pilot's
facetold him he' d struck anerve. It was clear that Calandrx would have given anything to be ableto go
with them.

“It'sdl right,” Cdandrx said, again reading histhoughts. “I am stuck here because it isthe wish of my
Emperor. Who am | to disputeit? The excitement you' ve provided in your short time on Earth will last
with mefor yearsto come—and our winningswill ease the burden abit farther. I’ ve had my adventures.
Now it'stimefor you to have yours.”

“Y ou sailed the stars for more than acentury,” Hunter said to him. “May | ask for your counse”? Do you
have any advice you can give me?’

Cdandrx thought for along moment. “ Just remember this: Many of the people you will find out there
won’'t know who you are, won't know what the Empireis... won't have any knowledge about any of



this”

Helooked up at Hunter. “But that does not mean that the livesthey lead, the culturesthey’ ve developed,
the land they work are unimportant. Indeed, those things are the most important aspects of their lives.”

“S0 respect them,” Hunter said.

“Exactly,” Cdandrx replied. “ Show them respect, and it will go along way in helping you accomplish
what you' re being sent out there to do—officidly, anyway.”

Once again they were quiet for awhile. Hunter sipped hiswine and watched the stars above. Calandrx
looked down on the brilliant city below.

“What' sthe strangest thing you heard about, you know, out there?’ Hunter asked him.

Caandrx sipped, thought, and smiled. “That’ s like asking how many drops there are in the ocean. What
isn't strange out there? But | get your point. What' sthe strangest thing | heard about besides you?’

“Exactly,” Hunter replied.
A floating city passed by overhead. More StarScrapers bolted up into the night sky.

“I heard astory once,” Cdandrx began, *about a man stuck out there somewhere who was supposedly
immorta. Heliterdly couldn’t die. | dwaysthought it to be just another Fringe legend, of which there are
billions, of course. But people | trust swear that it istrue.”

“Areyou saying this person was ‘forever young' ?’
Caandrx shook his head.

“No, smply immorta,” hereplied. “He could not die. He aged, his body deteriorated. But he smply
could not die. A curse, not ablessing.”

“That'sironic,” Hunter said. “ Especidly with the obsession for longer life that seemsto drive everyone
these days.”

“That’ swhat made the story so fascinating,” Caandrx replied. “When | first heard it, | asked if this
person was smply pumped full of Holy Blood—but that wasn't the case. Apparently he' s been around
longer than the concept of Holy Blood. They say he' sas old as spaceflight from Earth itself.”

“But that would mean, what? Five, Sx thousand years old?’
Cdandrx laughed and guzzled hiswine. “At least!” he declared.
He got up to go. Hunter gave him amighty handshake.

“Thank you for everything,” hetold Calandrx.

“Bewedl, oldfriend,” the ederly pilot replied. “ And please, when you return, may | be the one you call
onfirg?

Hunter hesitated just amoment, but Calandrx caught on and smiled. “Thefirst after our gorgeous* mutua
friend,’ thatis”

Hunter shook his hand again and walked him to the door.



Caandrx started to depart, then paused amoment. “Can | give you just one more small piece of
advice?’

Hunter nodded. “Please, go ahead...”
Cdandrx lowered hisvoicein avery conspiratorial manner.

“No matter what you do, my brother,” he said, “avoid any planet that has apyramid...”

PART THREEThe Defendersof Qez
21
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On planet Guam 7Khatru-Delirious Star SystemSix months later

The name of the city was Nails, and it was famous for selling two things: combat weapons and dow-ship
wine, both in large quantities.

Downtown was a twenty-square-mile sprawl of gun shops, distilleries, and rocket pads. On atypica
day, severd hillion duminum coins could change hands here. At night, ray gun fights and random blaster
fire were not uncommon. Even for the Fifth Arm, Outer Fringe, thiswas avery rough place.

There were aso thousands of ‘cloud barsin Nails, and it was a one of these, the Green Star, that two of
the city’ smost successful arms merchants were enjoying amidmorning cup of dow tea They were Zym
Blitz and Beebee “ Three Finger” Rappz. Both men were enormous; they barely fit in the chairs provided
with their hovering table. Neither was armed, but standing at discreet distances away, their coteries of
bodyguards were nervoudy eyeing each other.

The center of Nails' sweapons bazaar was just ahalf block away, and as their table was the most
prominent in the Green Star’ s outside café section, just about every person bustling by made sure they
tipped their cap to Blitz and Rappz. There were many players operating ingde Nails. But these two were
probably the most notorious.

The Green Star was especidly crowded this morning. People drinking, smoking, whedling, and dealing.
A small army of holo-girlswas hanging on the periphery, chatting with the hired hegt. The dow-ship was
flowing and the open-air saloon was getting so raucous, some of the holos were beginning to ply their
trade right out in the open.

That’swhy it was so strange when Blitz and Rappz were suddenly joined at their table by a priest.

His cassock was dirty, hisfeet dusty and sore. He' d walked more than forty milesto get to the city, this
after having used an ancient trangporter booth to pop him in from twenty-two star systems away. Blitz
and Rappz just stared at the holy man for amoment. They’ d seen just about everything imaginablein
Nails over the years—everything except apries.

“I'm very sorry to join you gentlemen unannounced,” the priest told them wesarily. “I’ m usudly not this
impolite”
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“Not aproblem, Padre,” Blitz told him. “Y ou look like you need adrink...” Rappz signaed for arobot
waiter.

“Thank you, but no,” the priest replied. “I fear if | started drinking now, | would not want to stop.”
“Well, have you eaten recently, Father?’ Rappz asked him. “We can certainly buy you amed.”

Again the priest shook hishead. “I am here not for food or drink, though | would dearly love both,” he
sad. “What | am looking for is help—help to save somelost souls.”

Blitz and Rappz both laughed.

“Areyou sureyou' rein theright place, Father?’ Blitz asked him. “There are amillion or so souls here,
but | don't think any of them wantsto be saved.”

“These are not the souls I’ m referring to,” the priest said. “ The souls of my concernredly are lost—or
better said, they arein alost cause. And whilel can’'t believe I’ m actually saying this, I’'m here seeking

wespons...”

Blitz and Rappz looked at each other and shrugged. They’ d sdll to anyone, just aslong as the coin was
good.

“Wdll, then you did cometo the right place, Padre,” Rappz said. “What type of weapons are you looking
for?’

The priest shrugged. Hewas't redly sure.
“Wdl, weapons...” hesad. “My friends are running out of just about everything...”

Blitz sgnded for two more drinks. The robot waiter hurriedly refilled their teacups. “ And get thisman a
pitcher of ice water,” Blitz ordered the robot.

Rappz pulled out his notebook and started with a clean page.

“Okay, Father, we understand that thisisyour first time buying guns,” he said. “ So why don’'t you just tell
usthe stuation your friends have found themsalvesin and maybe we can figure out what they need.”

The pitcher of water arrived; the robot spilled abit while setting it down on the table. Blitz responded by
giving the robot aswift kick in the ass; the clang of boot-on-meta echoed throughout the busy saloon.

The priest brushed some spilled ice from his cassock, then poured himself amug of water and drank
fromit greedily.

“My friends are mercenaries,” he said between gulps. “ But they have found themselves on amission of
mercy...”

“Mercs? On amercy misson?’ Blitz asked. “I’ d say that wasjust about impossible.”
“Bingo that,” Rappz agreed.

“Bdievewhat you will, gentlemen,” the priest said, “but that isthe case. They are defending an outpost
on amoon named Zazu-Zazu—it orbits the planet Jazz 33.”

“Jazz 337" Rappz said. “Isn't that in the Dead Gulch System?”’



The priest nodded.

Rappz just shook hishead. “ Father, that’ sthe last system in the entire Galaxy. It’ sthe fringe of the
Fringe. | mean, after Dead Gulch, you fal off the edge, don't you?’

The priest drained another mug of ice water.

“Youdo,” hereplied, wiping his chin. “But the concern would be the sameiif it were happening one star
system over from here—or al the way back to the Bal. My friends have come up against some
advanced technology. Very advanced. How they’ ve been able to hold on thislong isamiraclein itsdlf.”

“So you' re saying there’ salittle war going on out there?’ Rappz asked.

“A most brutd little war,” the priest answered. “My friends are practicaly the sole defenders of about
thirty thousand innocent civilians. The enemy has taken over two-thirds of this satdllite—though no one
canimaginewhy. It'sjust atiny rock in space. But we now fear he will soon launch afina attack—and
then dl will belost. And that' swhy | am here. Thereisno one eseto help us. The moon’s people can't
afford any further mercenary groups—they aren’t able to pay my friendsasitis.”

“That isamisson of mercy,” Blitz said, spping hisdow tea. “I’ ve never met amerc who fought for free.”
“You don’'t know my friends,” the priest replied.

Blitz looked at Rappz and just shrugged. “Wdll, do they need blaster rifles, Padre?’ he asked. “Ray
guns? Z-beam Stuff?’

“All that and more,” the priest replied. “As| sad, thisenemy seemsto have dl kinds of strange wegpons.
Certainly things |’ ve never seen or heard of before.”

“Redlly?Likewhat?’ Blitz asked.
The priest drank some more water.

“I have seen the aftereffects of these horriblethings,” hereplied dowly. “A man, hit with some kind of
strange beam, turnsinto an X ray of himself. His bones and innards, visible through athin veneer of very
bloody skin. He can gill walk, he can still talk—but he is dead neverthdess. | have witnessed more than
one brave heart fade away likethis, crying for hiswife and children as hisbody dowly dissolved around
him...”

Blitz and Rappz stopped sipping their tea. “| have never heard of such awegpon,” Blitz said. Rappz
nodded in agreement.

“Another kind of ray seemsto make aman'’s bones grow grotesquely large,” the priest went on. “In just
seconds, they burst out of the skin—and literally tear him gpart.”

Again, Blitz and Rappz just shook their heads. “ A very painful way to go,” Blitz sad.

“Words cannot describeit,” the priest agreed. “ And there are many more of these awful things. It's
amog asif the enemy istesting out these wegpons—and my friends and the people they are protecting
arethe test subjects.”

“A very drange concept,” Blitz murmured, amost to himsdlf. “Who are these folks your friends are
fighting, Father?’

The priest shrugged uncertainly. “That’ s another thing,” he said. “We don't know.”



“Don’t know?’ Blitz asked. “ But how could that be? Everyone knows who they are fighting these days.
They might not know why. But they aways know who.”

“And why are they making war in such a strange place anyway?’ Rappz added. “| mean, no offense,
Father, but | can't think of anything in the Dead Gulch worth fighting about.”

“That'sexactly my point,” the priest said. “It’ satiny moon with atiny population, and al they want to do
isfarm their [ands and be left alone—just asthey’ ve been doing for centuries. But just about a year ago,
this massive army shows up and attacks these very peaceful people. No reason given. No prior
communications, no threats. Nothing. Just a sudden surprise attack, a bolt out of nowhere.”

He drank another mug of water.

“Now we know the main enemy force is made up of mercenaries and pirate trash from nearby star
systems,” he went on. “Red dregs—perhaps even friends of yours. They cal themsalves the Nakkz. But
they arejust the foot soldiers. We suspect others are actualy orchestrating thiswar. It isthe people
supplying the Nakkz to attack uswho are very mysteriousindeed.”

“How s0?7’ Rappz wanted to know.

“Waell, we have never seen them, for one,” the priest said. “They have occasionaly appeared out on the
battlefield, observing their army of paid killersfrom afar. But they wear avery different type of combat
gear—all black from head to toe—and they never seem to get into the fight directly. Subsequently, none
has ever been taken dive. Nor have any of their bodies ever been recovered.”

“Thisisgetting strange,” Rappz said.

“Too drange,” Blitz replied, pushing histeaaway from him, afird.

“What do you mean?’

Blitz just shook hishead. “I don’t know. It'sjust that | keep hearing such weird things lately.”
“Like?’

“Well, there was the rumored Blackship-in-Supertime thing, for instance.”

“ ‘Rumored’ being the key word there,” Rappz said. “Anid | till don't believeit for asecond. But even if
it weretrue, welivein ahuge Gaaxy. Strange things are bound to happen oncein awhile.”

“But thereis'strange’ and then thereisjust plain ‘weird,” ” Blitz said, pulling his chair abit closer to the
table.

“You'll haveto explain that, please,” Rappz told him.

Blitz lowered hisvoice. “ A friend of mine saw some very unusud lightsin the sky the other night,” he said
inawhisper. “Above his chéateau, out in the mountains. He said they were practically right on top of him.”

Rappz just laughed. “ *Lightsinthe sky? My brother, the Milky Way is alive with lightsin the ky. |
would be concerned if | didn’t seeany lightsin the sky.”

“But theseweren't typical lights,” Blitz shot back. “My friend said they were actingin avery
unconventiona manner. Moving incredibly fast, changing direction much quicker than anything we see
flying these days. They dso had the ability to blink out, just like that.”



“Blink out?’ Rappz said. “Not even a Starcrasher can do that. What €lse?’

“Did you hear what happened on Xers 17, over in the Slow Freeze System?”’

Rappz shrugged. “1 know the place went belly up. Wasit avolcano orgy or astar passing?’
“It burned,” Blitz sad.

“Youmeanit ‘burned up,” ” Rappz replied.

“No, | mean, everything on the surface of the planet was burned. Consumed. Immolated. The planet is
gtill there, but everything and everybody on it got turned into cinders.”

Rappz pulled his subgtantia chinin thought. “ An entire planet catching fire? Just like that? How?’
“They ill don’'t know,” Blitz said. “ Only that it happened totaly out of the blue—without warning.”

Rappz sipped hisdrink, but the worry lines stayed on hisface. “Well, again, we live in big Galaxy—by
sheer numbers done, odd things will appear to happen. But that one—I agree, that is very odd. | mean,
they can forecast a star passing a hundred yearsin advance.”

“The same with avolcano orgy,” Blitz sad. “But Xers 17 went up. Just likethat. And...”
Blitz hesitated for amoment.
“And?’ Rappz prompted him.

“And,” Blitz said, lowering his voice dmost below awhisper, “I heard that when the rescue forces finaly
got to the planet and went through the ashes, they found... apyramid.”

Rappz dropped his glass and covered hisears. “My God, did you have to say that word? Isn't it enough
that you' ve ruined my morning with these strange tales? Now this? What am | to do with this blagphemer,
Father?’

They turned back to the third chair at their table—but it was empty.

The priest had left along time ago.

22
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The moon Zazu-ZazuOrbiting planet Jazz 33Dead Gulch Star System
The recon team had been running al night.

Through the darkened trenches, over and around hundreds of dead bodies, some till crawling, some still
breathing, the team made itsway eadt, into enemy territory, moving quickly whilethey sill had darkness
intherr favor.

The mysterious noises had stopped two days before. For the first time in months, no monstrous sounds
echoed through the night, no dull mechanica thuds shook the ground below. The silence became
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desfening.

As soon as the noi ses ceased, palls of thick black smoke appeared on both the eastern and northern
horizons. Whatever the enemy had been doing dl thistime, it was clear they had completed their
task—and this did not portend well for the people of Zazu-Zazu.

In the year since the tiny moon was invaded, the territory held by its citizens had shrunk, until now only
the fortress city of Qez and ahandful of nearby villages and farms remained in friendly hands. With the
much-feared find attack apparently imminent, all of the civilians from the surrounding countryside had
sought refuge indde the high walls of Qez. Thishad caused the city’ s population to nearly doublein size.
Thirty thousand people were now crowded into the city. Together, they awaited their uncertain fate.

But what was coming exactly? That’ s what the recon team had been dispatched to find out. There had
been no time to plan their mission in advance. Zazu-Zazu was just nine hundred milesin circumference. It
spun very quickly on its axis and so had extremely short days—just three hours of full daylight, followed
by three hours of dull planetshine, followed by another three hours of absolute darkness. On Zazu-Zazu,
sunrise lasted but a minute and then the day would rush toward the night, when the processwould start
al over agan.

Onthis particular day, planet Jazz 33 would rise about three minutes after the quick sunset. Thiswould
set up aStuation where the vast battlefield separating the warring parties would be dark enough to move
through, yet faintly lit from the planetshineto let the recon soldiers see where they were going. Under the
circumstances, these were the best conditions they could hopefor.

Asit was, the recon sortie was as close to a suicide mission as one could get. Heavy fighting al around
the small moon had prevented such an undertaking asthis before. But, perhaps not so surprisingly, as
soon as the mysterious sounds stopped, so did dl enemy attacks. That's when finding out just what was
going on over the horizon became amajor priority.

So the recon had to be done—no one disputed that. But of the six mercenary groups left defending the
city of Qez, only one offered to send men on this dangerous mission. That group was the Freedom
Brigade, the friends of the priest. They were known in this part of the Outer Fringe as killful, loyd,
courageous—in short, the best troops money could buy.

