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For those soulslost aboard the shuttle Columbia

PART ONE
The Battle That Never Was

1

Earth Third Month, 7202 ad.
Thebig air-chevy began itsclimb up to thefloating city, shortly before dawn.

It was acold, dreary morning. Fog had enshrouded the mile-high aeropolis known as Specid
Number One, and the rain had started up again. Bad weather was supposed to be ararity on Earth these
days. Its atmospherics were controlled by the Imperia Engineers, and usualy they produced only warm
and sunny days. Latdly, though, it had been little el se but dark clouds and heavy showersdl around the
planet.

The guards at the front gate of Special Number One spotted the air car shortly after it launched. Its
dark blue color iden-tified it as belonging to the Space Forces; its muted gold trim indicated it might be
attached to one of the SF'sintelligence services, though there was no way to know for sure. In any case,
the guards had been told it was coming and that whoever wasinside had aready been cleared to enter
the aerid city.

When the air-chevy arrived at the front gate, the guards smply waved it on through. It dowed down,
folded in itswings, and began cregping aong the winding streets of the enormous sky castle. Specia
Number One was homefor nearly amillion people. Ten square miles around, it contained thousands of
ornate buildings, both old and new. Multiple spires rose from the clutter of structures at its center; long,
doping passageway's crisscrossed these spires like latticework. At night, each of the towers glowed with
adifferent iridescent color. Some of thetallest held zaser beams on their pointed tops. When illuminated,
these zasers were s0 bright, they could be seen out beyond the Solar System.



A labyrinth of very narrow streets surrounded the middle of the city, and it was through these dleys
theair car now trav-eled. Some of the pavementsin this, the old section of the aeropolis, were so dated,
they were made of cobblestones. Many of these stones had long since worn away, though, and as no one
was quite sure just how to make cobblestones any-more, me streets remained cratered and
pockmarked"

The air-chevy soon reached amain thoroughfare, and here the roadways became wider and glistening
and new. Between each of the soaring buildings aong these avenues were small forests of perfectly
manicured trees and multicolored tropica gardens, sometimes surrounding shimmering reflecting pools.
Columns of Imperid Guards, wearing vividly colorful uni-forms, could aways be found marching up and
down these middle-city streets, and this morning was no different. Wegpons on shoulders, prerecorded
martia music blaring, their formartions followed each other so closely, they formed onelong, endless
parade. For many of these soldiers, this spectacle would consume their entire day. The pageantry never
stopped up on Specia Number One. It got tired, but it never stopped.

Theair car passed severd small armies of promenading sol-diers and soon came in Sght of the
Imperial Pdaceitsdf. It wasfor the person who lived here that al the pomp and cir-cumstance was
about. The palace was the home of the Em-peror O'Nay, Supreme Ruler of the Fourth Galactic Empire
and the deified head of The Specias, the near-immorta upper class that had ruled the Milky Way for
more than 500 years. Aloof to the point of nonexistence, O'Nay wasrarely seen, even by membersof his
immediate family, and amost never heard to speak. Atop the pal ace was an immense tower, soaring 500
feet above everything ese on diefloating city, so high, clouds perpetudly gathered near its pegk. Thisis
where

O'Nay could usudly befound, in asmal room at the top, gazing out on empty space, apparently
thinking his grest thoughts as the Galaxy spun around him and his preity soldiers marched below.

The air-chevy turned right, moving away from the palace and finaly settling on the edge of the city's
main square. Therain had let up momentarily, and the passenger decided he would wak from here. He
stepped out and straightened his uniform; the air car floated away. But then the cold rain began falling
again. Bad timing, he thought. He pulled up his collar and started walking.

He was Captain Gym Bonz, Space Forces Intelligence. Six foot even and just 120 years old, he was
raggedly built, with a handsome, friendly face broken only by apair of black, stedly eyesand adightly
misshapen nose. No hideoudy long sideburns or ground-scraping mustaches for him, though these were
the fashion of the day. Bonz kept hishair cut cool and hisray-gun juice dry. He moved with the
assurance of avet-eran military officer. A light greenish aura surrounding him told of many tripstakenin
Space.

Bonz was considered among the best intelligence officersin the Empire; indeed, doing intelligence
work had been in hisfamily for thousands of years. But he hadn't dways been aspy. Hed started his
career as askyfighter pilot for the Space Navy, seeing hisfirst combat during the Ninth Fringe War back
in 7109. After performing well in that conflict—fought againgt an dliance of space pirates known asthe
Blackships— he'd moved on to driving Starcrashers, the gigantic aerid bat-tleships flown by the Empire's
military forces. In countless actions, mostly out on the Four and Five Arms, his ships were used for both
landing troops on enemy-held planets or massive orbital bombardments of the same.

Bonz quickly distinguished himsdlf asacommander of greet kill. It took talent wielding a
two-mile-long spaceship around in the hegt of battle, but Bonz was able to do so with ease. He dso
became known as agreat leader of men. His piloting crew a one numbered more than 1,000, and during
acombat invasion, he was responsible for up to 20,000 starship troopers riding back in his holds. Hed
received so many citations and combat medasin histime at the helm, he couldnt fit them dl on one
uniform. Inthe yearly review of starship officers before the Emperor, Bonz always appeared near the
front of theline.



About forty years before, he'd caught the eye of Space Forces Intelligence, and most especidly, an
ultrasecret unit known as SF3. These degp-space superspies were the dite of the Empire's secret agents.
They werein charge of identifying potentia trouble spots out on the Fringe, the catchall name for the wild
and chaotic outer-galactic territory that served asthe frontier for the reelm. SF3 was aways on the
lookout for high-caliber officerswho could think quickly and didn't rattle eas-ily. Bonz fit their bill. They
received permission from the Space Navy to recruit him.

Bonz turned them down, though, at least at first. HE'd never seen himsdlf as aspook. He preferred
direct action againgt a problem; creeping around the edgesjust didn't apped to him. Plus he knew
intelligence work would take him away from hisfamily for even longer periods of time than flying
monstrous Starcrashersdid. It took the most tragic event of hislife to change his mind.

He'd moved hisfamily from their home on Saturn's Titan to amilitary settlement closer to the Fringe
caled Boomtown 52. Also known as B-52, the three-star system was located at the bottom of the Four
Arm, thefourth mgor spira of the Milky Way. It was considered a secure place against the hordes of
space pirates who were perpetualy causing havoc further up the Arm, and Bonz had uprooted hisfamily
only so he could be closer to them between missions. It turned out to be a horrible mistake. While on an
operation severa hundred light-years away, an army of pirates raided B-52, immolating one planet and
pillaging the other two. Bonz's beautiful wife and histwo young daughters were killed.

That had been thirty-eight years ago. It took him aimost ten yearsto get past the grief. The Space
Navy sent himto adesk job closein to The Bdll, that being the very peaceful center of the Galaxy. When
he emerged from his dark place a decade |ater, he contacted SF3 to seeif they were till interested in
him. They were.

He'd been doing undercover missions for them ever since.

He waked down the long, nearly empty concourse now, the great plaza of auminum and gold that
served to divide this part of thefloating city neatly in two. At one end stood the soaring, brightly lit
headquarters of Space Forces Command. Thiswas his destination.

Known as Blue Rock, the heedquarters was an extremely futurigtic building, climbing dozens of
goriesinto the sky, with ajumble of moving walkways, flying bridges, and air tubes surrounding it like so
many sparkling halos. This place served as the supreme operations center for the Space Forces, the
largest of the Empire's holy trinity of military services. The Space Forces were the Emperor's front-line
troops, nearly thirty billion regularsin dl, with millions of spacecraft to get them where they needed to go.
Invading and holding hostile planets was its specidty, and its soldiers enjoyed great an. Comprised
primarily of the Navy, the Army, and the Air Ser-vice, the SF waswell trained, highly motivated, and
very loya to the Emperor. And asits roots went back more than 1,000 years, its members liked to think
they were thered profes-sionals of the Empire's vast military, and for many reasons, they were.

By contragt, hanging off the floating city's northern tip was another very futuristic building, thisone
made entirely of black superglass. Unlike the brightness of SF's Blue Rock, it wasrareto seeany light at
al coming from this place. Thiswas Black Rock, the operations center for the second service of the
Empiréstriad: the Inner Defense Forces, also known as the Solar Guards.

Essentidly, the SG were the military police of the Empire. They were mainly responsible for security
within the Pluto Cloud, asthe boundary of the Earth's Solar System was cdled. Or at least that's how it
was supposed to work. Truth was, the Solar Guards could be found in just about every corner of the
Gdaxy these days. Though not quite hah® aslarge at the SF, they ill fielded nearly fifteen billion soldiers;
maintained mil-lions of precincts, outposts, and ports of call throughout the Galaxy; and had many shady
mercenary amies serving in their employ aswell. Ther far-flung influence, built up Sncethe

SG'sinception three centuries before, was in contrast to the Space Forces who, by tradition, had



many of its bases, repair sations, barracks, and training facilities much closer in to Earth. Thismeant SF
patrols were always longer and then-resources aways more stretched out. Frequently, it took the SF
moretimeto get to their destinations, while the SG, with its established presence just about everywhere
intheredm, wererardly very far from the action. This disparity was one of the greet ironies of the
Empire.

The opposite-end location of the two headquarters atop Spe-ciad Number One was no coincidence.
The SF and the SG did not get dong. They used different types of weapons and flew different types of
gtarships. They had different orders of rank and different style uniforms—the Space Forces wore blue
with yellow trim, the Solar Guards wore black with red. Their mis-sonswere nothing dike. Whileit was
the job of the Space Forcesto project military policies throughout the Empire, the Solar Guards cruised
the Gdaxy, unencumbered by long traditions, conducting countless "investigations,” some of them
legitimate (like tracking down tax outlaws and crimina ar-mies) but many of them not. SG troops were
also considered more speciaized and better trained man those in the Space Forces—and far more
ruthless.

A differencein philosophy fueled the main conflict between the two services. The Empire was
incredibly vast. Asthe Gd-axy was 100,000 light-years across, the realm encompassed more than 100
billion star systems, upwards of 500 billion planets, and trillions of citizens—no one was sure of the exact
number. Three Empires and severd Dark Ages had passed since humansfirst left Mother Earth more
than 5,000 years before. During the First Empire, which ran from about 2100 to roughly 3200 a.d.,
every planet in the Milky Way had been discovered, explored, terra-formed, (or puffed, to use the
com-mon term) and made part of the relm. But with three succes-sve imperid fals, billions of these
planets became lost again, their populationsin upheava, some not even redizing that they were il part
of ahuge Empire. Indeed, after successive waves of time and history over 5,000 years, some planets
inhabitants weren't even aware that life existed beyond their own atmospheres. The fourth and current
Empire had re-claimed about 85 percent of the Milky Way during itsreign, and the process continued
unabated. The Empire's starships and soldierswere il investing planets, bringing them back under the
imperid rule, whether they liked it or not, at arate of about 1,000 aday. Thisiswheretheclashin
doctrine be-tween the SF and the SG camein.

The SG believed the Empire's best path to success was to reclaim as many of these worlds as
possible, as quickly as possible, no matter what the means. Thisincluded invading unsuspecting planets
without prior warning, a hugely traumatic event for the inhabitants of the unlucky world. The Space
Forces were dedicated to the same goal of reclamation but believed the best way to accomplish it wasto
go after the troublesome planets firs—those millions of worldsinhabited by pirates, criminals, tax
dictators, and other interstellar low-lifes—and bring the more peaceful, law-abiding planets back in
gradudly.

S0, it was not a question of expanson—that was every-body's objective—it was how quickly and
humanely that ex-pansion should be carried out. It seemed to be such asimple point redly, but it wasthe
dividing line between the two enor-mous military branches, one just as wide as the concourse that
separated them up here on Special Number One. No onein the Imperia Court dared favor one service
over the other, at least not in the light of day, and Emperor O'Nay was char-acteristically mute on the
subject.

So the SG conducted their own reclaiming operations— most times on very flimsy crimind
evidence—and the SF con-ducted theirs. Thus, the SG fought its own wars and the SF fought theirs. Not
onceintheir combined history had the two services joined forces and fought Sde by Sde against a
Com-mon enemy.

In fact, more than afew times of the past three centuries, they'd come close to trading shots
themsdves



None of thiswould be of any help for what was about to come.

The Fourth Empire was in turmoil, perhaps the worst sinceits rise to power 500 years ago. Things
started going wrong about a month before, when an army of mysterious invaders sud-denly swept down
the Two Arm, the second of the nine mgjor swirlsthat, ong with the Bal, made up the Milky Way.
Though the Empire had been at war for centuries with space pirates, outlaw mere armies and other space
trash out on the Fringe, the realm itself had never been invaded before. Even worse, no one had any red
ideawho the invaders were. They had appeared asif from nowhere farther up the Two Arm and, despite
their relaively small numbers, had created widespread panic in that part of the Galaxy, causng aflood of
refugees in the sector that had ill not dowed down.

For awhile, it even seemed the invaders were heading for Earth itsdf. The Empire's Starcrasher
warshipstraveled in the Seventh Dimension at Speeds reaching two light-yearsamin-ute. Thismade a
trip to the far end of the Galaxy possible in less than amonth. Earth, on the odier hand, was located
about two-thirds of the way out on the One Arm. Thus, the Two Arm was only afew days travel away.
When news got around that the invaders had managed to steal six Supertime-capable cargo ships, a
shock wave went through die Empire. The en-emy was only forty-eight hours away from the mother
world! The crisis produced enough concern that O'Nay was forced to cancel the Earth Race, die
centuries-old contest that was the most important social and political event in the relm. That had never
happened before, either.

The situation out on the Two Arm seemed to resolve itsalf, however, after afierce battleon a
crossroads planet called Megiddo, when the invading force, consisting of six ancient warships and the six
stolen Starcrasher cargo haulers, was met head-on by afleet of Solar Guard warships near aplace called
Thirty Star Pass. What happened next was still being hotly debated both insde the Imperia Court and
diroughout the Empire.

Simply put, the Solar Guards claimed they destroyed the enemy and its ships. Indeed, the SG force
that met the invaders was die elite Rapid Engagement Fleet, probably the best-trained, best-equipped
unit in the Solar Guards. The REF

boasted three times as many vessds asthe invaders, plusit had been armed with specialy adapted
anti starship weapons designed to home in on the stolen cargo ‘crashers control cir-cuits. When the battle
was joined, the half-dozen stolen cargo ships were annihilated firgt, followed quickly by the invaders six
origind warships.

Or at least, that's what the Solar Guards reported to the Emperor. But even though the officia SG
brief on the incident had been accepted by the Imperid Court with much relief, rumors soon surfaced that
the battle did not go the way the Solar Guards had claimed. In fact, some whispered that there hadn't
been abattle at dl, that the invaders entire fleet had vanished just microseconds before the SG force
unleashed its barrage of antistarship wegpons t it.

But how could afleet of twelve enormous warships just disappear? Strange things happened across
the Galaxy every day, but few things as strange as that. The lingering doubts, bodi in the Imperia Court
and on the streets of billions of planets around the Empire, had caused the SG to close ranks and
become more defiant than usud. Declaring the whole mat-ter top secret, Black Rock started issuing
decrees. Any SG soldier caught talking about the "Thirty Star Passincident” would be thrown in prison.
Any civilian found doing the same would suffer asmilar fate. At one point, the SG's high com-manders
even consdered ordering every enlisted man who'd been involved in the aleged encounter to undergo a
brain wipe, thisto cut down on the number of potentialy loose lips. And indeed, hundreds of SG
personnd who were on the pe-riphery of the action were forced to have the painful procedure, including
many lowly staff people who just happened to be on duty that day inside Black Rock.



All this served to shut alot of mouths—but still, the ques-tion remained.
Wheat redlly happened out there?
Bonz reached the huge SF headquarters and wasimmediately cleared to go insde.

The building waslit up asaways, each of itsmany levels glowing brightly. A full shift was on duty
within, morethan

50,000 people, most of them lording over millions of superfast communications bubbles from which
the reports of the nonstop comings and goings of the vast space service gurgled up.

He rode the air tube up to the ninety-ninth floor, stepping out into along halway with very subdued
lighting. There was only one doorway here. It was marked Advanced Logigtics, but thiswasjust a cover.
Behind the door lay the main offices of the Space Forces Specia Intelligence Service, the unit better
known as SF3. It was the Empire's most secret spy agency.

While SF3 had millions of branches throughout the Empire, thislow-key place was the office of the
Boss, the man who had summoned Bonz here, the Secretary-in-Charge of al Space Forces military
intelligence.

Bonz cleared the last security beam and went through the door. The office beyond was made entirely
of bright super-glass. The view from here was spectacular, despite the dreary weather. He was greeted
by apretty SF aide. She was young and blonde and wearing atight SF uniform. Nice shape, nice eyes.
She asked Bonz how histrip up from Earth was, it was a customary question for al those visiting the
floating city. Hereplied it had been fine. Sheled him down the halway to an enormous glass room.
Inside, the Secretary was Sitting behind ahuge hovering desk, looking blankly out at the gray clouds of
the morning.

"With dl the resources those damn weether engineers get," he was mumbling, "you'd think they'd be
ableto produce anice day every oncein awhile.”

The aide announced that Bonz had arrived and then disap-peared with asmile. The Secretary spun
around and gave Bonz aquick salute. Bonz returned the formality, then stepped for-ward and they shook
hands. The Secretary was nearly fifth century—he was 488 years old, and had spent a huge amount of
that timein the service of the Space Forces. Hewas il atal man for his age, ruddy face, long white
hair, which was the custom of the Space Forces Old Guard, and wearing along blue gown. Hewas
highly respected both inside and out of the SF and was one of the few people on Earth who could have
the Emperor's ear within afew days notice.

Herardy smiled, though. And on thisdark day, he seemed particularly glum.

He motioned for Bonz to sit down and then got right to the point.

"Y ou've been following this Thirty Star Passthing, | as-sume?' he asked.

"Asmuchas| can,” Bonz replied.

"Well, what are your thoughts on it? Do you believe abattle took place out there?!

Bonz shrugged. "I hate to take the SG's sde—ever. But obvioudy something must have goneon.”

"Maybe s0," the Secretary grumbled. "But you know how they are. If it had been the all-out victory
that they've clamed, the SG Centra Command would have run its own victory pa-rade up and down
these streetsfor aweek. Hell, the Imperid Guards wouldn't have been able to step off the curb without
running into them. Y et no such fedtivity ever took place.”

"A good point, Sr—"

"Glad you think so. Here's another one. No signs of a battle were ever picked up on our superstring
net; no disruptionsin any of the ultra-radio frequencies near the dleged battle area. No spikes at dl on



any of our subspace scanner systems. A battle like that would have made alot of noise. Y et I've seen the
readouts myself. They are still top secret, but | can tell you they ook like just another normal day on the
Two Arm."

"But aslong asthe SG gticksto itsofficial version of events, most people have no choice but to
believethem,” Bonz said.

"Precisdy,” the Secretary agreed.

Bonz leaned forward in his segt. "Has anyone done a sub-atomic particle sweep of the area? If this
battle happened asthe SG claims, at the very least there should be clouds of stuff floating around out
there. Infinitesmaly small stuff, certainly, but enough to register on a SAP dring. With theright gear inthe
right place, just about anyone could collect a star-ton of data.”

"That's agood idea—but theré's aproblem,” the Secretary told him. "Late last night the SG issued
another decree. They declared the entire sector off-limitsto al space vessdls, in-cluding many of its own.
They'recdlingita'No-Fly Zone.'"

"Youvegot to bekidding..."

The Secretary just shook hishead. "They drew abox one hundred light-years around the aleged
battle zone and are not allowing anyone ingde—except for the Rapid Engagement Fleet. Weve got
reports this morning that the REF is evacu-ating dl inhabited planetsingde this zone, moving the people
out, sometimes with less than an hour's notice. Now, they've been dragticdlly redtricting traffic into the
area since whatever the hell happened out there took place. But last night they made it officia. No one
but them can get in or out.”

"A No-Fly Zone?' Bonz sad. "I've never heard of such athing.”
"Neither had we," the Secretary replied. "I think they just madeit up.”
"Well, what'sthe officid reason they are giving for this?'

The Secretary retrieved asmall document by snapping hisfingers. "Thisisfrom the SG command staff
to the Imperid Court, and | quote: 'So that the REF's science ships can better study the aftereffects of the
battle againg the invaders." "

Bonz amost burst out laughing. " Science ships? When the hdll did the REF get any science ships?!

"That'sjudt it," the Secretary said. "They don't have any— and wouldn't know what to do with them if
they did. My sourcesingde the Imperia Court tell methey know thisisdl just acover story, and abad
oneat that—"

"A cover sory for what, though?'

"Well, then, that'sthe question, isn't it?" the Secretary said in ahushed voice. "But between you and
me, some people up herethink the SG is il trying to find those twelve invasion ships. That they didn't
destroy themat dl.”

"So they have been lying then," Bonz said.

The Secretary just shrugged. "I they are, they're playing avery dangerous game. And a desperate
oneaswell. Lying to the Emperor can carry very dire consequences. Plus, it would mean the
wheregbouts of those twelve shipsistill unknown. Thirgty?”

The Secretary sngpped hisfingers again, and an ingtant later they were both holding gobletsfilled with
crysta-H water, the dightly intoxicating drink that was considered acceptable for consumption in the
early morning.

"Therésmore, if you want to hear it," the Secretary went on after Spping hisdrink.



"Absolutely, | do__ "

The Secretary took amoment to activate the room's hum beam. With the push of afloating button,
the walls of the office began vibrating ever so dightly. This meant the room was now immune to physica
intrusion or eavesdropping.

"We intercepted some string comms from the SG two days before anything took place out there," the
Secretary told Bonz. "Did you know the kid, Joxx the Y ounger, was responsible for that battle on
Megiddo?'

Bonz shook his head no. Joxx the Y ounger was an ex-tremely famous, extremely heroic, but
extremely arrogant SG space commander. His father, Joxx the Elder, was the Supreme High
Commander of the Solar Guards. His mother was Sster to the Empress, O'Nay's wife. Therefore, Joxx
the Y ounger wasin line to become Emperor some day.

"Wheat the hell wasthe kid doing out there?' Bonz asked.

"The old man sent him out—a one—when the SG got the first reports of large refugee movements,”
the Secretary re-plied. "Frankly, no one had any ideawhat he was getting him-sdlf into. He found the
Stuation very chaotic as soon as he hit mid-Two Arm. By the time he reached Megiddo and Thirty Star
Pass, it was out of control. Millions of refugees were on the move, and the invaders were just on the
other sde of the Pass—and were about to hit Megiddo. Joxx scrabbled together some ships, put
prisoners on them, and sent them out to meet the invasion fleet. At thetime, he thought the invaderswere
flying more than ahundred ships... but of course, now we know it was only the origind six."

"How could Little Joxxy make amistake like that?' Bonz laughed. "1 thought he was supposed to be

"Wadl, heis, but he ran into someone who was smarter, or a least smart enough to fool himinto
thinking they had fifteen times as many ships asthey actually did. And somehow those six shipswere able
to destroy Joxx's cobbled fleet. Then, while Joxx wrapped Megiddo in wall-to-wal blasters, expecting
the sky to fal in on him, the invaders hit a place cdled Trans World 800 instead. It's an SG supply dump
about ten light-years from Megiddo. That's how they stole the six cargo ‘crashers, which, | don't haveto
remind you, are unarmed but gill have the ability to travel in Supertime.”

"No wonder our friends at Black Rock are feding cranky these days.”

"Thereéseven more," the Secretary said, pouring out an-other round. "Did you know the Emperor's
daughter ismiss-ing?'

"Xara? Missing? Sincewhen?'

"No one has seen her in more than amonth. The Imperid Family has been very low-key about it; they
clam she'sway the hell out on the Seven Arm, 'vigiting relatives. But we know that's not the
case—mostly because they secretly have haf the Imperiad Guard forces out looking for her. And many of

the Earth Guards aswell. But what's particularly disturbing isthat it adds awhole new twigt to this Thirty
Star Pass effair.”

"Y ou mean they're connected somehow?"

The Secretary nodded. "It's being said around the Palace that Xara vanished at the very moment the
invaders fleet dis-appeared—or close enough to it. Even stranger, Captain Vanex ismissing aswell."

"Vanex? The Imperid Janitor? He's seven hundred years old! Certainly no oneisthinking Xararan
off with him?'

The Secretary grinned, another rare occasion. "Well, | haven't heard that particular spinon it yet,” he
said. "But we do know that they both disappeared at just about the same time.”



Bonz ran ahand through hishair. "Thisis getting very strange.”
"Well, I'm glad | got your attention,” the Secretary said. "Because it gets even stranger.”

He snapped hisfingers, and an image materiaized in front of them. It wasa 3-D portrait of amanin
his early thirties, wearing the uniform of the Empiresthird maor service, the Expeditionary and
Exploratory Forces, more readily known asthe X-Force. The man was strikingly handsome, with a
srong jaw and large, intelligent eyes. He dso looked, well, abit

different than atypica citizen of the Galaxy, though just what that difference was could not be easily
explaned.

Bonz recognized the man right away. 1t was Hawk Hunter.
"He'salive?"
The Secretary's right eyebrow went up. "We have reports that he just might be..."

Everyonein the Empire knew about Hawk Hunter. He was what space |egends were made of. Hed
been found living alone on a desolate planet at the far edge of the Galaxy about two years earlier. His
origins were unknown, even to himsdlf. There was one theory that said Hunter was from adifferent time
period, thousands of years before, when a people known as Americans ruled much of Earth and led the
firgt tentative stepsinto outer space. If so, Hunter would have been the first person to ever show up from
the past—or the future, for that matter. At least the first that anyone knew abott.

Whoever he was, and wherever he came from, Hunter was brought to Earth shortly after being found,
and with hisvery bizarre but incredibly fast flying machine, won the illustrious Earth Race—in record
time. Asaresult, he waslavished with riches and praise, given acommission and aship's command in the
Empiresforces.