But beyond that, the brigade had a traditiond tie to the small moon of Zazu-Zazu. Indeed, they had
provided security for its peoplefor centuries, ever Snce their home planet established a“ research station”
on Zazu-Zazu sometimes during the reign of the Second Empire. When the moon was invaded ayear
before, the Freedom Brigade had been the first mercenary group to answer the cdl for help. Evenin this
isolated corner of the Galaxy, loyaty and honor were till held dear.

Thefive soldiers sdlected to go were among only ninety-nine men remaining from the brigade' s origind
contingent of 202. Like the several thousand other mercenaries hired to defend the people of Zazu-Zazu,
the strange noises had haunted them, too. Even during some of the heaviest fighting, when tens of
thousands of blaster shotsfilled the ar, the mysterious pounding and clanging had rumbled like thunder
abovethefray. Grim curiosity alone would have been enough reason to send out the recon team.

But finding out why the noises had stopped would not be an easy thing to do. For the patrol to get close
enough to enemy linesfor avisua scan, they first had to crossthe killing fields of the Xomme, nearly
twenty miles of no-man’ s-land that separated their lines from those of their enemy. Thisthick band of
trenches, bomb craters, devastated towns, and mile upon mile of fiat desolation was the result of nearly
oneyear of brutd warfarein avery smal place.

Once the recon team navigated this nightmarish terrain and reached the enemy lines, they wereto scana



place caled Holy Hdll. It was athree-sided valley anchored by small mountainsto the north and south.
Holy Hell was aknown troop-staging area of the enemy; indeed, most of the attacks by the Nakkz had
originated from this place.

As such, just about everybody concerned was sure the mysterious noises were coming from there.

Despite being battered by afierce ssorm most of the way, the recon team finaly reached their objective
sx hourslater.

Hurricanelike storms were routine on the small moon—some said this was because the satellite’ sancient
puffing was dowly becoming undone. The recon team had been especialy deluged during thefinal hour
of their trek. And while the storm had hid its advance, it dso had prevented them from clearly seeing into
the pit at Holy Hell. Had they arrived under better climatic conditions, the team could have gathered what
it needed and then started the long dash back home in the waning darkness. But this time the wegather had
screwed them.

Not that it made any difference, for when first light arrived and the recon troops saw what had been built
ingde Holy Hell, they knew two thingsimmediatdly: It made no difference when they spotted thisthing,
and the people they were here to protect were doomed.

It was gleaming in thered light of the dreary dawn when they got their first good look &t it.

They thought at first it was an enormous prop of some sort—maybe ardigious symbal, though the
Nakkz had hardly showed any signsof spirituality. It was only after the last of the rain and mist cleared
and the recon soldiers could do a proper scan of the object that they realized to their great dismay that
thisthing wasredl.

It was axarcus, atracked armored vehicle that could carry men and weapons across a battlefield. During
the year of warfare on Zazu-Zazu, hundreds of these armored movers had been used by both sides. But
atypica xarcuswas only twenty feet long by ten feet wide. This xarcuswas acolossus. It was at least
haf amilewide and aquarter of amile high! Itsdua tracks were enormous. There were thousands of Z
guns gticking out of innumerable gun blisters pockmarking its body. An enormous Z-beam tube projected
out of its massive turret; its barrel done was at least aquarter of amilelong. Even worse, the colossus
appeared to be constructed of reatomized e ectron stedl. This meant it was virtudly indestructible.

It seemed unbelievable at firgt, but the proof was in the viz-scan. Somehow the Nakkz had come upon
an enormous weapon that could undoubtedly move many thousands of men at once, and had enough
wegponsto level Qez or any defengve position remaining aong the defenseline.

But there was an even more frightening aspect to discovering the monster. The Nakkz could never have
built this colossus on their own. They were made up mostly of retread space pirates—fierce fighters, but
definitely not apool of any grest thinkers.

How, then, had such agiant comeinto their possesson?

However it happened, as the recon troops contemplated the gigantic xarcus on thisawful morning, they
knew there was no way they and their dlies could put up adefense againgt it. Most of the conflict’s
fighting had taken place in areas like the Xomme. On afew occasions the Nakkz had actually come
within sight of the Qez. But these had been small and mostly symbalic victories. No matter where these
breakthroughs took place, the enemy’ slengthy lines of communication and the atrocious conditions of the
combat zoneitsdlf dways forced them to withdraw eventudly.

But now, with this huge wesgpon, al that was athing of the past. The xarcuswasitself aself-contained



city. Onceit madeitsway across the battlefield and reached the Zazu-Zazu defense line, there would be
no way of stopping it. It could crash through thewall surrounding Qez at any point—that is, if it didn’t
amply levd it with its overwhe ming wegponry firs.

And onceit got beyond Qez and into the countryside, it would just be hours before the rest of thetiny
maoon was conquered.

Thiswould not be good. The Nakkz were well known for their brutal trestment of anyoneliving on or
fighting for Zazu-Zazu. Soldiersor civilians, young or old, it seemed to be the intent of the Nakkz not
only to conquer the small moon, but to wipe out its popul ation aswell. With awegpon of this magnitude,
that terrible moment now seemed very close at hand.

These were the bad tidings the recon soldiers now had to bring back to Qez.

The recon troops had just completed their depressing survey of Holy Hell when their luck began to run
out.

Just asthey were getting ready to withdraw, an enemy robot aircraft suddenly appeared overhead. This
thing was called a Stinger. It was just ten feet long, Six feet at itswidest, and shaped, of course, likea
triangle. It carried no wesgpons of its own. However, it could send viz-scan information back to enemy
gunners, who could then deliver deadly accurate X-beam fire to just about any point of the battlefield.

The recon soldiers knew well that being hit by an X beam would be an especidly crud way to die. Just
how the Nakkz had come into possession of aray gun so different from the Z beams used by just about
everyone elsein the Galaxy, no one seemed to know. It was avery strange weapon. An X-beam blast
could be as murderoudy accurate as that of aZ beam—»but getting hit with an X beam meant that about
80 percent of the victim’s atoms were ingtantly ripped apart from each other—leaving 20 percent of the
human being intact, to die incredibly dowly and incredibly painfully. Thisand their other exotic wegpons
provided agood ingght into the cruel minds of the Nakkz and their mysterious patrons.

The recon soldiers had seen many of their comrades die the horrible death of partial-atomic disassembly.
That the same fate awaited them was afrightening thought indeed.

They began their withdrawal in haste now, but it was dready too late. A devastating X-beam barrage
rained down upon the soldiers just afew seconds after the Stinger spotted them. One man was hit
ingtantly, and dowly began to fade away.

The survivors quickly jettisoned al unnecessary gear and began an al-out retreat. They had no means of
communicating with Qez; no way of telling anyone back there what they had discovered. It was
imperétive that they get away. But the robot craft would pursue them across the bloody mud of the
Xommefor the next three hours.

Coordinating the long-range beam fire from Holy Hell, the Stinger was ableto zero in onindividud
members of the recon unit, and alow the Nakkz gunnersto pick them off one at atime.

The sun went down quickly, planetrise occurred, and two more of the recon soldiersdied.

The robot plan€ s pursuit became even more relentless with the darkness. Stripped of al but their basic
uniforms, their blagter rifles, and their battle helmets, the recon men were running madly through the maze
of trenches, stepping over or sometimesinto partialy disassembled bodies, the remains of fighting from as
long asayear before. The two men who died during the night had each been isolated, trapped, and then
dowly blasted to death. When the sun rose again, only two soldiers remained.



Noon came quickly—and that’ s when the airborne robot stalker suddenly disappeared from the sky. But
the respite lasted no more than afew seconds, as a heavily armored aeria scout car just as quickly
materialized above the two brigade soldiers. Known as an XA-10 Bolt to the defenders, this machine
could carry up to twenty enemy soldiers aong with ahuge guninitsbely. Its appearance sgnaled a
changein tactics by the Nakkz. They had tired of toying with the survivors of the recon unit.

With them almost halfway across no-man’ s-land, the Bolt had been sent out to deliver the final blow.

Its appearance was amatter of bad timing for the last two recon men. They were crossing a huge crater
field, created by a previous bombardment so concentrated it had obliterated the trenchworksfor a
quarter mile around. Thefirst soldier made it across in one piece—but the second man was not so lucky.
He was about halfway through the field when the Bolt showed up. Its big gun unleashed amighty blast
ray at him right away, in effect dicing himintwo. Asthe bottom half of his body began to dissolve avay,
his upper haf began writhing in agony in the mud. He began crying loudly for his comrade.

The Bolt went into ahover over the mortally wounded man. A dozen or so helmeted soldiers peered out
from their portholes, enjoying the sight of the soldier in his death throes. A person wounded such asthis
could linger for hours, even days, in intense agony before findly succumbing. Y et watching the man die
seemed to be aform of entertainment for the soldiers aboard the Bolt.

Their blood lust would not last too long, though. With the man screaming in sheer pain, another ray hit
him squarein the chest, findly killing him completely and blowing his subatomic remainsinto the unknown
dimensions. It was difficult to tel what had happened & first. But then the thin trail of smoke coming from
thefar end of the massive bomb crater findly told the tale. The last recon soldier had killed his wounded
comrade.

It wasthe last act of mercy for afriend.

Now the Bolt began moving again. Therewas onelive body still out there that could be cut in two, and
there would be no one around to save this man from along, dow degth.

Thelast recon soldier was quickly running for hislife again. Zigzagging through the trenches, the Bolt was
firing indiscriminately at him, most of the blasts landing ether right in front of the hapless soldier or right
on hishedls. Findly the Balt launched one of itsincendiary artillery shells. It blew up asection of
trenchworksjust in front of the desperate trooper, in effect blocking off his means of escape. The soldier
tried reversing course, only to find that another blast had sedled the trench in that direction aswell. He
tried aside route. Another blast, another dead end.

Hewastrapped. The Bolt came into adow hover just above him. The soldier knew what fate awaited
him. Even more painful was the knowledge that he had failed in his misson—and that his countrymen
back in Qez would remain unaware of the colossal xarcus that would soon be coming their way.

He heard the gun on the Bolt lower in his direction. He considered just bowing his head and alowing the
blast to come. If he closed hiseyes very tightly and thought of hiswife and histhree young children,
maybe it wouldn’t hurt so bad.

But then he redlized he had something elseto do first. He had to display the colors of his home planet. It
wasagrim if ancient tradition among the soldiers from hislong-lost world. Whenever it seemed like the
end was near, their flag would be displayed to show their enemy that they might be beaten but never
vanquished. The soldier hastily reached into his pocket to retrieve the small flag he dways kept there.
And that'swhen avery strange thing happened: The very thought of showing hisflag gave the recon
soldier theimpetus not to give up. Not just yet.



Maybe this gunfight isn’t over, he thought.

The Bolt was right above him now. He could see wide grins and stedly eyeslooking down a him. The
arcraft’ s pilot moved the Bolt abit to hisright, just so the huge nose gun would have a clear, unimpeded
shot a him.

That’ swhen the recon soldier smply raised his blaster rifle and fired off onelast burst from his power
pack. It was a desperate, one-in-a-million shot—and it worked. His last dying beam had just enough
energy to pierce the Bolt’ stiny generator core, obliterating it. A huge explosion went off over the
soldier’ s head, tearing his blaster rifle from his hands and the helmet off his head. He dove back down
into the trench, flaming pieces of the craft raining down upon him. There was another exploson. The
soldier looked up and saw the Bolt start to fdl. It went right over his head and dammed into the ground
not twenty feet away.

The recon soldier waited for several seconds before he dared to peek out over the trench. He did this
justintimeto seethe Bolt explode onefind time. This explosion was so powerful it caused aminor
earthquake, which in turn led to some of the trench collgpsing on top of him.

By thetimethe soldier dug hisway out, the Bolt and its crew were little more than subatomic dust
blowing in thewind.

He climbed out of the trench and stared at the debris for amoment.
How could he have been so lucky?

He had no idea—and he wasn't abouit to stick around to find out. He whispered a short prayer of thanks
and tapped his breast pocket three times.

Then he started running again, back toward Qez.
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The east wdll protecting the city of Qez was athousand feet high.

It boasted six weapons towers dong its two-mile length, with many gun stations pockmarking its upper
tiers. The city within was big enough to fit about twenty thousand people. But these days, the number had
swdled to nearly twice that figure as frightened citizens from the surrounding countryside had sought
refuge behind the walls to escape the fighting.

No one could blame them; Qez was the |last outpost on the tiny moon. But thisincrease in humanity had
put additiona strain on the low supply of food and power. Anxiety also was rampant throughout the city.
The citizens aso had suffered through the long months of the relentless pounding coming from over the
horizon. Now that the noise had stopped, the city was rife with rumors as to what the enemy was
planning. The most oft-repeated rumor was that the Nakkz had built awar machine of frightening size
and incredible power and soon would launch it againgt the city.

Little did the frightened population know just how close to the truth those stories were.
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The last surviving member of the recon patrol was spotted just before sunset by apatrol of Qez’ sHome
Guard soldiers.

The man was nearly dead of exhaustion; he was dehydrated and suffering for some shrapnel wounds,
too. But he insisted on being brought to the war room inside Qez, a place where the leaders of the five
mercenary groups defending the city planned strategy with the commanding officers of the city’ sHome
Guard. The patrol leader checked with his superiors, and the man wasimmediately brought inside.

The soldier’ s name was McKay. He found the mood grim inside the tiny command center deep in the
city’seast wall. A total of six mercenary groups had been providing the city’ s defense; most were from
planetsin nearby star syslems. They were now Sitting around awel l-worn hovering table with the leaders
of Qez itsdf. The priest dso was on hand.

McKay told his story, from the dash across the Xomme, to spotting the gigantic xarcus through the
storm, to the frightful withdrawa back to Qez, atrek that killed four of his comrades. With every mention
of the monstrous weapon just over the horizon, he saw the spirits of those charged with defending Qez
begin to waver.

“ Sometimes there is much wisdom in determining when to give up the fight,” the leeder of one mercenary
group sad. “If these reports are true, and there is an army inside that thing, then we will be outnumbered
and outgunned...”

“We cannot possibly build adefense against such aweapon,” another merc leader said. “ The Nakkz
have nearly broken through our front right here on severa occasonsaswell as many other placesaong
theline. If they have the monster that this man describes, how can we possibly stop it?’

“But we haveto try,” the commander of Qez's Home Guard said; his name was Markus Poolinex. “We
can't give up. There are thousands of innocents insde these walls we must think about. Y ou know what
the enemy will do to themif they can, don't you?’

A third merc leader spoke up: “I believe you'll find a*hopeless cause’ clausein our contracts. That's
what this seemsto be adding up to.”

“But we have to make astand here,” the Home Guard commander inssted. “ Eveniif it falls, at least we
won't go down in higtory asgiving up without afight.”

“But even if you were ableto stop thisgigantic thing,” afourth merc said, “they’ll undoubtedly follow it up
with aground attack.”

The Home Guard commander questioned the recon soldier again as to how many soldiers he thought the
rolling monster might hold. McKay gave agloomy shrug. “ According to our quadtrol readings, thirty
thousand,” he said. “Maybe more.”

Another dead slencefdl on the room.

“Thirty thousand troops?’ one merc leader said with agroan. “ That’ s more than three times the strength
of our forces combined. Even with the mercenaries and the militias, they sill would have a
twenty-thousand-man advantage.”

It wastrue. At that moment the entire defense force of Qez was fewer than ten thousand.

“But by giving up the fight, we are condemning our citizensto degth,” the Home Guard officer said. “The
Nakkz iswell known for hisbrutality. Our surrender is not an option for them. For whatever reason, they
are bent on destroying us. Wiping us out. By giving up the fight, we will only makeit that much easer for



them.”

“Youmust look at it from our point of view,” the first mercenary leader said. “It isour businessto fight in
return for payment. But to fight in what will surely be alosing proposition—well, let’ sface facts That will
be bad for business.”

“This has been a queer enterprise from the start,” the second merc commander said. “You areasmal
city, on avery smdl moon, in avery isolated star system at the very end of the Galaxy. How this place
got puffed in thefirst place, | will never know. But you have to ask yoursdf: What are you fighting for?’

Now the priest spoke up: 1 hate to agree with these paid killers, but | must also question the wisdom of
fighting here”

The Home Guard commander was shocked.
“Father, how 07’

“Over on that dastardly planet called Guam, | heard tales of strange things happening al over the Fringe.
Awful things. | fear what we arefacing hereisjugt another...”

He recounted the stories he' d heard from the two arms merchantsin Nails, plus others he’ d heard during
his brief stay in the wegpons bazaar.

At the end of hisreport the priest finaly broke down.

“Why isit our luck to bear witnessto this?’ he asked, sobbing. “Why are we here, to fed the first breeze
of the apocalypse? If | had recognized these signs before this, | would have strongly urged that we give
up this useless endeavor and flee this place immediately—with dl the citizensin tow. For what avatsus
out there | fear isbeyond al means of defense, naturd or supernatural.”

“You see,” thefirst merc leader said, “even the priest thinks we should go.”

The leader of Home Guard lowered his head and stared at the table. He knew what al thiswas|eading
up to.

“Even if we had enough transport for every person left on this moon, we do not have the time to evacuate
themdl,” he said softly. “The enemy will surely move now that his dastardly machineis completed. That
thing is probably heading for us right now. The only rockets out of this place are the onesthat you
yoursalves own. An evacuation is not an option.”

Alongslence

“We arefighting for our freedom, our way of life,” the Home Guard officer went on, though hiswords
were bardly audible. “ Such things are till important—whether we are here, in thisfar-out place, or on
Eathitsdf.”

“Vaiant words,” one of the merc commanders said. * But they are the stuff more reedily found in legends
and myths. Thisisredity, man...”

This merc leader stood up. “1 hereby ask to be rel eased from my contract.”

Before the commander of the Home Guard could respond, four of the remaining mercenary commanders
stood up and repeated the same phrase. The Home Guard officer sank lower into his seat. Without
looking up, he gave them aweary wave of his hand, granting their wishes. The five men filed out of the



room; with that gesture, more than five thousand paid defenders of Qez would be gonein lessthan an
hour.

“Maybeadl islog,” the Home Guard commander said to himself. “Maybe civilized behavior will dart its
final collapse here, on thistiny moon, so far out on the Fringe, we can dmost see the other sde. Maybe
thisis how the Cosmos seeks to fool us—the puppets of Man. Maybe it begins here... when no good
and decent men areleft to fight for the most basic thing in any life”

With that, the leader of the Home Guard looked up and was surprised to find that one mercenary leader
was dill gtting a thetable.

It was McKay, the recon man, the representative of the Freedom Brigade.
“Wewill stay with you,” McKay told him.
The leader of Qez looked at him strangely. He didn’t know whether to laugh or to cry.

“But why?" he asked McKay. “You are our finest fighters by far. And we have been dlieslonger than
time can remember. But you have every reason to walk out, just asthe others have. This is ahopeless
cause—I know it now. And | didn’t need to have them tell methat. Why then? Why do you chooseto

Say?’
McKay just shook his head.
“Truthfully, I don’t know,” he said, hisvoice breaking aswdll. “1 guessthat’ sjust theway weare...”

With the withdrawd of the five mercenary groups, the defense of Qez now fell to the city’ ssmal Home
Guard and the remaining members of the Freedom Brigade.

Counting various militias and armed civilians, thisamounted to aforce of just 5,251. Sending these troops
into the trenches where most of the war’ sfighting had taken place would have been foolish. Poulinex, the
Home Guard commander, wisely decided that the last-ditch defense of Qez would be made from the
wadlsof thecity itsdf.

Qez waslaid out in arhomboida shape; the widest wall faced the battlefield to the east. Even before the
rocketships carrying the departing mercenaries had lifted off, the ramparts of this east wall were being
reinforced by the remaining defenders. Every available Z gun, cannon, and blaster was brought forward
and ingtalled atop the very high walls. Extra gunports were burned through the solid parapets; any reserve
ammunition mined from the city’ s magazines was brought up aswell. All noncombatants, close to twenty
thousand people, were ingtalled in the basements of buildingslocated asfar avay from the east wall as
possible. The city’ s meager food and water supplies were placed there with them.

Still, even asthe preparation continued at arapid pace, it becameincreasingly clear that when measured
by what awaited them over the horizon, the defensive procedures would be little more than delaying
tactics againg theinevitable. There were at least thirty thousand enemy soldiers out there that the people
in Qez knew about—plus the monstrous weapon.

The coming battle againgt such an overwhelming force might prove to be courageous, but the outcome
seemed dl but predetermined.

However, the soldiers of the Freedom Brigade did have aplan.

They knew of no wegpon that could thwart the huge armored mover. If it was built of restomized
electron stedl, then even the most powerful of Z beamswould not be ableto put adent init.



But there was one last option. It involved atechnology that was more lost than secret; something that had
been passed down through thousands of generations on the Freedom Brigade' s home planet. In fact, this
technology had been around over such avast period of time, it had entered the redlm of myth.

Inthe end it wasjust an idea, a desperate one, that might stop the monster.
But would it work?
The quick night fell again; athunderstorm passed overhead, then thewind died down.

Asthe defensive preparations continued within Qez, a contingent of volunteers from the Freedom
Brigade stole out of the city and began moving through the trenchworks. Their goa was a point about ten
miles away known as Heartbresk Ridge.

Thiswasthelocation of afierce battle severd months before. The enemy had launched amassive
three-wave attack—and the defenders of Qez met them at the shdlow ridgeline. The battle |asted three
days, during which hand-to-hand fighting claimed hundreds of lives. The bodies of the enemy dead were
never retrieved. Their skeletons ill dotted the nightmarish landscape, hence the areal s nickname.

Ironicaly, the ridge wasn’t much of aridge at al. Its peak had been bombarded so many times, it was
now almost even with the devastated terrain surrounding it. However, it was a place where alarge part of
the Xomme leading back toward enemy territory could be observed.

It was here that the Freedom Brigade would take the first step in their desperate plan.

The volunteersfirg ingaled along-range visua array atop the highest part remaining on Heartbreak
Ridge.

They were hoping to catch a glimpse of the monstrous armored mover asit began its ways toward Qez.
Asit turned out, the long-range scanner was not necessary; as soon as thefirst brigade soldiers reached
the top of the ridge and peered to the east, they were able to spot the gigantic tank by eye. Indeed, it
was fewer than ten miles away!

It was afrightening sight for these men, who had never seen the behemoth before. Even in the darkest
part of the quick night, its form dominated the star-filled sky. And it was moving, dowly but surely, right
at them, no doubt with adestination of Qez.

The troopers got to work. Using their combat tools and even their bare hands, they began digging ahole
in the soft ground just west of the battered ridgeline. One of those on hand was a munitions officer. He
determined this hole had to be at least fifty feet degp and half again aswideif it wasto help produce the
hoped-for effect.

The soldiersdug al night, taking turns between lifting out buckets of dirt and dust and keeping an eyeon
the dowly advancing tracked vehicle.

By thetimethefirst daylight appeared on the horizon, the hole had been dug. Using pieces of white
plastic-cloth, ahuge X was stretched on top of it.

Then the troopers returned to Qez.

* k%

The plan revolved around atiny piece of materid that by tradition the commander of the Freedom
Brigade carried with himin atwenty and Six.



Just what this materia was called or why, when manipulated properly by an eectron torch, it produced
thereaction it did, had been logt in the mists of time. Thelost technology had not been tried in centuries,
at least not that anyone could remember.

But work began in haste now to prepare the mysterious element after it had been recalled from the
twenty-sixth dimension by the Freedom Brigade' s commander. When it arrived, the material wasfound
to be cast in the form of atiny cylinder; it was no bigger than aman’sthumb. The ancient procedure
cdled for the materid to be placed in ameta container, which was then to be filled with what was known
as “unbalanced water”—water in which some of the oxygen had been extracted, leaving an “ unbaanced”
amount of hydrogen behind.

With the commander watching over their shoulders and intoning the ancient ingtructions, the Freedom
Brigade' s munitions officer carefully placed the materid indde the container of manipulated water, then
sedled the container viaan eectron torch, leaving an opening wide enough only for athin piece of wireto
poke out.

This, they understood, was afuse of sorts.
The canister had been prepared—but now the Freedom Brigade had to come up with away to ddliver it.

The brigade’ s combat engineers searched their databases, looking for asimple device that could be built
quickly and still do the job. They findly congtructed something they cameto call “the throwing machine.”
It was made mostly of old superwood and meta aloys melded together by two of the Six electron
torchesremaining indde Qez.

When it wasfinished, the device did look darmingly smple. It sat up high on four large runners. It had
onelong arm, at the end of which was a huge wooden basket. Attached to the arm and leading to a
massive claw in front was a huge spring. Made of recoiled meta strands, when this arm was pulled back,
the spring was stretched dmost beyond its limit—so much so that the coiled metd actually “sang,” it was
S0 taut.

Though it looked completely aien to the Freedom Brigade troopers and anyone who saw it resting in
Qez smain square, its design had actualy been around for thousands of years.

It was called a catapult.
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The huge xarcus broke the horizon east of Qez just asthe sun begantorise.

There were actualy 42,525 Nakkz mercs stuffed insde the supertank; several hundred more piloted the
huge weapon and watched over its controls. These crewmen were housed in an enormous control bubble
located directly beneath the supertank’ s massive cannon barrdl. The bulk of the combat soldiersrodein
the enormous passenger cabin, in the rear of the mover.

The xarcus was, no doubt, a splendid wegpon of gargantuan proportions—yet no one insde the
supertank knew how their sde had come upon it. When their shadowy dliestold the Nakkz that the giant
xarcus would be just the weapon to give them avictory in the year-long war, there was no reason to
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doubt them. Shortly afterward the first components of the supertank suddenly began to materidize. They
came out of the sky—literaly—one piece at atime, arriving with a crack of thunder and hanging
motionlessin theair, until afew days or afew hours or even afew minutes|ater, another piece would
arrive the same way and attach itsdlf to the previous section. Then would come the relentless banging, the
pounding, the nonstop racket as the huge machine was assembled by unseen hands. Reatomizing rayslit
up both the day and the night. Strange, bendable meta could be seen melding together. The Nakkz did
little more than St by and watch.

It took several months, but findly the gigantic xarcus was complete. This came asardlief to the scores of
Nakkz soldiers bivouacked around Holy Hell. The pounding and the banging had haunted them, too.
From their various scattered camps, they had watched as the pieces appeared, stresking in from aplace
that didn’t seem to be anywherein the Milky Way Gaaxy. The soldiers had gone off to battle every day
and returned to see the huge tank that much closer to completion. If it hadn’t been for dl the noisg, it truly
would have been an amazing sight to behold.

But asto who actudly built the thing, the Nakkz had no idea—because when it redly came down to it,
thething hed built itsdif.

The xarcus had moved out of Holy Hell shortly after being spotted by the recon team from Qez.

Its deployment was just one aspect of a planned attack on the tiny moon’ slast remaining stronghold. Big
asit was, the xarcus gill could move at about five miles an hour, and once it sarted ralling, it was just
about impossible to stop. Leaving behind an imprint that was nearly a hundred feet deep, it had torn its
way acrossthe Xommein lessahaf an Earth day.

Now, asthe sun wasrising, it had itstarget in sght.

The plan againgt Qez wasfairly smple. Rather than use the huge cannon to destroy the city and its people
in onelong Z-beam blagt, the xarcus would instead roll right up to the city gate, knock it down if
necessary, and then unload itstroops:. twenty-five thousand men of a* destroyer division”—shock troops
inadifferent day and age. The rest of the soldiers made up the * execution brigades.”

In conquering Qez, the Nakkz had only one order: Take no prisoners of any kind—civilian or military.
Prisoners were witnesses. And there could be no witnesses | eft after this attack.
Once Qez was in sight, the troops within the supertank suited up and prepared for jump-off.

The tank’ s massive turret weapon was charged up, its gun crews called to battle stationsin case they
were needed. The xarcus was indeed the equivalent of a Starcrasher on treads, and getting its crew into
its combat position was along process because of the vast distancesinvolved. Still, the super-tank was
declared “ready for battle’ just two hours after it had come within sight of itstarget.

By thistime it was fewer than ten miles away from the city’ smain gates.
Weapons fire from Qez started soon afterward.

Long-range Z-beam blasts and incendiary shells began raining out of the walled city; indeed, the fortress
seemed to be on fire, so intense were the muzzle flashes and e ectrogtatic discharges. And while most of
the Z-beam blasts fell short, some of thefire shells managed to hit the xarcus, exploding on the massive
treads or in front of the primary control bubble itsdlf.

These hits created fires that burned hot and bright and could last along time, but within the supertank
itself, they were of no concern. There was no way fire alone could get through its massively thick skin.



The destroyer division and the execution brigades continued preparing for their attack; in fact, few of
them even knew the supertank had come under attack.

Insde the control bubble, everything was going smoothly aswell. Thefiring from Qez was getting more
intense the closer the xarcus crept toward the fortress city. But just asthe incendiary shellswere of little
concern, even a concentrated Z-beam attack on the xarcus would do only minor damage. The tank had
been constructed of 100 percent re-atomized electron steel—even the superglass making up the control
bubble was imbedded with the stuff.

Few thingsin nature could put adent iniit.

The xarcus had closed to within seven miles of Qez when the people in the control bubble noticed that
their enemy’ s defensve strategy was changing.

Instead of directing many random blasts at the supertank, the Z-beam fire coming out of Qez was now
beginning to be concentrated. No longer trying to smply stop the huge war machine with thousands of
individud hits, the defenderswere dl aming at the same spot on the xarcus: a point about ahundred feet
infront of the control bubble, where its gigantic chassis met the lower part of its superstructure. This
switch in tactics was more of a surprise than a shock. There was nothing at that point of thetank’s
enormous structure that could be fatdly damaged, even by ten thousand blaster rifleshitting it at once.

The peoplein the control bubble even began to laugh at the odd but ultimately fruitless effort.
The xarcus was indeed unstoppable.

Just astheir mysterious dlieshad said.

Thewalls of Qez were indeed on fire.

There were S0 many blagter rifles and ray guns going off, the static e ectricity was running throughout the
fortification and searing any wires or hemp or flammable materias attached to or located near thewall.

A squad of Freedom Brigade soldiers was positioned at the highest point on the east rampart, their visua
sensors trained on the gpproaching xarcus. Because of the noise coming from endless fusillades of
Z-beam blagts by the city’ s defenders, it was nearly impossible for these soldiers to communicate with
colleagues down in the city square, where the throwing machine was located. So the two groups had
worked out a crude language of hand signasin which to speak.

Though the soldiers up top were tracking the xarcus s movements, it was lucky for them that the huge
mover did not waver much from its dead-on westerly approach. If the huge machine turned either right or
left, it was aways aminor fluctuation. Still, whenever that happened, the soldiers up top would signd to
their comrades surrounding the throwing machine. Using nothing more than musclepower, these soldiers
would then push, pull, and drag the throwing machine into anew configuration.

Thiswent on for nearly an hour, the defenders sending out long-range Z-gun blasts, the xarcus moving
across the Xomme, unhindered, its huge army safe inside, ready to be caled to the daughter.

Then, just asthe sun reached its highest point in the short day, the xarcusrolled out of adight depression
and began crawling up the dight incline known as Heartbresk Ridge. Upon getting thisinformation from
the soldiers up on the wall, the brigade’ s weapons officer in charge of the throwing machine powered his
ray gun downtoits“dull firé’ setting. Then he amed itsbeam at the wire protruding from the little Slver
shell. It took afew moments but finally the wire began to glow.

Then he placed the magic canister ingde the catapult’ s bucket, which was stuffed with highly flammable



materias, and ordered its massive arm drawn back.
It was now ready tofire.
The men inddethe xarcus s control bubble saw it first.

Coming out of theflurry of Z-beam blasts streaking out from the east wall of Qez, abdl of fire suddenly
appeared.

It went nearly straight up inthe air, trailing along plume of black smoke behind it. It reached its gpex
about three miles away, and maybe two thousand feet above the battlefield. It seemed to hover inthe air
for amoment; then it started coming down. Asit did, bits of the firebal began breaking away, leaving
individua smoketrailsbehind it. Within seconds, most of the fireball had been separated in this manner,
and al that remained was abright, shiny canigter, tumbling end over end.

The canigter findly landed not three hundred feet in front of the supertank. It went right through thelarge
plastic X, into the recently dug hole. The canister struck the softened earth with such momentum, it
continued another two hundred feet into the mud. Now came gales of laughter from those inside the
primary control bubble. What was this pathetic attempt al about? To throw such atiny wegpon at such a
massve war maching?

Coincidentally, the final ready-call for the Nakkz troops sounded throughout the xarcus at the exact
moment the canister became lodged in the mud.

It detonated two seconds | ater.

*k*

No one peering out from the walls of Qez had ever seen anuclear explosion before.

It was awesome—both inits strangeness and its Size. In aworld where Z beams essentidly disintegrated
things, and high-explosive fire smply burned itsintended to a crigp, the magnitude of thisblast was
frightening. The mushroom cloud rising above the bloody mud of the Xomme, the smoke, dust, and
debris obscuring al view on the eastern horizon—it al seemed unreal and dreamlike.

Not so the shock wave that hit the city’ swalls seconds later, though. It was so intense, the walls began to
shake and crack; the roofs on houses and buildings began to collgpse. The ground literaly began rolling.
For one terrifying moment it seemed asif the bomb would destroy al of Qez aswell.

But the wind finally died down and the dust findly settled and the defenders of Qez were ableto look out
on the no-man’ s-land and see just what the tiny canister had done.

The xarcus was 0 huge and constructed of such strengthened materias even adirect hit by alow-yield
nuclear bomb might not have caused mortal damage. That’ swhy the Freedom Brigade had hurled the
makeshift wegpon not at the tank itsdlf, but directly in front of it.