Hunter went missing soon after hisfirst misson, however, and it turned out, his disgppearance was dl
part of a scheme he and Princess Xara had cooked up to alow him to search for the remnants of the
people he called the "Last Americans.” But the rumors had it mat shortly after Hunter went AWOL, held
been tracked down and killed by an SG hit squad, al thistaking place about ayear before. Bonz was
surprised to hear his name mentioned now.

"Hefound hislogt relatives,”" the Secretary explained so-berly. "Or so | wastold. These Americans?
They wereliving on aplanet so far off the star roadsit isn't even in the Milky Way."

"Isthat possible?' Bonz asked.

The Secretary's other eyebrow went up. It wasthe officid line of the Fourth Empire that every
inhabitable star system existed within the Milky Way, and that none could exist out-side of it.
Furthermore, humanswere the only inteligent life-form not just in the Galaxy but in the entire universe.
Therefore, dl life had to exist within the confines of the Gal-axy.

"l was at acocktall party in the Imperia Palace not long ago,” the Secretary went on. "A friend of
mine was a bit into the cups and was more talkative than usuad—areal departure for him, | might add. In
any case—and remember, I'm telling you this thirdhand—this person clamed that Hunter not only
located his Last Americansway out there, he aso came across evidence that the Earth was stolen from
these Americans and the other origina peoples who lived here severd thousand years ago. He cameto
believe that thisrather Snister aspect of history was woven into the fabric of al four Empires, or at least
the Second and the present one.”

Bonz was thankful the hum beam was securely in place. Very little of the history of the empires had
survived the hand-ful of Dark Agesthat separated the realms. In fact, very little was known about the
Gdaxy prior to the rise of the Fourth Empire. But till, such talk asthis—even in idle conversa-tion—was
pure sedition and probably punishable by degth.



The Secretary continued anyway: "And S0, the story goes, it was from this knowledge that Hunter
and some of his con-federates—a pack of old-timers, so I'm told—somehow raised an army, launched
the invasion of the Two Arm, defeated Joxx on Megiddo, and then stole the six cargo ‘crashersfrom
Trans World 800. It was only that they ran up againgt the REF and their antistarship wegpons that they
didn't march right up to the One Arm itself. Had that happened, who knowswhat could have come

"Areyou telling me the buzz around the Imperia Court isthat Hawk Hunter wasthe |eader of the
invasion flet?' Bonz asked increduloudly.

His boss nodded.
"And that somehow Xarawas involved with him?"

The Secretary nodded again. "We know they've had ali-aison in the pagt. If it's ill true today, then
the Princess Her-sdIf isin league with these invaders. Not something we would normally expect from the
daughter of the Emperor.”

Bonz sat back in hischair. "Wdll, at least the story hasaromantic spintoit," he said. "Who told you
al this, if you don't mind me asking?"

The Secretary sat back in hischair aswell. "An Imperiad Court spy.”

Bonz rolled hiseyes By drict definition, hewas amilitary intelligence officer; he garnered information
that might affect the Space Forcesin time of war or peace. He was, in fact, asoldier first, aspy second.
The Imperia Court spieswere dif-ferent. They were civilians, strictly cloak-and-dagger types who were
more interested in Palace intrigues than seeking out intelligence that might help the Empire. Therewasan
un-known number of them, but certainly more than a hundred just here on Earth. They could usualy be
seen intheir long capes and floppy black hats, skulking around the floating city's old section, entering or
leaving the rambunctious Imperia Court by hidden doors, or degp in hushed conversations with the high
court officersin the back rooms of theimmense paace.

"Those guys spin more tales than witches these days," Bonz said.

The Secretary nodded. "But that doesn't necessarily mean they aren't true.”

They both sipped their drinksin silence.

"What does Kid Joxx say about al this?' Bonz asked. "Af-ter dl, he's supposedly in the middle of it."

The Secretary frowned, the most natural expression for him. ™Y oung Joxx is not talking. In fact, we
have information in-dicating he's been acting rather irrationdly since dl this oc-curred.”

"Irrationally? How?'
"My source claimed he's been spotted carrying asiiver dag-ger in hisbelt..."”

Bonz gasped. A slver dagger was supposed to be the tra-ditiona weapon for would-be imperial
assassins. Why would Joxx be carrying one of those?

"What'smore," the Secretary went on quietly, "my source claims Hunter had actually been captured
by the SG at one point in al this. But he went missing again, somehow man-aging to disappear from his
jail cdl at the bottom of an SG warship even asit was speeding to an isolated planet where he was due
to be executed and buried in an unmarked grave.”

"And Kid Joxx wasinvolved in that?'

The Secretary drained the last of hisdrink. "It's a degp secret, but some people think the kid helped
Hunter escape just hours before his execution. Just how Joxx aided him, we don't know, though we have
onereport that thejail cell Hunter was sitting in was at the bottom of Joxx's own ship, the ShadoVox. In
any case, Kid Joxx hasrefused al orders and has dropped completely out of sight.”



Another slence; the rain began beating against the windows again.

"Wdl, wearecertainly living ininteresting times," Bonz finaly said. "Though | understand that was
meant as a curse, thousands of years ago.”

"Y ou know how superdtitious people are acrossthe Empire,” the Secretary told him. "Rumors are
aready rife that things are not right here on Earth, and especially within the Palace. Asword travels
around about these invaders and Hawk Hunter and the disappearance of Xara, people are going to start
asking what it dl means. And you know to at least afew hundred billion of our citizens, it will mean
nothing lessthan thefirst sep inthefal of the Empire.”

"Ask anyone down on the street of any planet,” Bonz replied soberly. "Chances are they will say that
the cracks have been showing for some time now."

"Well, wejust can't havethat kind of thinking," the Sec-retary said sternly. "It's not good for any of
us. We need to get at the truth—whatever it may be—and make an informed report to the Court. After
all, that's our job, whether the SG likesit or not. But we have to gather the evidence quietly. Very quietly.
And that means someone hasto infiltrate this No-Fly Zone and indeed set up a subatomic sweeper—and
hopefully lead usto some answers.

Helowered his voice anotch. "We must find out three things: Did this battle take place out there or
not? Is Princess Xara's disgppearance connected with it somehow? And is this Hunter character involved
inany of it? Again, wethink it iswise to send someone out there and find out these things for oursaves.”

He snapped hisfingers, and asiiver dish gppeared in midair in front of him. Onit lay asingle bubble
of clear fluid; athought drop containing amultitude of information for anyone who put it on their tongue.
The Secretary directed the hovering dish across the desk, away from him.

Then hesad, "And that someone, Mr. Bonz, isyou.”
2
Thesmall sarship named ZemVax left Earth just af-ter midnight the following day.

It was 250 feet long and, just like everything ese flying in the Gaaxy these days, was shaped likea
wedge. But while most shipsleaving Earth were somewhat deek and new, the ZeroVox was anything
but. Its fuselage was dented and twisted. 1ts underbelly was patched with strips of atomic tape. Its
bubble-top canopy was cracked and scratched. Even its stubby communications mast was leaning
askew.

The ship'sinterior was no better. The rear quarter was hometo avery ederly looking star engine, one
that appeared, at first glance anyway, to be solely ion-ballast powered, asdl civilian shipsin the Gaaxy
were. While till extraordinarily fast, ion-powered vessds could travel at barely one-twentieth the speed
of Supertime-capable Empire ships—and that was only with avery good power spike on avery good
day. Not only did ion-ballast ships have to stop to refud frequently, they also broke down alot,
especidly when those power spikes gave out. This meant extremely long-distance interstellar travel was
usudly very uncomfortablein ion ships, or sometimes, if the distances were too grest, virtualy impossible.

The ZeroVox had a battered cargo compartment, a patheti-cally small crew quarters, and alaughably
old flight deck. Smdl and smdlly, with only one seet for the pilat, itsflight control pandswere
flame-scarred and |leaking bubble fluids. The deck’s haf-dozen portholes were scraped and dirty, the
floor panelsthick with metal shavings and yellow atomic cigar ash. Everything visible to the naked eye up
here led to only one conclusion: the ZeroVox was a space truck, used for haul-ing things between the
stars. And avery old space truck at that.

But on thistiny ship, al wasnot asit appeared.
Hidden benegth its cracked flight control panel was an array of incredibly advanced,



ultra-long-distance sensors that were so sengtive they could spot an approaching ship from fifty
light-years away, or roughly twice the distance of atypical LDS. En-sconced below the stained floor
panelswas an LS2 life-sign detector, which allowed the operator to search an entire planet for signs of
human lifeincluding heartbests, bresthing patterns, voices, footfalls, even DNA samplesblowing inthe
wind. In the ship's nose, twisted and battered though it was, sat afour-pack of so-called XZ guns so
powerful, they could send abalt of destructo-beams more than five light-yearsin any direction. And what
seemed to be a broken-down ion-ballast engine in the back was actudly hiding atiny but powerful
prop-core power unit beneath it. This meant the ZeroVox could actudly fly intwo ways. ion power or in
Supertime a close to two light-years aminute.

The ZeroVox was not aspacetruck at al. It wasabrilliantly disguised, heavily armed spy ship.
And gtting a the helm was the SF3 secret agent, Gym Bonz.

He was carrying acrew of four clankerswith him, robots that resembled human beings, but just
barely, in that they had two arms, two legs, atorso, and aheed, al made of metal. Then-launch from
Earth had gone off without a hitch. They had left from an isolated docking bay at thefar end of Eff-Kay
Jack, the enormous spaceport located next to Earth's capital, Big Bright City, and then fully kicked in the
ion-balast engine on leaving Earth's atmosphere. They were soon soaring past the Martian orbita plane.

Whilether destination was the mid-Two Arm, and specif-icaly the Moraz Star Cloud, wherethe
phantom battle sup-posedly took place, they would have to pass through the Pluto Cloud first. Made up
of millions of artificid moons and heavily armed satellites stationed at roughly the same distance the ninth
planet was from the Sun, the Pluto Cloud was a seventy-third-century version of amoat. No onegot in
or out of the Solar System, the Empire'sinner sanctum, without passing through it and showing the
proper authorization. Anyone caught trying to run the border crossing was usualy executed on the spot.

This massive security sSwarm was under the command of the Solar Guards, and in this case, they
usually did their jobstoo well. The SG had avariety of waysto scan aship, ID its passengers, rummage
its cargo. One sniff of suspicion, and the SG border troops wouldn't think twice about tearing aship
gpart, one eectron bolt at atime. Even in the best of times, getting through their checkpoints could be
troublesome. These days, it was bound to be more difficult. *

Bonz was confident he could pull it off, however, though he knew he would haveto be very careful.
Leaving the Solar System with his undercover identity aready in place was es-sentia to hismisson. At
thevery least it would prevent an SG stedth beam from attaching itself to histail, as might hap-pen if held
passed through the Pluto Cloud in full SF uniform. But from al appearances, his ship was nothing more
than a poky space lorry whose 1D string would claim its one and only purpose wasto pick up and deliver
dow-ship wineto planetsal around the Milky Way. All of the hidden exotic equipment was being
concedled by holographic barrier beams, essentially modified spectrum rays that made things look like
something they were not, from the subatomics up, and thusimmune from most scanning units. Right down
to thelast detail, nothing on board the Zero could be linked back to SF3 or Bonz's true identity. Hed
donethis sort of thing many times before and had not been caught yet.

But shortly after passing through what was |ft of the as-teroid belt, Bonz redlized his masquerade
might not go as smoothly as he'd planned. He hadn't been out of the Solar System since returning to
Earth from hislast mission about six weeks before. He was noticing now that in just that short time, things
had changed drastically in the solar neighborhood.

On atypica ride out from Earth, the casual traveler waslikely to pass a steedy stream of
passenger-carrying space-ships, both military and civilian, moving between the Pluto Cloud and the
mother planet. Some were on their way out of the Solar System; others were traveling within it. Supply
shipsof al szeswere dso acommon sight, as were private vessels belonging to higher-up government
officids or even members of The Specids, asthe very-extended Imperial Family were known. It was
aso not uncommon to encounter sightseeing ships taking well-heeled joyriders on the famous



nine-planets-in-an-hour tour, a breakneck spin around the origind worlds of the Solar System, al of
them puffed and populated some 5,000 years before.

But Bonz saw none of thisfrivolity now. Theinterplanetary travel lanes beyond Mars were devoid of
anything but Solar Guard warships. From scouting vessels to monstrous Star-crasher's, they seemed to
be everywhere. And these weren't just single SG vessds flying about. There were hundreds of them
traveling in single- or double-line formations—convoys, moving back and forth between Earth and the
outer reaches of the Solar System. Even more disturbing, these SG shipswereflying in full baitle dress,
meaning their gun doors were open, and their weapons were exposed, asif they weregoinginto
battle—or trying to look asintimidating as possible. If it wasthe latter, they were doing agood job of it.

Bonz steered ZeroVox past the Jupiter Loop and then closer to Saturn, apang of grief catching in his
throat as he zoomed by thetiny jewed moon of Titan, once his happy home. He was heading for one of
the main Pluto Cloud checkpointsfor leaving the Solar System, a gigantic confluence of SG garrison
moons known as the Saint Golden's Gate. But now his ultra-long-distance scans were telling him there
wasamgor tie-up of shipsat thisheavily used border crossing; the traffic jam stretched for thousands of
milesin dl directions. Bonz keyed into some string comm chatter coming from the area, and the
conversations confirmed what he had initialy feared: the SG was not only stopping and questioning every
vessel com-mander entering or leaving the Solar System, they were ul-trascanning every ship, too. « This
was not good news.

They reached the Pluto Cloud about ahaf hour later, taking their placein thelong line of
outward-bound ships. The queue was moving very dowly; as he watched the search processon his
long-range viz scanner Bonz could see why. Essentially every ship had to pass through agigantic gold
ring, nearly ahaf milein circumference, that the SG had set up next to the Saint Golden's Gate
checkpoint. Thiswasthe ultraring, and, it could see al. The SF3 technicians who had presented Bonz
with the ZeroVox for this mission had assured him that the disguised vessel would be able to go through
atypica SG security beam with no problem. But this huge ring was about one hundred times more
powerful, moreinvasive mat the typ-ical SG scanner.

Would Zero passthetest?
Therewas only oneway to find out.
It took six long hours, but findly the ZeroVox reached the front of theline.

It was directed into the huge scanning ring, which had been set in place between two small artificia
moons dightly beyond the Saint Golden's Gate. There were no lessthan 2,000 SG troopsin the vicinity
of the big scanner. Some were stationed in huge gun turrets on the two accompanying moons, others
were manning the ultraring itself. Three SG culverins were aso hovering nearby. Thistrio of small, swift
warships was bristling with weapons, dl of them pointed at a spot just be-yond the exit point from the
ultraring. The message was clear: anyone not passing muster would be blasted firgt, with questions asked
leter.

Bonz moved his ship insde the ultraring and crossed hisfingers. Hewasimmediately hailed by the SG
officer in charge of the border crossing, his gruff, booming voice suddenly marteridizing insde the
ZeroVox's flight compartment. The voice demanded to know who Bonz was and where he was going.
Bonz quickly keyed hisintersystem communicator and iden-tified himself asawine hauler; destination: a
backwater binary system on the lower Three Arm. He wasto pick up aload of gold dow-ship winefor
immediate shipment back to Earth. It was as good alie as any, and SF3 had given him proper string
documentation to back up the cover story.

The SG officer accessed this documentation, then broke off the communicationslink. Bonz called
back to the clankers and told them to get ready to be scanned. Two seconds later, abright blue, ghostly
light penetrated the hull of the ship. It began moving dowly from stem to stern. Bonz stayed glued to his



seat and began thinking about a particularly unattractive but busty girl he knew out on the Three Arm.
She could drink him under the table and was a damn good cook. She would do anything for the right
amount of dow-ship wine, and after all, that was his business. If only shetook the time to wash her hair
or actudly bathe every onceand awhile...

The SG ultrascan could see, hear, and sense everything, in-cluding the thoughts of everyone
on-board. It could penetrate every cell of abeing, could capture memories, fedings, and inner thoughts.
It wasintrusive, demeaning, and intimidating— the Solar Guards usua way of saying hdllo. The
mind-scan part was the most tricky, though; it could not be easily fooled. But Bonz had done this sort of
thing before, and hewas good at it. Not only could he will awvay any of his own personal thoughts, he
had cultivated thoughts that would bein the head of atypical space trucker—thus the dream about the
loose woman out on the Three Arm. But generating the appropriate amount of false memories was only
haf the trick here. Bonz also had to maintain adight modicum of reluctance to the scan, ahint of holding
something back, as just about anyone would. Asfor the four robots on board, they'd had their brains
wiped clean before leaving Earth.

The scan finished itsinitia sweep, then disgppeared. Bonz fought back an dmost involuntary sigh of
relief, a dangerous emotion had it happened just seconds before. The holo-barriers had held, thank God,
and his mind games had worked, too. If not, asmall army of SG troops would have beamed aboard
aready. He waited afew seconds, then another tremor shook the ship back to front. Thiswasthe
passport EMP, amarker that indicated the ship had been cleared by the SG security people at the Pluto
Cloud. Bonz did bresthe asigh of relief now. The booming voice invaded the flight deck once again,
telling Bonz he was free to go and strongly suggested that he do so "with dl hagte.”

Then, strangely, the voice added, "And if you see any of our SG brothers out where you're going, tell
themwe said hello.”

Tdl them we said hdlo?' Bonz wondered aoud. What the hdll did that mean?

This puzzled him, but not for very long. It would be dan-gerousto linger here any more than he had
to. So he thanked the SG officer, killed the transmission, and yelled back to the clankersto hold on.
Then he hit the accelerator and left the SG checkpoint inablur.

A few seconds later, the Solar System was far behind them.
Once he was certain no onewastrailing him, Bonz settled down to begin the next part of hismission.

Working the few authentic controls on his dilapidated pilot's seet, he pushed his speed up dightly,
though still only calling for afraction of hisavailable power. Theideawasto ride onion balast until they
got to the Two Arm, astraveling in Su-pertime in a space truck would tend to arouse suspicion, to say
theleast. Bonz inputted the set of coordinates SF3 wanted him to follow and then put the spy ship on
automatic control. The new course would bring them right into the Moraz Star Cloud, which made up
much of the mid-Two Arm, and then to the edge of the SG No-Fly Zone itsdf.

Thisdone, Bonz poured himsdf adrink, shook it gently, and findly relaxed. The heavy lifting had
been completed; now it wastimeto do his brain work. Among other things, the thought drop hed
ingested back on Earth contained a secret filefilled with memory images and dossiers on avery unusud
group of people. Bonz spped his cocktail, then leaned back in his squesky flight chair, closed hiseyes,
and began access-ing thisfile. Hawk Hunter was the first image on the memory string. There waslittle
information on the dashing yet enig-matic pilot that Bonz didn't already know. Indeed, at one point two
years ago, Hunter was the best-known person in the Gal-axy, next to the members of the Imperia
Family. It seemed back then, everyone knew everything about him. Bonz cer-tainly didn't have to dwell
on him now.

Next in the synapse line were two pilots named Erx and Berx. Famous officers of both the SF and the
X-Forces, they were middle aged and |ooked like human boulders with arms, legs, and extremely long



mustachios attached. These were the men who'd rescued Hunter from the isolated planet called Fools 6
and eventually brought him to Earth. They'd been sent back out to the edge of space about ayear ago by
Princess Xarato find Hunter again after hed so mysterioudy disap-peared, but they hadn't been heard
from since, ether.

Next came Petz Calandrx, the well-known space hero turned poet, who was both a persona friend
of the Emperor and win-ner of the Earth Race more than a century before. Hewas ared oldster, rapidly
approaching hisfourth century. At onetime, however, he'd been abrilliant soldier, and for awhile, a
regular on the Specids ultraexclusive party list. Hed been sent with Erx and Berx on Xarasmission to
rescue Hunter, only to go missing aswell.

Then came a character named The Great Klaaz. Apparently ahero in the outer regions of the Fringe,
this stooped and craggy old man was practically unknown to Earth'sintelli-gence services. Ashe was
approaching his sixth century, he seemed an unlikely candidate for what was afoot. Y et he, too, had
gpparently falen in with Hunter and his band and was jow wanted for questioning aswell. After him came
ashort, mysterious, middle-aged man who went by the name Pater Tomm. Though he claimed to bea
pries—and in the fuzzy mage provided to Bonz on the mind drop, he was sporting along cassock and
bowl haircut smilar to those worn by those [«f areligious bent—he hardly looked the part. Tax enforcer
land knucklebreaker was morelike it. The last member of this Igroup was named Zarex Red, agigantic
individua with mus-1des bulging everywhere and a costume thet |ooked like some-thing out of a
Vviz-screen movie. He was gpproaching his 150th year, Bonz estimated, and was known both for running
wegp-ons and discovering new or logt star systems out on the Fringe. He dways traveled in the company
of ahuge robot.

Who were these people? They were as strange a collection of space rogues as Bonz had ever
encountered, and most not so short on the tooth. Y et the SF3 believed this unlikely group was
responsible for the mysteriousinvasion of the Two Arm and an equally mysterious disgppearing act soon
afterward. And because the people of the Empire were obsessed with putting aname on everything, a
habit that was not discouraged inside the intelligence services, they had been christened by SF3 as The
Hunter-Caandrx Gang, for their two most famous members.

In addition to his primary mission to the No-Fly Zone, Bonz was a so supposed to look for this
gang—or, more accurately, look for signs of them. Life clues, DNA debris, those sorts of things,
anything that could place them at the scene of the crime, so to speak. He would aso be searching for any
cluesto Princess Xaras whereabouts, and those of the Imperia Jan-itor, Vanex, though Bonz couldn't
imaginethem all being in the same place. No matter; it was dl fine with him. Among his many undercover
talents, he was also very adept at tracking down fugitives.

If it was hisjob to find them, then find them he would.

The rest of the thought drop consisted of abriefing on what el se he had to do when he reached his
secret destination. More specificaly, it explained how the equipment packs hidden in the cargo hold
would help him fulfill hisbigger mission, look ing for signs of the phantom battle. But these thoughts h«
would not have to access until the time cameto put them intaaction. His brain work was done, at least
for thetimebeing.

Bonz drained his cocktail, double-checked the ship's con trols, then walked back to the crew
quarters where the robots were on their chargers. He checked over the prop core; it wai running at such
alow volume, the casing was barely warm He then calibrated the ship's hidden hum beam; once
activated they would be fairly immune to any long-range deep space eavesdropping. Satisfied al was
well, he returned to the fughi deck and locked the door behind him. Then he reached into his pocket and
pulled out asmdl white cube. It sparkled, emit-ting atiny crackle of subelectricity. He set the cube on the
battered control panel and tapped it once. There was a bright flash, and suddenly, three more people
werein the control room with him.



Or s0 it seemed. Immediatdly his eyes began to water. His nose felt funny, and alump formed in his
throat. They looked so red. They were smiling, and waving, and trying to get him to join them, even
converse with him. But they were not redl. Thiswas a projection; an old 3-D holographic image loop of
hisfamily—hiswife and two daughtersin matching SF flight suits—posing at the top of apesk on
Ganymeade. It was taken during avacation to Saturn'srings. The last image of al of them together.

The cube was actudly filled with many holographs of hisfamily; hewas evenin someof them, in
uniform, his chest weighed down by dl hismedas. But this one Bonz liked the best. The girls, smiling and
happy, hiswiferadiant. At just the right moment, he reached out and ran hisfinger down her face. She
closed her eyes and smiled, just as she had that day so long ago.

Like every missonin the past four decades, Bonz's family would be making thistrip with him aswell.

It would take them five days to reach the bottom of the Two Arm. Another half-day's journey would
get them to the edge of the Moraz Star Cloud.

Bonz's mechanica crewmen passed the time playing end-lessrounds of diceo. It wasa
three-dimensiond game of chance in which markers could disappear into other dimen-sons at completely
random and unexpected times. Huge swings of luck and money were frequent. Of course, the robots
loved it. Most clankers were notorious gamblers, aquirk which, it was believed, had grown out of
severd thousand years of artificid intelligence being passed on to successve models and designs. The
strange thing was, win or lose, the robots showed no emotion, no leaping about a gaining a big pot, no
head-holding when a fortune in duminum chips went down the drain. This gave the game asurred edge,
especidly when the pots grew large and the tension in the air was thick.

Bonz drifted in and out of the game; he was smart enough not to play for too long with any robot, and
these four seemed very up on their diceo. He spent most of histime up on the flight deck, driving the
ship, catching up on his deep, and keeping an eye on what kind of shipswereflying around them. Hed
been briefed on the horde of refugees that had rolled down the Two Arm in front of the mysterious
invaders, their first movements had been aharbinger of the bad thingsto come. From Bonz's vantage
point now, it was clear this mass exodus had not yet stopped. If anything, it had become worse. The
usualy busy space laneslinking the Two Arm with the rest of the Galaxy were brutally congested dueto
the uncer-tainty pervading the second swirl in the wake of the short-lived invasion and the forced
evacuation of planetsinsde the SG's forbidden zone.

The rush of tens of thousands of ships an hour, hour after hour, became perversely fascinating to
watch asthe dayswore on. Of course, al thistraffic was heading away from the Two Arm, and in the
opposite direction from Bonz. Millions were leaving the area—but for where? Worlds hundreds or
thousands of light-years away? To find long-lost relatives and hope there was room to squeeze them in?
Or maybe some of these people didn't have anywhere to go. Maybe some would be doomed to wander
the stars forever. Suddenly the stability of the Empire—authoritarian asit was—seemed like some-thing
that redly was dipping away.

A strange thing to miss, Bonz thought more than once.

Even more disturbing were the large numbers of SG ships mixed in with thistidd wave of the
displaced. If someone had told Bonz that every SG warship in the Galaxy was now trav-eling in the
vicinity of the Two Arm, he would have been hard-pressed not to believe them. From massive
Starcrashersto the smdler, swifter culverins, to supply ships, cargo ships, scout ships, and even prison
ships, the SG vessdls were either mixed in thick with the high-speed traffic jam of refugee ships—
herding was once the term for it—or flying aboveit al in Supertime, as detected by the ZeroVox's top
secret Ultrar

Distance Scanners. In any case, the Solar Guards were every-where.