The explosion had created an enormoudly deep hole in the ground just afew feet ahead of the xarcus.
Like a Starcrasher or ahuge oceangoing vessd, it wasimpossible for the supertank to stop in short
order. Momentum alone carried it amost a quarter mile farther once the brakes were applied. With no
way to stop in time, the huge mover began to plunge into the enormous crater left by the underground
nuclear exploson. The right-sde track wasthefirst to go. It seemed to move in dow motion asit began
grabbing nothing but air and smoke. The astonished Nakkz driversingide the control bubble began
pushing buttons and madly throwing levers, trying to prevent the supertank from toppling over—but the
enormous tracks refused to siop moving. Itsforward motion thus uncontrollable, the huge tank findly



toppled into the gigantic bomb crater. The gun sticking out of its huge turret hit the ground first; it
immediately split in two. The noise of this done cracked around the moon like amassive rumble of
thunder. With the barrel gone, the crumpling of the turret came next. Then the rest of the xarcus Smply
dammed down upon itself.

Now came another enormous explos on—the shock wave from thiswas as powerful astheinitiad nuclear
blast itsdf. Chain reactions and short-circuiting began igniting anything remotely flammable insgde the huge
armored mover. There was another tremendous explosion. Then another. And another. The ground
beneath Qez began shaking violently again as the gigantic tank went up in ahuge bdl of flame.

Thefire was so quick and so intense, there was no way anyone insde could have gotten out dive.

A great cheer went up from the people of Qez. With little more than their ancient magic pellet, the
Freedom Brigade had saved them from certain disaster.

Or s0it seemed.

For no sooner had the dust settled from the xarcus s explosion than a Home Guard soldier manning an
outpost on the far corner of the city’ swal saw aglint of light off to the north.

Something is coming, he thought.

Heturned hislong-range viz-scanner in that direction—and saw something that his eyes did not want to
believe.

Out on the horizon, just breaking itsway through smoke and dust, was another xarcus.

And it was heading right for Qez.
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Jubilation quickly turned to panic as word spread throughout Qez that a second xarcus was gpproaching.

The defenders of the embattled city rushed to positions aong the north-facing wal. From here, the view
of the second xarcuswas al too clear. It was about adozen miles away and tearing up the
no-man’s-land at adow but relentless pace.

And a first it gppeared that this xarcus was spewing athick cloud of black smokein front of it asit made
itsway toward Qez. It was only after the defenders were able to get their long-range viz-scanners keyed

inthat they redized the awful truth: Thisdense“mist” was actualy an army of Nakkz soldiers marchingin

front of the huge tank.

There had to be at least forty thousand of them, probably more. Some were on foot, others wereriding
in Bolts, dozens of them, flying about five feet off the surface. The foot soldiers were heavily armed with
blagter rifles and dectric swords and moving steedily in loose formations across the heavily cratered
battlefidd.

Thisxarcuswas dso of adightly different, if no less dastardly design. Instead of a huge gun sticking out
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of itsmassveturret, this supertank was carrying an enormous semi-circular assembly held in place by
two arms extending up on either side of the chasss. This assembly was studded with huge sted! teeth so
sharp, they were gleaming in the quick-moving sun.

It was a saw—agigantic cutting device obvioudy conceived as a meansto dash through even the highest,
thickest walls. Like those surrounding Qez.

Once again, every person looking out at this second monster was astonished that the motley collection of
pirates, mercenaries, and assorted star trash known as the Nakkz had the means and the know-how to
possess not just one of these absolutely enormous machines but two!

Had thefirst xarcus been adiverson? Or hdf of atwo-prong attack? It made little difference now. This
second gigantic wegpon was coming right at Qez—and thistime there was no magic pellet on hand to
hurl & it. The only defense left would come from the depleted guns of the outnumbered Home Guards
and the Freedom Brigade. And while no one doubted the gallantry of these two groups, their numbers
appeared puny in face of the huge tank and its forty-thousand-man army.

So Qez and its people had not been spared after all.
Their fate had smply been delayed.

The combat warning sirens began blaring throughout the city. Asthe Home Guards solidified their
positions dong the north wall, the troopers from the Freedom Brigade hurriedly |oaded up what was left
of their power ammo and rushed out of the city toward amassive set of trenchworks a half mile from
QeZ snorth gate, a position the brigade had previoudy designated Light Number One.

The Freedom Brigade had two captured Bolts at their disposdl. Thisalowed them to lug two
medium-power Z-gun artillery batteries out to this forward position. These guns had arange of about ten
miles; soon enough they would be ableto fire on the vanguard of the gpproaching army. The brigades
infantry squads dug into positions dong this trench, each man setting up his own gun station complete
with blaster rifle and double-barreled ray guns. A specia operations team from the brigade gathered
together some high-incendiary devices and began moving swiftly in the direction of the oncoming army.
Thebig Z gunswere put into place. Communications were established with the Home Guards back in
Qez. The spirit among the mercenary group was high.

But not one man among them, or among the home defendersingde Qez, had any illusions about what
would soon take place. None of these measures would do much good. Forty thousand enemy troops
were heading their way. If the Freedom Brigade' s Z gunswere ableto kill even athousand of them, that
aone would be miraculous. And if the Home Guards were able to duplicate this effort, that, too, would
be good.

But there was no way they were going to stop the oncoming juggernat.
For both the brigade and the defenders of Qez, thiswould be their last stand.
The enemy was now about ten miles away.

Already the massive size of the xarcus was beginning to blot out the midday sun. The huge saw was
dowly lifted high above the turret and began turning dowly. Thisthing was so massve, it would take
sometimefor it to run up to full speed. Still, the noise made by its gigantic teeth began tearing acrossthe
smoky battlefield. It began asalow-pitched cry but quickly built up to afrightening high-pitched wall.

Onasggnd from ther officers, the Freedom Brigade soldiers began blasting away in the direction of the



ondaught. Even though they were still out of range, the columns of flames caused by each Z bolt kicked
up huge amounts of dirt and debris, turning most of it into microscopic subatomic dust.

Stll the huge army kept coming.

Now Z-gun fire started up from thewalls of Qez itself. Again, most of it fell about haf amile short of the
advancing army, but & the very leas, it let the enemy know they would be making it as difficult as
possibleto overrun their city. Like the blasts coming from the Freedom Brigade s position, this blaster
fire kicked up enormous amounts of fire and dirt, igniting just about anything inits path. Soon awall of
flame was burning about nine miles out from the city—it temporarily blocked the view of the advancing
enemy from the defenders. But then, after just aminute or so, severd enemy Bolts popped through the
fiery wall. They werefollowed by the advance guard of the foot soldiers; their bright green battlesuits
gpparently gave them adequate protection againgt the inferno.

Indeed, the enemy soldiers appeared to be walking right through the flames,

A gust of gpprehension swept across the devastated plains now, blowing right over the heads of the
dug-in Freedom Brigade and through the walls of Qez. Thefirst Bolts were now but seven miles away
from the brigade’ strench lines. Already their massive nose guns were |l etting |oose enormous burgts of
X-beam rays. These were so powerful, they actudly flew over the mercenary lines and landed in the area
behind the brigade and just before the walls of Qez.

The brigade let go another volley from their Z guns. Again awall of fire was thrown up right on top of the
lead dements of the advancing army. And thistime the Z blasts found some marks—many soldiersin the
first line of Nakkz went up in the digtinctive blue flame of adirect Z-gun hit.

But still they kept coming. Those watching the action through their viz-sensors were gppalled at the lack
of camaraderie being shown by the enemy soldiersfor their falen comrades. Though aZ-gun blast
usudly resulted in the quick disintegration of itsvictims, some not hit directly could be saverely wounded.
Y et the advancing army was marching right over these fallen souls, and in some cases pushing them
farther down into the soft and bloody mud.

And thisiswhere most of them would stay, mangled and dying until the gigantic xarcus came dong and
finished the job.

The advance units of the enemy were now within four miles of the brigade’ s bettle line,

The vanguard was being led by adozen Boalts, their nose gunsfiring massve X beams more or less
indiscriminately across the wide arc of the battlefield.

Behind them were the survivors of the enemy’ sfirst wave, probably two thousand menin al. Between
themwasasmal river, gppropriately nicknamed Bloody Water by the defending troops. Thisriver was
barely flowing these days, clogged with the detritus of war—machines, expended weapons, bones. What
had once been a twenty-two-foot-wide ribbon of sparkling water was now not much more than aditch
with atrickle running throughiit.

It was an important place neverthdess.

A five-man team of brigade sappers had stolen their way up to the stream and were planting Z chargesin
itsshalow, putrid water. At this distance, the sound of the huge saw atop the xarcus sturret wasloud
enough to cause the ears of these men to bleed. Still they went about their mission, setting down more
than ahundred charge packsin dl before quickly heading back toward their fragile lines.



Just moments later, thefirst wave of Bolts reached the opposite Sde of the bloody river’ s bank. Seeing
thisthrough hislong-range viz, the brigade s gunnery officer gave hisleft-sde artillery battery asignd.
This gun opened up with onelong, well-placed Z-beam blast. The bolt of artificia lightning tore across
the battlefield and hit one of the Z charges placed in theriver.

The charge went up—a ong with fifty pounds of extremely high-explosive superhelium gas. The result

was an explosion equd in brightnessto aton of magnesium going off. Thefirst blast detonated the dozens
of other Z chargeslining theriver; the chain reaction brought yet another wall of white-hot flame down
upon the lead dements of the advancing army.

A dozen Bolts were vaporized immediaely, dong with their crews. Severd more were caught in the
updraft of theinferno; they went screeching straight up into the smoky air, exploding in unison somefive
hundred feet above theriver of fire.

Now thefirgt of the ground troops stumbled into the river itsalf. These men wereimmolated by the
hundreds, some werefaling directly into thefire, otherswere running in fear, completely engulfed,
touching off their comrades’ battlesuits with super-white-hot flames. Two more Bolts were disintegrated.
An ammunition supply went up somewhere. Enemy soldiers by the thousands were marching blindly into
the mi-croholocaust.

The sheer number of dead findly extinguished the flames on Bloody Water. In al the tactic had killed
more than athousand of the enemy. But it had held him up barely five minutes, no more.

The gruesome advance continued.

The brigade s strategy now was grimly smple: Start firing on the enemy troops as soon asthey got within
range, and keep firing until the power ammo ran out. After that, hand-to-hand fighting would undoubtedly
ensue, but no one expected that to last very long. The second xarcus would arrive shortly after the
thousands of enemy troops hit the defenders’ lines.

After that, it would be only ameatter of time before the real daughter began.

The enemy was soon just three miles from the brigade slines. The xarcus was about three miles behind
them.

The ground was shaking now benegath the mercenaries’ boots—with every foot it traveled the xarcus sent
out atremor powerful enough to cause the walls of Qez to sway.

The brigade now brought every wesgpon it had forward. They were strung out dong amain trench about
two thousand feet long, again very close to the point they had christened Light Number One. The xarcus
was heading directly toward the center of thisline—with the main wall of Qez just haf amile beyond.
The huge saw was how moving at near-supersonic speed. It sounded much louder than the worst
thunderstorms to sweep the tiny moon. The reverberations of blasters going off, explosions coming from
theincendiary shellsbeing fired from thewalls of Qez, the howls coming from thousands of advancing
Nakkz soldiers. These were things nightmares were made of . Redl-life nightmares.

The Freedom Brigade had faced dire circumstances before, but none compared to this. There was no
panic—no letting up of fireat al. But most of the mercenaries had come to accept thisasthe end. All that
was |eft was to go down fighting.

“We must hope that future generationswill speak well of what we do here!” one officer yelled up and
down the trench, *and not forget that we made our last stand here.”



The enemy was now just two miles away. There was one last communication between the front line and
the defendersinside Qez. The Home Guards redlized that the brigade was gdlantly providing them with a
few more minutes of life—just enough to make peace with themsalves before the bloodthirsty army and
giant tank crushed their ancient city.

It wasthe most vaiant of gesturesimaginable.

“Be proud, brothers, for liveswell led,” one Home Guard officer communicated out to the mercenaries
line. “The freedom-loving people of Qez thank you.”

The enemy was now just amile awvay.

It was getting more difficult to see the brigade' s lines from the ramparts of Qez. The smoke and dust
kicked up from the gpproach of the huge army was obscuring the visibility more than any storm that had
ever sept the tiny moon. Pervasive above it al was the now supersonic screeching of the gigantic saw,
priming itsdlf to cut through the battlements of the walled city.

More than four thousand Home Guard soldierswere lined dong the top of thisvast wal or at firing
gations built into its midsection. Even with the constant roar of Z guns and fire shells going off and the
sound of the gigantic saw blade, the Home Guard soldiers till could hear the wails coming from the
thousands of citizens—women, ederly, children—huddled in the basements of the buildings degp in the
center of Qez.

The men on thewall delivered as much fire asthey could, aming over the heads of the vaiant
mercenaries and cutting deep into the enemy ranks. The fire shellswere particularly effective on the
approaching troops, but their explosions were so intense, and the debristhey caused so thick, they
further obscured the battl efield.

The Home Guards still could see the flashes of the brigade’ s Z-gun muzzles. And now fierce
hand-to-hand fighting was taking place. Flashes of light could be seen reflecting off the eectric swords of
the mercenaries.

“They are displaying their colorsl” someone up on thewall ydled. Sure enough, the brigade’s
multicolored flag could now be seen flying above their position. Everyone knew thiswasthe unit’'s
traditional signd that the end was neer.

The Home Guard’ s commanding officer, the man named Poolinex, was himself on the north wall,
watching the grim events unfold.

Hiswife and children were back with the rest of the civilians, cowering in abasement somewhere, just as
afraid of dying without him as he was without them.

He looked out beyond the battlefield, off to the far horizon. The moon was so smdl, the joke used to go,
that if you looked hard enough in one direction, you would see the back of your own head.

“Weare s0tiny,” Poolinex whispered. “And we are at the last end of the Gaaxy. Why would anyone
want to destroy us?’

Hefdt atug on hisarm. He turned to see three young soldiers, one holding the flag of Qez. There were
tearsinther eyes.

“Shall we run up our own colors, commander?’ one of the soldiers asked.

Poolinex looked back on the battl efiel d—the enemy was less than amile away and had apparently



overrun the Freedom Brigade slineswith ease.

Hefindly nodded. It wastimefor them to face their Maker, too.
“Yes” hesad, “run it up the pole—for we havelogt.”

But then, suddenly a bolt of lightning flashed acrossthe sky.

It went right over the walled fortress, lighting up the dense and smoky battlefield. The crack it made was
30 loud, the crumbling walls of Qez shook yet again.

No sooner had this happened than asheet of flame shot up from a point on the battlefield just in front of
the brigade sline. Gigantic bolts of Z beams cut through the thick smoke billowing above the intense
fighting, and a series of massive explosionswalked right up to the vanguard of the enemy force,
disintegrating them by the hundreds. The noise from these Z-beam blasts was deafening—yet none of
them was coming from the wals of Qez.

That’ swhen everyone realized that an aircraft of some kind was tearing through the air above the
battlefield, firing aZ-beam cannon, and dropping high-explosive incendiary devices at the sametime.

What madness was this?

On aworld where nothing flew more than twenty feet off the ground, or any faster than five milesan

hour, thisarborne hellion was a frightening thing to behold. It was moving so fast and turning so sharply,
soldiers on both sides stopped firing to Stare up at it. The aircraft was deek, sharp, al crazy angleswith a
brilliant color scheme. Its nose waslit up brilliantly—even in the confusion, the Home Guard soldiers
could see Six separate beams shooting out from the snout of this strange craft. It wastraveling so fast it
would have been impossible for the Nakkz troopsto take ashot &t it, never mind hit it.

And there was no question about whose side it was on—the Home Guard soldiers on the wall could see
that the enemy advance had been suddenly stopped dead in its tracks. Some of the Nakkz were even
retreating—aquickly—back to their main lines, leaving dozens of dead and wounded comradesin their

path.

Still the strange aircraft kept firing, killing many of the retreating soldiers and frightening those it spared.
And it was only by afluke of thewind that, as thisflying machine went over the brigade sline yet again,
those behind the walls of Qez got aquick, clear look at it.

That’ swhen they redlized that the flying machine was painted red, white, and blue.
At the precise moment this was happening, another strange thing was occurring, in Qez's main square.

This part of the city was astudy in chaos at the moment—soldiers either running to firing positions on the
wall, or laying wounded benesth it. Gigantic Z-beam blasts were flying overhead. The noise and
confuson wereincredible.

Inthemiddle of al this, two spacemen suddenly popped in.

They appeared right next to the now-discarded catapult. They were carrying two haves of ahollow
cylinder with them. Even in the middle of the turmoail, anumber of Home Guard soldiers stopped dead in
their tracks when the two figures unexpectedly materiaized.

One of the spacemen grabbed the soldier nearest to him and bellowed: “ Go get your commanding
officer... now!” He was sent off with a hearty shove.



Then the other spaceman grabbed a second soldier and yelled: “ Get twenty more guys and help usturn
thisthing around!”

But the soldiersjust stood frozen in shock. Zazu-Zazu was atiny moon at the very end of the
Gaaxy—the outer fringe of the Outer Fringe. People didn’t just pop in here. Y et here were these two
men, with bald heads and very long mustaches, wearing incredibly eaborate battlesuits, scars on their
faces and tattoos on the arms, issuing orders asif they owned the place.

No one moved for along moment. Then, seeing only blank faces staring back at them, the two spacemen
gtarted moving the huge catapult themsdves.

By thistime asenior Home Guard officer arrived on the scene. He was fresh from the battle on the wall
and he looked it. He, too, skidded to a stop as soon as he saw the two strange men.

“What... what are you doing?’ heyelled at them.
Oneof theinterlopersturned to him and said: “We must move this contraption so it is pointing north!”

Then the second spaceman was in the officer’ sface. “We must shoot thisthing at that monster out there!
Quickly hdpud”

But the officer didn’t budge—he wasn't sure what to do. So he stated the obvious. Looking down &t the
two haves of the cylinder the men had carried with them, he said: “Buit that thing isempty! It'snot a
superbomb like our friendsjust lit off!”

The two spacemen looked up at the officer and suddenly smiled.
“That’ strue, my brother,” one said. “But the enemy does not know that!”

It took them dl just aminute to turn the catapult the way the two spacemen wanted it. Then another
minute or so was spent struggling to pull the huge, tightly sprung arm back.

More Home Guard soldiers jumped in, and the arm wasfindly locked into place and secured with a
length of thick rope. The spacemen put the two haves of the empty cylinder together—it was actudly a
travel flask for dow-ship wine—and joined them with an éectron torch. Then the empty container was
dumped into the basket of the catapult and the line was severed.

Thearm let go with adeafening whomp! Theslver canister went flying into the air, quickly disgppearing
in the haze.

No sooner was the empty flask away when the two spacemen started to run toward an eevator that
would bring them up to the top of the wall. But the Home Guard officer suddenly ordered his soldiersto
grab them.

“Y ou two stand fast!” the officer bellowed at them. *Y ou must tell mewho you are and what thisisal
about!”

That’ swhen one of the spacemen used his massive hand to crush dightly the fingers of the soldier who
was holding him. The soldier quickly let go.

“There' sno timefor that!” the spaceman yelled back at the officer. “We must get to the rampartsto see
what is going to happen!”

With that, they sprinted away to the eevator, the officer and twenty confused soldiersfollowing close



behind.

The slver canigter was just coming down from its extra-steep trgectory when this small party reached
the top of the battlements.

They watched as the object rocketed through the murk of battle and landed about a thousand feet in
front of the xarcus.

That’ swhen the most ungodly noise of al thundered across the devastated plain. It was the combination
of avery loud explosion and an incredibly high-pitched screech. Suddenly the air wasthick with the stink
of metal grinding against metal. Electrical charges began dotting the smoky sky.

The screeching got louder and louder, for more than two minutes, until it finally exploded into oneloud
bang!

And then suddenly the ground wasn't rumbling anymore. The ar was no longer filled with the awful
sound of the huge saw turning. Infact, if it was possible, a strange peace came over the battlefield.
Soldiers on both sides stopped firing their weapons. For afew precious seconds, something had
happened here that had not happened in avery long time: It got quiet.

All eyesturned past the battle in the trenches, back over Bloody Water and across another two miles of
the devastated battlefield to the xarcus.

That’ swhen it became gpparent what had caused the ungodly noise: Smply put, someone insde the
supertank had stepped on the brakes—hard—and the gigantic armored mover had dowly screeched to
amost violent stop. Fires broke out benesth its enormous tracks. Smoke began billowing from itsrear
end. The saw wasjust spinning fredly now, dowing down with every turn.

The two spacemen literdly jumped for joy. They were shaking hands and congratul ating themselves
profusaly. It came together dowly for the officer, but then it finally dawned on him what had happened.

The xarcus had been stopped.
But how?

“Don’'t you get it, man?’ one of the spacemen yelled at him. “ Someone insde saw that canister coming
and thought it was another superbomb! They couldn’'t have stalled that thing quicker if they’ d tried...”

The officer just stared back at them. “You mean... thiswasall... a bluff?’

But the spacemen were ignoring the officer by now and talking to each other. “We ve got to figure it will
take them at least ahdf hour to get that bastard up and running again.”

“Judging from the sound of al that grinding metd, I’d say more like an hour or more...”

“But that means we haven't amoment to lose!”

That’ swhen the officer findly snapped. He pulled out hisray gun and pointed it the spacemen.
“Now you tdl me,” he said through clenched teeth, “who the hell are you people?’

The spacemen smiled again, and the shorter of the two stepped forward.

“My gpologies, gr,” hesad. “My nameisErx. My friend hereisBerx...”



But the officer was still sumped. “What | meanis” he said with nollittle flugter, “what the hell are you
doing here?

At that moment the red, white, and blue flying machine roared over their heads and went into ahover
mode above the city square.

Erx pointed up at the aircraft and told the officer: “Ask him.”

26
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It dl started with the dream.

Onthefirst night aboard his ship, the AeroVox, during the first decent piece of dumber Hunter had had
inweeks, adream cameto him vividly and red. He was above a beautiful countryside. Below he could
seerivers, trees, golden fields that stretched for miles. Sometimes he would soar over small towns and
even amdler villages. He could see people below, moving about, talking, laughing, living their lives, either
unaware that he was above them or seeing him but not caring.

In hisdream, he flew over thisidyllic landscape—flying without hisflying machine. No extending of ams
asif they werewings. No noise. No means of forward propulsion. Just flying. He could see dl this, smell
it, even fedl it, asclear asday. These were things like nothing he' d seen on Earth, but not completely
different ether; they wereforeign, yet familiar.

It was amagnificent dream to have, especidly whileflying in the stark beauty of Supertime, heading for
the Outer Fringe. But the dream had a catch: Whenever hewasin it, Hunter could not stop flying. The
dream did not provide him with ahover mode. He had to kegp moving, relishing the vision below, but
never being able to stop and touch it. Never able to put hisfeet on the ground.

He cameto redlize, after having the strange dream every night for the first month the journey Outward,
that this place he was flying over must have been hishome.

The more times Hunter had the dream, the more e aborate it became.

Every once and awhile he' d spot aflag down below that looked just like the onein his pocket.
Sometimes he thought he even saw the girl whose picture he carried with him. Blond, beautiful, she
aways seemed to be running through afield in dow motion. But again this blessng was a curse. Hunter
never could stop long enough to seeif the colors and patterns of the flag on the ground were exactly the
same asthe onein his pocket. He never could stop long enough to seeif the girl running in dow motion
through the field was the same girl in hisfaded photograph.

All he could do was|ook—and fly on.

Still, Hunter came to have astrange appreciation of the dream. Some nights he looked forward to having
it. Some nights he went to his quarters early just o he could haveit. It evolved to a point where he was
sometimes able to dow his speed down to acrawl, dmost ahover, and get to within afew feet of the
surface.

But anytime he would try to touch the ground, he would suddenly find himsdlf awake.
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Then one night, the recurring dream took avery strange turn. He was flying as usua when he spotted the
flag flying near the top of apolein asmal town square. And thistime, when he tried to hover, he found
he was actudly able to stop. And when he tried to get close to the surface, he found he was actudlly able
to land.

And upon touching hisfeet to the ground, he felt the same eectric jolt as when he first stepped on Earth.

In the dream he ran up to the flagpole to find an e derly man hoisting up amulticolored ensign. Thisflag
was exactly like the one Hunter carried in his pocket, exactly like the symbol he’ d seen on the sde of the
faled Mars polar lander. Y et it was stained with blood.

And the man at the pole?

It was Calandrx.

“Am | findly home, my brother?” Hunter asked him.
Cdandrx just smiled.

“You arevery close” hereplied. “But she can tel you more.”

Hunter turned to seeablond girl running toward him from anearby field. He resisted the temptation to
run toward her and lift her up in adow-motion embrace. Instead he studied her closely as she ran toward
him. Y es, she had blond hair. Y es, she was beautiful.

But she was not the person whose picture he carried in his pocket. In fact, he knew who she was.
It was Xara

Shereached him, looked up at him, smiled, and hugged him tightly. He hugged her back.

Then shewhispered in hisear: “ The lighthouse is on the last place anyone can be...”

She laughed. Calandrx laughed. But when Hunter started to ask her for more information, she kissed
him... and then he woke up.

The dream stopped coming to him after that.

Hunter and his crew reached the Fifth Arm of the Outer Fringe and wandered its vast expanse for the
next five months.

Hewent about hismission of reclaiming planetsfor the Fourth Empire, but awayswith the ulterior motive
of finding the lighthouse not very far from hismind. In that time, the AeroVox rediscovered sixteen new
gar systems and sixty-eight new worlds. With each new planet he popped into, either covertly or likea
bolt from the blue, Hunter tried to feel the kinship bond with the inhabitants that seemed to be promised
inthe war poem. But though many of the people he met were gracious, hospitable, and friendly—that is,
after they redlized they were, in essence, being invaded from outer space—none of them looked like him,
talked like him, or was anything at al similar to him. Without the dream to count on, it made for some

long nights.

In that time, though, whenever they had a chance, Hunter, Erx, and Berx would pore over the ancient
map, sometimes for hours on end, trying to trandate more closely the sketchy, two-thousand-year-old
data. All three had reread the war poem many times aswell, trying to appreciate any subtleties they might



have missed. They came to the conclusion that the lighthouse probably wasn't a“house’ aswould
normally be thought of, or some entity that somehow was made entirely of light. According to the best
trandation they could come up with, the lighthouse seemed to be more of abeacon, something to call
“thelogt souls’ home. It was probably an automated device, constructed hundreds if not thousands of
years before it struck the base of the Mars polar lander. There also was agood chance that it was no
longer operating; one line in the poem suggested it had been shut down centuries before. This, too, could
make Hunter’ s nights seem endless.

Still his mission went on; he continued doing the job he’ d been sent out hereto do. They followed the
reclamation list drawn up by the X-Forces high command, and for the most part, the AeroVox found and
vigited the planets on thislist and more or less stuck to the timetable that went along with it. Sometimesit
was easy, sometimesit was not. Many sectorsin this part of the Outer Fringe, Fifth Arm, had not seen
any Empire presence since thelast Dark Age. Some people out here knew of the Empire only by word
of mouth or rumors; others accepted it asfact. Still others didn’t even know space travel was possible or
that the stars above them were inhabited and the Galaxy was teeming with life.

It was a strange time then. Hunter’ sjob during these months was essentidly to be thefirst visitor from
outer space some of these planets had seen in thousands of years. What an odd profession, to bethefirst
“dien” tovist aworldin severd millennia. Sometimes the popul ation reacted positively; sometimes not.
The whole Empire-returning thing went so much easier when the populace had an inkling that they were
not alonein the universe. Past contact that survived in history, or even crashed ships from previous
empires, or even the early part of thisone, could al soften the blow when the AeroVox suddenly
appeared in orbit around their world.

Indl, they been forced to intervene in three mgor wars and a handful of smaler ones. These campaigns
rarely lasted more than aday or two after the AeroVox arrived, though.

There were ten thousand highly skilled and highly specidized X-Forces troops on board the starship.
Their firepower and combat technology were dways vastly superior to that found on the planet in
guestion, plusthe troops were as much in the business of helping out populations of reclaimed planets as
fighting them. Once it was determined which side was being oppressed in any conflict they came upon,
the X-Forces troops would intervene on the side of the underdog, and the war would end soon after that.

They’d ridded haf adozen planets of space pirates and other assorted scum in this manner. Some of the
fighting had been bitter, some relatively light. Some populations welcomed them with open arms, some
were fearful, some panicked. But the socid scientists and the diplomats assigned to Hunter’ s ship were
a so top-notch. Through acombination of these efforts, most of the reclamation missions went smoothly.

Until they cameto aplanet caled Guam 7.

Thiswas a place where the Empire was known, a place that was supplying agood part of the Outer
Fringe Fifth Arm with wegpons to continue the thousands of wars being fought throughout the tens of
thousands of star systemsin the sector.

The AeroVox' s specia ops soldiers seized the planet’ s one and only mgor city—the place called
Nails—without firing ashot. They quickly established martia law, ending the out-of-control weapons
trade but alowing the distillation and distribution of dow-ship wineto continue.

In the course of this action, Hunter’ s troops came upon two of the planet’ s biggest weapons dedlers.
During aroutine interrogation these two men passed on their story about a strange conversation they’d
had with a priest who was |ooking for weapons for abeleaguered band of mercenaries facing long odds
in the most isolated point in the Galaxy: the Dead Gulch System. A fierce war was being fought on atiny



moon there, orbiting the last planet.
“Thelast place anyone could be...” wastheir direct quote.

Hunter immediately tried to locate the Dead Gulch star system, not an easy task in this part of the Galaxy.
Even the people in Nailsweren't exactly sure whereit was. Finally Hunter’ s men tracked down some
other individuas who had spoken with the priest that day. They indicated the priest had traveled
twenty-two star systemsto get to Guam 7. Hunter went to the ancient maps again, started doing
cdculations, and eventualy found it, the last place anyone could go before plunging into the forbidden
depths of intergaactic space: the Dead Gulch system.

And here he found the last moon spinning around the last planet and discovered that the name of this
place was Zazu-Zazu.

And that’s why hewas here on thisfateful day.

But just asin hisdream, there was a catch. ..

By thetime Hunter’ saircraft settled into ahover over the main square of Qez, alarge crowd of
astonished civilians had gathered below.

Helowered himsdf into the center of the square, inducing gasps from the crowd and sending some
fleeing in panic. They had never seen amachine such as his before. Wings, whedls, atail section, thelong,
deek body bulked up by Z weapons and bomb racks—this was an dien craft to them.

Hunter touched the ground, felt only adight dectric jolt, then popped his canopy and climbed out. The
crowd took acollective step backward. They had seen visitors from space before, both welcome and
unwelcome, but no one who looked like him. In a place where bad was beautiful—at least for the male
popul ation—and thin wasn't exactly in, Hunter' s overgrown mane and lean physique marked him as
different right away. But after bouncing around the Outer Fringe for the past few months, he was used to
this reaction by now.

He scanned the faces in the crowd, trying to locate ahigh-ranking officer or someone in authority. Finaly
amaninabright red uniform pushed hisway through, followed by severd heavily armed soldiers. Hunter
sd uted the officer, then held his hands out in front of him palms up, the traditiona gesture of peacein the
Gaaxy. The officer looked wary but sgnded his men to lower their weapons.

A fierce barrage of X-beam fire hit the north wall not asecond later, sending the rest of the civilians
scattering.

“We need to go somewhere and talk!” Hunter yelled to the officer in the midst of the confusion. “ Right
now.”

He was rushed to the nearby war room, dodging al kinds of flying debris as the Nakkz started pounding
the city’ swallsagain. Their amy might have been staled, long with their supertank, but gpparently this
was not going to stop their long-range gunners from pummeling the city while their main forces

regrouped.

About adozen Home Guard officerswerein the war room praying over awel l-worn battle map when
Hunter walked in. There were also some very nervous-looking civilians on hand, no doubt part of the
city’ sgovernment. Every head turned and |ooked up at him as he entered, their eyes a mixture of
weariness and surprise.



“Thisisthe man who stopped the enemy’ s attack,” the escorting officer told the group. “Hehasa
fabulous machine parked right outside.”

Thelr faces brightened—he was undoubtedly their hero of the moment. But Hunter already knew that
these were not the people he was looking for. Just like every other person he’ d met out on the Fringe,
they looked different from him. He fdlt no spark, no immediate sense of kinship with them.

His heart sank.
Another dead end.

Findly Poolinex, the top Home Guard officer, stepped forward. He thanked Hunter profusdly for his
actions above the battlefield just minutes before, but then asked the question that was on everyone's
mind: “ Just who the hell are you?’

At least Hunter had an answer prepared. After doing thisfor the past five months, he was used to people
asking him who the hell hewas. So he launched into his standard reply, even asthe walls of the war room
began shaking from X-gun blasts, and plaster and dust began falling down around their heads. This moon
and its mother planet are part of an Imperia structure run from Earth, blah, blah, blah...Hunter could
recite this Stuff in his deep these days. Even under these dire circumstances, the words spewed out of him
automaticaly.

Not that it made any difference. At the moment, the defenders of Qez had bigger problems than someone
faling out of the sky and telling them that they were part of awondroudy immense Empire. Inafew
hours there might not be any Qez or Zazu-Zazu for the Empire to worry abottt.

So Hunter decided to pass over most of the “we are back” crap and cut right to the bone.