So many SG ships made Bonz uneasy, especialy when he seemed to be the only one heading toward



the trouble zone and not moving away from it. At the moment, though, the SG gppeared too preoccupied
to notice onelittle old space truck going againgt the tide. Bonz could only hopeit would stay that way
until he got where he had to go.

The days went on, and the one-way stream of space vessels did not abate.

Until, that is, Bonz and his robots found themselves on the eve of the sixth day, at the foot of the Two
Arm and about twelve hours from the edge of the Moraz Star Cloud. That's when the crowded space
lanes suddenly dried up. A few strag-gling shipswere gtill rushing by them in the opposite direction, but
even that trickle petered out over the next few hours. When the sixth day findly arrived, no more
ships—neither civilian nor SG—could be seen anywhere around them.

It seemed asif Bonz and histin men were out hereall done.
Not a pleasant feding.
They reached die edge of the Moraz Star Cloud on the morning of the sixth day.

The gigantic collection of star clusters stretched out before them like a brilliant, swirling ocean. Even
the robots were impressed. Thiswas one of the most beautiful parts of the Galaxy; somekind of celestid
exotica could be seen wherever one looked. When thefirst explorers from Earth came here nearly 5,000
years before, they'd claimed that a strange but beautiful sound would envelop their ships—star music,
they'd called it—and its resonance would stay with them even long after they left. But looking at the Star
cloud now, Bonz could hear nothing but silence. Dreadful silence. Sirange things had been happening in
those clusters of stars up ahead, so strange, even the star music had gone away.

Sitting alone on the flight deck, Bonz mixed himsdlf another cocktail, shook it vigoroudy, then
downed it in onelong gulp.

Suddenly he couldn't wait to do the mission and get the hell back to Earth.
After another six hours of travel, they reached the border of the No-Fly Zone,

Once again, there were no ships around, either civilian or SG. Bonz could hear no chatter on Ms
long-range comm sets, no indications at al that anyone was out here but him and his mechanical crew.

Odd asit was, their apparent isolation was agood thing, at least for the moment, asthe real talent of
the ZeroVox was about to be put to the test. Bonz signaled the robots to tie down, then belted down
himsdf into thetiny pilot's seet. He rechecked al his systems controls, and everything came back green.
He snapped hisfingers, and asmall, hovering control pand cameinto view; it had alarge red switch
surrounded by several smaler ones. Bonz took a deep breath and then hit the red switch.

The ship'stiny prop core ingtantly became haot, asit fully tapped into the omnipotent power of the Big
Generator and allowed the ship to enter Supertime. Suddenly, the ZeroVox was moving at tremendous
gpeed. The gars outside took on the look of long, straight lines, sparkling with dazzling colors. Within
seconds they were deep inside the No-Fly Zone, trav-eling at blinding velocity. There was no need to
steer or ma-neuver here. Bonz smply set the controls for the upper reaches of the Moraz Star Cloud and
sat back to watch the light show. And what if he should find himsalf dead on the path of an approaching
gar, with little or no timeto stop or dter course? No matter; the ship would go right through it with
barely morethan aripple.

That'swhy they caled them Starcrashers.

But only Empire ships could travel thisinterstellar highway, and thiswas where the ZeroVox's
ultra-long-distance scanners would come into play. Bonz knew these sensors were so juiced up, they
would let him see an SG ship coming long before the SG ship would see him, an invaluable aid for what
he was about to do. But suppose the forward scans did pick up an SG

ship coining toward him, then what? Bonz would smply drop out of Supertime and look for



someplace to hide, not that difficult out here. And if he was caught anyway? He would quickly boost
power to the ship's holographic barriers, order the clankers to dummy up, and then assume therole of a
dow-thinking captain of alowly ion-ballast-powered vessel, who somehow never got the word about the
imposition of SG'sNo-Fly Zone.

Asaveteran oy, Bonz knew playing dumb was atdent in itself.
They passed severd key star systemsin their dash through the forbidden zone.

One was Moog-SRX, with its one and only planet, the up-scale party world called Cubes. A favorite
of Empireflight crews, Cubes featured thousands of drinking clubs, casinos, exotic eateries, and holo-girl
houses. But the place was aban-doned now. Bonz had turned the life-sign detector on the planet and
cranked it up to full power; hereceived not asingle reading in return, not even ablip. On the viz screen,
Cubes looked dead, lifeless. Certainly no Solar Guards or anyone in the Hunter-Calandrx Gang was
anywhere neer it.

Next they streaked by the Stygnus-Maone twin star system, a place aso known as S& M-2. Thirteen
planets orbited the binary suns; at one time they'd held more people than any other system in this part of
the Two Arm. Bonz once again used the life-sign detector, thistime to scour the entire star system; he
was sure there were more than afew places for someone to hide on the thirteen different worlds. But
again the scanner came up empty. It found no inhabitants, civilians, outlaws, Solar Guards, or missing
princesses anywhere. He proceeded to his next station, a star system called Gyros 6. But it was more of
the same here. Lifdess, deserted planets.

Next camethe artificial moon, TransWorld 800, the place were the mystery invaders stole the six SG
cargo 'crashers. It was basicdly alarge silver ball with induced gravity, a bare atmosphere, and no
vegetation, just hangars and bunkers. The Secretary had told Bonz he privately suspected the
Hunter-Calandrx Gang might be using the big silver bal asaplaceto hide. But like everywhere dsethe
ZeroVox had passed so far, TW800 was empty. No people, no cargo, ho cargo ships. Just empty.

Bonz made another forty-four-light year leap, reaching the sys-tem known as Starry Town, the last
populated areain the mid-Two Arm and very closeto the infamous Thirty Star Pass. The only planet
revolving around Starry Town's sun was Megiddo, the place where Kid Joxx had made hisimaginative if
mis-guided stand againgt the invaders. It waslifeless, too, but un-like the other empty planets, it was
decimated aswell. In fact, many parts of the planet were till billowing smoke, even now, morethan a
month after the titanic battle.

Bonz dropped out of Supertime and went into alow orbit around the planet. He scanned it top to
bottom, and twice around the equator. The readings began flowing back imme-diately. No heartbeats, no
voices, no breathing. Nothing but destruction—and lots of corpses. He couldn't imagine Xara or Hunter
or anyone el se ever wanting to come near this place. There was just too much death and misery here.
Plus, the smol-dering rock looked alittle too much like the planet in system B-52 where his family had
died. He didn't want to stick around here any longer than he had to.

He began to move the ship out of orbit, when suddenly every darm on the flight deck went off.

The autopilot didn't even wait for him to react. It jerked the tiny ship out of orbit and engaged the
prop core. Just like that, the ZeroVox was going top speed again, but the quick accel-eration lasted only
afraction of asecond. Then the controls shut down, and just as suddenly, al was still again.

"What the hell was that?' Bonz yelled, surprised at the intendity of hisown voice.

Alarmed, the robots had rushed into the control room and began praying over the ship's control
pandls.

"The collison-avoidance system engaged itsdlf," one robot told him, hisdightly effeminate, mechanica
voicerisng above a bit of Satic. "Had we l€eft orbit by regular egress, wewould haveflownright into a



debriscloud."
A debris cloud?

Bonz had to think a moment. His ship was small and quick, and unlike the gigantic Starcrashershe
used to fly, debris clouds were usually not a problem because the autopilot would routingy find a
pathway through them.

Unlessthe debris cloud was enormous.. . like from agi-gantic space battle. ..

The robots gathered around the main sensor screen; Bonz preferred the bubble-top canopy window.
What he saw was just as astonishing whether on-screen or on eyeball.

It wasindeed a debris cloud, one of enormous proportions. And it was wreckage, indeed from a
battle in space. Scanstold Bonz that he was looking at the remains of dozens of warships. They weredl
in pieces, large and small, floating en masse, like aragged saturn ring around the ghost planet of
Megiddo.

But there was an even more gridy aspect of this. There were bodies floating among the debris, too.
Lots of them. Bonz or-dered the scanners to magnify. The sensor screen was quickly filled with acluster
of these corpses. They were skeletons in spacesuits, moving aimlessy among the violently twisted pieces
of reionized sted that were once spaceships. Bonz had never seen anything likeit. Even the robots were
shaken.

Could thisreally be it? he wondered now. Had they actually found what they'd come out here
looking for? Had they found the remains of the mysterious invaders?

It took afew more moments for them to reglize what they were looking at here, but then the answer
came back as no. These were not the remains of the mystery battle between the invaders and the SG's
Rapid Engagement Fleet. Rather, the scanstold him thiswas the wreckage of the fleet Kid Joxx had
patched together, with prisoners asthe crews, to meet the in-vaders deep insde Thirty Star Pass,
another battle few people back on Earth had heard about. The overriding clue: the amount of debris
indicated at least 100 ships had been involved in whatever happened here, and probably as many as 120,
many more than had been reported in the battle between the invaders and the SG.

It had smply taken the better part of amonth for the de-bris—both human and metal—to make its
way through Thirty

Star Pass and reach Megiddo. It was now locked in eternal orbit around the devastated planet.

"Rather gppropriate,” was how one of the robots put it. "Desath above. Death below."

Bonz could not disagree.

They took afew more readings, and then Bonz prepared to bump the spy ship back up into
Supertime. But suddenly, the bells and whistles started going off again.

The ship's control pand lit up, thistime with bright red and yellow lights. The Long-Distance Scan
array was pulsating madly. The life-Sgn detectors were blaring, too. Even thelong-range Z-beam gunin
their nose clicked on.

All this could only mean onething: a ship was heading for them. An SG ship.

Bonz amost laughed. Well, at least he knew dl the spy equipment was actualy working. He would
have thought held run into &t least a dozen SG vessdsin the No-Fly Zone by thistime. But it was amost
asif the Solar Guards were taking their own no-fly edict to heart themsalves. Until now, that is.

Bonz magnified the LDS signd, expecting to get an indi-cation of an SG ship flying in Supertime but
gtill some distance away; one that would smply passon by. But hewasin for asurprise: his scanner
screen wastelling him the SG ship was not flying in Supertime but rather was down herein regular time



with them. In fact, it was coming right up on their tail.

Bonz pushed his rear-projection viz-screen button, and there it was. It was a culverin, akind of
pocket cruiser, about three timesthe size of the ZeroVox. Oddly, it was not atype flown by the SG's
Rapid Engagement Fleet; they only flew Star-crashers.

Nevertheless, within seconds, it was flying right next to them.

Bonz hurriedly initiated the holo-activate string to secure dl his spy gear again, then pushed his
engine'sidle output down to near zero. Thiswould, he hoped, mimic afaulty star engine. Next he climbed
into avery dirty flight suit and called the robots forward. Just in time, too. The SG boarding party
beamed over just seconds later. No hail, no prior warning.

They werejust suddenly there: Six of them, dl heavily armed.

But these weren't regular SG troopers. Their uniforms were light brown as opposed to the black satin
and red-trim outfits regular front-line SG troops wore. These men were SG support troops, soldierswho
flew the repair ships, the ammo ships, and sometimes, the hospital ships. One was an officer.

"We are authorized to destroy this ship and execute the crew,” the officer said. "Y ou have violated a
gtanding military order by flying into thisrestricted area.”

Bonz stayed cool. Regular troops or not, the SG modus op-erandi was to always come on strong at
first. These guysdid not disappoint.

"A million gpologies, Sr," Bonz replied. "But we did not fly into this area; we have been here since
catastrophe struck Megiddo."

The officer seemed baffled. "Y ou were here... during the battle below?!

"Wewere in the pass, but close by," Bonz lied. " All the subatomics skewed our power spike. Weve
fixed it as best we could and have been cregping dong ever since. But it has been along five weeks."

The clankers began squesking on cue. Suddenly it seemed asif al of them werein dire need of a
good ailing. "Asfor any executions" Bonz went on. "I'm afraid | am the only mortal soul on board.”

The officer nodded to his soldiers, and they quickly went about searching the rear areas of the ship.
Severa tense minutes went by as they tossed everything from the engine compartment on forward.
Finaly they returned, carrying only afew bottles of dow-ship winewith them. They'd found themin the
galey; it was Bonz's persond supply.

The officer took one bottle, popped itstop, and took a sniff. He smiled, displaying a set of gold teeth.
"Y ou have aremarkably good nosefor vintage," hetold Bonz. "For a space bum, that is—"

"In our best days, we deliver thefinest wine around,” Bonz replied, seeing an opening for abribe.
"S0, please, condder those agift.”

The officer looked around the dilapidated cabin and shook his head uncertainly. He, too, was dirty
and disheveled as were hismen. They dl seemed aslost as Bonz was pretending to be. Findly the officer
nodded to the boarding party. They be-gan blinking out, one by one, Bonz's booze supply going with
them.

The officer was the last to go, but before he'd faded out, he halted histransfer for alast question.

"By the way, space bum," he said to Bonz. "Have you en-countered any more of our ships out here?
Vessasbelonging to the regular Solar Guards?”

Bonz shook his head. It was an odd question to ask.
"No, we haven't," hereplied truthfully. "Not aone.



He might have added that there were plenty outside the star cloud but none so far within it. But of
course, he said no more.

A funny look came over the officer'sface. "Neither havewe," he said, dmost to himsdif.

Now came another awkward silence, asthe partidly dis-solved officer looked at Bonz, and Bonz
looked back at him.

"Very well then,” the officer finally said, as he dowly faded away for good. ™Y ou must be gone from
thisareaimmediately. And take my advice: for your own good, go asfast asthat claptrap engine will take
you."

3
The planet was called Doomsday 212.

It couldn't have had a better name. It was located about four-fifths of the way up the Moraz Star
Cloud, sixty light-years over from Megiddo and Thirty Star Pass, and just ten light-years from the
wrecked cargo facility at TW800.

Itssun, Love Field 888, was 175 million miles away and failing, making the planet's dayslong, and
dim. But thiswasthe least of its problems. During theinitid expanson to the stars by the First Empire,
the so-called Ancient Engineersterra-formed just about every planet in the Milky Way. By puffing even
the most despondent rocks floating about, they gavelifeto the Galaxy. They made billions of gas giants
liv-able, too, usualy by draining off the harmful vapors and then terra-forming the solid core benesth.
Many of these old gas-bags were gtill habitable, despite enduring centuries of neglect as three subsequent
empiresrose and fell. But then, many were not o hospitable. Doomsday 212 fdll into that category.

The millenniahad not been kind to the planet, which was about ten times the size of Earth. Most of
the breathable atmo-sphere was gone except for athin layer very closeto the sur-face. Below thisair
pocket were the remains of the craggy, disturbing core, aball whose landscape was pockmarked with
millions of meteor-impact craters, weirdly twisting dead river-beds, grotesquely shaped mountains,
buttes, and mesas al carved out between miles of bottomless pits and valleys.

It got worse. At onetime the planet had boasted atriple set of yellow, red, and green rings. They had
been the rage of the star cloud many centuries before. But the only things orbiting the planet now were
the angry swarms of rock fragments|eft over from these rings. Most were about the size of a boulder, but
others were much larger. They made life on this bleak world extremely dangerous as they tended to fall
through the planet's ultrathin atmaosphere with greet regularity, coming in at the speed of asmall bomb and
with enough kinetic forceto ruin anyone's day. And those fire rocks remaining in orbit made navigating
around the big planet avery dicey operation.

So why did SF3 want Bonz and his robots to come here? Smple. Doomsday 212 was the closest
planet to that point in space where both the mysterious battle was supposedly fought and the mysterious

invasion fleet supposedly disappeared.
For this spy mission to be a success, thiswas the only place to be.

It took more than four hours for Bonz and the clankers to maneuver the ship through the storm of
orbiting fire rocksin order to get close enough to hand-scan the planet below. Their first priority wasto
find a safe place to set down.

A sanctuary of sortswasfindly located under the face of alarge mushroom-shaped butte about ten
degrees above the dy-ing planet's equator and on the side approaching morning. They could hide the ship
here and hope to avoid any further encounters such as the one with the SG support ship just hours
before. It was awild ride down to the surface, but the ZeroVox landed smoothly enough, considering the
terrain was S0 jagged and rocky. Now they got their first look at the planet from ground level. Bonz had
never seen to aplacelike this. The landscape, so bare and barren. The sky, just brightening in the long



dawn, was a paette of many odd colors—from the dim sun, to the leaks of bizarre leftover gases, to the
never-ending meteor-like showers. It al combined for akind of strange beauty, but forbidding aswell.

In addition to dl of Doomsday 212's bad points, it was also agraveyard planet, a place where old
Spaceships were crashed, on purpose, at the end of their useful lives. Thiswas a custom throughout the
Gdaxy. Crashed ships could yield treasures big and small for savage teams, and thiswas now the new
dis-guisefor the SF3 intelligence crew. It didn't take long for the robots to gather some nearby wreckage
and scatter it around the ship and thus turn the spy ship'sinterior from space truck to typical-looking
junker's scow. The dented, greasy controls, the busted seats, the busted windows—it was just another
kind of mess, and not that much different from the space-truck mask. Thanks to the holographic barriers,
the prop core be-came disguised again, thistime to look, fedl, and smell like a burned-out ion-ballast bolt
bucket that seemed older than some stars. To make the ruse even more believable, Bonz tweaked the
ion drive unit so it would appear to be horribly broken, asif it had been stuck in dead-drive for weeks.

The deception then was complete. Not only were they dirty dregs of the star roads now working
salvage on agraveyard planet, they were stranded here aswell.

Bonz locked in the ship's new holo-projections and then told the robots to set up the subatomic
particle array, which was hidden in the cargo compartment. Nicknamed the Star Sweeper, the device
was about Sx feet across and made of ion-gold. It looked like ahuge musical instrument, which in ancient
dayswas called a trumpeta. It was surrounded by atrio of small geodesic domes; they seemed to hover
around it but were actually tied together by anetwork of extremely thin atomic strings.

The Star Sweeper had one very important function: it could detect awide range of subatomic
particleswithin aradius of one hundred light-years. These quicks, quarks, and snarks could tell many
tales. First, because Empire ship propulsion units left subatomicsin their wake, the sweeper could
monitor the comings and goings of al SG shipsinside the No-Fly Zone. Second, because the SG used
communications string bubblers, which produced a subatomic particle known as a quick during
operation, the Sweeper could eavesdrop on SG

messages, too. But for thismission, it had athird most crucia capability: on its most advanced setting,
the device could track the last flickers of subatomic decay, from Z-beam weapons residue, to quicks, to
Starcrasher wakes, even if the leftover particles had aready disgppeared into other dimensions. By
caculating backward to determine where this residue origi-nated, the sweeper could detect activity from
the past, asfar back astwo or three months under some conditions. In other words, if there had been a
fierce battle fought out here between the Rapid Deployment Fleet and the mysteriousinvaders asthe SG
claimed, the Sweeper could look back intime and gtill find evidence of it.

It took about an hour to assemble the device, then the clank-ers commenced its deployment. A spot
had been selected about 250 feet west of the ZeroVox's hiding place. The siweeper was light enough for
two robotsto carry. A third danker acted as a guide for the ingtdlation, while the fourth stayed on the
lookout for any incoming fire rocks. Once the device wasin place, Bonz flipped aswitch in the control
room, and an energy-scrambler bubble encompassed the unit. Essentidly, this made the Sweeper
invisble, unless someone was standing right next to it. Thiswould dso protect it from theram of fire
rocks coming down al over. This done, he switched the device on and ordered it to begin sweeping the
No-Fly Zone. All of the rlevant information would be dumped into the ZeroVox's tiny onboard bubbler
for andysslater.

Theingallation complete, the clankers quickly returned to the ship, dodging fire rocks asthey
bounced dong. Bonz was gtill wearing historn and dirty flight suit. The robots took on their own greasy
disguisesaswell. Then, with little el se to do but wait, they set up a diceo board in the crew quarters. A
fast and furious game started soon afterward.

Bonz watched the action for alittle while but then returned to the control room and stretched out as
best he could on hisgrubby little control sest.



It had been a hectic week.
But so far, so good.

Three days went by.

The clankers stayed in their quarters and played diceo, going outside to check on the Sweeper unit
twice aday. Bonz re-mained in the control room mogt of the time, door usudly closed, sometimes
locked, monitoring the readouts from the surveillance unit and making sure his holographic projections
stayed in place.

Time passed dowly. The diceo game proceeded unabated, with huge piles of duminum coins moving
back and forth across the table. Occasiondly, the robots would hear voices coming from the control
room; voicesthat did not belong to Bonz. Female voices. Sweet, haunting, and like the clankers
themsdlves, dightly mechanicd.

The robots were smart; they knew what was going on when they heard these things. Bonz had
activated hisfamily dbum holo-cube, and they were with him again, in there, moving about, talking,
joking, laughing. Re-creating some long-lost time sequence they'd unintentional ly acted out nearly ahaf
century before, never realizing that they would be fated to re-create it over and over and over again.

At timeslikethis, the clankers knew enough to leave the boss alone.

On thefourth day, the faraway sun had findly climbed above the horizon. Its pae light made this part
of Doomsday 212 look even blegker, yet more oddly beautiful, too. With the new light though, came a
wind that swept across the barren terrain. It was strong enough to make some of the fire rocksfall
sde-ways. A weird, haunting whistle also began to blow through the crags of the overhanging butte.

In the time they'd been here, the Sweeper had picked up absolutely nothing of interest. It had found
no indications of subatomic battle debris. It had found no storm of communi-cations chatter associated
with huge battles. In fact, the detec-tion monitors hadn't emitted so much as a burp on anything critical.
The numbersdidn't lie: no great Space battle had been fought anywhere near this part of the star cloud.
At least not the kind of battle the SG claimed.

But the Sweeper had found something even stranger—or, more accurately, didn't find something. In
itsthree days of operation, it had not detected any vessels moving through the forbidden zone. No
Empire ships, no ion-ballast vessels. In fact, there was no evidence of SG warships anywhereinsde the
No-Fly Zone, nor had any been in here recently.

This made no sense. Why would the SG go through the outrageous exercise of declaring the No-Fly
Zone s0 they could study the aftereffects of this supposed greeat battle, and then not even fly iniit
themsalves? And whereas the SF'sin-formation indicated that only the Solar Guards Rapid De-ployment
Fleet would be allowed to operate in the forbidden zone, where were they, if they weren't here?

Bonz was baffled by dl this, even though the odd remarks by both the SG sentry officer at the Pluto
Cloud and the sup-port troops on the culverin now made alittle more sense. But it was not up to Bonz
to solve the mystery. Hewasjust aspy. Hisjob wasto deliver the information safely to someone who
could figure out what it dl meant. And that's what he was about to do.

The misson was only supposed to last for ninety hours. They finaly reached thet time mark. The
clankers|eft the ship and began theretrieva of the spy array. Meanwhile, Bonz had begun preliminary
procedures for takeoff. He was about to deactivate the Sweeper unit when suddenly, the array lit up like
asmal sun. Right before his eyes, it began picking up indications on dl three sensors.

The sudden burst of activity was startling, to say the least. Bonz shut down the ship'sflight systems
and began studying the readouts. What he saw first was a huge spike in tempera-ture coming froma



point in space just about in the center of the No-Fly Zone. In fact, this spike registered nearly a billion
degrees—but only for afraction of amicrosecond. Then came adeluge of subatomic activity. Quarks,
quicks, quirks, and about adozen others, dl signatures associated with SG Star-crashers, as many as
thirty or more. But these were not the ghostly songs of some phantom battle—they were too acute, too
closefor that. Nor were they from wegpons discharges. The indications were coming from prop-core
activity, and they were growing in volume and intensity by the second.

In other words, no less than an entire SG fleet was coming their way.

Not aminute later, thirty-six Solar Guards warships appeared in orbit above Doomsday 212. Ten
seconds after that, two of them were hovering right over the crying butte. Bonz found himself staring up at
the pair of flying monsters through the bubble-top canopy. They were Starcrashers, unmistakablein size
and shape. And they were, no doubt, part of the SG's Rapid Engagement Fleet. Their hull numbers
identified them as being attached to the special operations force which had been involved in the battle that
never was.

But there was something very odd about these ships. Unlike most other SG war vessdls, which were
usudly bright white, these shipswerefiery red in color.

They were down to the surface before the clankers could completely disassemble the Sweeper, so
the robots used then-heads and destroyed the spy array instead. But even before the resulting dust was
blowing away, the SG ships were dispensing troops in armed shuttlecraft. These soldiers were wearing
red uniformsaswall... very peculiar. In seconds, asmall army of SG troops was charging toward the
butte and the small spy ship hidden benesth.

Bonz stayed cool. Thiswas a problem, but not an unfamiliar situation for him. Degp down, eveninthe
worst-case scenario, he knew it would be OK for one smple reason. He was amember of the Empire's
military; these troops so madly rush-ing toward him were aswell. In effect, they were hisown. blood.
Brothersin arms. Rivds, yes. Antagonigts, certainly.

But not deadly enemies.

Bonz came out of the control room, ill in the greasiest, most worn, most disgusting uniform
imaginable. Theinterior of the ship was just as shabby now, and smelled the same. The clankers hustled
back to the engine room to begin their parody of trying to fix theion drive. Smoke wasfiltered through
the environmental systems, further stinking up the joint. By the time the SG soldiers began pounding on
the main hatch, the ship looked like it had been banging around the Galaxy for ahaf-dozen centuries.

Bonz opened the hatch. A squad of Solar Guards stormed in. They were gigantic, much larger in
height and girth than any SG trooper Bonz had come across. They were heavily armed and were wearing
shiny combat uniforms and helmetswith visorsthat covered their faces—and again, not the usud color of
black, but bright red. A chill went through the hold.

"Who isin command here?' one of the soldiers barked. His voice sounded very strange, mechanical
but also gurgling.