“I represent the Fourth Empire—let’ sleave the detallsfor later,” he said. “I mean, you're cbvioudy ina
bind here”

“How true,” Poolinex said, looking back at the map. * For even though you stopped those devilsin their
tracks, it wasjust atemporary solution. | expect they’ |l batter uswith artillery dl night—and at first light,
they’ll attack again. And once that army starts to move, and the monster tank aswell.... they’ll be
unstoppable.”

All eyeswere now locked on Hunter.

“So you're from this Fourth Empire, did you call it?” one officer asked. “ Does that mean you can help
lﬁ!

Another officer asked excitedly: “Y ou have awarship in orbit? Troops that can cometo our aid?’

Hunter felt hisheart Snk even farther. Y es, he had aship. The AeroVox was parked up in orbit. And
true, it was awarship and outfitted to carry aten-thousand-man division of heavily armed X-Forces
Specid operations soldiers.

But...

“Wadl, | do have aship,” hefinaly confirmed.
The knot of men tightened around him.
“Yes... but?’ Poolinex asked him.



Hunter began stuttering his reply when suddenly the door to the war room opened and two familiar faces
were marched in. It was Erx and Berx, followed by avery confused Home Guard officer hdfheartedly
holding aray gun on them.

For Hunter, they couldn’t have shown up at a better time,

“Theseare my colleagues,” he hurriedly told the Home Guard officers. “ They’ re the ones who launched
the empty canigter a the xarcus, the bluff that got it to stop initstracks.”

The othersin theroom let out agreat cheer. Onelook from Poolinex and the officer with theray gun
lowered hisweapon and skulked out of the room. Hunter’ sintroductions were interrupted as another
gigantic barrage of X beams hit the city.

“May | have aword with my men?’ Hunter asked Poolinex.

“To set adrategy, you mean?’ the Home Guard officer asked hopefully.
Hunter nodded uncertainly. Erx and Berx rolled their eyes.

“Y es, something likethat,” Hunter mumbled in reply.

The Home Guard commander nodded and went back to his map. Hunter, Erx, and Berx shuffled through
asde door and found themselves outside in adarkened corner of the ancient city square. Enemy
X-beam blasts were rocking the buildings dl around them.

“Y ou guys didn’t happen to bring any wine down with you, | suppose?’ Hunter asked them.
Erx and Berx shook their heads.

“Wewere hoping you did,” Erx said.

“| certainly could go for abelt right now,” Berx said.

“Bingothat,” Hunter agreed.

More X beamswent over, landing deep inside the city. The resulting noise and pandemonium were
tremendous.

“Thisisared messwe vewaked into!” Erx shouted above the commotion. “I’ ve never seen aplace so
churned up with bodies and bones as that battlefield out there. Are you sure these people have been
fighting for only ayear?’

Hunter shrugged. “1’m not sure how long it'sbeen,” he replied gloomily. “But it can't last much longer.
These people don’t have aghost of a chance, whether we' re here or not...”

And that was the catch.

Sure, they had ahuge warship up in orbit, one that was built to carry asmall army of X-Forces specia
operations troops and tons of sophisticated weapons. But because Hunter knew thisflight to Zazu-Zazu
would be completely unauthorized, they had left al those troops back on Guam 7, holding down the city
of Nalls. Nearly 350 light-years away.

For thislittle sdetrip, it wasjust he, Erx, and Berx.

“I don’'t suppose ether one of you wantsto tell them that it’sjust the three of us?’ Hunter asked his



colleagues. “ That we don't have anyone e se with us?’
“Not me,” Erx replied. “I don’'t have the heart.”
“Nor do|,” Berx added.

The three men grew quiet for amoment. They knew well the dangers of being in the wrong place at the
wrong time—the banishment of Zap Multx and his men to the Bal being the mogt glaring illusiration. But
itwasn't like they could just snap their fingers and make thisall go away. Qez wasfacing an entire corps
of soldiers plusthe colossa tank. It was a hopeless situation—and now they were caught right in the
middleof it.

“Thiswas amigtake from the beginning,” Hunter murmured.
“We knew awar was going on here. To show up, so unprepared—and going against orders...”

He shook hishead. He had let personal goals get ahead of his professiona duty—with disastrous results.
In another place and another time, thiswould be known asaroya fuck-up.

Berx put his hand on Hunter’ s shoulder.
“Don't fret, Hawk,” he said. “We would have cometo this blessed place eventudly... | think.”
Another barrage of enemy firewent over the city.

“Has anyone properly inquired as to how these Nakkz characters were able to build such abehemoth?’
Erx asked. “1 would have thought that after an extended period of warfare on such an isolated world as
this, the technology of the wegponry would have started to devolve, not get better.”

“That' ssotrue,” Berx said wesarily. “If you leave two people fighting each other on a planet long enough,
they’ | deteriorate to throwing stones at each other. So how did these mooks get to build such ahuge
weapon asthat supertank?’

Hunter just shrugged. It was a good question—one of many.

“Maybethey had help,” he said, in an offhand way. “ Like those guys who attacked the BonoVox had
I,H p.’l

Both Erx and Berx shivered at the thought.

“But help from whom?’ Erx asked. “Who would be handing out this kind of superior technology way out
here?’

Neither Hunter nor Berx replied. Neither wanted to go there.

Another barrage of enemy fire went streaking over the wall and came crashing down somewhere deep
inddethecity.

“Why didn’t the Zazus evacuate when they had the chance?’

Hunter shrugged glumly. “1 can tell by thefacesin there, running away just isn't their style. Even if they
had the trangport out—which they clearly don't.”

“But the women, the children, the old people,” Berx said, indicating the chaotic city behind them. “Our
ship isn't large enough to take even athird of them.”



They ducked as another barrage of X beams went overhead. Hunter turned back to them. Y ou know, it
goes without saying that if you two beamed out right now and avoided this whole mess, | wouldn't care
a_”

Erx held hishand up and effectively shut Hunter off.

“And it goes without saying that we would never do that,” Erx replied. “We are officersin the service of
our Emperor. We are herefighting for hisinterests—sort of. Thisisour job... not that he could ever say
awake long enough to appreciateit.”

Another barrage of X beams hit the north wall. This one was particularly powerful—so much so, the
entire city began to shake. Worse yet, the sky above them was sarting to lighten.

“But we must do something to help these poor souls,” Berx said.

Hunter thought for along moment, then eyed hisflying machine dill sitting in the middle of the city square.
“Okay,” hefindly said. “How about this: I'll go after the xarcus...”

Erx and Berx just stared back at him, eyeswide.

“You'll what?" Erx cried.

“Go dfter that tank... alone?’ Berx pressed.

Hunter put on hiscrash helmet. “If | can just get ingde the thing, maybe—"

Another furious barrage of X beams cut off hiswords. When they could speak again, Erx shouted to him:
“But what should we be doing while you are off on this mad quest?”’

Hunter could almost hear the sound of the huge army stirring with the first rays of the dawn. When the
light of the very quick day arrived, there was no doubt the Nakkz would finish their attack. And that
meant that even if he managed to affect the xarcus, the bloodthirsty enemy would soon be coming right
over thewdls.

“Under the circumstances,” Hunter findly told them as he sarted off toward hisflying machine, “I think it
might betimeto cal for help.”

27
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Hunter’ s biggest challenge now was figuring out how much of arunning start he would need.

Helifted off from the city square and went into ahover about fifty feet above the battered north wall. It
seemed asif the entire population of the fortress city was watching him now, not just the people around
the square. From the streets, from windows, from the tops of buildings. Even though the city was under
heavy attack, word had spread fast about the strange visitors from outer space who were hereto help
them. Hunter spotted a handwritten sign on top of one building just off the square. Incredibly, it wasa
child who washolding it.
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It read: Save Us Angel.
So much for no pressure, hethought.

He dowly moved out over thewal until he had nothing facing him but the vast expanse of no-man’ s-land
itsdlf. It was now about ten minutes before sunrise. He could see the huge army starting to move below.
The xarcuswas dive, too, full of blinking lights and discharges of steam. He took a deep breath. The plan
in hismind was S0 bare bones, he would need al the advantages he could get, and then some, if it had a
chance of working.

He gtarted his mental noodling. First he guessed the gpproximate distance from his present position to
that of the stalled xarcus. Then he did aquick time-versus-speed calculation, factoring in the
circumference of thetiny moon. Then he put hisaircraft into adow 180-degree turn until hisnose was
pointing in roughly the opposite direction. Then he tightened his seet belt until it nearly cut off his
circulation, and he locked his chin strap.

I’ll try, kid, he thought.
Then he pushed histhrottlesto full power and streaked away from the battlefield.

No time el apsed.

Noneat al. In the same moment that he was hovering above the walled city, he was also setting down
atop the main turret of the colossal xarcus, this after going around the tiny moon in the opposite direction.

Hunter till didn’t know exactly how hewas ableto do this; he' d tried smilar things since arriving on the
Fringe, though not in situations as desperate asthis, and it had worked every time. His best guess what
that his flying machine could go so fast, he was literaly ableto arrive before himsdf—all that was needed
was agood running start; thus histrip around the tiny satdllite. He was il flesh and blood on arrivd; he
wasn't trangparent or in some other form, but he knew from past experience that he could not be seen.
Hewas smply here, and there, at the sametime. And after he got what he wanted here, he would return
very quickly to thereand if he did this quickly enough, it would seem asif hehadn’'t evenleft at all.

Or s0 he hoped.

He' d been banking on the Nakkz not posting guards at the top of the xarcus. Although he seemed to be
invisible during these srange excursions, he’ d never redly figured if hisflying machine seemed that way,
too.

Luckily, hishunch wasright. There were no guards atop the monster’ s huge turret when he arrived. He
jumped out of hisaircraft, quickly took out his quadtrol, set it on *“high/specid,” and beamed the flying
machineinto the twenty and six. He inserted the resulting box into his boot pocket and began his woefully
improvised misson in earnest.

He carefully made hisway to the edge of the turret, and fighting the fierce winds, looked down onto the
body of the xarcus. The thing was so huge its control center looked like asmadl city initself. The closest
thing he could compare it to was the control bubble on a Starcrasher. On the largest ships, these could
support five hundred crewmen or more. On the gigantic xarcus, he estimated that at |east as many
individuals were occupying the control deck.

But then he spotted a smaller bubble behind the larger one. It, too, appeared to be made of superglass,
but its surface was tinted a very dark green, so dark he could not seeinto it. Why could thisthing be?
Perhapsthe real control center for the huge tank?



He made anoteto find out.

Hunter moved to the center of the turret. The xarcus was haf amile wide; its girth was nearly haf that of
an L-Class Starcrasher. It needed every inch of that bulk to support the gigantic saw. The blade done
measured at least aquarter milein length. Itsteeth were easily fifty feet or more and extremely sharp.
Hanging out about two hundred feet in front of him now, thisthing was frightening just to look at. Hunter
couldn’t imagine what it would be like on the receiving end of its enormous, razor-sharp blades.

His quadtrol told him the entire assembly was made from restomized stedd—this meant it was practicaly
imposs ble to disassemble, even with an eectron torch. Thiswas not good. Hunter waslooking for a
weak spot in order to somehow disable the massive war machine. The gigantic saw was not it.

He lowered himself down along ladder, off the top of the turret to the frame of the xarcus below. He
was still about twenty stories up and maybe athousand feet away from the massive control bubble.
Again, there were no guards that he could see anywhere on thislevel. Thiswas no surpriseredly. With
an enormous machine such asthis, there was no reason to guard it.

Or so the Nakkz thought.

After some searching around, Hunter finally located an unlocked hatchway and stole insde the machine
itsdlf. At first the passageway within looked like a crude version of one found on a Starcrasher. Long,
narrow, seemingly endless. There were dozens of smdler doors running off of it, with Smpleillustrations
indicating they al led to the machine' s power complex. Thiswould have been a perfect placeto look for
aweak link—but there was a problem. All of these doors were not only locked, they were also melded
shut, again with restomized sted. Despite Hunter’ s ability to pick just about any lock in the Galaxy, one
pass of hisquadtrol over the sealed latches told him that not even ablast from his Z-gun pistol would
make adent in them.

He moved on. This passageway took him past the machine’ swar room, itsofficers’ barracks, its
weapons magazine. All of them had locks made of reatomized sted; dl of them were impossible to break
open. He passed anumber of crew members while walking through the ship; techniciansdl of them, they
were hurrying thisway and that, obvioudy focused on getting the huge tank moving again.

They could not see him, becausefor dl intents and purposes, he was still hovering over the waled city of
Qez. Still, by studying their faces, Hunter knew that everything the people in Qez feared about their
enemy was probably true. Even the techs looked like they ate newborns for breskfast. Scraggly beards,
unkempt hair, dressed in varying shades of black—they looked like tough customers. Again, thiswas not
good. When the eggheads in the crew look like they could chew superglass, what did the combat troops
look like?

He found out not aminute later.

He crept up on a section of the passageway that featured a huge dab of superglass, extending down one
wholelength of the hdlway. Peering through this glass carefully—Hunter wasn't sureif he could cast a
reflection—nhe found himself looking down on amuster chamber so huge, it rivaled the one aboard the
BonoVox.

Hunter felt his somach hit histoes. He was |ooking on a barracks that at the moment held about thirty
thousand soldiers. There were at least another forty thousand spread out on the battlefield between the
xarcus and Qez. Seventy thousand troops? Againg alittle more than five thousand defending Qez? This
|ast-ditch battle was more lopsided than he thought.

The sheer number brought up a question that had probably passed the lips of just about everyone



connected with the defense of the tiny moon. Why? Why so many troops, why these gigantic war
machines? Why the outlandish and intentionaly cruel weaponry? Why all this—to take over alittle rock
gpinning &t the far end of the Galaxy?

Could it be thefact that Zazu-Zazu was the smallest thing on the farthest edge that made it so valuable?
Wasthere any way that idea could ever make sense?

Hunter didn’t know—and at the moment he knew it was best that he didn’t waste brain cells on the
matter.

He moved on.

He continued walking the long passageway of the xarcus, looking for but never finding avulnerable spot
at which ahit of sabotage might have crippled the giant war machine. Any doorway that looked
important was sporting arestomized lock. He was sure that only the top officers had accessto these
places and that they were off-limits to the mgority of Nakkz soldiers on board.

If they couldn’t get accessto them, how could he?

Hisgod had beento find an Achilles hed in the gigantic tank. But from dl appearances, the xarcus was
invulnerable. 1t had no weak spots.

That is, until hefound the green door.

It was strange because it was the only hatchway that was not sealed by areatomized lock. Hunter came
upon it, most by accident, at the end of one particularly long passageway.

Unliketherest of the huge tank, this halway was dimly lit—so much so that when he reached the green
door it was practicaly pitch black inside.

As s00n as he touched the frame he knew there was something different about it. It was definitely metal,
but it also gave way to the dightest pressure from hisfingers. It was mallegble, rubberlike—yet some
kind of metal dl the same.

He was amazed when he touched the bottom of the door with his boot that it partialy swvung open. He
hesitated amoment, trying to estimate exactly where he was insde the gigantic xarcus. He retraced his
route to get here; he'd walked ahell of along way, but he stayed on the upper levels. Then it hit him. If
his calculations wereright, hewasin the vicinity of the smaller, tinted control bubble he' d spotted when
hefirs arrived.

Interesting...

The pliable materid actualy madeit easy for him to fully push open the hatch door. Inside he was faced
with another passageway, but instead of the straight hallways he' d been walking, this one curved to the
left. It was very dark indgde, and the predominant color was an odd cora blue. Even the smdll inside here
was different.

Heraised hisblaster rifle, an odd gesture for one reason. If he wasin fact stuck intime afew seconds
behind everyone ese, did that mean his blaster wouldn't work? He d yet to try out that little experiment,
to hisregret now.

Stll, pulling hisweagpon up to the fore gave him a shot of confidence. He walked s owly down the curving
passageway. Its celling was alot shorter than the rest of the tank. There were no doors or windowsin
here. Every oncein awhile he would stop and push his hand against the wall. It responded with the same



rubbery sensation. He discovered some hieroglyphics written haphazardly aong thewall. They seemed to
be made up mostly of geometric shapes, possibly a code of some kind, though he couldn’'t imagine
anyone actualy being able to understand it.

He kept walking, dowly, slently, his ears open for even the smalest sound.

Then, suddenly, the floor benegath hisfeet start to move. An immense vibration began shaking the rubbery
walls of the dark passageway. At the same ingtant, noise began to grow from somewhere down below. It
got louder and louder and the vibrations became more intense until they joined into one loud wave of
ear-piercing noise and bone-rattling motion. It became so acute, Hunter had to throw himself against the
soft metd wall just to stay on hisfedt.

What the hell is happening now? he thought.
Thenit hit him.

Thexarcuswas moving again.

The Nakkz commenced their attack just asthefirst rays of the sun lit up the horizon.

During the night, the enemy’ s equivaent to a sapper unit had managed to infiltrate al the way up to the
outskirts of Qez and ingtall several combat field replicators. When first light broke, these deviceswere
activated, producing hundreds of climbing tubes through which the Nakkz were able to reach the
parapets on the north wall.