Bonz responded, "I am—and | want to thank you for res-cuing us—"

The words were bardly out of his mouth when one soldier grabbed him by the scruff of the neck and
literally threw him out the open hatch. Bonz hit the ground hard, scraping his hands and face. He was
ingtantly furious but remained calm. Hetried to get to hisfeet only to have aboot land on his neck. He

went down again, thistime on hisface. The ground fdlt like glass, cutting into hisbody right through his
dirty uniform.

He heard four more bodies hit the ground with one massive clank. His robot crew had been forced
facedown, just as he was.

It wastimeto Start complaining.



"We areasdvage crew!" Bonz yelled through the gravel in histeeth. "Weve been stuck herefor six
weeks Why are our rescuerstregting us like this? We are citizens of the Empire. We have our rights!”

There came no reply. Just the cry of wind screaming across the butte. Bonz could see more troops
barging their way onto his ship. He prayed that the hol o-disguises would hold. As before, he was certain
the SG would not start probing too deeply. Everything within the ship had been made to |ook so gross,
he couldn't imagine dite troops like the REF wanting to get their hands dirty for no good reason.

"You arein aforbidden zone," avoice above him suddenly growled. "The punishment for thisbe
desth."

"But we were sranded here," Bonz said again. "We didn't know anything about aforbidden zone."

"Words can only hurt you now!" the man with the boot on his back screamed at him. The voice was
pureevil.

Bonz raised hisintensity level. "Look at us" he cried.

"What trouble could we cause you? Were just trying to squeeze afew coins out of the wreckage
here. It isour honor to be rescued by thelikesof you "

Bonz thought he detected awnhiff of relenting inthe air.

"Wejust need aboost in our power pack,” he went on. "Just aboost, and we will clear out of the
Two Arm and never come back forever!"

Suddenly another voicewasin hisear. "Y ou areagrub crew?' Thisvoice asked in acurious, angry
whisper.

"Yes true..." Bonz stuttered in reply.

"And you had no ideathat you are within aforbidden zone?"

"No, noneat al."

"And you swear you are not military—that you were not sent out here to spy on us?'

"l swvear..."

Two strong hands jerked him to hisfeet. He was suddenly staring into the cold hard eyes of a REF
officer. Thisman looked dightly deranged to him. His red uniform was the color of blood.

"Then," the officer said to him, "how do you explain this?"

He was holding something up to Bonz's eyes. It took a moment for hisvison to clear before he
redized it wasasmall white device.

His family holo-cube...

Paying within was the preview image of hiskidswearing their Space Forces uniformswith him, in his
own medal-laden uniform, standing right beside them.

Bonz tried to say something but couldn't. At amost the same moment, other SG soldiers had found all
the hidden switches in the control room and began activating them. The holographic blanket disappeared,
and in seconds the small ves-sdl reverted back to itsred state, that of an unmistakable SF3 spy ship.

This was not good.

After aquick, hushed discussion among the SG soldiers, Bonz was marched in front of the rock wall
next to the Zero Vox. He was ordered to remove hisfake sava*r'sflight suit, revealing his SHissuefl
bodx,ItK* jBgriylraB$nz stood shivering in the early morning cold; aready he was composing amessage
of protest he planned to send to SG headquarters as soon as he got out of this. There was much
confusion around him now. The SG troops appeared very agitated, and their deep red uniforms seemed



just too bizarre for words. Another officer appeared, and he began barking orders. A gag-gle of SG
soldiers standing twenty feet away from Bonz began spreading out in aragged line. What were they
doing? Forming an honor guard? Each man then raised his weapon toward him and twisted its power
knob to on. That's when Bonz redlized he was staring at afiring squad.

His heart froze. Hetried to say something, but no words would come out. He was S—and hed
been caught. But the SG weren't his enemies. They belonged to the same miilitary, for God's sake. Was
this some sort of aruse, to make him talk?

Suddenly, the superior officer barked out another order, and the SG soldiers aimed their guns.

Before Bonz could react, the man gave the order to fire. Bonz saw the deadly green beams heading
right for him. Helet out along cry—it was probably hiswifes name. Then therays hit him.

He looked down, in shock, to see alarge, smoking holein the center of his chest. He staggered
forward, unable to catch his breath. Then hefdl over.

He was dead before he hit the ground.
M

The Space Farces cargo ship, JunoVox, was passing twenty light-years from the bottom of the
Moraz Star Cloud when it received the startling viz-screen transmission.

The message did not come in over the ship's primary com-munications array, nor did it appear on the
vessd's secondary or auxiliary displays. It showed up—fuzzy, in black and white and full of static—on
the ship's 2-1S, the internal imaging system that was essentially a closed-circuit broadcast of goings-on
within the ship.

Why the stream of disturbing images appeared on the least advanced viz screen aboard the JunoVox
was never redly ex-plained. Sometimes the cosmos did funny things. One thing was certain though: the
primitive broadcast was coming from avery smal viz cameralocated deep within the Moraz Star
Cloud—and right in the middle of the Solar Guard's No-Fly Zone.

It was only by chance that the JunoVox was even in the area. It was returning to the One Arm after
an extended re-supply mission to several SF posts out on the edge of the sixth swirl. It had been along
trip, and the crew of 500—pilots, techs, cargo masters, plus a company of 70 Space Marines— was
anxiousto get back to their home base and some long-overdue R and R. All that changed, though, when
the weird images started blinking onto asmall 2-1S screen located in the rear hold of the mile-long cargo
ship.

It was one of the JunoVox's loading techs who saw the picturesfirst. He thought someone was
playing aprank. Theimages seemed to show an SF officer being executed by afiring squad of Solar
Guards. It was no secret that the SF and the SG wererivals. The two services never agreed on anything.
And should two opposing crews enter in the same saloon on some distant planet, after multipleingestion
of dow-ship wine by both sides, it was not unheard of for abrawl or two to break out.

But actua murder between therivals? That had never hap-pened.
Until now.

The cargo tech immediately caled up to the bridge, at the same time punching commandsinto the
primitive 2-1S system to record the puzzling images. Soon there were a half-dozen officers looking over
his shoulder. The ship's communication section had dready pinpointed the signals as coming froma
dead-end Two Arm planet known as Doomsday 212. And even though the shaky transmission seemed
to be showing the same sequence over and over again—it was thirty-five seconds |ong and depicted the
SF man being gunned down and then two SG soldiersfiring burstsinto his head to make sure he was
dead— it was being broadcast in redl time.



"It'scoming from a clanker's headset," one of the officersfinally declared after watching the broadcast
adozen times. The robot recorded the sequence and jammed it on replay. See how the frameisdightly
off-kilter? The clanker is prob-ably lying on the ground nearby and adjusted its lensto the best vantage
point it could get."

"Then, thisisreal T one of the other officers asked.
No one there could say it wasn'.

"The clanker iship," thefirst officer said. "It's obvioudy sending out these imagesto let someone
know what's happen-ing up there.”

"Solar Guards executing one of our guys?' thelowly cargo tech blurted out. "But why?'
No one had agood answer for that one, either.

At this point, the ship's commander, an SF colonel named Jeepz Mannx, arrived in the cargo hold.
Mannx was a 251-year-old veteran of the Space Forces and was known—as were many high-ranking
SF officers—for hisintense didike of the Solar Guards.

Mannx watched the sequence severd times, his anger build-ing. Then he asked both the officers and
the cargo tech if there was any way that the broadcast could be amistake. He was assured that it could
not. They had no ideawho the SF officer was, or why the SG troops had murdered him, but the
broad-cast itself was definitely redl.

"Those bastards ..." Mannx whispered under his bregth.

Then, suddenly, he was gone. Hurrying up to the bridge, he ordered his pilots to turn the huge cargo
ship 120 degrees and set the controls for the heart of the Moraz Star Cloud, indeed to the very center of
the SG'sforbidden zone.

Next, he put out ahigh-priority cal for any other SF shipsin the region, telling them what heéld just
seen and informing them that he was breaking course and heading for the scene of theincident "to assist
our brother." He suggested they do likewise.

Then he called down to the billet where the ship's company of Space Marines was housed. He told
their CO that his men should suit up for an "emergency rescue mission” and be ready for deployment,
with weapons |oaded, in fifteen minutes.

Two SF vessalsreceived the JunoVox's emergency call.

One was the KongoVox, a scout ship heading in toward the One Arm shipyards for an overhaul after
nearly two years out on patrol. The other ship wasthe Vogel Vox, atwo-mile-long Space Navy
Starcrasher. It had just | eft the Three Arm after battling space meresfor the past six months.

The KongoVox wasjust twelve light-years from the JunoVox's position when the cal camein. Its
CO immediately turned back toward the Moraz Star Cloud and headed for the trouble area at top
gpeed. The small ship was carrying just fifty crew members and no Space Marines, but at just 750 feet
long, it held aformidable arsendl. Thisincluded an array of destructo-cannonsin itsnose and severa
long-distance, space-to-surface atomic missiles under its fuselage. Its navigation team reported they
would arrive over Doomsday 212 approx-imately ten minutes after the Juno.

The much larger Vogel Vox was another fifty light-years re-moved from the edge of the No-Fly Zone;
it would take about a half hour to make the outer reaches of the star cloud and another forty-five minutes
to fly to Doomsday. The SF Star-crasher was a planet-assault vessdl. It was heavily armed with space
cannons, destructo-ray turrets, and myriad space-to-surface weapons. It was aso carrying a brigade of
regular SF infantry, battle-hardened soldiers who'd been doing search-and-destroy missions against the
notorious Bad Moon Knights mercenary army for haf asolar year.



Asit was hurtling through space, the smaller scout ship, the KongoVox, exchanged severa
communication strings with the cargo ship JunoVox. In one of these strings, afacsmile of the mysterious
transmission was beamed to the scout ship. For thefirgt time, its crew saw the images of what appeared
to be an execution of the Space Forces officer. Now they knew the reason the commander of the
JunoVox had acted so quickly.

The lasgt transmission the Kongo received from the Juno indicated the cargo ship had made orbit
around Doomsday 212, and its scanners had found the area where the puzzling transmission was coming
from. A long-range viz sweep of theterrain in question had provided two things. Therewasindeed a
dead SF officer lying on the ground beside what gppeared to be a SF3 intell ship; four partidly
disassembled clankers were lying close by. And, as had been speculated, the myste-rious transmission
was coming from one of these robots, the one farthermost from the ship. Its advanced Al had told it
something was not right, and it had to do something about it. Broadcasting the gridy execution over and
over again wasits solution to the problem.

The crew of the Kongo then heard from the Juno that it was about to launch aground team, when a
concerned voice cut into the transmission. The voice quickly rosein tenson, panic seeping in. Something
was suddenly wrong aboard the JunoVox, but it wasn't clear just what. Colonel Mannx, the captain of
the Juno, was heard ordering his communications officer to "hail the gpproaching ship—and fast!" A
series of loud bangs was heard next. Then the transmission went dead.

The KongoVox arrived over Doomsday 212 ten minutes later.

The smal scout ship immediately vectored to the place were the JunoVox had madeitslast
transmission, an area about twelve degrees above the planet's equator on its current day side. Thisis
where they found the cargo ship. It was scattered in pieces across five miles of Doomsday 212's rough
terrain, burning fiercely. There were no life sgnsfrom below. It had been blown out of the sky.

Off in the distance the Kongo could see two SG Starcrashersleaving the area, moving dowly, dmost
leisurely asthey climbed to orbit. Oddly, their hulls were glowing with ared-dish hue. A scan of thetwo
SG shipsindicated that their weap-ons had just been fired and, by studying the leftover subatomic
signature, proved beyond all doubt these weapons had just caused the destruction of the JunoVox.

The CO of the scout ship took about five seconds to make his decision. He ingtructed the ship's
historian to get hisvisual and audio recordersrolling. Then he ordered his crew to battle stations. What
happened next would be a matter of debate for sometimeto come.

What everyone agreed on isthat the two SG warships had their scanning equipment on, but to
forward-scan only. Thiswas done usualy as preparation for moving up to orbit, to look for any aerid
obstacles that might cause a problem as avessel prepared to kick into Supertime. But thiswas not a
procedure used during combat or shortly afterward.

Werethe SG crews feding pumped up after what they'd just done? Had an adrenaline rush
clouded-their actions? Or were they in shock? Too dazed to perform the rote duties of moving a
two-mile-long warship away from a planet and pre-pareit for flight again in outer space?

There was no way to know.
Only onething was clear: the SG crews in both ships had | et their guard down.
They never saw die KongoVox coming.

Thetiny SF scout ship had sixteen space cannons poking out of its nose and aong the leading edge of
its wedge-shaped body. One or two blasts from a space cannon—it was the equivaent in power to a
land weapon known as a Faster Blaster—could have a devastating effect on an unprotected or
unsuspecting target. An array of sixteen of the wegpons could ddliver afusillade on the same destructive



levd asasmdl atomic bomb.

That'swhat hit the trailing edge of the second-in-line SG warship just asit was pointing its wedge
nose up for the quick dash up to orbit. The Kongo let loose with atwo-second bar-rage that sheared off
one-third of the ship's aft section in aterrific, yellow blast. The SG vessdl staggered for amoment and
cameto ahdtin midair. Then, asif in dow motion, the huge ship turned over to starboard and went
sraight down on itsback. It hit the ground with such an impact, it created atrio of mushroom clouds,
each going off in succession, as the ship's prop core exploded and the debrisfdl into asingularity that
opened and closed in the matter of microseconds.

Five hundred and seven people had been killed when the SG ships shot down the JunoVox just
minutes before.

Now, more than eight thousand Solar Guards were dead, too.

The second SG ship had aready jumped into Supertime; thirty seconds later, it was more than a
light-year away.

But its CO, redlizing what had just happened, quickly or-dered the ship to turn about. Lessthan a
minute after its Sister ship had gone down, the second ship was streaking back through the atmosphere of
Doomsday 212.

By thistime, the KongoVox had kicked up to about 5,000 feet and had turned back toward the
wreckage of the JunoVox. It had its scanners on 360 and thus saw the other SG ship coming. Thetables
were turned now. The scout ship was smaller but no faster than the huge SG warship. It was the essence
of al vessdls powered by the Supertime-capable prop cores mat size and mass didn't matter. Everything
moved the same, at the same top speed. The SG warship spotted the

Kongo just asthe Kongo's scannerslit up like astring of small suns. The scout ship turned one eighty,
and its pilots booted into full crank, the highest speed a prop-core vessal could achieve within the
atmosphere of aplanet. The red SG warship turned six and went to full crank power aswéll.

The chase was on.

The only advantage the scout ship Kongo had wasits phys-ical size. It could go placesthe bigger SG
ship could not.

Zipping up to orbit and spanking into Supertime was not an option for it, though. The dynamics sad it
would have to dow down ever so dightly to make the legp. When it did, the SG ship would haveit a a
disadvantage. Certain destruction would result.

No, the scout ship would have to useits diminutive Size to get out of thisone. And do so quickly.

Theterrain of Doomsday 212 suddenly becameits best dly, especidly the craggy surface and the
surfeit of valeysand mountain passes. The Kongo's pilots brought their ship down to just 200 feet off the
deck and kicked in the vessel's terrain-avoidance system. Thiswould alow it to keep that 200-foot
cushion between it and any object inits path. Or at least that's how it was supposed to work.

The pursuing SG warship, however, had enormous arrays of sensors and tracking equipment; it did
not lose sight of the scout ship for very long. The SG ship was aso bristling with wegpons, most of
monstrous proportions and designed to do battle over great distances in space with shipsamost aslarge
but nowhere near as quick as shewas.

These were the dreaded master Z-beam wegpons. They could destroy atwo-mile-long warship at
distances up to 50,000 miles. The crimson SG ship now trained these night-marish giants on the fleeing
scout ship and began blasting away with wild abandon. Overkill by any measure, but partic-ularly hdllish
inthisingtance.

Thistorrent of destructo-rays made the fusiliade that the scout ship had used to destroy thefirst SG



ship look puny by comparison. The Kongo wastwisting and turning through can-yons, dong valeys, up
and over mountains, hitting hypersonic speeds, breaking the sound barrier with thunderous reports, the
huge red behemoth not ahdf mile behind.

In thisrunning barrage, mountains were disgppearing, dry riverbeds were being blown to dust, buttes
and mesas reduced to piles of subatomic glass crystals. And it went on like thisfor what seemed like a
very long time, even though the chase became more desperate for the Kongo with each passing sec-ond.
Therewas only so long the scout could keep zigzagging before the gunners on the big ship would find
their mark or, more likely, collgpse an entire mountain on top of them.

The hesat of battleisafunny thing, adifferent mind-set takes over, whether the combatants are
throwing stones at each other or trading blasts of vaporizing Z beams. The politics of the person shooting
at you takes second preference over the desire of saving your own skin. Still, it was not lost on anyone
aboard thetiny SF scout ship, asit careened its way through miles-deep river valleys and over titanic
mountain ranges, that the people shooting at them—the same people who had just de-stroyed one of
their capital ships—were not supposed to be their enemies. Infact, technicaly at least, they were
supposed to be brothers. They dl belonged to the same military, the Imperia Forces, and were sworn to
the common god of fight-ing againgt the enemies of the Empire and bringing the words and vision of the
Emperor to every corner of the Galaxy.

But this, thiswas both alarming and unprecedented. The two services had been barking at each other
for nearly three cen-turies—but there was no turning back from this. More than 8,000 were aready dead
inthe internecine battle, and still it waslessthan ahalf hour old. So even asthey wereracing along & top
Speeds, knowing their lives could be lost a any moment, the crew of the SF scout ship knew that after
this, no matter how it turned out, nothing in the Empire would ever be the same again.

Luck began running out for the KongoVox as the small scout ship approached an obscure mountain
pass named, in the an-cient language of the Galaxy, Mons d Sghs.

It was essentialy anatura stone bridge that connected two forbidding mountain peaks. The strange
formation came up fast on the Kongo's pilots. In asplit second they had to decide whether to go over
this thing—and risk providing a clear shot by the fast-pursuing SG warship—or turn sdeways and go
under it. Their flight computer told them their clearance from fusdage to either wall could be measured in
inches. Still, going low was arisk they had to take.

The pilots punched in these desires, and the scout ship sud-denly flipped over onto its Sde. At that
same moment, the forward gunners on the SG ship let loose abarrage of Z beamsfrom their
nose-wegpon array. These shots were fired too high. However, they hit the peak on one side of the stone
bridge, ingtantly creating arain of debris onto Mons d'Sghs. One huge boulder smashed into the ancient
stone bridge, causing it to collgpse onto the tail end of the fleeing KongoVox.

Theimpact of tons of burning rock was catastrophic. Sud-denly the scout ship was missing about 100
feet Off itsleft-gde aft quarter. It stresked out from under the collgpsing stone bridge trailing along tail of
black smoke and flaming debris. The control ddck wasin chaos: blinking lights, Klaxons blar-ing. The
ship's prop core had been mortally wounded. Any disruption in power flowing through this mysterious
drive de-vice could only have disastrous consequences. Aswith the SG ship shot down just minutes
before, whenever a prop core went dry, it tended to blow up with the force of severa nuclear bombs
and then collapsein onitsdlf asit devolved into asdf-made singularity. It was Smply impossible for
anyone on board to survive such a conflagration.

But the crews of Space Forces scout shipswere traditionally tough and resourceful. Their flight
bubble was tdling them their vessal would be airborne for just twenty-two seconds more, and then it
would crash, with the prop core blowing up just eleven secondslater. Not alot of timeto think about
anything but survivd.



So the crew began bailing out. At battle stations each person on board was strapped into a boost
seet that would be gected in timesjust like this. Panels on top of the ship began blowing off now, and
these individua surviva capsules commenced burgting through the openings. Each capsule was equipped
with an escape rocket that could cany its occupant asfar as five miles away. These rockets|eft avivid
yellow wake, so the display now coming from the crippled KongoVox was mu-cho spectacular when
the huge flames pouring out of the back combined with the cascade of escape capsulesfiring off from the
front and midsection.

None of this stopped the SG gunners, though. They contin-ued firing away, and some of their shots
were hitting the es-cape capsules, vaporizing them instantly. The scout ship waslosing speed asthe prop
core began dying in earnest, and thus the SG ship was gaining on it by the second. The two ships passed
out of thevast Mons d'Sghs region and onto aflat, open terrain that Stretched amogt al the way to the
dark sec-tion of the planet.

As predicted, the scout ship began tumbling about seventeen seconds after being hit, and it crashed
five seconds later. All but the captain and the two main pilots madeit out dive; they had decided to go
down with the ship, insuring that the rest of the crew at least had the chance to gect. The scout ship
impacted on thelong, Straight, flat valley floor and went end over end for amile before the prop core
blew up. There was an enormous explosion accompanied by a nightmarish mush-room cloud, which then
began falingin onitsdf, asif it were an exploson in reverse motion. It sucked everything within afew
hundred feet into a black hole that was created and then disappeared again, dl in less than a heartbeat.

The entire planet shook once; the impact of the crash was that terrific.

The scout ship's survivors were now scattered aong the route of its death plunge, many separated by
amileor more. The SG warship had pulled up violently so as not to get caught in the smal holocaust
resulting from the Kongo's crash.

The big ship did not boot into Supertime and |eave the scene, though. In another devilish, seemingly
inexplicable act, the ship turned around and slowed down to the lowest crank power, just afew knots of
forward motion. Its gunners began searching the valey floor for survivors who had gected from the dying
SF scout ship. On spotting any member of the Kongo crew, the SG gunners opened up without mercy.
Unprotected and many of them injured from their quick gection and violent landing, these hapless
soldiers made easy pickings for the SG trigger men. Within aminute, two dozen had been blasted to bits.
Now scan lights were beamed out of the bottom of the dow-moving SG warship, further helping the
gunnerstarget the Space Forces soldiers who had no means of escape and few placesto hide. A total
massacre seemed to be inevitable. That's when the SF Starcrasher Vogel Vox findly arrived on the
scene.

The SF warship had been following the outlandish, confusing, disturbing bettle viaits long-range viz
scanners.

The commanders of the two-mile-long aerid battleship didn't believe at first that those responsible for
shooting down the JunoVox werein fact Solar Guards. It didn't make sense. Sure, the blistering conflict
had flared up deep within the SG's unilateral forbidden zone, and indications were that the JunoVox had
violated the SG's order and had dashed into the verboten areafor reasons that seemed even stranger,
the sum-mary execution of an SF intell officer. But now, open conflict between the two services? It didn't
seem real somehow.

The No-Fly Zone wasthetalk of the Empires military, of course. For the most part, it was viewed by
the Space Forces as an example of butt covering by the SG after they had been bested by the mysterious
invaders on the planet Megiddo and then apparently lied about destroying the enemy fleet. Perhapsthe
murdered intell officer had uncovered just that, and for whatever reason, the SG decided he had to die,
never thinking that word of the outrageous execution would get out so fast. (In many ways then, arobot,
not a human, was responsible for the fratricide that had already taken so many lives and was about to



turn the Empireonits head.)

What was clear was that SF troops were under attack, and the particularly vicious manner in which
the SG warship had pursued the smaller scout ship and was gunning to death its hel pless crew members
on the ground only made the danger-ous Situation even worse.

So it was both emotions and duty that propelled the com-manders of the Vogel Vox into action.

Again, it was a case of the people aboard the SG ship not considering themsalvesin acombat
position. Itswarship was still moving very dowly about 250 feet above the ground, picking off the
survivors from the scout ship crash. It was not running its 360 scans—or if it was, no one was paying any
attention to the scanning suite screens.

Moving dowly, closeto the ground, looking down and con-centrating on small targets—there was no
better way to set yoursdlf up asabig, fat target.

Had the JunoVox not been shot down so violently, there was a chance the commanders of the Vogel
might have smply disabled the SG warship below them. But again, emotions were running high, and
confusion was reigning now on severd levels. In dl thistime, none of the SF ships had contacted SF
headquarters on Earth to report what was going on; no one was quite sure what they would say. So the
Vogel Vox's com-manders descended to a height about 1,000 feet above the unsuspecting SG ship and
launched abroadside of Z beamsaat it.

The fusillade walked itsway right down the huge SG ship. There was a series of explosions, four,
five gx... seven. And findly, the prop core was hit. The frightening mushroom cloud instantly appeared,
then disappeared just as quickly, taking about half of the hapless ship with it. What remained dammed
into the ground seconds later, again sending a shudder around the planet. More explosions came,
followed by greeat bals of fire risng from the barren, haunted surface. In seconds there was nothing but
burning debris, scattered over ahaf-dozen miles, just like the JunoVox.

Thendl wasdlent again.

After just afew minutes, thetoll in this strange little war stood at two mgjor warships, acargo
‘crasher, and asmall scout ship.

More man 15,000 souls—good and bad—had been logt.

PfIRT TWO

The Vanex Door

5

Thefirst good thing Gym Bonz noticed about being dead was the warm, bright light.

It didn't appear right away. After the excruciating pain of being shot through the chest findly faded,
he'd found himsdlf floating above the forbidding terrain of Doomsday 212, look-ing down on hisown
bleeding body, crumpled among the rocks. Two of his executioners had kicked hislimp form, then shot
him again through the head, but Bonz never fet athing.

The next series of events played out like aviz-screen movie. He knew—just knew—that word of his
death had been flashed to SF ships riding outside the No-Fly Zone. He saw thefirst SF ship, the cargo
vessel JunoVox, appear on the scene, saw its meager weaponry engage two of the remaining SG
Star-crashers, only to get itself blasted out of the Sky seconds later. He saw the scout ship Kongo Vox
arrive and destroy one of the strangely crimson SG ships just minutes before it, too, was destroyed. The
madness ended with the huge Vogel Vox blast-ing the second SG ship to atomic dust. Throughit al,
Bonz hovered above the gridy scene, feeling trapped and hel pless, unable to do anything but watch. The
fires, the destruction, the death. He couldn't believe that his demise had triggered the ferocious bettle
between the two Empire services.



But then Bonz found himsdlf being drawn into atunnel that had formed above him. ItsSdeswere
moving in acorkscrew motion, and some part of his consciousness told him this tun-nel was made of
swirling clouds. He began moving upward, growing cold, a strange fedling of londliness overcoming him.