Within seconds the enemy soldiers began shooting up to the top of the wal and flooding over the
battlements. Just about every man who could hold awegpon met them here, including Erx and Berx.
They werefront and center on the parapet, firing their ray guns point blank in the face of every enemy
soldier who tried to get over thewall in their sector.

The remaining Home Guards—about three thousand or so—plus militiamen and armed civilianswere
doing the same thing along the entire quarter-mile stretch of the north-side fortification. The Nakkz
seemed to be startled by the size of the makeshift garrison and the ferocity of their defense. And whilethe
climbing tubes essentialy shot the attackers straight up to the thousand-foot height of theimmensewall,
they did need to use their handsto exit the transparent tube—and that’ s when they proved most
vulnerable. A direct ray blast to the head or shoulders of an attacker would usudly disntegrate hisentire
body, |etting the subatomic remains be carried away by the fierce morning wind. However effective this
tactic was for the defenders, it aso cleared the top of the tube and alowed the next Nakkz soldier to

Ppop up.
It was Berx who redlized that by doing this, the defenders were playing right into the enemy’ shands. The
first wave was just to wear them down and deplete their ray gun power supplies.

“We vegot to gart stickin’ ‘em!” he began screaming. “ Stick ‘em! Stick ‘em.”

Thetrouble was, there was so much noise and commoation going on, few of the nearby defenders could
hear him bellowing, and those who could, didn’t know what he was talking about.

S0 he showed them by example. Transferring hisray gun to hisleft hand, he drew his dectric sword and
began skewering the Nakkz soldiers gppearing at the top of the tubes closest to him. By running these
soldiers through with his blade, he left a gruesome, bloody body, which in turn blocked accessto the next
soldier coming up.



It was probably the screams of dying Nakkz that brought attention to Berx’ sidea, for within seconds
defenders up and down the ramparts were stabbing the attackers just as quickly as they were shooting
them. Soon there were massive amounts of blood flowing down the outside face of thewall.

But il the Nakkz kept coming.

Thiswent on for what seemed like forever. Berx and Erx were leading the charge in dicing every other
Nakkz soldier who appeared at the top of the tube, but the sheer number of attackers was beginning to
grind the defenders down. Throughout al this, the ghostly image of Hunter’ sflying machine, its nose
pointing away from the battle, hovered not more than fifty feet above them.

More time passed. The bloody battle continued, and the defenders strength began to ebb. Soon Erx
was running out of power in both hisray gun and hisdectric sword. Berx and many othersin their vicinity
were aswell. And while arun-down dectric sword still could be used to kill and maim with some
effectiveness, aray gun without power was usdess. Erx had dready thrown hisaway and was now using
just hissword and hisfists againgt the attackers. This, too, became extremely draining very quickly. And
gtill the attackers kept coming.

“Areyou il sending out the cdl for help, my brother?” Erx yelled over to Berx as he dispatched a
Nakkz soldier with amighty dash to the man’s unprotected throat.

“Loud and clear!” Berx yelled back. He had his quadtrol set on “al points/need help,” which sent out a
coded SOS message to any Empire shipsin the vicinity. The trouble was, they were so far out on the
Fifth Arm, the chance of any friendly ship recelving such amessagein timewas practicaly nil.

“We must hold them off just abit longer!” Berx yelled—but the fire was gone from hisvoice. The Nakkz
soldierswere gaining thewall not far down the battlement from them, overwhelming the defendersin that
areawith acombination of numbers and the failing power supply in the weapons of the Home Guards.

Suddenly there was a huge explosion right below them. Then another off to the right. Somehow Erx and
Berx were able to look back over the ramparts to see that Nakkz sappers had blown two huge holes at
the base of the north wall. Streams of enemy soldiers were now pouring through the two openings.

“Not good, brother!” Berx yelled to Erx.
“Bingo that!” Erx ydled back.

Another explosion. Thewall shook beneath their feet. The Nakkz had now gained an opening in the east
wall aswell. They were being met there only by wounded Home Guards. The screams of these hel pless
men being daughtered echoed throughout the ancient city square.

Inthe midst of this chaos ayoung Home Guard soldier stumbled up to Erx and Berx. Hewas bleeding in
too many placesto count. His eyes aready |ooked dead.

Hislips could barely move, but he mumbled something very chilling to the two explorersin the midst of
the hand-to-hand fighting.

“Isyour friend ever coming back?’ he asked.

With that, both explorersiooked up to see that the image of Hunter’ sflying machine had findly
disappeared.

Another huge explosion—nbut this one came from several miles out on the battlefield, from the xarcus
itsdlf. The dumbering giant was suddenly moving again. And so wasits enormous saw.



Berx threw two enemy soldiers over the sde of thewall and looked down &t the battlefield. The waves
of Nakkz soldierslooked like athick cloud of smoke again. Not only were they blanketing the battlefield,
even more were pouring out of the rear of the xarcus even as the huge weapon began to creep forward

again.

Suddenly a barrage of ray gun fire exploded on the rampartsjust behind Erx and Berx. The explorers
turned to see that Nakkz soldiers were now climbing up to the top of the wall from theinside of the city
just asthousands of their comrades were doing the same thing from without.

Suddenly, just like that, the three thousand or so defenders till dive on the wall were surrounded.
And the xarcus was getting closer.

Thefirst of the Nakkz to reach the wall from the insde were battling Home Guards not ahundred yards
away from Erx and Berx now. The Situation was so desperate, the defenders were using the butts of their
blaster rifles against the X-beam weapons being fired by the enemy.

The two explorers Erx and Berx just looked at each other—and then shook hands. It was the samerritua
they had performed so long ago when their ship was in the process of crashing on Fools 6.

“See you on the other Sde, my brother,” Erx told hislongtime friend.
“Bingo...” Berx replied.

The Nakkz were now swarming up both sides of the wall. The explorers were scavenging among the
dead Home Guards, looking for usable ray guns. A huge X-beam blast went off not ten feet away from
them. It threw both men hard against the concrete battlement. Another barrage exploded just above
them, showering them with nasty subatomic debris. Still another blast went off just on the other sde of
the parapet. This, too, covered them with subatomic shrapnd. Off in the distance, the xarcus was now
just fivemiles away.

“If thereisanother dde...” Erx mumbled to himsdlf.

Then... suddenly, it seemed asif the sky itsalf exploded, it became very dark, amost pitch black. Both
men were sure this was the end of the world—or at least their part init. But then they looked up to see
that a gigantic spaceship had appeared over the battlefield. It was an enormous vessd, at least two miles

long.

Before either man could say aword, another monstrous spaceship exploded upon the scene. It, too, was
gigantic.

Then at the same moment, asoldier in avery snister dl-black uniform was standing in front of them.
He' d just popped in. Heraised hisvisor and said: “Relax, you two. Help ison theway.”

No sooner were the words out of his mouth than a sonic ripple went through everything and everybody
within afive-mileradius of Qez.

And then everything... jud... stopped.

The xarcus had ceased moving again.

There was no screeching of brakesthistime, no stink of metal-on-metal, no half mile of ground churning



until its momentum finally eased up.
No; thistimeit just... stopped. Ashad everything else.

Hunter was il flat againgt the curving wall, trying to keep his baance when the vibrations that had been
S0 acute suddenly disappeared. One second, everything was shaking so badly he thought the heelson his
boots would come off; the next, everything became frighteningly ill.

What happened?

He stedled himsdlf and took a step out from the wall, surprised that he was able to maintain his footing.
He stopped and listened—there was not a sound coming from anywhere.

He began walking again. Farther down the hallway, he came upon another green door. Heraised the
barrd of hisblaster rifle, then toed the door open... and that’swhen the redl trouble began.

Hewas staring into avery strange, dark, and... well, creepy control room. It was cramped,

ova-shaped, and stuffed with very odd, amost unrecognizable metdlic gizmosthat seemedto bediveas
well. They werefull of tubes and glands, and everything seemed to be pumping and spurting weird
liquids. The samdl was overwhelming and awful. Sections of the floor seemed to be covered with an
equivaent of human vomit. Hunter fet his somach turn upside down. In hisworst nightmares, he'd never
imagined a place as disturbing asthis.

The second he broke the threshold, he was hit by abright yellow beam. It struck him with the force of a
full-power Z-gun blast. He dropped to the floor—hard. His body began trembling uncontrollably. His
bonesfelt asif they were about to burst right out of him. The screeching in his earswas deafening. He
looked at his hands and was astonished to see his veins and muscles and bones clearly through his skin,
which was suddenly transparent. He closed his eyes. The pain was unbearable; it ft like hewasbeing
ripped in two from the inside out.

But then, not amoment later, everything returned to norma. Or somewhat normd. The intense pain was
gone. The screeching in his ears disappeared. He looked at his hands and—thank God!—could not see
hisbones.

But then he realized something. He was no longer in his one-second-ahead mode; he could tell because
he could fed hisheart beating again, asure giveaway. Whatever the yellow ray was, it had not killed him;
rather it had knocked him back into regular time. And that meant that anyone he could see on this ship,
could seehim.

And at the moment, he was looking at about twenty individuas... and they werelooking right back at
him.

They were dl wearing black spacesuits, with visors pulled down so it wasimpossible to see their faces.
They look familiar, Hawk?

He had no idea who these characters were, but if they were insde the xarcus, they were the enemy. So
he raised his blaster and sprayed the room with Z beams. He took out two of the black-suited spacemen
before any of them had a chance to react. Another blast from his rifle—two more went down. Now the
others began moving in many different directions at once. They didn’t seem to be running, exactly—
scurrying would be a better word for it, their stubby arms flapping wildly. Hunter cut down three more.
But then the two closest to him raised their hands and smply pointed at him. He hit the deck just an
ingtant before afusiilade of X beamswent over hishead.



What the hell was that? These guys didn’t need weapons to fire X beams?

He popped up over a console and let |oose another spray from his blaster. Four more of them went
down—but another group pointed their fingers at him, and the X-beam barrage that came back a him
was twice as powerful asthe one before.

Hunter rolled again, went to his knees, fired, rolled, fired, and rolled again. He did this severd times,
hitting targets while avoiding the vomitlike pools. The return fire gradualy decreased until findly there was
none & al. Everything became quiet again.

Hunter dowly got to hisfeet, hisblaster up and ready. Through the murk he discovered thet, quite
unexpectedly, he' d cornered what might have been the last four of the mysterious spacemen. They were
frozen in place, obvioudy confused or frightened or both. Their hands were up, but were not pointing a
him in athrestening manner.

Hunter raised hiswegpon—and that’ swhen it hit him. He knew when he’ d seen types similar to these
characters before: flowing out of the Blackship... during the attack on the BonoVox.

And, it seemed, no sooner did that thought come to his head than the four spacemen turned to each
other, raised their hands—and blasted each other into oblivion...

And suddenly Hunter was aonein the strange control room.
Or at least he thought he was.
A voicewas suddenly in hisear: Get out, Hawk!

He was s0 startled he spun around, thinking someone was standing behind him. But no one was. Hewas
done.

Wasit normal to be hearing voicesin one' s head?
Hedidn’t know, but this one sounded alot like Xara...
Get out Hawk... now!

He needed no further prompting.

He sprinted out of the smelly control room, back down the curved, soft-metd halway and findly through
the origina green door. He hit this hatchway running, blaster rifle up, quite aware that if he was now back
in histime, hewould be very visble to anyone who would want to take a shot a him.

But he could hear no soldiers running through passageways below. No footsteps, no noise at al. Thebig
xarcuswas il frozen in place. Hunter began moving faster—he felt like he was running through aticking
time bomb.

Which was not too far from the truth.
Hefindly reached thetop of theturret.

The wind was not howling anymore, and the morning sun was not blazing brilliantly over hisshoulder. In
fact, it wasamost asdark as night, even though it was still early morning in the supershort day. That's
when Hunter redized that two enormous objects had appeared in the sky while he' d been inside the
xarcus. They were two huge spaceships; their combined size was enough to block out the sun.



He pulled out hislong-range viz-scanner and swept the battlefield below him. That' swhen he saw an
unforgettable sght.

It seemed unred at first. Everything appeared frozen, asif dl time had stopped, which it had in asense.
All of the Nakkz soldiers on the battlefield, in front of the north wall, and even atop the battlements, were
not moving, asif they were stuck in place. Y et he could sill hear these people screaming, shouting.
Wailing.

Thenit got very strange, for thisstill lifewas not totally till. There was alegion of soldiers making their
way through the pardyzed Nakkz troops, killing them wherever they stood, either by ray gun blast or
electric sword. The enemy soldiers were completdy defensdess againg this army of newcomers—and
these new soldiers were daughtering the Nakkz with akind of indifferent efficiency, which madeit dl the
more gruesome.

What was going on here? Who were these new soldiers, and how were they ableto freezethe Nakkz in
place so they could kill them dl at leisure?

Hunter turned his scanner skyward—and there he found his answer.

The ship hanging in the air directly above Qez he recognized as a Series 7 war cruiser, avessd roughly
on par with a Space Forces M-Class ship. It wastriangular in design, of course, but significantly different
from the comparable SF ship.

But it was the second vessdl that finally solved the disturbing riddle for him. It, too, wastriangular in
shape, but from its outward appearance it didn’'t seem to be amilitary vessd at dl. Only the bright red
bubble just behind its control deck gave it away. He was able to see afaint crimson glow emanating from
this bubble that seemed to be encompassing the surface of the tiny, war-torn moon for an area of five
milesor so.

Hunter knew immediately what kind of ship thiswas; he' d seen onejust likeit in action before, dbove a
planet caled Vines 67.

It was a Kaon Bombardment ship.

That'swhenit dl fdl into place. The Kaon ship could freeze time—to parayze any opponent on the
ground so its accompanying troops could mow them down with ease. That’ swhat happened on Vines
67, and that’ swhat was happening here. Hunter felt a strange sensation in histhroat. Sure, thiswas war,
and certainly the people of Qez were fighting for their very existence.

But there was something inherently wrong about how the Nakkz soldiers were being dispatched without
having a chance to fight back or maybe even run away. Wasn't there?

That’ swhen another question popped into his head: If everything around him was frozen, why could he
still move? Why was he not affected? He had no idea. Did it have to do with the creeps downgtairs
knocking him ahead in time? Or maybe whatever was dlowing the killing angelsto move fredy through
the battlefield was dlowing him to remain unfrozen aswell?

Or was he till stuck back in the second blue screen of the Earth Race, meaning nothing at al here was
red?

Either way, heknew at last the terrible secret behind the Kaon Bombardment ship.

But who exactly wasdoing al thekilling?



Heturned his scanner back toward the battlefield below. He keyed in the telelens and zoomed right up to
agroup of soldierswho were cutting the throats of frozen Nakkz troops like afarmer would cut hay.
Closer ill, and Hunter could see the ingignia being worn by these ruthlesdy efficient soldiers.

Two lightning bolts: the sgn of the Solar Guards.
| should have known, he thought grimly.
Get off this thing, Hawk... now!

Thistime Hunter didn’t question his sanity or wonder just who the femae voicein hisear belonged to.
Hisown inner sense was telling him the urgently whispered advice was right-on, no matter whereit came
from. He had to get off the xarcus.

Hetook the smal box from his pocket, activated the twenty and six, and his flying machine appeared
again. He quickly climbed inside and ran his power plant up to full throttle.

That’ swhen an enormous explosion went off right below hisfeet.

No time passed. None at all.

When the second sonic ripple went through Qez, it happened at the exact same moment asthefirgt.
And just like thet, everything started moving forward again.
“Time shifter!” Erx yelled to Berx as soon asthey were ableto talk again.

Thousands of soldiers had suddenly appeared around them. “Courtesy of our friendsthe Solar Guards,”
Berx sad bitterly.

They looked around them and saw the results of the horrifying daughter. Dead Nakkz soldierswere
smply everywhere—on the ramparts, hanging hafway off thewadl, filling the city square below, covering
the trenches out on the battlefield. Everywhere was the smell of new degth.

Erx and Berx were stunned. Their lives had been saved, but they were repulsed by the means of their
savation. Some of the Solar Guards who had participated in the operation were standing nearby,
cleaning the gore from their eectric swords.

Erx grabbed one. “Who is your commanding officer?” he demanded of the man.
The soldier was at first startled, but then a crudl smile spread across his gnarled features.
“Look behind you,” wasdl he said for areply.

Thetwo explorersturned around and found aman of short stature in ashimmering Solar Guards officer’'s
uniform standing right behind them.

It was Jak Dazz, the Solar Guards' first commander himsdlf.
“Wasadl thisredlly necessary, Dazz?" Erx screamed at him.

Dazz never stopped smiling. “What do you mean?’ he asked with fake innocence. “Y ou guys were
crying for help, weren’'t you? Why, | picked up the distress call mysdlf.”