But then he saw thelight. ..

And thelight waswarm, and it wasrevitdizing, and it felt good. Damn good. It filled thetunnd, and it
filled him up aswell. Bonz wasfloating, but at the same time he knew he was moving faster than any
Starcrasher ever carried him. At the other end of the tunnel, a person, surrounded by thiswarm light, was
beckoning him forward. And there was no doubt in Bonz's mind that's where he wanted to go.

So helet himsdlf be swept up by the clouds and the warmth and the light and. ...

The next thing he knew, he was standing on abeach. A cam cobat seawasin front of him.
Jawd-like sand was beneath his feet. The sky was deep blue and streaked with rays of bright, golden
light. This beach stretched beyond sight in both directions. It seemed to go on forever.

Thiswasa very beautiful place. A friendly yelow sun was shining above; itsraysfelt warm and
perfect. Behind him was ahill filled with rows of multicolored trees, swaying in the breeze. Bonz reached
down and took a handful of sand; it was made up of trillions of tiny gemstones. He knelt to cup some
water and brought it to hislips. It tasted of a nectar more divine than the best batch of dow-ship ever
made. He took a deep breath, and fdt asif lifeitsalf had reentered hislungs.

Hed never felt thisgood, ever.
"Wherethe hdl am 17" he whispered.

He heard voices. He spun around and looked to the top of the hill behind him. Three figureswere up
there, waving and caling down to him.

A woman and two young girls.
My God...

He started running, off the beach, past arow of brightly colored flowers, up a path that led to the top
of the hill. Hed never moved so fagt, dive or otherwise. Hefdt like hewas running on air, that hisfeet
weren't redly touching the ground. He reached the top of the hill innotime... and that's when he saw
them up close.

They were amiling at him, armsraised, absolutely glowing.

It was hiswife and daughters.

"Isit redly you?' he asked. " Really?'

Hiswife laughed sweetly. "Yesitis"

But Bonz just couldn't bdlieveit.

Shetook astep closer to him. "Here, touch my face, seefor yoursdlf.”

Trembling, he reached out and felt hiswife's cheek. Hisfingers did not go through it asthey had so
many times with the holo-cube. Her skin felt warm and smooth, just like it did so many years ago.

"But... how?" he ssammered. "How can this be?'
"Yourein Heaven, Gym," shetold him smply. "Y ou've reached Paradise.”

Suddenly his chest felt like it was about to burst. His eyes misted over. Tears of joy rolled down his
cheeks. It was be-ginning to make sense.

"So | really must be..." He couldn't quite say the word.
Hiswife nodded gently. "Passed on? Y es, you are... and now you're here, with us. Forever."



In the next ingtant he wasin their arms; hugging them as they hugged him, kissing them asthey kissed
him. Smothered with kisses—on the cheeks from hiskids, long passionate ones on the mouth from his
wife. They weredl laughing and crying a the sametime. They collgpsed to the soft ground in agreet
hesp of arms and legs and laughter and tears. His kids were ydling joyoudy. Hiswife was saying, over
and over, "/ love you... | love you so much... We're together again!"

Bonz'sjoy wasindescribable. He was free. No more earthly worries, no more earthly pain. The
nightmare that had haunted him for fifty years was gone. Suddenly washed avay. Hewasin Paradise. He
could fed it, ingde and al around him. Total beauty. No hate. Just peace. Peace and harmony, forever.

They dl lay back, arms around each other, neither wife nor daughterswanting to let him go. The
warm sun fell on hisface. The wind sounded like music. He breathed in deeply and again it felt like he
would burgt, there was so much happiness going through him.

"Thank you, God," he whispered. "Thank you."

They stayed like thisfor what seemed avery long while— hours even—it was hard to tell. He was
kissng hiswife, hug-ging hiskids. He asked hiswife what had happened in dl the time they'd been gpart.
Shetold him that it didn't seem like any time had passed at all. That they had found themselves here, and
that al their deceased family and friends were here, too, and that everything was perfect and good and
eternd.

There were other individuas waking past them, some climbing up or down the hill, some suddenly
appearing from nowhere. They were al wearing long white gowns and had a certain glow about them.
They weredl smiles and laughing, and they shared abit of hisjoy asthey passed by. Thetop of the hill
was covered with emerad grass and many flowers, and below them were miles of fields and blossoming
trees and trickling streams. It looked like Paradise, just as Bonz had dwaysimagined it.

In between more hugs and kisses, Bonz noticed an ederly man climbing up the hill. He was not
wearing awhite gown; rather his was colored deep gold. He walked past their spot, nodding and smiling,
but then stopped and turned around.

"Excuse me, isn't that a Space Forces uniform?’ he asked Bonz.

Bonz looked down at his clothes and redlized he was gtill wearing his SF one-piece, theinside liner
for hiscombat suit. He suddenly felt foolish init. Everyone but him was dressed in more heavenly clothes.

"Yes, I'mafraditis™ hereplied.
"Interesting,” the old man said.

Bonz shaded his eyesto see the old man better. He had long white hair, along white beard, and a
dightly bemused look to hiswrinkled features. He seemed amost too old to be herein Heaven; for a
gplit second, Bonz thought he was the Almighty Himself.

But then, incredibly, he recognized thisman.

It wasn't God. It was Vanex, the Imperial Custodian, the man who had disappeared without atrace
aong with Princess Xara about a month ago.

Bonz couldn't believeit. He scrambled to hisfest.

"Captain Vanex?Isit redly you?"'

The old man looked him up and down and then nodded. "Yes, itisl," hesaid. "And you are?"
"Captain Gym Bonz, SF3—"

"Oh, so you're aspy, then?

"l was," Bonz replied dowly. "And it isstrange that | should meset you. Very srange..."



"How 0, my son?'

Bonz just shook his head. "Because you're one of the people | was sent to look for on my last
mission. Infact, the entire Galaxy islooking for you. Y ou, and Princess Xara."

Vanex stared at him for along moment. He didn't seem too surprised by this news.
"How isit you died?' he asked Bonz
"At the hands of the Solar Guards,” Bonz replied smply.

Vanex's jaw dropped. It was asif he'd suddenly woke up from astupor. "The Solar Guards... killed
you?' he asked, astonished.

es"
“But how? And why?

Bonz told him the whole story, sarting with his mission to the No-Fly Zone to look for the missing
invading ships, and for Xaraand Vanex himsdf, then hisfinding the forbidden areavirtualy empty, his
landing on Doomsday 212, and his subsequent execution by the SG. He concluded with his ac-count of
the battle between the SF and SG that his murder had brought about.

By the end of it, Vanex was shaking hishead in disbelief. "The Space Forces and the Solar Guards
are actudly fighting each other?"

"Yes, they are," Bonz replied, wanting more than anything ese to get back to hisfamily. "And | would
guessthat they will go on fighting each other. That's how bad the Situation was beforell... well, |eft the
scene.”

"Thisisvery disurbing,” Vanex was saying now, dithering asif hewasn't surewhat to do next. "l just
went out for awalk, that's al—and | suddenly find you here. And the fact that you arrived at thisvery
spat, after dl thistime, carrying thisnews. ... it must mean something.”

Bonz was abit confused, but then he just shrugged. "Wéll, it doesn't mean anything to me," he said
blithely. "Not any-more—"

Suddenly Vanex began pulling him back down the hill with him."Y ou must comewith me. That'san
order."

Bonz was dumbfounded; he resisted the old man.

"Comewith you?' hesaid. "Why? For what?"

"Just dowhat | say," Vanex demanded. "It'simportant.”

"Moreimportant than being reunited with my family?' Bonz demanded to know.
Vanex replied very gernly, "At the moment, yes. | haveto say itis.”

Bonz findly rdented. With hisfamily patiently in tow, he followed Vanex down the hill and up
another, much higher one.

On the other side of thisrise was adeep valley. It made for amagnificent view. Miles of emerald
grass. Brightly colored flowers were in bloom everywhere. Rivers and streams and ponds. A soft wind
was blowing aboveit dl. And beyond thisvaley, over aline of gently rolling hills, was another valey just
likeit. And beyond that, ill another valley—and another, and another. And then came arange of smal
mountains, and undoubtedly, over them, more beautiful places. The scene was so peaceful and serene, it
reminded Bonz of the holographic religious cards priests sometimes distributed at space-church services.

Directly below, Bonz could see thousands of men and women, in groups big and small, stretched out
in the warm sun, aong the banks of along, winding, gently flowing river. These people gppeared totdly



at peace; they seemed to be radiating happiness.

Therewas just one thing odd about them. They were al wearing combat uniforms, specificaly
camouflaged tan with red and black blotches on them.

"Those are the people you were redly looking for,” Vanex told Bonz smply. "The people who
invaded the Two Arm."

Bonz needed amoment for thisto sink in. Then he just laughed.

"So the SG was teling thetruth al dong,” he concluded. "Everyonein theinvasion flegt was
killed "

But Vanex was shaking his head. "No, my friend, just the opposite, in fact.”
"Just the opposite?’ Bonz asked. "What do you mean?’

"l must tell you avery deep secret,” Vanex replied. "The SG's story was alie. No one on the other
sde has any ideawhat happened to these people. The Solar Guards saw their ships on their sensor
screens one moment, and in the next, they were gone. That's what happened. They werentt killed. They
arejust amply here, like you and me."

"In Heaven?'
IIYSII
"But how?' Bonz asked him. "How can they be hereif they aren't dead? Asdead asyou and | ?"

Vanex put hishand on Bonz's shoulder. "My friend, thiswill be the biggest shock of dl,” hesaid
dowly. "And | don't expect you to believeit right away... but I'm not dead. Nei-ther are the people you
Seebeow.”

Bonz just stared back at him. "Y ou're not dead? How can that be? If thisredly isHeaven, and you're
here, then..."

Vanex replied carefully, "I guessyou can say | camein through the back door. Asdid they.”
Bonz just laughed again, even though the old guy was be-ginning to give him the creeps.
"Areyou saying the Two Arm invaders are dlive and hiding out here?'

Vanex nodded.

"Here ...in Heaven?'

Vanex nodded again.

Bonz was speechless. If he wasto believe the Imperia Jan-itor, then he was dead—and in Paradise.
And the invaders were here aso, but they and Vanex were dtill dive.

[t didn't make any sense.

"l know it sounds strange,” Vanex went on. "And it isavery long story, but everyone you were
looking for is here. These people. Hawk Hunter. Princess Xara. Mysdlf. We sm-ply found away to get
to this place without losing our lives."

"But that'sridiculous!" Bonz erupted. "What you're saying goes againg everything in nature. .. It's
impossibleto believeyou, and | don't believe you. I'm dead. You're dead. They're dead. Goodbye! "

He began walking back to hisfamily; they were il al smiles, and lingering nearby.
But Vanex grabbed him by the arm again.
"L et me show you one more thing, then,” hetold Bonz.



Before waiting for areply, he tugged Bonz around to the other sde of the hill, leaving hisfamily
behind. Now they were looking into adifferent part of the valley. And that's when Bonz got the second
shock of hisafterlife: hanging about 250 feet above the ground were twelve enormous spaceships. Six
antique, chrome-plated cruisers and six Empire cargo ‘crashers floating next to a huge assembly of
girdersand wires. Bonz couldn't believe his eyes. It wasthe invasion fleet that had disappeared—the
mysterious vessels held been sent out to the Two Arm to find!

He collapsed to the sest of his pants. Suddenly Heaven didn't make sense anymore. Souls that had
passed on, he could see being here. But this...

"Those ships..." he began, sammering. "What are they doing here?'
Vanex just shook hishead again. "Like | said before my friend, it'salong story.”
6

Rt the moment Bonz arrived in Heaven, Hawk Hunter and Princess Xarawere thousands of
miles away, Stting be-neeth an appletree, close by agently flowing river, waiting for the starsto come
out.

Fighter pilot, space hero, deserter, outlaw, and now arebel against the Fourth Empire, Hunter had
had many adventuresin his strange lifetime. In fact, since finding himself stranded, without memories, on
the desolate planet of Fools 6 nearly two years before, hislife had been nothing but one long
ad-venture—as well as asearch for answers. Who was he? Where did he come from? How did he get
to the Seventy-third cen-tury? Why was he here?

Thisquest had not been totaly in vain: held found some answers. Who was he? Hewas an
American. Thered, white, and blue flag he carried in his pocket would never let him forget that. And hed
found other Americanslost among the stars, and in the process he'd discovered that they, along with the
other peoples of the old Earth, had had their Mother Planet stolen from them by the rulers of the empires,
both past and present. And, knowing this, he had come to believe that the reason he was here was for no
less a purpose than over-throwing the present realm and winning Earth back for its rightful owners—or

dietrying.
Hed come closeto fulfilling the last half of that bold pledge recently. So close, heéd managed to skip
the dying part and fast-forward straight to the afterlife, long with the rest of the Two Arm invaders, also

known as the United Planets Forces. Y es, they had given the Solar Guards the dip; they had found the
perfect hiding place.

But since coming here, things had changed for him. Every-thing that had happened to him before
paled by comparison. For now he was on the ultimate adventure.

Hewasin Paradise with the girl of hisdreams.
How did they wind up here, in Heaven?

It wasdl Xaras doing. She was smart, shy, absolutely lovely, especidly her gigantic blue eyes—and
the only daugh-ter of O'Nay, Supreme Ruler of the vast Fourth Galactic Empire, and the man that Hunter
would seek to take down. Though just eighteen years old, she was brave beyond al mea-sure, and
unlike her deified relatives, had a sense of absolute right and wrong. It was because of her that the UPF
fleet had been saved.

It all started a month before when asympathetic Imperia spy told Xarathat the leader of the
mysterious Two Arm in-vaders was none other than Hunter himself. This came as ashock to her, asshe
believed, as did many in the Empire, that Hunter had been killed by the SG. But die spy aso told her that
the Solar Guards REF was speeding to intercept Hunter's fleet, and that they were armed with specid
antistarship wesp-ons, which would make short work of dieinvaders.



The spy then passed on to her amysterious device known as the Echo 999.9. It was a very advanced
holo-girl capsule— or so it seemed. Holo-girl capsules had been bouncing around the Galaxy for at least
acouple thousand years. They camein al shapes and sizes. Some were programmed to present their
userswith avery real-looking holographic lady of the evening right on the spot, an experience that lasted
about an hour be-fore expiring. But the more sophisticated, more expensive mode s featured extremely
elaborate scenariosin which the customer and holo-girl were transported to a paradise coasta setting.
Here, they could romp nonstop and undisturbed for what seemed like weeks, before returning to the redl
world.

No one understood the technology behind the holo-girl cap-sules; their secrets had been logt, just like
most of the history of the Galaxy, in therise and fal of the empires. (One rumor said the holo-girls had
origindly been used as spies, only later morphing into near-flesh-and-blood sex objects.) In redlity,
though, even the most expensive holo-girl deviceswere very crude. Because the user assumed they
were ingde anilluson, no one ever explored any farther than their own little patch of sand; in many
wayss, the love beach was where an expensive holo-girl trip began and ended. But the truth was, the
userswere not ingde an illuson. Although in every case except with the Echo 999.9, it eppeared flat,
amost two-dimensiond, the place they were brought to wasredl. It was a different place. On ahigher
plane, no doubt of about that. But it was redl. And it was this place, the same one that people down
through the ages had thought of as Heaven.

After her meeting with the Imperia spy, Xaraenlisted Va-nex to help her, and together they used the
advanced Echo to travel here to Paradise. Thustheir sudden, unexplained dis-appearance amonth
before. After exploring their new envi-rons, Vanex studied the Echo 999.9 capsuleitself. There was
another ages-old technology in the Galaxy cdled a Twenty 'n Six. It was adevice that could move
objects dmost aslarge as a Starcrasher into the twenty-sixth dimension, where they could be stored
indefinitely until being recalled again. During the liberation of the Home Planets, the concentration campin
the sky where the dispossessed peoples of Earth had been kept for more than four thousand years,
Hunter and the United American Forces developed a Twenty 'n Six field by combin-ing four of the
devicesto create awindow of sorts through which they could elude the mercenary army who had been
hired asthe guards for the interstellar prison.

Vanex combined this Twenty 'n Six field ideawith the pow-erful and mysterious Echo 999.9
technology and, in doing so, conjured up another sort of portal, one large enough for the UPF invasion
fleet to passthrough just seconds before the

Solar Guards were ableto blast it with its specia weaponry. So the truth was, the Solar Guards really
didn't know what happened to theinvasion force. And they till didn't.

It seemed impossible, though, combining something like aholo-girl device with a Twenty 'n Six and
using it to get into Heaven. But it did work—and maybe the question is not how but why. And it might
very well have had to do with this placeitself. Nothing ever went wrong in Heaven. Theimpossible
was possible, the most outlandish ideg, aredlity. All one had to do wasthink it, and it would happen.
Vanex dreamed up this particular idea, and as aresult, the twelve ships of the United Planets Forces and
their combined 40,000-man crew had escaped certain death by coming through this back door to
Heaven.

Hunter had come here asimilar way. Captured just after the battle that never was, held been thrown
into acell at the bot-tom of the SG Starcrasher ShadoVox, the persona warship of Joxx the Y ounger.
Asit turned out, the famous SG com-mander, disillusioned about the Fourth Empire thanksto amind ring
trip Hunter had made him take shortly before he was captured, passed another Echo 999.9 to Hunter in
thejail cel just hours before the pilot was due to be executed. Thanks to that last-minute act of heroism,
Hunter had joined the othersin the UPF fleet and was now, like them, hiding out in king-dom come.

But why did Xarahelp them? After dl, her father was Em-peror, and she was one of the most exalted



personsin the Galaxy. Truth was, shedid it for one reason only: shewasin love with Hunter. They'd
falen for each other as soon asthey'd met after hiswinning of the Earth Race. It was only after held
arrived here and told her of al that had happened to him in the year hed gone missing that she cameto
the same conclusion as he: that the Empire must be toppled and Earth returned to itsrightful owners, even
though it was her father who ruled the Galaxy with amuted iron fist, and her immediate family who

served asthe Empiresruling class.

Very soon after coming here, Hunter had asked Xaraa smple question: "What do we do now?' They
had escaped certain degath at the hands of the Solar Guards by finding their way to this bizarre hideout.
But they were still holding the nasty little secret asto what made the Empirestick. So what was next?

Xarareplied that they should immediately begin planning areturn to the other sde, to continue their
fight againgt the Empire. But Hunter had another idea, one that stunned them both. Hed been fighting dl
hislife, he had told her, and he was getting tired of it. Then hed mused that maybe they could just stay
here, in Eden, forever.

And why not? There was no better place to be. From the moment he'd popped in, Hunter had felt
like hewaswalking on air. They dl did. There was no pain here, no worries, no siress. No negative
vibes. Everything was perfect. Nothing could go wrong, and everything ways went right. Every time.

True, it was an odd place. There was no need to eat or drink here, because you never got hungry or
thirsty. Y et you could do both if you wanted. The treeswere filled with gpples, very exotic gpples, and
the riversran cold with sweet-tasting nec-tars. Y ou could eat and drink as much of them as you wanted,
because you never got full and you never got fat. Such un-pleasant thingsjust didn't happen here.

It was only by sheer habit did they breathe. There was no need to bathe, as you were aways clean,
just as everything around you was dways clean. The temperature was aways pleasant, the atmospherics
awaysfair. Therewas no red need for clothes, though most everyone still wore them. There was no sex
here. Or, better put, no need for sex. Inthis place, the sensation one got from making love was the same
feding that was dl around them, dl thetime. All you had to do wasthink it, and it would be there, at full
strength, an experience that was even better if there was another person involved.

But where were they exactly? They weren't on a planet. There was no indication that they were
rotating on an axis or that they were on abody that was orbiting a sun. There was a star nearby—or it
seemed to beagtar. It hung in place exactly eighty degreesin the northeastern sky. It was bright, radiant,
and aways pleasantly warm, which was good because it was mostly daytime here. But there was akind
of nonday-time aswell. After some time went by—and not time as usu-aly measured—this sun would
s, and akind of glowing twilight would come into being. Not darkness. And there were never any
shadows. Just akind of ebb of the radiance. An opportunity for the stars to come ouit.

And yes, there were stars overhead, great washes of them. Bright slver, yellow, and white, they spun
out in spectacular arrangements that changed with every dusk. Mixed in were comets and meteor
showers, and up to adozen moons. Always of various sizes, the moons would suddenly appear in the
sky, in different degrees of waxing and waning, afew so close, rivers and valeys and mountains could be
seen on them. And after some time passed, the friendly sun would rise again and hang in place until
twilight came once more. This odd inter-lude seemed to happen for one reason only: to benefit those who
liked looking at the evening sky.

There was no time here. Or not time as one would normally experienceit. Things happened, and
memories were formed and so there was a past, and obvioudy a present. But there was no fedling that
time was moving forward. Soon after ar-riving here, Hunter and Xara had walked to the edge of their
home valley. It was adistance of at least thirty miles, and it seemed to take them many hoursto make the
journey. Y et upon returning to the others, from their friends perspective, it was asif they'd been gone for
only ashort while. They soon noticed, too, that their fingernails, beards, and hair did not grow. The soles
on their boots did not wear; their uniforms stayed perfect and clean. Asthe twilights did not come with



any et regularity, it was hard to tell just how long the "days’ were. Their only explanation was that there
was no time here. Or, not time asthey knew it.

However, they dl ill had their interna body clocks, and these seemed to be moving very fast. And
thisiswhereit redly got strange: even though they had disappeared from the Milky Way lessthan a
month ago, to their sensihilitiesit felt asif they'd been here, in Heaven, for ten years. Or even longer.

Of course, one question was bigger than the rest: Wasthis place really Heaven? Wasthis the place
wered "good" souls came after living out their mortal lives? All the evidence seemed to indicate that it
was. the congtant euphoria, the worry-free existence, the miraculous surroundings. That thiswasthe
place that showed up in just about every myth and religion of Humankind seemed obvious. That Hunter
and the UPF had found away to come here without having to go through the nasty stage of actualy
losing their lives was def-initely unnatural. But apparently not impossible.

Asfor the origins of this place, and who created it, and what itsreal purpose was—well, those were
guestions that were almost too deep, too disturbing for them to contemplate. Y e, luckily for them, they
were saved by the very nature of this place from having to do so. Because it wasimpossible to be
troubled by anything here, thoughts of such things aswheét this place really was, usualy didn't last too
long, if they evencameup a dl.

That was another bonus of Paradise: you never had to think too deeply about anything.
No surprise, then, that the UPF contingent had become en-thralled with living in Paradise.

In the beginning they'd tried to plan a strategy on how and when to return to the other side, to
continue their campaign againgt the Fourth Empire. But soon enough they redized that even talking
about anything that had to do with combat or war or violence was very difficult here. Any timesuch a
conver-sation would start, the participants would invariably find them-sel ves getting sidetracked; one or
two wordsin, they would suddenly begin talking about other, more pleasant things. Whenever this
happened, the air would become extrathick with a sweet fragrance that was al around them anyway.
When inhaed, it gave the most euphoric high. And Paradise became that much moredluring. And dl
thoughts of war would smply go away.

There was no doubt that some sort of manipulation was at work here. That something supernatura
was watching over everything, pulling the strings, making sure that everything was as pleasant aspossible.
And after awhile, dl talk of con-flict and hotility seemed slly, foolish, utterly human. They cameto think
of themselves as enlightened and aboveit dl.

But were they really? Had they been spiritudly eevated by the beauty of this place enough to seethe
futility of war? Or had they been lulled into it by some divine, unseen puppeteer, by that something in the
ar that madethem dl unintentiona pacifigs?

Therewas no way of knowing. But eventudly, al talk of going back smply faded away.

There were many other souls here, of course. In Happy Valey, which they had cometo cal their
piece of Paradise, Hunter estimated at |east another 100,000 individuasinhabited the grassy plains
nearby. And trillions of others were undoubt-edly scattered throughout the infinite number of valeys
be-yond. Hunter and Xara had spoken to many of their neighborsinsde Happy Valey. All had been
friendly to afault. No one ever questioned what they and the othersin the UPF contin-gent were doing
here, or why they seemed just a bit different, or even why there were twelve enormous spaceships
hanging on the edge of the valley, just acouple hundred feet off the ground. The UPF had been accepted
by the othersin the valley smply because everything was good here, and there was never any basisfor
conflict.

At the sametime, it was agreed among the United Planets troopers that they would not get into any
detailswith the locals about how they'd arrived here or why they were dl till wear-ing combat suitswhile
everyone ese wore little dse than short white tunics or a mogt, the long white gowns.



Every authentically departed soul Hunter and Xara had spoken to here had another thing in common:
not one of them had ever bothered to see what was over the next bill, never mind the next mountain. Just
like the customers of the crude holo-girl trips, they were so happy where they were, they never had any
reason to go anywhere else. The same was soon true for the 40,000 members of the United Planets
vessels. This place was S0 beautiful, the desire to move beyond one's own sight line just wasn't therefor
them.

But not so Hunter and Xara. They werein love, but they were dso very curious. Some things they
just had to know.

So they had explored this place, setting off on journeysthat took them hundreds of miles away from
Happy Vdley. They had seen many thingsin these walking trips, had met many souls, had discovered
many things about this strange and won-derful place. And in doing o, they had become as close astwo
souls could be.

They'd begun this particular trek—their 11.3th—by going over the mountains northwest of Happy
Vdley.

It was adirection they'd not taken before. Most of their trips started out heading due west. As
aways, once on the other side of the small range, they'd come upon yet another row of valeys, dl lad
out, perfectly, in aseries of rolling hillsand vast, grassy plains. They cut acrossthisrow of valeys, then
climbed over the next mountain range, then through the next series of valeys, and so on.

Aswith dl their other journeys, the beautiful landscape never changed. Just like the beach and the
ocean, they seemed to go on forever. They'd discovered that the number thirty-three was important just
about anywhere they went. Each valley was exactly thirty-three miles around, had exactly thirty-three
streams, thirty-three ponds, and thirty-three apple orchards. Always onelong river wound through it;
aways exactly thirty-three mileslong. They'd found no woods here, no forests, no cluttered glens. The
largest group of trees they'd come across numbered, no surprise, thirty-three. The emerald grass grew
everywhere, but not one blade reached more than three or thirty-three inches high. There were no
weeds, no thistles, no thorns on any of the flowers. There were no rocks, at least not on the valey floors.
No sinkholes, no ditches or exposed roots. The degpest part of any pond or stream either thirty-three
inches or thirty-three feet exactly. The samewith theriver, which, at itswidest point, was dways
thirty-three feet across.

However, thistrip proved to be different, asthey eventudly cameto avalley unlike any other they'd
seen. It was | ocated about fifty mountain ranges over from Happy Valey and fea-tured the same gently
meandering river, the same perfectly planted orchards, the same scattered concentrations of shiny, happy
people. But thisvaley aso contained avast lake, right in the middle. Itswater seemed as golden asthe
light from the sun. In fact, its surface reflected the sky so intensely, it was dmost hard to ook at. Smooth
asglass, it was surrounded by hundreds of individua apple trees. Their blossoms scented the air with an
amogt orgasmic sweetness.

Hunter and Xarawere both surprised by this changein theterrain. In al their other sojourns, the
topographic pattern of this place had remained the same. But abigger surprise was yet to come.

Asthey drew closer to the lake, they were able to seeitsfar shore. On the other sde was acity. It
looked like an enor-mous palace, huge and bright; so bright, they could seeit clearly even though it was
till agreat distance away. It had towers and spires and domed structures; some were sphericd,
triangular, some conica. Theillumination seemed to be com-ing from the shimmering of the buildings
themsdves and everything contained within them. There was an dmost visible vibration surrounding the
city.

They stopped at the lake's edge; from here they could see people lounging on the far shore. They
could aso hear snging coming from the city, a cal-and-response chorus between two choirs. The voices



echoed across the mirrored lake, one choir singing from somewhere on high, the other from deep insde
the dazzling metropolis. They soon redlized there were many different songs being sung at once, by many
different voices. Y et they were dl in perfect harmony.

At one point, Hunter looked down at his feet and was sur-prised to see they were moving in rhythm
to thismusic. Then hefdt hisfingers begin to snap, and his head begin to sway back and forth. Then it
began happening to Xara, too. A mo-ment later, they were both dancing! It was acrazy moment; Xara
moved very gracefully and naturaly, but Hunter had never danced astep in hislife. Hed tried to stop
himsdf, but at the same moment he knew he couldn't—and he didn't want to. He fdlt like he was being
filled up ingde. Thejoy wasindescribable. There were no words for the sensation. Ecstasy didn't even
come close. They danced like thisfor what seemed like avery long time, hisfeet moving, her body
caught up in the ethered orchestrations, both of them bathed in the reflected warmth of the water. Findly,
their eyesteared up. And then the music stopped, fading out in one long echoing coda. They'd both
collgpsed to the ground, laughing and exhausted.

After awhile, their witsreturned and they got to their feet. They drank some of the sweet water and
felt refreshed again. Then came agreat temptation to jump into the lake and swim to the other sde and
vigit the city. And they probably would have done this except for one thing: the city looked so
mag-nificent, they were afraid if they'd entered the place, they might not want to leave.

So they'd moved on.
They went over the next mountain range and walked through the next series of valeys.

They met many congregations of people aong the way; the scattered communities could usually be
found near riverbanks or aong the edges of ponds. They were awayswarm and friendly and, upon
seeing them, would always exchange pleas-antries. Sometimes Hunter and Xarawould stop and chat and
drink some water with them. They both knew they could stay aminute or ayear; it didn't matter. They
would be welcome whatever the case, and the interaction would aways be rich and interesting. But never
once did they mention where they'd come from, or how they got there, or why they were different from
everyone else. Hunter wasn't sureif it would have made any difference. That'sthe way it wasin this
place. It wasthe ultimate in tranquillity. No need to worry, no reason not to be happy. There was only
one difference between these souls and him and Xara. They had al died and passed over; Hunter and
Xarahad not. At least not yet.

They'd pressed on, waking nonstop for days, weeks, months, it was aways so hard to tell. Even
counting the twi-light interludes didn't help because they didn't seem to appear on any regular basis. They
just happened when they happened. But through it al, neither he nor Xaraever fdt tired. They were
never fatigued, never fet anything but vigor and energy and the desire to kegp moving on.

They came to one valley—Number 399—where it was ab-solutely quiet. No breeze. No babbling of
the streams. Stillness beyond explanation. Off to the right were mountains that seemed different, too.
They were colored in the degp hue of sapphire and were uniformly round, with no pesks. On the near
sde of their dopeswere thousands of lights, dmost like there were thousands of tiny structures up there,
and they had al becomeilluminated. And on the highest point was ancther city.

This onelooked like something from afairy tale. Towers connected to towers, connected to even
more towers. It was covered with climbing foliage, and treesfull of red and yellow blossoms, each one
visible, even though Hunter and Xarawere at least five milesaway.

The city looked just aslarge as the one they'd discovered near the lake, yet it seemed to be teetering
on the edge of this bright blue mountain. Rays of golden light were streaming up from someplace behind
it. They rivaed in brightness and in-tengity those coming from the big friendly sun, hanging close
overhead. That'swhy this city seemed to be made entirely of light.

Once again, they'd been tempted to draw closer and explore the place; Hunter was very curious



about what lay within. But they decided not to, because once again, they felt they couldn't risk the
temptation of entering the city and then not wanting to leave.

After another long trek, lasting maybe amonth or so in their minds, in and out of another 134 more
valleys, they came over amountain to find yet another city. It wasin the middle of alush field about ten
miles off in the distance.

Likethe others, it was a collection of tremendoudy intricate structures, domes, towers. soaring, al of
them. But they seemed to be made of crystd, acrystd that glowed with an extremely bright light from
within. Over the long journey, they'd cometo regret not visiting the first city—the City of Songs—and
then the second place, The City of Light. Hunter couldn't resist it anymore. Neither could Xara They
decided to investigate this place up close.

They would cometo cal it the City of Smiles.

A long, winding road led to the front gates of the city. The closer Hunter and Xaragot, the larger
these gates seemed to become. Findly, they reached the outskirts, and they were standing before these
gates. By thistime they seemed to stretch so far up into the deep blue sky, they went out of sight. They
were made of pearl—literdly, pearly gates. Beyond were more structures and streets made of gold. The
buildings sparkled with very intense light.

Hunter took one step forward and pushed on the gates with hisfinger. They opened, asif on some
invisble command. Insde, very bright light was emanating from just about every-where. He hesitated a
moment. His chest was filled with eec-tricity, an energy that was closeto sexud, it wasthat intense. If
thisfeding could grow any further insde him, heknew it redly would be hard to leave this place. He
turned to look a Xara. He knew shefdt exactly the same way.

They stepped indgde. The city appeared to be made not just of crystal but also marble and gemstones.
Thebuildingswerejust incrediblein their sweeping designs, Sze, and magesty. They walked hand in hand
down the main street. There were other individuals everywhere. They looked no different than those
they'd encountered in the countryside, except they al seemed to have the most amazing, gleaming smiles.
They were dl friendly and gracious and peaceful. Hunter and Xarabowed and waved and smiled, but
they didn't speak to anyone. Hunter gill believed it wasimportant not be loose-lipped about how they
happened to wind up here, strangersin Paradise.

Most important, the city had afedling of great sprit, and it had nothing to do with religion. The
buildings were smply mind-blowing in their unearthly design and lavish, bright col-ors, but they saw
nothing that even vagudly resembled a church. Nor had they run into any holy men here—or any-where.
No priestsin Heaven? Hunter only knew one, hisfriend Pater Tomm, who was with the UPF contingent
back in Happy Valley. And sometimes he wasn't too sure about him.

They reached amain square. It was gigantic, seemingly too big for the periphery of the city, but that's
how things were here, too; the perspective aways seemed to be alittle deceiv-ing. Therewasacrowd
gathered at thefar Side of the square. They were listening to one person, clad in al white, who seemed to
be elevated dightly above everyone dse. Intrigued, Hunter and Xaramoved toward the gathering, just to
see what dl the hubbub was about. But the crowd broke up before they got halfway across the square.

Small groups of people leaving the gathering walked past them, exchanging greetings and strobe-flash
smiles, but the travel ers were more interested in the being who had been do-ing the talking. They saw
him, way up ahead, walking away from the square and down an avenue of particularly bright crystd, a
group of followersin tow. Though hisface was hid-den from them, there was a glow around this
individud that was unlike anything Hunter and Xarahad seen since coming here. It certainly wasnt
surrounding anyone e se. Asthey drew closer, the glow around him became so intense, they could barely
look at it. Now the excitement was beginning to surge inside them again. They both felt the overwheming
need to tak to this person. But the closer they got, the farther he moved away. After awhile, they lost



sight of him.

Finally reaching the end of the avenue of crystd, they found themselvesin an enormous garden. It was
filled with the bright emerald grass, and there were many trees, al of them full of flowers and apples.
Xarareached up, pulled an apple off of onetree, and gave it to Hunter. He took a huge bite. Another
gppleimmediately grew back.

There were many people in this garden. Some were Sitting at easdls, painting. Others were playing
flutes that emitted only the sweetest of sounds. Dancers moving with incredible light-ness and grace were
al around them. The music grew, and more people were seen with instruments, and the voices rose, and
suddenly a heavenly choir was on hand once again, mak-ing music that at once sounded different yet was
playing in perfect harmony. Hunter looked down at his boots and saw they were beginning to moveto
the rhythm again.

He didn't want to embarrass himself a second time, so they |eft the garden and turned back toward
the avenue. They looked in every direction, but by thistime, the glowing being had disappeared for good.
Leaving the City of Smileswasn't so hard after that.

They continued west, through more valeys, across more shalow rivers, over more low mountains.
They hiked on for what seemed like months.

They usudly walked hand in hand, talking endlesdy, stop-ping whenever they wanted to sudy more
closdly some little amazing thing, of which there was an endless supply here.

When they did stop, it was not to rest but just to lie next to each other and admire the sights.
Sometimes they would watch the twilight from amountaintop or hill and descend as soon as the sun
gppeared again. Sometimes they would lie naked in ashalow stream and dlow the pure, crystaline
water to run over them. They made love incessantly—in the heavenly way, that is. Hunter was always left
panting at the sight of Xara's perfect and pert body. She, dwaysin a perceptible glow, be-fore, during,
and after.

Thiswaslovein Paradise, perfect and beautiful. Who would not want to stay in this place forever?
What could ever make anyone want to leave?
They cameto aparticularly interesting river valey.

The sky seemed extremely blue above it. The colors of the meadow were extraordinarily bright, and
the grass, asaways, vividly emerad. They found flowers blooming in colors they'd never imagined
before. The beauty wasincredible. There seemed to be a soft white light glowing from everything within.
It was dmost asif they could seelifeitself insde the petals of the flowers.

They waked farther through these fields and were soon upon ariver, near agrand apple tree, beyond
which wasagently rolling hill.

Thiswould be agood place to wait for the twilight—and this iswhere they found themselves now.
Strangdly, Xarafell adeegp soon after they'd arrived.

Hunter could not recall her doing this before, but the last thing he wanted wasto disturb her. He
caressed her as shelay, softly breathing. The dusk arrived, and the stars came out.

But thistime they looked different...

Instead of the ever-changing, swirling congtdlations, filled in with meteorites, comets, and swiftly
moving moons, thistwilight sky was static and nearly empty. There were only afew bright lights above
him, and just one, solitary moon.

It took Hunter awhile before he realized what he was look-ing at. Thiswas are-cregtion of the night
sky above Earth! 1t was the view above Big Bright City, the capita of the Mother Planet and the place



where Hunter and Xarafirst met.

Hunter took this as aromantic sgn. He held Xara even closer. But then something else began
happening, something else he'd never seen here before: the sky above had become cloudy.

These were not puffy white clouds that might produce an amazing colorscape at sunset. These were
dark, ominous clouds, angry and so close, Hunter felt like he could reach up and touch them. They didn't
last long, disspating asthe sun findly came up again.

But for the first time, Hunter thought things didn't seem so perfect herein Paradise.

Hefindly woke Xara. She was astonished to redize shed actually gone to deep. He explained to her
what had happened and how the sky had changed, and how the dark clouds had made an appearance.
She gartled him by saying sheld dreamed nearly the same thing, only the clouds had been bloodred.
Shaken by this experience, she suggested they head back to Happy Valey. Hunter agreed.

They started walking east. Over ariver, and through afield, they found themsalves moving much
quicker than on the out-bound trek. It was avery peculiar feding. Then something told Hunter they could
get there fagter if they tried running. So they started running, and they were amazed at how fast they were
ableto run. Soon they were covering the distance across avalley in remarkabletime.

Then the thought struck Hunter that if they started leaping— doing running jumps—they could cover
more ground even quicker. So they began legping together, and suddenly they were doing jumps that
defied al manner of gravity, if infact it was gravity that kept everyone'sfeet down here. Soon, with each
leap, Hunter was putting his hands out in front of him and finding that whenever he did this, he would stay
arrborne for unnaturally long periods of time—ten to fifteen seconds at least. Xara started doing the
same, both of them laughing madly.

Thefarther they leaped, and the more they were able to stretch themselves out, the more distance
they could cover while airborne. Findly, they took one huge leap together, put their hands out in front of
them, and stretched their legs out— and they tayed airborne likethis, just afew feet off the ground, for
what seemed like avery long time.

That's how Hunter and Xara discovered that, without need-ing an airplane or even apair of wings,
they were ableto fly herein Heaven.

7
High Hill was deserted uuhen Hunter and Xarare-turned.

Thiswas odd. The hill looked out over Happy Vdley and asit was the highest vantage point above
the hovering ships, some of the principals of the UPF could aways be found up here or at least nearby.

Happy Valley itsdf seemed strangely empty, too. A twilight had set in just as Hunter and Xaraarrived
back home. No one saw them land. And while afew figures were moving around in the dusk below,
usualy alarge part of the 40,000-man UPF contingent could be found benesth the hovering ships, lolling
about the emerad grass or congregating around the apple trees. But now the fields seemed virtually
devoid of troopers.

Thiswas not good. There was astanding order that should the Satus of their position herein Paradise
ever changein any way, the principas of the UPF should head immediatdly for the fleet's flagship.

And that's where Hunter and Xarafound them. Waiting in the combat center of the lead
blue-and-chrome warship, Amer-ica.

The entire inner circle was there. But no one was looking particularly happy or enlightened at the
moment.

Erx and Berx, the nonndly jovid pilotswho had found Hunter on Fools 6 so long ago, now appeared



very troubled and even pale. They barely looked up when Hunter and Xarawaked in. Cdandrx, the
great warrior and pilot turned poet and Empire bon vivant, also looked uncharacteristically down-cast.
The Great Klaaz, star hero and the oldest of the group, looked very old under the low lights. Zarex, the
explorer, and Pater Tomm, the space monk, were staring at their hands folded tightly on the table before
them. Steve Gordon, the CIA man who had traveled out from Planet Americawith them, was going
through the motions of writing something down.

The pilot just stared at them. Finally he asked a question dmost never heard in Paradise: "What's
wrong?'

Tomm wasthefirgt to reply. Hisvoice was very solemn.

"Brother Hawk," hesaid. "Y ou must hear thisman's story.”

He pointed to the person Sitting at the far end of the table amost in the shadows. It was Gym Bonz.

Hunter fell into one of the hovering seats directly across from Bonz. Xaratook a sest next to Vanex,
the Imperia Cus-todian, who was sitting by himself off in acorner.

Bonz recited histae. He began, as dways, with his being assgned the spy misson ingdethe SG
No-Fly Zone, how he found no SG activity within the forbidden areanor evidence of any battle. Hetold
how SG troops riding in crimson ships wearing red uniforms executed him. His description of the bat-tle
between SF and SG shipsthat followed was particularly vivid.

When the SF3 agent was through, adark silence fell upon the cabin. The lights grew abit dimmer.

"Y ou know how thingswork here, Hawk," Tomm spoke up findly. "Nothing ever goeswrong in this
place. Therejust aren't any mistakes. And asyou know more than anybody, thisplaceisso vad, it redly
does seem to go on forever. And quite possibly it does. Yet of al the spots Mr. Bonz here could have
crossed over to, he arrived here, right in our midst. It just can't be a coincidence that he hasfdleninto

our lgps.”

Caandrx leaned over and lightly touched Hunter'sarm. "We believe our new friend isherefor a
reason,” hesaid.

Hunter felt hisheart sink to his boots. He glanced over to the corner at Xara. She was about to cry.
It was Gordon, the CIA man who spoke next.

"We are battling the Empire, Hawk," he began. "And that means both the Solar Guards and the
Space Forces. But now that we know they are fighting each other, we have to assume that they are
distracted, at least for awhile. If so, thisis achance that won't come again. If we don't take it, then we
might just aswell Say here. |, too, think thisisasgn—asign from the other sde.”

Hunter dumped farther into his seat. He knew what they were getting a. They had talked about this
day many timessincefirst arriving here. But after spending what seemed like more than adecadein
Paradise, they'd amost forgotten that at some point, this day would actualy come.

It was Zarex who finally spoke the words: "Brother Hawk, we believe that someone... or
something... istelling uswe haveto go back.”

Again, dead silence around the table.

Hunter looked at each of hisfriends. They dl seemed par-ticularly old a the moment, even though, in
theory at least, they hadn't aged aday since coming here. His mind wandered back to the clouds he'd
seen in the sky at the previous twi-light—and Xaras dream that they were actudly red. His spir-its
dropped even further.

Liketherest of them, hed fdlen in love with this place. And like him, the thought of returning to the
other sde with theintent of restarting their military campaign was repulsive, amost nauseeting. But this



place meant something even more to Hunter: while the othersin the UPF fleet had met compat-ible souls
here with which to share their time and desires— even the old-timers like Vanex and Klaaz had hooked
up with significant others—Hunter already had Xara, histrue love, when he arrived. And he had spent al
of the past ten yearswith her, every moment of it, in total happinesswith her. Shewas so beautiful, insde
and out, that spending an eternity in Paradise was the ultimate in heavenly rewards.

Hunter didn't want that to change for anything. And he surely did not want to go back.
But the others had anticipated his reaction. It was up to Tomm to change hismind.

"Brother Hawk," the monk began. "Since I've known you and about your quest, you have made one
point to me over and over again.”

The priest looked around the room.

"We, your brothers, have joined you in your campaign to right the wrong done to the original peoples
of Earth. We believed in you. We believed in your cause. It was honest. It was necessary. Something
that had to be done for the better-ment of al. But again, in dl that time, | have heard you say to usthat
thisisredly your fight. Y ou started it. Y ou have vowed to finish it. True?"

Hunter nodded solemnly. Tomm wasright. During both their struggle to free the Home Planets and
while battling their way down the Two Arm, hed aways had an additiona weight on his shoulders. that
hisfriendsredly didn't own apiece of thisfight smply because they weren't Americans, nor were they
from any of the Home Planets. They redlly were like his brothers, and each in hisown right, fierce
warriors. But they werent like him. They had smply joined his cause. The thought that one of them
would get killed fighting hisfight haunted him day and night as the campaigns progressed.

"While | oweyou dl adebt that | can never repay,” Hunter finally said to them. "What you say istrue;
thisis my fight, and my fight done"

Tomm |looked across the table at Hunter very sternly. Then he just shook his head.
"Brother Hawk, forgive me," he said. "But on that point you are dead wrong."

Tomm nodded to Gordon, who had repositioned himsdlf at the room'simmense porthole, at present
covered by an atomic-silk curtain. With no little drama, Gordon yanked back the curtain and suddenly
the room wasfilled with light. The twi-light was gone, and the sun had returned to its place in the sky.

Onthevalley floor directly below them stood the entire 40,000-man contingent of the United Planets
Forces, soldiers born and trained on the Home Planets after the prison colony was freed. The small army
was assembled in thirty-five huge columns, each formation representing one of the planets con-tained
insgdethe prison star system. Standing out front was the contingent from Planet America Itsflag wasthe
UPF flag: the Stars and Stripes.

Hunter looked down at the assembled soldiers and felt alump grow in histhroat. They had obvioudy
staged thisfor his benefit, and now he knew why the valley had looked so empty. But it was hard for him
not to get the message. Tomm wasright. Thiswasn't jast hisfight. Thiswastheir fight, too. All 40,000 of
them, standing below, flags billowing in the soft breeze were the descendants of those who had Earth so
cruelly taken away from them thousands of years before.

And from the looks of it, they were ready to leave Paradise today—and go to try and get it back.

Hunter glanced at the others around the table, then over a Xarain the corner. She was crying now,
and they weren't tears of joy.

He looked back down on the army assembled below. His eyeslocked onto the huge American flag
out front and just would not let go. That flag meant something very deep and very red to him. Something
that had not dulled over the tril-lions of miles or the thousands of years. In hiseyesand in his heart, it
represented just about everything that was good and just and right about humanity. Not perfect, but close



enough. Hejust couldn't give up on it now.
"OK," hefindly said, softly. "Let'sgoback___ "

No one knew why they found it dightly easier to talk about the nagtiness of war when they werein the
auxiliary engine room at the bottom of the flagship America.

Wasit the proximity to the antique ship'srevitdized ion-drive star engine? Or was it something about
being in the gut of the hovering ship that put them out of sight from the big brother that ssemed to be
watching over them herein Paradise? Or wasit just their imaginations al aong?

Therewas no red answer to be had. But shortly after agree-ing that it wastime for them to finaly
return to the other sde, Hunter and the rest of the UPF command staff huddled inside the small anteroom
just off the main power system suite. Sit-ting on the floor, in near total darkness, heads down, they were
trying very hard to concentrate on things other than peaceful-ness and light. They felt foolish, even
childish. But thiswas die only place they knew where they could hide from God.

Inthefew brief discussonstfiey'd had upon first coming here, it was agreed that there was only one
way they could ever attempt areturn to the other side: one ship would go first; the others would follow
later. That first ship would carry askeleton crew congisting of the origind rebels: Erx and Berx, Caandrx,
Zarex, Gordon, Pater Tomm, and Klaaz. Why them? And why just one ship? Because no one was sure
if the Vanex Door worked in reverse. Could they leave the way they came in? There was actudly ahigh
probability they couldn't, and that those making the attempt to pass back over would be killed. If that
happened, it stood to reason—if there could be any reason in these things—that the souls of the lost
crew would return here and inform the others that passing back over was probably impossible. Then they
redlly would have to stay in Nirvana.

But if dl indications were that the ship and crew did make it back, then the otherswould follow
exactly oneweek later. And while direct contact with the other sde would be impos-sible—the Echo
999.9 capsules were good for onetime use only—those returning first would have to make sure that the
reentry point was secure for the other eleven shipsto pass through. Or at least that had been die origina
plan. Now, with news of the SF and SG fighting each other, the crew of the pathfinder ship would have
itswork cut out for them. The reentry spot—Zero Point—would be, Vanex had calculated, exactly
where the UPF fleet disappeared in thefirst place: right in the middle of what was now the SG No-Fly
Zore.

But that was only asmal part of the enormous problem. Even if the entire fleet was able to makeit
across, the subter-fuge and blitz methods they'd employed during the initid in-vasion of the Two Arm
would no longer be possible. Once the shock of their regppearance wore off, the SG's Rapid
Engage-ment Force—die real villainsin this space opera—would be al over them. And no doubt, they
would soon bejoined by regular Solar Guards forces, and, not to forget, the ultraloyal Space Forcesas
well. In other words, the UPF would be facing the military might of the entire Fourth Empire. Just them,
and twelve ships.

"If we makeit back, the odds againgt uswill be tremen-dous,” Calandrx said now, hisvoice echoing
inthe dark littleroom. "But if we must go down, then we should go down fighting. .. and that means..."

He began stumbling for words. Everyone e setried hard to concentrate.

"And that means..." Caandrx began again. "That... the grasswas especidly brilliant earlier today.
The wind was warm and soft and...."

Hetried to bite his tongue to stop talking, but it was no use. He'd been sidetracked just like every
time they tried to talk about anything that wasn't acceptable in this place of man-datory peace.

So Tomm tried to pick up where Calandrx left off.
"Wewill dl haverolesto play once we return to the other side,” the monk started saying. "We know



how we are going to attempt to go back. But there is no sense in talking about what happens after that
now... because... asyou know... thewater down in the stream was especiadlly tasty today, wasn't it?
Anrd..."

He stopped himsdlf. It happened again. Heaven wasintrud-ing.

Klaaz gaveit atry. "We will need more men, more wegp-ons, more support,” he began. "We will
need to make suretha... that... wearedl atop High Hill when the next twi-light comes, becauseit will
be extremey spectacular and..."

He, too, stopped talking. Three sentences were as far as he could get. Theinvisible euphoriagas was
Seeping into the closed compartment very quickly now.

Zarex jumped in. "Tomm isright; these are things we can only discuss once we get back," hesaidin
rapid-fire fashion. "We can only plan it then... We must be prepared to. .. eat the golden apples near the
big bend in theriver, asthey are especialy sweet.”

"That they are," Gordon said. "I had one earlier and..."

He stopped himself, and everyone smiled. They could go no further. Happiness and peace had found
them again. Thiswasall that could be said.

But they all had the basic idea: get one ship across, try as best as possible to smooth the way for the
other evento follow.

And then prepare for amassive, one-sded, and most likely suicidal |ast battle,
But leaving Heaven would be more difficult than getting in.

There were severd technica problemsto overcome, begin-ning with the so-called Vanex Door itself.
It was an impressive structure, nearly aquarter of amile wide and more than 750 feet high. Even more
remarkable was that the derly Imperia custodian had built it himself. Of course, he had the help of his
electron torch, the do-it-all hand tool that could convert any kind of atom into any other kind of atom,
and therefore alowed its owner to create just about anything out of practi-cally nothing, so to speak.