“But look a what you' ve done herel” Berx thundered a him. *“ Some of these men would have
surrendered as soon as they saw the Kaon ship above them. Y ou didn’t even give them that chance!”

Dazz just shook hishead. “Y ou two are getting abit too old for thisgame,” he said sniddly. “It' swar...
you were losing. We cameto your aid. And now you' re complaining? Y ou' re lucky we werein the
neighborhood.”

“Y ou're dwaysin the neighborhood!” Berx yelled back.

With that, the explorer reared back and struck Dazz with amassive blow to thejaw. The SG first
commander went sprawling backward, nearly faling over therailing of the battlement to the bloody city
sguare below. Berx jumped on him and began pummeling him further before a squad of SG soldiers
pulled him off their commander. But then Erx joined the fray and afull-blown fistfight broke out. More
Solar Guards intervened, and soon Erx and Berx were being restrained.

Dazz picked himsdlf back up and dusted himself off. He gave the signal to hismento let Erx and Berx go.

“Boy, areyou guysexcitable,” Dazz said, camly lighting up an atomic cigar. “Y ou're getting to be
pansies—soon enough you' |l be as bad as your weak-kneed cousinsin the SF!”

That' swhat really angered the two explorers. They knew for afact that in most instances whenever the
Space Forces used a Kaon ship, they would concentrate on one particular areaand then ask for the
surrender of those not involved. Though not without its bloody moments, thiswas atactic that usualy
worked. The Solar Guards, on the other hand, never let such things as gallantry and being magnanimous
get intheway of agood bloodbath. That was the mgjor difference between thetworivals.

Both Erx and Berx lunged at Dazz again... but before his bodyguards could react, atremendous
explosion rocked the tiny moon—thiswas the biggest one yet. It was so powerful it sent just about
everyone up on the ramparts sprawling—Erx, Berx, Dazz, SG soldiers, and Home Guard survivors.

The blast came from the stalled xarcus. The huge tank seemed to bein its death throes. It was covered
with thick blue and ydllow flame—the heat was so intense, those on thewall could fed it severa miles
away. But then, just asit seemed the huge tank was going to self-destruct, something burst forth from its
body, ripping aholein its superstructure, right behind the main control bubble.

It was extremdly bright, glowing. It rose unsteadily at first, but then seemed to gain momentum.
“My God! What the hell isthat?’ Dazz cried out.

The thing was so bright, they couldn’t even look &t it.

“It'stheend of theworld!” one of the Home Guards cried out.

Finally the bright light began to move, making it abit easier to see. It was obvioudy a spacecraft of some
kind—but it was shaped like nothing €l se ever seen in the Galaxy, at least not these days.

It was shaped like adisc. A saucer. It was bright white. Asjust about everyonein Qez stared in
astonishment at the thing, the disc began revolving at an incredible speed. Then it began ascending,
picking up speed with every nanosecond, until it was about a mile above the battlefield.

And then it blinked out.

It took them saeverd minutesto revive Dazz.



The Solar Guards' first commander had fainted dead away dmost at the first sight of the strange
gpacecraft. Erx and Berx were not that far behind him. They had seen many strange thingsin their long
careers of exploration, but never anything like this.

Hismen finally got Dazz back to hisfeet, but the man was il very shaky. He barked abunch of orders
to hislieutenants, who began blowing ceremonid battle horns dways carried by the Solar Guardsin
combat. In seconds the SG troopers began popping out, returning to their ship still hovering right above
Qez.

“Ligten, you two mooks,” Dazz said to Erx and Berx, hisvoice till trembling, belying his gruff exterior, “if
you' re both smarter than you look, you don’t say anything to anyone about what we just saw here. |
don’t know who was responsible for al this—or why such weaponry was used to conquer apisshole
moon like this—but somethings | don’t want to know. And neither do you.”

With that, Dazz pushed a button on his battle tunic... and quickly popped out himsdif.

Not aminute later, both the Solar Guards vessdl and the Kaon Bombardment ship were gone, leaving
the defenders of Qez done again and safe, for the time being—but aso knee deep in at least fifty
thousand corpses that were in desperate need of burial.
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The last time anyone saw Hunter, he was out on the battlefield going through the dead.

After getting off the xarcus just before it exploded and became transformed, he' d returned to Qez,
stunned like the rest of them by the strange turn of events. But as startling as these things were, Hunter
had something more important on his mind. He spoke extensively with Erx and Berx, who eventualy
returned to the AeroVox. Then he sought out the surviving Home Guard commanders and made one last
attempt at trying to ascertain why he' d felt so compelled to come to thislonely moon that he would go
againg mission ordersand al but ruin his brief career asa Starcrasher commander.

He d sat with Poolinex and hislieutenants, listening to the rather unexciting history of the Zazu-Zazu, how
its puffing was leaking away, and how its principal export was asubstance called oppie, amain ingredient
in dow-ship wine. The recounting was going absolutely nowhere until someone mentioned the estimated
death toll of thewar, afigure that included the number of mercenarieskilled during the yearlong conflict.
When Hunter asked for details about the mercs, Poolinex showed surprise that he wasn't aware of at
least one of the groups.

“The ones who stayed with usto the end, you must have known about them,” Poolinex had told him.
“When you first appeared above the battlefield, you were bombing positionsright in front of their lines.
Y ou might even have saved afew of them, at least for awhile.”

Hunter was more astonished than Poolinex upon hearing this news. When Hunter appeared at the scene,
he' d started bombing and strafing under no set plan. Rather he' d gone where ingtinct and eyesight told
him to go.

“What was the name of thismerc group?’ he asked Poolinex.


chapter_30
contents
chapter_32

“The Freedom Brigade,” was the Home Guard commander’ sreply.
Hunter |eft for the battlefield shortly after that.
He' d spent two hours going through the dead, searching for any survivors of the valiant mercenary group.

Two Home Guard soldiers were on hand, as was the priest. Asahot breeze blew acrossthe plain, the
soldierswere reading theroll of names belonging to their longtime alies, intoning each with atouch of
reverence.

“Johnson... O'Leary... Mazzsti... Bryant... Noonan... Ignakowski... Carey... Cook... Baulis...
Santoro... Mann... Bdll... Jones... Wilson... Murphy... Kimbal... Crabb... Fowler... Robinson...”

These names sounded odd in thisworld—not one of them ended with a zor an X. But to Hunter’ s ears,
they sounded strangdly familiar—and more like his own name than any other he/ d heard since finding
himsdf on Fools 6.

He climbed out of the trench where the brigade had made its last stand and approached the priest.
“These men, Father,” Hunter asked him. “I understand they were not natives of thismoon.”
The priest nodded gravely.

“They came herefrom afar to help,” he said. “ They weren't even getting paid. Rather they came because
the people here were being attacked and were about to lose their freedom. They came here to protect
thistiny rock because that’swhat they’ d done for centuries. And should there ever been any trouble here
again, | have no doubt that more of them will arrive, and make the sacrifice this brave men did.”

“Why did they first come here, Father?’

The priest et out along sigh. “A reason logt inthe migts of time, I'm afraid,” hesaid. “A legend, a
myth...”

“Please, Father, tell mewhat you can,” Hunter implored him.

Again the priest sighed. “ Severa thousand years ago, asthe story goes, the brigade’ s predecessors came
here to set up what they called a‘research station.” It was a beacon of some sort, something that was
supposed to cdl al of their lost brothershome again...”

Hunter felt excitement welling upin hischest. Could this be the lighthouse?
“Whereisthisbeacon? Whereisitslocation?’

The priest shook his head. “1’m not sure anyone redlly knows now—it was built here so long ago, and so
much time has passed. But it was somewhere on this hallowed ground. This place where the brigade
choseto makether last stand...”

The priest wiped histired eyes.

“No onewaslikethem,” he said, hisvoice cracking. “I have provided comfort for many soldiersfrom
many planets—but none were more vaiant than they. | only wish | had some of their blood flowing in my
vans...”

At that moment, they heard a shout above the wind.



“Padrel Over here.”

Several Home Guard medics were going through the bodies about a hundred feet away from the reading
of the names.

“We have found onedive... but you must hurry!”

Hunter practicdly carried the elderly priest over the bloody trench to where the three medics had
gathered. Sure enough, they were hovering over aman lying prone on the muddy ground.

Hewas part of the brigade; his green combat suit was asure sign of this. He was clutching a bloody cloth
to hischest. It was clear that he was close to taking hislast breath.

It was McKay, the man who had survived the horrendous yet crucia recon mission to Holy Hell; the man
who had promised that the brigade would stay in Qez when the rest of the mercenary groups opted to
bug out.

The priest immediately went to one knee and began reciting prayers at breakneck speed. McKay was
quickly fading from view, not a painless experience.

The priest touched his forehead with aspot of holy oil. That’swhen the dying man opened his eyesto see
Hunter looking down a him. Hunter’ s strange uniform gave him away.

“So the Empirefindly reached the end of the Galaxy?’ McKay asked him weskly.
Hunter nodded, then knelt down beside him.

“The bastards,” McKay said with apainful laugh. “There are many people back where I’ m from that long
to see the day the Empire comes crashing down...”

“Canyou tell mewhy you came here?’ Hunter asked him.
McKay’ svoice was barely audible. Hunter leaned down even closer, trying to hear every last word.

“They used to talk... about thesigna,” McKay said. “ Thelegend... back where | wasfrom. Thecal for
the brothers. It had gone unheeded for centuries... but we were bound by honor to protect this place
and the peoplewho lived here... so if any of our brothers answered the call... this place would be here,
with these people...”

McKay coughed hard. Hunter looked up at the attending medics. One of them dowly shook his head.

“The beacon used to sweep the Galaxy and point to the place where we are al called back to,” McKay
forged on bravely. “If you are hearing the cal, my brother, then you must be one of us, too.”

Hedowly let hisfingers unwrap the bloody cloth. Hunter picked it up and unfurled it—and felt alightning
bolt run through his body. The flag was exactly like the one he kept in his pocket. All stars and stripes.

Then McKay indicated a safe bag attached to his belt. One of the medicsretrieved it and handed it to
Hunter.

McKay gestured for Hunter to reach indde. He came out with aglass globe just big enough to hold in
one hand. It appeared at first to be made of superglass; Hunter could see clear throughit.

But then McKay indicated that Hunter should hold the globe closer to him. Hunter placed it in front of the
dying man’slips. With just about al the energy he could muster, McKay blew onit dightly.



Suddenly the globe cameto life. It began swirling with different colors—firgt reds, whites, and blues, but
then mostly blues, with some yellows and greens. Right before Hunter’ s eyes the glass globe magicaly
became what appeared to be a shimmering blue planet. It seemed at first to be mostly made of water, but
then one large landmass became crystallized. Its terrain was green and brown, and there seemed to be
many lakes and rivers running throughtit.

Hunter stared at the holographic image of the planet. He redlized that thisimage most closely resembled
the Earth. But not exactly, for its coastlineswere irregular, and there were no triads or ancient bridges.
There was something else about it—it actualy looked natural . No jewel-like shine of the Earth, no
gleam like Mars, or the scent of manufactured paradise, ason Venus.

No, this place seemed redl.

Hunter looked down at the dying man again.

“Whereisthis planet?’ he asked him.

But it was obviousthat McKay didn't have the strength to tell Hunter itslocation.

“It’ s hidden beyond some forgotten stars,” McKay said with acough. “Ask the padre... he cantell you
what | mean...”

“But what isit caled?’ Hunter pressed him. “I must get to this place. Can you at least tell meits name?’
That’ swhen the faintest of smiles cameto McKay’sface.

“Everyonejust cdlsit ‘home, ” hesaid.
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Back on Earth
It wasararerainy day over Big Bright City.
Though they had tried, the westher engineers just weren't able to make it pleasant and sunny.

A gray drizzlewasfdling instead; the streets of downtown looked dull, runny. Empty. No one was about,
on the ground or aboveit. Most of the floating cities had drifted farther to the south to avoid the
inconvenient atmospheric conditions.

However, theimperia city Number One had stayed overhead, casting its dull Holy Shadow across most
of the old city, making a gloomy afternoon even gloomier.

An air-chevy approached the main entrance to Number One. A squad of guards lazily waved it through.
Covered in bulky, seldom-used rain gear, the soldiers didn’t even bother to scan thetiny flying car. They
were too busy trying to stay dry.

The air-chevy zipped through the main gate, then negotiated the [abyrinth of streetsand dleyways, findly
ariving at anondescript building about haf amile away from the Imperid Palace.
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A lonefigure dressed dl in black emerged from the air car and hovered unsteadily in the fog enveloping
the floating city. No guards were on hand to greet him.

He glided up the back stairway of the building without an escort, arriving a a hdlway wherethe light
seemed dimmer than usual. Again, there were no guards on duty. He dipped down the hallway and
reached the huge oak door. He knocked once. Nothing. He knocked again. Still no reply.

Helowered himself to the floor and opened the door himsdlf. The two guardsinside were adeep. He
went by them slently, and into the next room, where the Empress was waiting for him.

Theroom was cold. Therewas no firein thefireplace. Nor was there an assortment of liquor to choose
from. Just asingle bottle of dow-ship wine and an unclean glass.

The spy poured himself adrink anyway. Instead of sitting on the couch next to the Empress, hedid into
the chair acrossfrom her.

“My queen, areyou well?’ he asked.

She shook her head no, and without further explanation, Sipped her wine.
“More bad news?’ she asked him.

“Y ou asked to stay informed,” the spy told her.

“You'reright, | did—I just didn’t redlize that seeing your face again so quickly would cause such a
feding of gloom.”

The spy sipped hisdrink. “1 must serveyou, my lady,” hereplied acidly. “No matter what dark clouds
follow mehere”

Shelooked at him queerly. “Have you ever been an actor?’ she asked. “Or have you always been a
Y7

The man did not meet her gaze. “Though I'm sure each job has alittle of both,” hereplied, “1 cannot
imagine an actor making as good aspy as a spy making agood actor.”

She sipped her wine again. “What isyour latest bad news, then?”

The spy leaned forward a bit. “ A disturbing battle on amoon within the Dead Gulch Star System.”
“And wherein the heavens might that be?’

“Asfar out in your reelm as one can go, my lady. Outer Fringe, the very end of the Fifth Arm...”
“And why wasthis battle so disturbing?’

“Both the Solar Guards and the X-Forceswere involved,” he replied.

The Empress s eyes went wide. “ They fought each other?” she asked, troubled.

The spy quickly shook his head no. “We are not to that point, my lady—not yet, anyway,” he said.
“What happened then?’

“Anintervention,” the spy told her. “ The X-Forces became involved initidly—that man, Hunter, the
winner of the Earth Race. It was his command. His ship. Hisintervention—though it wastotally



unauthorized. Apparently something must have gone wrong because the X-Forces made arare
emergency cdl for assstance. The Solar Guards showed up. With a Kaon Bombardment ship.”

Helet those last few words hang in the air for amoment.
“It' sdways disturbing to hear when one of those thingsis deployed,” the Empress said darkly.

“It was aquick, violent engagement once the Solar Guards became involved,” the spy said. “They wound
up daughtering an army of mercenariesin five minutes, after those mercenaries spent ayear daughtering
haf the population of the satdllitein question.”

The Empress seemed to react to adight pain in her chest. “What isthe death toll?’

The spy shrugged. “In dl, approaching a hundred thousand souls. Mostly awarring group known asthe
Nakkz. Thefeding in the neighborhood isthat they had it coming.”

“Good or bad, they were till our subjects,” the Empress said with a harsh whisper. “What were these
peoplefighting about?’

The spy just shrugged again. “Who knows?" he answered. “1 don't think they even know themselves.,
But this man Hunter and his X-Forces vessd arrived over the planet at what wasacrucia timein their
history. How and why they decided to intervene—well, we' re still looking into that. The ship has been
recalled, of course—the crew will beinterrogated.”

“ And who was the Solar Guards commander who came to the rescue, so to speak?’
“Jek Dazz.”

The Empress showed some surprise.

“The top man? So far out on the Fringe? Why?’

“He says he had a premonition of trouble,” the spy replied.

“Hewasin the areaand diverted hisflight to the planet in question.”

“And hejust happened to have a Kaon Bombardment ship close by, too?’

The spy nodded. “ That' s his story, and apparently he' ssticking to it.”

The Empress drained her glass and rose to pour another.

“And have they found one on this moon yet?’

“Onewha, my lady?’

Sheturned and looked a him gternly. “Why be coy now? Y ou know what | mean.”
The spy heditated. “A pyramid, you mean? Not that | know of.”

“Just amatter of time,” she whispered.

Sherefilled her wineglass but did not spesk for along time.

Findly she asked: “And this person, Hunter, what happened to him?’



“He sgone, my lady. Heleft the field of battle in the company of apriest.”

She turned and looked at the spy. “Y ou’ re saying he deserted?”’

The spy drained hisglassand refilled it aswdll. “I haven't seen anything to the contrary,” he replied.
The Empress sipped her wine again and stared into the cold fireplace.

“Some hero he turned out to be,” she said.
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