Vanex and Xarahad arrived in Heaven severd days before the UPF fleet. To them though, their head
dtart seemed the equivaent of severa months, long enough for the engineer to conceive his genius
invention and then actualy congtruct it.

The structure was |located near the south side of High Hill, about a quarter mile from thelast bend in
Happy Vdley'sriver and apart of the UPF'slittle enclave where few of theloca souls ever bothered to
venture. It was abasic framework of thin, shiny girders, which essentidly served as a 2,500-foot
rectangular brace for the four Twenty 'n Six units. When con-nected, they created the crucia
transdimensional field that made up the Vanex Door. The disassembled Echo 999.9, aug-mented by a
ring of sgna amplifiers, was positioned over the screen like aking's multijeweled crown. The Door wasa
meag-nificent achievement; gigantic and dightly asymmetricd, it was almost awork of art. It also looked
asout of place asthe twelve huge warshipsit helped bring here.

But it wasitslocation that posed a significant problem. As each of the escaping UPF ships came
through the Door, their power plants ground to a hdt amost the ingtant they gained the airspace over
Paradise. There were nearly acouple cata-clysmic collisonsin thefirst few hair-raisng seconds asthe
ships had appeared so fadt, their pilots barely had enough time to move their stalled vessals out of the
way before the ship behind them popped through. This was why the UPF fleet was hovering above the
heavenly landscape in such a hgphazard fashion and not in any kind of arigid formation.

The problem was rooted in the odd fact that once here, the twelve shipslost al power, except what
was needed to keep them in their hover and to keep afew lampsilluminated. Many took this as further
proof that someone or something was pull-ing the strings here, and while that entity didn't mind the ships



invading its space, it was adamant about them not going any-where once they arrived. Further proof of
this: no electron torchesworked after the ships crossed over here, though they had worked for Vanex
before. Quadtxols didn't work here, either. Subtle things. But the message seemed clear: strong forces
will become obstaclesif you try to leave or even move around.

The problem then was that the shipswere out of position to make the return trip back through the
Door. The UPF engi-neersfigured out mat the tiny modicum of power that was keeping the shipsin the
air could be used to push them forward back out the portal, but not much farther than that. There would
not be nearly enough juice to maneuver the ships around so they would be pointing back at the Door.
The only solution: the porta would have to be moved to accommodate them.

The 40,000 members of the UPF fleet would provide the muscle for this project. They would have to
decongtruct the Door's framework by hand and reassembleit, at alocation near one of the stolen cargo
‘crasher ships, Resonance 133.

Asit would bethisvessd to attempt the first reverse cross-over, the Vanex Door would have to be
rebuilt just afew feet off itsnose.

There was yet another problem, bigger than the repositioning of the VVanex Door. Thisone had to do
with Hunter himsdlf. When the Reso-

nance 133 crew finaly launched, there was no way he could go with them. Why? Because he'd not
come here the same way they had.

They'd dl come through the portd created by combining the Echo 999.9 and the Twenty 'n Six field.
Hunter, on the other hand, had come here via an Echo capsule, as had Xaraand Vanex. The more direct
approach, certainly, but it raised a huge question: What would happen to him if he rode back to the other
sdein the UPF ship? If he had entered Heaven by one means and then left in acompletdly different way,
would there be any cosmic repercussions?

They didn't know. The Echo 999.9 was such amysterious device, it was amiracle—literaly—that
Vanex had been able to manipulate it as much as he had. There was even speculation among the UPF
contingent that the device wasn't aholo-girl capsule at dl, not atypica one, anyway. That it was
something else, just dressed up in aclever disguise.

In any case, there was no shortage of theories of what would happen to Hunter if he went back as
they did. Because he would be returning to adifferent place from where he sarted, and would be going
through the extra step of passing through the twenty-sixth dimension, Erx thought held be reduced to a
quivering mass of quarks and snarks long before he ever popped out on the other side. Zarex wondered
if he might be caught forever inside the twenty-sixth dimension, unable to make the extra step to bresk
through. Vanex, who was the authority on the matter, warned that while Hunter might make it to the other
sdeinonepiece, dl of hisatomswould be turned insde out.

None of these scenarios appealed to him, so Hunter had made up his mind early on: held come here
viathe mysterious holo-capsule, given to him by Joxx just hours before he was to be executed. He would
have to go back the same way.

Actualy, thiswas where thered problem lay. Asfar asthey knew, there were only two Echo 999.9s
in existence. Onethe Imperid spy had given to Xaraand VVanex to get them herein thefirst place. That
was the model Vanex had taken apart to make the escape window. The second one the same spy gave
to Joxx to alow Hunter to escape. Usualy, with lesser models, the romp on the beach lasted what
seemed to be amonth. Y et when the customer returned, it was asif no more than afew seconds of resl
time had gone by. It seemed like magic, but this was actualy a customer-oriented feature of cheaper
moddls, areverse-time element alowing them to disappear for what seemed to be a month, but not be
gone long enough for their spouse (or their boss) to be suspicious.

The Echo 999.9 was sgnificantly different, only adding to the mystique of the strange device. As soon



as Hunter arrived here, Vanex had taken apart his capsule, too, and had effec-tively frozen itsbuilt-in
time clock. And then after noodling with it, he found away to actudly advanceit.

When Hunter |eft the other Side, he'd been just afew hours away from getting shot. He certainly didn't
want to return in the same ingtant, till locked in acell, waiting for the execu-tioner's song. So Vanex
pushed up hisreturn timeto pardld that of the fleet ships; they would al go back together and arrivein
the sametime frame. Or at least that's how Vanex hoped it would work.

However, there was nothing he could do about where Hun-ter would return. The pilot had left from
thelocked jail cell at the bottom of Joxx's starship, and that's where he'd reappear— one month later.
No one could know what had happened in that month. Bonz had told him that at |ast report, Joxx had
dropped out of sight, had been refusing orders, and was seen sporting asilver dagger in his belt—the
weapon of choice for those wishing to kill the Emperor. Hunter knew that anything could happen once he
returned, including the possibility that heid find himsdlf ill behind bars

So he had to be prepared for any uncertainty.

That'swhy when Bonz went looking for Hunter afew hours after the somber meetingsin the America
, hefound the pilot atop High Hill, picking apples.

Thevaley below was dive with frenetic motion by now. The Vanex Door was about hafway
reconstructed in its new place. It was quite an operation for the UPF troopersto try to aign the huge
framework with the gigantic cargo 'crasher. Therigging looked like astiff breeze would blow it overina
sec-ond; luckily, there were no stiff breezes here in Heaven. The Resonance 133 was dmost ready to
go, too. Crude ladders had been dropped from it, and technicians could be seen climbing up and down
from them on avery regular basis.

Bonz meandered up to Hunter. Hisfamily was now living down on the vdley floor.
"Not too long now," Bonz said to the pilot, looking down on dl the activity.

"How can you tell?" Hunter asked him. Bonz grinned; he got the joke. There was no time here, so
theoreticaly at least, nothing could take along or short time.

Hunter resumed picking apples. He was looking for ones that were smal enough to fit into the
pockets of hisflight suit, as salf-contained survivd kits, you might say. Bonz took down an apple himsdlf
and examined it. Clearly he had something on hismind.

"| just wanted to apologize to you," hefinaly said to Hun-ter, turning the apple over in hishands. "I'm
redly sorry—"

"Sorry? What do you mean?'

Bonz shrugged. "Well, I'm responsible for thismess" he said, spreading his hands out to indicate the
whole operation of getting the Resonance 133 lined up with the Vanex Door.

"What mess?' Hunter replied. "Y oure ahero. You got us back in gear again. If it wasn't for you, we
would have stayed here forever."

"Likethat would have been abad thing?' Bonz asked, hadf-heartedly hiting into the apple. "Being
happy not just for therest of your life, but for the rest of eternity: it's everyone's ultimate dream.”

Hunter looked out on the valley below. It was even more magnificent than thefirst time he saw it.

"Whll, it'syoursto enjoy now," hetold Bonz. "Y ou're with your wife and kids again—as you should
be. See how only good thingswork out here?"

"There's no doubt about that,” Bonz replied. "But | have to wonder about something: Will | carry
through eternity the knowledge you've imparted to me about the origin of the em-pires? Thereisno
doubt in my mind that what was done to the origina people of Earth isthe greatest wrong of human



history or certainly in the history of the Galaxy. They used to talk about the crime of the century inthe
ancient days? Well, thisisthe biggest crime of dl humanity! It'smind-boggling. Billions of people, thrown
off their planet after they fought to free it from one enemy, only to be betrayed by another? And these
were the descendants who brought man into space in the first place, the descendants of the Ancient
Engineers. Such an atrocity. And I'm now one of the comparatively few souls who know about it. Y et
theres nothing | can do about it."

Hunter walked to another tree and began examining the ap-plesonit. "Likel said," hetold Bonz,
"you did your part. Y ou tipped us off on agreat opportunity to go back. That'sabig first step for us.”

Bonz just shook hishead. "1 know. But look at it from my perspective. | spent more than a century
serving aregimethat isup to its neck in thistreachery. Knowing what | know, | wonder just how
peaceful my soul can redly be."

Hunter stopped picking apples and looked at the SF3 agent.
"What are you suggesting?' he asked him. "Certainly not that you go back with us"
"It's crossed my mind,” Bonz admitted.

Hunter stuffed another gppleinto his pocket. "Don't be crazy,” hetold the spy. "Likel said: You're
the hero. It took you winding up hereto light the fuse again, and that could have only come about by the
horrible way you died. They used to give medds out for things like that. No matter what transpires now,
it couldn't have happened unless you did what you did."

"Well, sure, that helpsyou,” Bonz said. "It doesn't hep me."

Hunter said to him: "L ook, man, you lost a beautiful wife, two beautiful kids. Now they're not lost
anymore. They are here. And so0 are you. And you're guaranteed an eternity with them.”

"But that'sjust it," Bonz ingsted. "They will dways be here. | could go with the R133 crew and
maybe do somered good. Then, when | come back, it will belikel never left.”

Hunter just shook his head. 'Talk to Pater Tomm," he sug-gested. "Hell knock that thought right out
of your head, either with a prayer or the blackjack he keepsin his back pocket. Bottom lineisthis: you
are asoul who has passed over; therest of us are not. When we go back, we hope we will bein the
same shape and form as when we lft. But what would happen if you went back? God, they think I'll turn
myself ingdeout if | ride aoard thefirst ship. | can't imagine what they might think would happen to
you."

Bonz paused for amoment and thought about this. Then he said suddenly: ™Y ou should marry her,
you know..."

Hunter stopped what he was doing. "Marry? Marry who?"
"Xara, of course.”
Hunter tried to stay cool; he stuffed another small appleinto his pocket. "Why would you say that?"

Bonz shrugged. "Hey—I'm a spook. It's my job—or it used to be, anyway—to be able to read
peoplein ahaf asecond.”

"SF3 isturning out love connectors these days?'

"l don't have to be awizard to know you're crazy about her, and she's crazy about you," Bonz said.
"Whether I've been here ten years or ten minutes, it's rather obvious."

IIS)?I

"So, when dl of thisisover, back on the other side or wherever the hell thered world is, | suggest
you marry her."



Hunter thought amoment. "But if | did that, that might make me Emperor someday."
Bonz suddenly shook Hunter's hand.

"Wdl, Mgor," hesaid, "I never thought I'd say this, but if there was one person | would chooseto be
top man in the Empire—in the entire Galaxy—that guy isyou."

Hunter just laughed again, picked onelast apple, and stuffed it into his pocket.
"Good luck, Gym," hesaid. "And enjoy your eternd re-ward."
8

It took what seemed like a very long while far the UPF troopers to complete the rel ocation of the
Vanex Door.

Taking it apart, piece by piece, and carrying the sections to the other end of the small valley went
smoothly enough. But when it cametimeto put thelast haf of the portal back to-gether, strange things

began to happen.

Soon after the main frame had been put up, atwilight came, one that lasted longer than anyone could
remember. No moons appeared in the sky thistime; nor were there any great washes of stars over
ahead, at least not over Happy Valley.

Thelack of garlight hampered the find phase of the repo-stioning. Therewas no artificid illumination
in Happy Valley; there was never aneed for any. When it became apparent that the dusk was going to
last longer than usud, the UPF engineerstried to switch on the search and landing lights attached to the
bottom of each ship, including Resonance 133. But none of these lamps would work. The power insde
the shipswas d-ready very low; trying the lights only further drained the lim-ited supply. Then someone
suggested they try making afire and then lighting torches. But no one could produce as much as a spark.
Therewas no firein Paradise, because there was never any need for it.

So thelast part of the rebuilding project was donein the low light of the strange twilight, which made
it dl that much more difficult. But somehow the troopers prevailed. It was only asthey weretightening up
the last trussthat the twilight findly ended. The sun rose; the dusk went away.

The Vanex Door, powered by thetiny cell included in the Echo 999.9, cameto life ashort while later.

There was never any doubt who would be going aboard the Resonance 133 for thisfirgt attempt to
break back through to the other side.

Asthe most seasoned pilots, Zarex and Calandrx would han-dle the flying. Tomm, Gordon, and
Klaaz would lord over the primary controls. Erx and Berx would be back in the engine room, watching
over the ship's dua-power system.

Why two power systems? It was the only solution to yet another complication. The Resonance 133
was an Empire ship. It was powered by aprop core. But the juice it needed to draw from the Big
Generator was nonexistent here; Supertime did not extend to Paradise. So taking a page from Bonz's
experi-ence on hisill-fated ship, the TxroVox, the Resonance 133 now had both an ion-ballast
engine—actually a spare taken from one of the origina UPF ships—aswaell asits own prop core. It was
hoped if enough power could be diverted to the ion-ballast engine, it would give the ship the boost
needed to pen-etrate the Vanex Door and to get through the twenty-sixth dimension.

Once on the other side, the prop core would be kicked in.
If the ship madeit that far.

The bare-bones crew of the Resonance 133 had prepared for their flight up on High Hill. A bridge
connecting the peak and the access door to the ship had been constructed with materiasleft over from
moving the Vanex Door. Thisway the crew could walk right acrossto the main hatchway to the waiting



vessH.

The crew would have to wear their spacesuits, for they had no ideawhat was going to happen once
they entered the Vanex Door. A short trip through the twenty-sixth dimension cer-tainly, lasting just a
microsecond in real time but seeming like an eternity for those going through it. Thiswas how it had been
on the trip that brought them here. But whether the Res-onance could take the strain of dl this
transdimengiond flip-flopping was a big unknown. There was agood chance the ship might bresk up
upon reaching Zero Point on the other side. Spacesuits would give the crew about thirty secondsto say
their last good-byes—and then, theoretically at least, head back to Heaven by more traditional means.

Another twilight came and went. The plan called for the Res-onance 133 to leave during adaylight
period, so thefind prep-arations hurriedly began. Helping to attend to some of the last details, Hunter
was up on High Hill with the crew. That'swhen Tomm approached him and pulled him aside.

Thetwo men knew each other very well. Hunter had met Tomm when the space monk was serving
asatagaong chap-lain for the Freedom Brigade, the small band of American mercenaries who eventuadly
led Hunter to find Planet America. Tomm had stuck by him in the worst days of the war to free the Home
Panets and during the UPF invasion of the Two Arm. Next to Erx and Berx, the priest was probably
Hunter's closest friend.

But Tomm was not aman without secrets. And one was known to very few peoplein the Galaxy; in
fact, it was one of the deepest secretsin the history of all humankind.

Oncethey were agood distance away from the others, Tomm said to him, "We dl redlize that getting
back to the other sdewill be an enormous undertaking and might not even happen a al. | also redize
that as you will be going back adifferent way, we might not have a chance to spesk again, ever.”

Hetook something out of his pocket but kept it hidden tightly in hisfist.

" think | know where we can find an dly for our cause," Tomm went on, choosing hiswords
carefully. "A very pow-erful dly. Someone who might not need much convincingtojoin... our fight. But |
am reluctant to talk about him here... for obvious reasons.”

Hunter nodded. He fully understood.

"Finding him, though, isamission that only you can see through,” the priest went on. He finally passed
the object in his hand to Hunter. It was a viz-screen capsule, a sort of com-pact image projection device
used by soldiersin forward battle areas to receive orders from their superiors without jeopard-izing string
communications.

"l madethisavery long time ago,” Tomm told Hunter. "Right after wefirst met, in fact. | had hoped
that | would never haveto giveit to you. | hoped thingswould never get so bad. But now, under the
circumgtances, | beieveit isthe right thing to do. The messageit containsisin two parts. Open it when
you get back. It will give you al the specifics you will need. Wewill al have aroleto play when wereach
the other side. | think thisisthe avenue you should pursue. And | think that isall we should say about it
here"

At that moment, the Resonance technicians passed the word that it was time to go. Tomm shook
Hunter's hand and turned to join the others walking across the bridge. But Hunter stopped him. He
looked at the viz-screen capsule. "But Father, evenif | do what it saysin here, what are the chances of
me actudly succeeding?'

Tomm just shook his head.

Truthfully, Brother Hawk," he said, "for any of thisto work, we will need more than just one
mirade”

Thebig moment findly came.



The ship techs pronounced the Resonance 133 ready to go. The gigantic wedge-shaped cargo ship,
dark gray againgt the bright emerald grass below and the shimmering blue sky above, looked very out of
place, even more so now that the bubble top cockpit areawaslit with adim but eerie ydlow light.

The crew walked across the bridge as the UPF troopers, back in formation on the valley floor below,
stood at attention. The techs had hung a flag over the entrance to the Resonance 133. It wasthe Stars
and Stripes. Watching from the top of the hill, Xaraat his side, Hunter was not surprised to find himsdlf
choked up asthe crew passed benesth the unfurled flag.

Oncein, the crew turned on only the bare essentias. Their departure was only ashort while away.
Now cameacrucid question involving time—or, more accurately, keeping track of timein thisplace
that had none. Clocks didn't work here, no surprise in an environment that seemed designed to make one
forget all about the concept of time. How then would they know when the week was up, and the rest of
the fleet should cross over?

There was only oneway to do it. VVolunteers from the UPF army would be made "designated
counters." As soon as the Resonance 133 disappeared, these troopers would start count-ing, in rhythm.
Sixty secondsto mark every minute, 3,600 seconds to mark every hour, 86,400 seconds to mark each
day—for seven days.

Only then would the rest of the fleet follow.
The Resonance's departure also required a countdown.

It started at thirty. On atechnician's cue, the entire UPF contingent assembled below began shouting
out the descend-ing numbers.

But strange things started happening again. The sky sud-denly turned black, as clouds covered the
sun. A darkness more acute than any twilight descended on Happy Vdley. Thiswas afrightening turn of
eventsfor the UPF contingent, not to mention the other residents of the area. Never had it grown so dark
beforein Happy Valey. Still, the countdown contin-ued.

It reached fifteen seconds, and a sudden clap of thunder rolled through the valey. It was powerful
enough to shake the Vanex Door, aswdll as everything and everybody nearby. Standing atop High Hill,
Xaragrabbed Hunter so tightly, her nailswent right through his uniform deeve. The countdown
continued.

More thunder rumbled through the valey. The sky overhead became even darker, if that was
possible. The countdown got down to ten seconds. Another clap of thunder, this one so powerful, High
Hill itslf actualy began shaking.

"Someone does not want this to happen!" Xarayelled to Hunter, though he could barely hear her
over the booming thunder.

The countdown reached five seconds. .. another tremen-dous clap of thunder.
Four... three... two... one... zero!

Now came two tremendous explosions. One was from the most powerful clap of thunder yet, the
other from the Reso-nance 133 asit instantly accel erated to top ion-ballast speed and disappeared
through the Vanex Door. It was gonein ablink, leaving only agreenish mist initswake.

The thunder continued, and the sky grew absolutely pitch black after the ship had departed. Those up
on High Hill could hear the wails of the permanent souls throughout the valey. Xarawas clutching Hunter
so tightly now, her fingernailswere digging into his skin. Severd terrifying moments passed.

But then, gradudly, the thunder abated, and the clouds drifted away. The sunlight returned, and
wailing throughout the valley ceased. But it was obvious that the act of pushing the ship back through the
Vanex Door had upset the very pristine order of things. They had angered the Creator Himself with their



act of boldness, and it had been frightening to ex-perience the reaction from on high.

But normalcy soon returned. Those watching over the con-trols for a subatomic Sweeper that had
been attached to the Resonance reported that al indications were that the ship had at least madeit into
the twenty-gxth dimension.

Upon hearing this, everyone in the UPF contingent relaxed alittle. Hunter and Xara sat down on the
edge of High Hill and just held on to each other. Vanex walked down to theriver and drank hisfill of the
Swedt, intoxicating nectar. The formations dispersed, and many of the UPF troopers went for aswim.

It was only later that they discovered the soul of Gym Bonz was not among them.
Apples.

Hunter had picked thirteen of them, and now they were stuffed into the pockets of his combat suit,
making him look alittle too round in the rump.

He was down on the beach, at the exact spot where held faded in so long ago. He had his helmet on,
and his boots were stitched up tight. He had a container of river nectar and a blaster rifle borrowed from
one of the UPF troopers. These were the things he might need if things went wrong once he got back to
the other side.

He knew there was agood chance he would wind up back insde the jail cdll at the bottom of the
ShadoVox on hisreturn, and that the cell door would still be locked. There was dso achance no one
aboard the ship would know he returned, so the appleswould sustain him for awhile, he hoped. If he
was unableto blast the lock off the cell door with the borrowed ray gun, that is.

He'd had onelast conversation with VVanex before leaving High Hill. It was mosily to thank theold
guy for al that he'd done under the most unusua circumstances. The Imperid Jan-itor was il abit of an
enigma. Had he come around to their point of view, agreeing that the Empire had to be toppled? Or had
he been helpful Smply because he was very loyd to Xara? If Hunter had to bet on it, he would have
guessed the old guy had doneit for Xaradone.

Hunter took onelong, last ook at his surroundings. The sweet water, the hillsde of bright flowers, the
be eweled sands. He knew the chances of him ever coming back here—at |east by these means—were
nil. The Echo 999.9 was a onetime device. The capsule Hunter had used to get here would be depleted
as soon as he returned. The same was true for the first Echo, which had been disassembled to build the
Vanex Door. Once the last UPF ship passed through it—if indeed the passing through was
successful—it, too, would be depleted. So the ships could never return, ether.

No, if hewas ever to see Paradise again, Hunter knew he would have to get here the ol d-fashioned
way.

That'swhat was going to make the next few moments on the beach so difficult. Because he knew
there was avery good chance he would never see Xaraagain, ether. She couldn't come with him, of
course. And she couldn't have gone back on the Resonance 133, asthe same thing that they feared
would happen to him—that nasty atoms-turned-inside-out thing—would happen to her (and Vanex, too).

They were stranded here. In Paradise.

There was no way Hunter could leave with out saying good-bye to Xara—a though he'd considered
this. It would have avoided the painful moment they both knew had to come sooner or later. So hetold
her to give him awhileto prepare, and then meet him down by the shore.

She arrived, cheeks il wet with tears, till looking beau-tiful but a the same time very sad. Her
emotions had been running high since the departure of the Resonance 133.

Hunter took her hands and |ooked deep into those gigantic blue eyes. For the first time, he redized
they were the same color as both the sky here and the cobalt blue ocean.



"So how long has it been?' he asked her. "One month... or ten years?"

She squeezed his handsin return. "Either way, it wasn't long enough, Hawk," she said, dmost
embarrassed. "That's the tragedy in dl this. We could stay here for eternity. Instead, I'm losing you,
probably forever. And if you succeed in your quest, then | lose my family."”

She looked up, and Hunter could see the tears had started again. He tried to wipe them away.

"I'll come back," Hunter suddenly heard himsdlf say, even ashis heart was bresking insgde. They both
looked at each other, eyes misty. She knew better than to ask how. There wasredlly only one other way
to get to Heaven.

"I'll wait for you," she said, repeating aline from a poem she had written for him when hefirst lft
Earth on hisquest to find the Lost Americans. "A million years, if | haveto."

Hunter was trying his best to control his emotions, but it was alosing battle. His brain suddenly
became saturated with the idea that he probably would never see her again, no matter what the cosmos
had in store for him. One month or ten years? She wasright; it hadn't nearly been long enough. And now,
a thisgood-bye, heredized he didn't even have aholo-picture of her, nothing at al to remember her by.

Sheread hismind. She pointed to her heart. "In here, Hawk," she said. "No oneleavesyou if they
livein your heart and mind. And no one dies; they moveto the other side. I'll be here.”

She leaned over and kissed him.

Then the Echo 999.9'stime dement findly ran out, and Hunter faded away.
PRRT THREE

The Messengers

g
Solar Guards Sublieutenant UJaiz Cronx had just gone off duty when the nightmare began.

He was a crew member of the SG Starcrasher StratoVox I1. His position was second forward
weapons officer, one of doz-ens aboard the ship. The StratoVox was a capitd battle cruiser, and at 2.5
mileslong, one of the largest space vessalsin ex-istence. It served as the flagship for Space Marshal
Finn-Cool McLyx, atop Solar Guards commander, and a man known throughout the Empire for his
heroism or his ruthlessness, de-pending on one's point of view

Lieutenant Cronx had not been to deep in one hundred hours. He'd been pulling triple shifts without
the benefit of awake-up drop or any other kind of metabolic inducer whilefilling infor other lowly
officersin such diverse parts of the ship asthe auxiliary power room, the master bilge compart-ment, and
even the communications bubbler. The StratoVox had been running at battle stations for more than three
weeks now, ever sinceit left its patrol on the Six Arm. The nonstop high dert had been an intense, tiring
process for the entire crew.

Findly one of the snip's doctors encountered Cronx stag-gering down a passageway and ordered him
to take some time off. Cronx was happy to comply. At the age of 201, he was getting too old for these
things. He dragged himsdlf to his quarters and was about to collapse on top his hovering bunk when a
duty captain appeared at his billet door.

"Get to your primary battle station immediately!" this officer barked at him. "We are about to go into
action..."

Ashewas saying this, battle-imminent srens started up dl over the immense ship. Cronx felt his
stomach turn to stone. It was the moment he had been dreading since the ship left the Six Arm.

"Who isthe enemy?' he haf gasped,



The duty captain's face turned dark. "The Space Forces, of course!" he screamed. Then he
disappeared.

Cronx stayed frozen to his spot. Circumstances had been building to this for three weeks, but it was
no less distressing now to finally hear the words. Just about everyone aboard the StratoVox believed
that their commanding officer, Finn-Cool McLyx, had gone mad along time ago. Now they feared he
was dragging them dl down into his madnesswidi him.

McLyx was atdl, heavy, blustery man with a scar that ran from hisright ear down to the center of his
neck. Hissize done wasintimidating to friend and foe alike, and he was known to bully and even
physicaly attack his superior officers. Past commanders had been booted out of the SG for lesser
transgressions, but McLyx was afavorite of the Emperor. Hewas dso in lineto take over one of the top
positionsin Solar Guard Command someday. Not shy about anything, McLyx bragged endlesdly that his
wasthe biggest ship in the SG'sfleet inventory.

Hewas dso amaster at invading unsuspecting backwater planets out on the Fringe and bringing them
back into the Empire, whether they liked it or not. It was his jonzz, as the saying went, and he took
perverted pleasure in swooping down upon these peaceful worlds, usudly under the fal se pretense that
outlaws were hiding among the population, and blasting anyone who stood in hisway. In hislong career,
McLyx had reclamed thousands of wayward planetsin this manner, bru-tally suppressing any resstance
to his ship and soldiers and regping vast rewards of plunder that always accompanied the storm.

But McLyx reserved his specid venom for the Space Forces. He absolutely detested the SF, fromits
top generdsdown to itslowliest privates. He hated everything the senior service stood for, especialy the
dower—some saild more compassion-ate—way it went about reclaiming planets for the Empire. SG
officerslike McLyx had no time for the diplomacy-first meth-ods used by the SF. Doing it hisway was
S0 much faster, not to mention more personally rewarding.

No surprise, McLyx was dso avery wealthy man.

The StratoVox had been on patrol in the upper Six Arm when word of hogtilities between the Space
Forces and the Solar Guards reached the ship. Bits and pieces of news concerning the clash on
Doomsday 212 trickled through first. But within hours, reports of dl-out fighting between thetwo
serviceswere pouring into the StratoVox's communications center. Though the SF and SG had started
fighting each other in many locations around the Galaxy, the communiques left no doubt that the heaviest
combat was going on within the Two Arm's now-infamous No-Fly Zone.

The thought of the SF spilling SG blood made many hearts aboard the StratoVox race with both
excitement and rage, es-pecidly among the battle staff. Adding fuel to the fire, the most outrageous
reports—all unofficia—said the SF had somehow destroyed the SG's entire Rapid Engagement Fleet.
Thisrumor had started only because no one knew where the REF was at the moment. Originaly
comprising thirty-six ships and nearly aquarter million men, they had dl but vanished shortly after the
supposed battle against the Two Arm invaders, only to regppear and men vanish again immediately after
thefirst shots had been fired on Doomsday 212. The subatomic wreckage of two REF shipswas strewn
across that depressing planet. But everyone was now asking: Where were the other thirty-four?

Thiswas dl too much for the highly aggressve McLyx to take. Just hours after the first report came
in, he'd ordered his ship and itsfleet of six attending battle cruisersto turn about and head for the Two
Arm. Ignoring pleas from the Imperid Court on Earth to stay on station, the StratoVVox and itssster
ships rocketed toward the combat zone at all-out full Super-time speed.

Thetrip of nearly 80,000 light-years had taken three and ahalf weeks. In that time McLyx's renegade
fleet had grown. By thetimeit left the Six Arm, his seven-ship squadron had been joined by three dozen
more SG warships. Like McLyx, their commanders had chosen to ignore orders from Earth and had
sought to join the fighting.



They picked up more and more SG ships asthey skirted the edge of the Ball and dashed dong the
outskirts of theinner Fringe.

By thetimeit reached the Two Arm, the impromptu battle group had swelled to more than seventy
ships.

Severd times over the past three weeks, Sublieutenant Cronx had stolen a precious few momentsto
make private-string con-tact with colleagues on Earth. This was how held recelved news—both
confirmed and rumor—about what was happening both on the Mother Planet and throughout the rest of
the Empire. None of these reports were good.

Fighting between the two serviceswas spreading al over the Galaxy. Clashes on every arm had been
confirmed. There had even been askirmishinsgde the Bdll, theridiculoudy peaceful center of the Milky
Way. Forces on both sideswereignoring dl desist orders from Earth. Very hard-line SG in-dividuals
were even attacking isolated SF ingtalations out on the Fringe. The SF wasretdiating in kind.

Everyone knew fighting between the two serviceswould not |lead to anything positive. It further
weakened an Empire that some believed was dready reaching its breaking point. A too-hasty expansion
policy, roughshod trestment of its newest cit-izens out on the Fringe aress, and an overall dlitist attitude
that was smply repulsive on many, many levelswere bad enough. To have awar within itsvagt military
was smply disastrous.

But why were the hodlilities continuing? With dl the com-mand structuresthat lorded over both
services, wasn't there any way to get the two rivalsto stop? Cronx's friends on Earth said no—and the
reason was smple: the only person whose words would be heeded by both sides, the Emperor O'Nay
Himself, was unavailable. Where was he? In histower, the soaring spiral that dominated the floating city
of Special Num-ber One, degp in his prayer mode. The perpetualy detached O'Nay entered these
meditative states quite often, or at least his Imperial Guards claimed he did. Once hewasin such a
trance, it could last for days or even weeks*. And there were standing orders that he was not to be
disturbed for anything.

Hisimperia bodyguards were obeying that order to the let-ter these days. So the internecine war was
alowed to rage on.

Evenworse, the SG had unilateraly declared astate of emergency within the Solar System. They'd
flooded each of the origind planets, from Mercury out to Pluto, with millions of regular SG troops.
They'd stopped just about al flights around the Solar System and had sedled off the Pluto Cloud aswell.
They were even close to shutting down the entire One Arm. Cronx's friends described the Situation as
being no dif-ferent than if the SG had declared martid law.

In the entire 600-plus-year history of the Fourth Empire, nothing like this had ever happened before.

Lieutenant Cronx reached the StratoVox's flight deck to find the place in chaos. crewmen running
everywhere, officers shouting orders above the wailing srens, strobe lights flashing, bellsringing. Tenson
and anxiety werethick intheair.

Theflight deck itself was supposed to be amonument to advanced Empire technology. It was
contained within the ship'slarge, multitiered control bubble, which in turn was |o-cated near the forward
point of the vessal's enormous wedge shape. The bubble was like asmdl city, large enough to hold
3,000 people. The bridgeitsdlf, it being on the highest level of this smal metropolis, could hold more than
500 souls. It took all of these people, many serving in traditional if redun-dant capacities, to keep the ship
running properly. Only thisway could Starcrasherstravel through space at speeds of one light-year every
thirty seconds.

The situation up on the bridge was no better than the flight deck below. Cronx reached his station, an
isolated seat located next to the lower echelon of pilots known as acolyte steering and directly behind the
forward wegpons array. A crew of sixteen was Sitting in two semicircles around thisarray; their



commanding officer was seated in an elaborate control chair hovering about eight feet above them. If
anything happened to this primary wegpons officer, it was Cronx's job to take his place.

Until then, Cronx would have afront-row seat for whatever was about to happen. His station was
very closeto the edge of the control room'simmense bubble; it was barely an arm'slength away. All
Cronx had to do wasturn to hisright and look directly out into space.

The ship's enormous scanning screens were floating in front of him. These screens showed everyone
what the "eyes’ of the ship were seeing. And what they were seeing at the mo-ment was very frightening.

The seventy-two SG ships, many of them two-mile-long bat-tle cruisers, were running in their dark
gray and black SG battle colors. The shipswere spread out for as far as the long-range scanners could
see. SG shipswere so big, they rarely traveled in packs of more than adozen or so. This, however,
looked like avictory parade; they seemed to go on forever.

Troublewas, in (heir Sights, dead ahead, was afleet of SF shipsthat seemed to go on forever aswell.
They were mostly battle cruisers, but severa pocket cruisers, aso known as cul-verins, werein
evidence, too. There were six dozen SF shipsin dl, or exactly the same size asthe SG fleet. And they
werejust 15,000 miles away.

This battle group had not been dispatched by Space Forces command. Instead, just like the SG
force, it had collected itsaf over the past few weeks from disparate squadrons, called here at first upon
hearing of the intense battlesin and around the mid-Two Arm and then rushing to the aid of comrades
asking for help. It had grown steadily over the turbulent weeks into the enormous numbersit boasted
now.

Cronx had seen combat before. But like just about everyone else on board the StratoVox, his
experiences had been against space pirates, mere armies, or other interstellar outlaws. Fights where the
SG dways came in with an overwhelming advan-tage in the number of ships, weapons, and of course,
the ability to movein Supertime, which none of their opponents had.

But now, this... thiswasterrifying. The huge SG fleet was about to collide with an SF force equa
both in sze and ca-pability. Both forces were flying in Supertime, both forces were armed with the same
awesome weagpons, and both were crewed with men of equal training and elan.

Cronx swallowed hard. He was about to witness one of the worst military disastersin the history of
the Fourth Empire. Imperia warships were never meant to fight each other. They were designed with
only two missonsin mind: to bombard enemy planets and to fight in space against much dower en-emy
vessdls. Taking on ion-powered shipswasrdatively easy. When flying in Supertime, Empire vessdls
could seetheir dower adversaries while knowing the enemy could not see them. All the Empire ship had
to do was drop out of Supertime and unleash its weapons. It could be more like target practice than a
battle.

Fighting an enemy in Supertime wastotaly different. Firgt of dl, your opponent could seeyou just as
soon as you could see him. Not only did both sides have the same weapons and crews, they both had
the same capabilities for maneuvering and stedlth. Both were also cgpable of flying just asfast—and in
Supertime that was close to 67 million miles per hour. Two Empire ships closing on one another then
were doing so a 134 million miles per hour. Almost incomprehensible speed.

Nor did Empire ships carry any kind of deflection equip-ment, again because they were never made
to fight each other. They had no shieldsto protect themsalves from incoming fire, no energy-dispersa
arraysto sap the lethdity from an adver-sary'sfusiliade. The only defense they had againgt an
al-Supertime fight was atactic known as popping.

When Empire shipstraveled in Supertime, they were mov-ing not so much in physical space asthey
wereintime. The prop core found on every Empire warship was fed by the Big Generator, the
mysterious, omnipotent power source located in the western desert back on Earth. This unknown power



en-abled the vessdl to enter the seventh dimension and move very quickly intime.

Empire commanders were told that should an enemy ship ever enter Supertime—theoreticaly an
impossibility, though it had happened on at |east one occasi on—then one way to avoid their incoming
barrages was to dow down abit, not in space but in time, just as the enemy fusillade was on its way.
Es-sentidly by putting on the brakes, just for afraction of a sec-ond, the enemy barrage would reach its
target just alittle bit too early—and miss.

Popping was aspectacular thing to watch in action. All Empire ship commanders were required to
practiceit afew timesearly in ther training, againg fake blasts, of course. At high speeds, with leeway
measured in microfractions of sec-onds, popping was an art form that no Empire ship CO ever thought
he'd haveto use.

Until now.
Therewereno hailing cdls.
No chalenges or ultimatums. No communicationset al.

The scanning screens aboard the StratoVox were screaming that the SF fleet's weapons had
powered up; al of the SG ships wegpons had just come on-line, too. Up until now, the fighting in and
around the No-Hy Zone had consisted of brief clashes between individual vessds or small groups of
ships, and only after much haranguing and posturing between op-posing commanders. Now, these two
grand fleets were ready to open up on each other without any prior taunts or threats— willing to let fate
decide who would be lft dive when it was over.

More blaring and beeping darms distracted Cronx now. He looked up at the scanning screens again
and saw the SF fleet was now just 10,000 miles away and still coming on very quickly.

He heard the booming voice of McLyx risng from behind him. "Train weapond "
"Wesgponstrained, Sr!" came the response from the weap-ons officers, al twelve of them.
"Preparetofire.”

"Preparing tofire, ar!"

Cronx fdt his stomach turn over once again. Up until this moment he'd believed that despite the
fighting and bad blood between the SF and SG, the damage that had been done a-ready could be
repaired somehow. But now, with these two gigantic fleets about to hit each other head-on... well,
thered redlly be no stepping back from this. Cronx checked the ship's position; ironically enough, they
werejust about in the middle of the No-Fly Zone, very near the place where the battle be-tween the
REF and the Two Arm invaders had supposedly taken place amonth before. If there hadn't been a battle
dien, Cronx thought, there was certainly going to be one now.

The scans began screaming again. The column of SF shipswas now just 5,000 miles away and il
coming straight at the SG fleet. Asthe StratoVox's wegpons sections began tracking multiple targets,
there came another bellowing order from McLyx.

"Reedy dl forward weagpons.”
"All forward wegponsready, Sir."

Cronx gripped his seat tight. Was there any way to turn back from this? Any way both fleetswould
just veer off and go their separate ways, and preserve the integrity of the Empirefor just alittlewhile
longer?

The answer was no, for just amoment later, McLyx screamed the fateful words: " Open fire!"

The StratoVox shuddered as every wegpon on board fired at once. Spaceitself began shaking asthe
rest of the SG fleet followed suit. With tens of thousands of weapons blazing, the sorm of SG



destructo-raystore into the SF ships. Thousands of gigantic explosions aong thousands of miles of
space. Then the StratoVox's scans began blaring yet again: The SF shipswerefiring back.

The main weapons for both opponents were Z-beam guns. Their killing rays appeared in the form of
thick blue bolts. Fired from a Jong distance, these bolts originated as pulses of incredibly bright light.
Once abolt got closeto itstarget, the pulses coaesced into mile-long beams. Cronx now saw thousands
of tlese beamsflying right a him, even astheim-mense StratoVox began twisting and turning through
space.

He was terrified—and he was sure many others on the bridge were terrified, too. Thiswas dready so
unlike anything they'd ever faced, it was awaking nightmare, payback, for al those timesthey'd
overwhelmed poorly armed, poorly trained ad-versariesin the past.

Shipsweretaking hitsal around him. Some SG vessds were disappearing in puffs of Sckly green
fire. The StratoVox was gyrating itself through incredible, ssemingly impossible maneuvers. Indl his
yearsriding them, Cronx had no idea Starcrashers could move like this.

At ladt, thetwo fleets collided. Cronx was suddenly looking out at asky full of blue and white
Starcrashers, al of them adorned with the star symbols of the Space Forces. This was another
frighteningly new experience for him. He had never seen a Starcrasher in battle, not from this perspective.
He was astonished by just how many weapons were firing off these gigantic ships: tens of thousands of
bright blue and green streaks flying out in every direction, even as so many storms of multicolored beams
were being fired at them.

It went on like thisfor what seemed like an eternity. Cronx was being thrown violently back and forth,
even though he was pinned to his seat by his safety force field. The main wegpons system officer was
screaming a hisforward array gunners, who were sending out megatons of destructo-rays, somefinding
their targets but many not. Better him than me, Cronx caught himsalf thinking. He could barely bregthe,
never mind move and actually operate awegpons system. The blar-ing of the defensive-systems
communication array was ear-splitting. 1ts mechanica voice was screaming at full pitch, but the control
room was dready filled with so many Klaxonsand sSrenswailing, it was very hard to think straight, never
mind hear anything.

This cacophony made it dmost impossible to decipher what the ghostly electronic voice was saying.
But somehow one of the ship'stwelve pilots heard the warning and displayed it up on thefloating viz
screens. An SF warship, the venerable NovaVox, was closing fast on one of the StratoVox's escort
ships, the VegasVox, which had aready sustained battle dam-age. Cronx could clearly see the wounded
VegasVox off star-board side. A plume of jet-black smoke was streaming from its aft section; another
was spewing out from behind its control-deck bubble. The Vegas had taken two random blastsfrom an
SF culverin. Normdly, two stray Z-gun blasts would cause little more than minor damage. But ether by
incredibly bad luck or the whim of the cosmas, these random blasts had hit two of the gigantic ship's
most vulnerable spots. One had destroyed the Vegas'$ main communications bubble; the other had
exploded directly on top of its prop core. This meant the Vegas was without full prop-core operation
and had no meansto receive communications. It had no ideathe SF warship NovaVox was coming right
ait.

The SF ship opened up at just twenty miles out. The com-manders aboard the Vegas only became
aware that amassive fusllade was incoming when their forward scans suddenly lit up. The Vegass CO
immediately ordered his ship to pop, but the VVegas's prop core did not respond. It was till maintaining
full speed but failing quickly. The SF barrage hit the Vegas full force an ingtant later. Its prop core blew
up, and the gi-gantic ship split in two. All this happened not in seconds but in microseconds. The
prop-core disintegration lit off a series of nuclear explosions, and 1/4000th of a second later, opened up a
tiny black hole. The StratoVox peded off just in time, but the SF NovaVox, coming on strong and not
redlly expect-ing the SG ship to fail in its popping, was not so lucky. It dammed right into the Vegas,



causing everything from its con-trol bubble back to its cargo holdsto smply disintegrate. The ship'srear
magazines exploded, causing the Nova's prop core to blow, sending out another ripple of nuclear blasts
and cre-ating yet another black hole; this, just seconds after the first Singularity came into being.

The resulting explosion was so powerful, many gunnersin nearby shipswere blinded permanently by
the flash. The space-time fabric wastorn for athousand miles around. Just like thet, the two enormous
shipssmply ceased to exist.

Therewere no survivors. There couldn't be.
More than 40,000 were dead.

Cronx had turned away from the gpocalyptic scene at the last possible moment, thus preserving his
sght. Still, one side of his face was severely burned. The heat had been so intensg, it actudly singed his
hair.

The StratoVox veered right again, pressing Cronx against the side of the clear control bubble. He

suppressed the urge to vomit as he saw hundreds of bodies go streaming by, al life-less, some aflame.
Some even seemed to be beckoning for him to join them. The nightmare continued.

Out beyond the massive debris field, Cronx could see doz-ens of ships on both sides till engaging
each other, still firing madly. In the span of five quick heartbegts, three gigantic bat-tle cruisers blew up,
with two more smaller vessals being sucked into the resulting singularities. A few seconds later, the
StratoVox flashed by acollison between two culverins. An-other terrifying moment passed, then Cronx
saw yet another SG battle cruiser explode under a broadside delivered point-blank from a SF warship
riding dongside. Thiswas madness, yet Cronx could not look away. His eyesfelt like they, too, were on
fire. He could hardly see, could hardly determine who wasfiring a who, or whose shipswere being
blown up, or whose ships were triumphant. All he could see on the outside were blue flashes and hot
greenfire.

Around the control bubble nearly everyone had their hands up to the eyes or were turned away from
the effects of the blinding battle just outside their bubble. The control teams seemed petrified in stone.
Faceswhite, drained of blood, none could believe what was happening, like small pieces of mad-ness
locked inside one grand madness.

Cronx looked ahead of him again. The main forward wegp-ons officer was till hanging over his
array, trying to pick out the shouted orders coming from McLyx above the din and tranamit them to his
gunners. Then this officer suddenly stopped what he was doing and looked back at Cronx, still pinned to
his seet.

"Get ready!" heydled a Cronx.

Aningant later, abolt of destructo-ray came through the side of the control bubble and blew the
forward weapons of -ficer to subatomic bits.

Thedirect hit continued on through the bridge, killing adozen more of the steering crew before
smashing into the aux-iliary communications bubbler. The rush of air leaking out of the perforated
enclosure was deafening, even asthe control bubble began sedling itsdf. The deck was suddenly running
with bubbler acids, blood, and gruesome body parts. The sur-vivors were stunned. Death had come so
fast to their col-leagues, it hadn't even registered yet. McLyx was gill screaming out firing orders, but no
onewas paying atention to him. The StratoVox had been in hundreds of battlesin thelast haf century
and had never lost aman. Now it seemed like everyone on the deck was soaked in blood.

Though he'd been cut on his head and face by pieces of broken superglass, Cronx was gtill somehow
ableto get hisarms and legs moving. He staggered over to the weapons ar-ray. The blast hole had
sedled completely by now, but it did nothing to clean away the gore that was spread everywhere. Cronx



studied the battered weapons array. It was about 80 percent destroyed. Half of the gun crew had been
killed aswell. But that meant 20 percent of the weapons and six men were still ableto operate. He
gtarted screaming firing orders, telling the surviving gunnersto fire whatever weapons were available. No
need to sight targets, he told them, and certainly no need to take aim. Following the orders McLyx was
scream-ing to everybody, he wastdling his men to smply fire every gun available, as quickly as possible.

All thismade for abizarre theater of sorts. The StrratoVox was coursing itsway through the storm of
Z-beam fire and growing clouds of wreckage. The tradition of the ship caled for the main steering
crew—thirteen pilotsin al—to reply to any command in unison, like some kind of dark choir. The same
was true for the communi cations teams, the navigation teams, and so on. Each was made up of thirteen
members. So whenever McLyx bellowed an order—amaneuver, acal to open fire, acheck on his
position—among the genera chaos of the battle there came a chorus of responses, dmost ddiveredin
three-part harmony. When they were attacking poorly armed pirates or rogue mere armies with virtual
impunity, these strange songs took on an dmost mystical timbre. Now they were smply nonsensical and
disurbing.

Added to thiswere the effects of popping the StratoVox. Whenever aship dowed down abit in
time, everyone aboard dowed down, too. It was avery unsettling feding: the human heart literally
skipped severd bests, leading to amoment of dizziness and disorientation, only to have these effects
sud-denly go in reverse once the body caught up with the right time frame.

In this moment, everyone on the bridge took on aghostly glow, similar to the aurathat appeared
whenever a Starcrasher passed through astar. The StratoVox was now popping So often, the entire
flight deck was bathed in the strange radiance. At the sametime, the ship continued to maneuver wildly
around the blizzard of SF Z-beam fire coming itsway. After many long minutes of this, Cronx was not
just worried about his ssomach turning itsdf inside out, he found himself fighting to remain conscious.

Then came another blagt; this one shot through the bubble top just afew feet above Cronx's head. It
tore out what was |ft of the power tubes feeding his weapons array and kept on going, pinging around
the bridge, killing another dozen ran-dom souls, including the rest of hisgun crew. A few inches either
way, and Cronx would have been minus his head.

Bleeding profusdly, Cronx fdll to the bloody deck and stayed there. He had the distinct feding that
the StratoVVox was careening out of control, tumbling through the maze of war-ships bombarding each
other. Blood began filling his eyes. Another blast camein and wiped out the entire communications
team. Another took out the acolytes.

The screams of the wounded became horrifying. The ship twisted again, and Cronx did right up
againg the superglass bubble, eyeslooking out.

That was the only way he was able to see what happened next.

Throughout dl this, McLyx was screaming out firing orders. His strategy wasto firedl of hisgunsat
once, asthe SF shipswere so thick around him that just by numbers aone he hoped he would hit
something. That the other SG shipsflying wildly dongside him had to avoid being atarget apparently had
little concern for him. Thiswaswar, and people died on both sdes, and in the end it only mattered how
many shipswere left and who was controlling those ships.

It wasin the midst of al this—thefiring, the popping, the bizarre chorus, McLyx screaming, the dead
and the dying— that avery bizarre event took place.

Cronx, hishead practicaly stuck to the side of the bubble, was |ooking down asthe swirling fight
increased even further in intengity. Suddenly, there was a bright flash of light right below him, but it did
not come from an explosion. Thiswas pure white light, and it seemed to tear a piece of spaceright in
two. Before this could register in Cronx's brain, a shape emerged from this flash of light. It was huge and
black and full of lights. It was ship. A Starcrasher of sorts, but imme-diately Cronx knew it was not a



combat ship. Not atypica one, anyway.

It was only by luck that he saw the ship emerge from the crackle of bright white light—and it did not
come out smoothly. Rather it came out Sdeways, asif it were out of control, which meant it wasn't
dropping out of Supertime. It also seemed at first that this strange ship was on fire, its quarter deck
ablaze in adeep orange glow. And Cronx swore he de-tected a noise when this vessel so suddenly came
into view, though thiswould have been impossible as mere was no sound in space. But he was certain he
heard a huge crack just a microsecond before the strange ship appeared.

How strange was this? A ship appearing out of nowhere, in the midst of thistitanic battle, in the
middle of the now-infamous No-Fly zone...

The mysterious vessdl did not gain any sort of control after emerging from God knowswhere. It was
careening al over the sky, just missing collisonswith both SF and SG warships, but taking massive
fuslladesfrom both Sides. Y et heavy dec-tricd flashes could be seen going off indde aswdll, asif the
vessd was undergoing amassive eectrical sorm within, even beforeit was hit and sent tumbling wildly al
over space.

But then, everything got even stranger.

The StratoVox twisted thisway, and the ghost ship twisted that, and suddenly they were heading
right for each other. A cal from the navigation team caused the StratoVox to veer out of the way at just
the last moment. The mystery ship roared by them, not 1,000 yards off its starboard side, just seconds
leter.

It was so close, Cronx could read its serial numbersasit swept by.
And by this he was stunned.

"Thisisimpossible.?' he shouted.

The ship's serid number was X30499.

That number belonged to one of the six cargo ‘crashers sto-len by the Two Arm invaders, aship the
SG claimed it de-stroyed near this very spot in space, not amonth ago...

The ship named the Resonance 133.
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The gigantic crevice was located a mile south of the ancient pyramid. It was hidden from view
on one side by aset of craggy mountains. On the other was a huge impact crater that, a two billion
years, was nearly asold asthe pyramid itsdlf.

The crevice was virtualy bottomless. It was 2,000 feet at itswidest and three miles long. Streams of
putrid gases, rising from geostrophic activities near thistiny moon'sinner core, further obscured the
immediate area. Long shadows from two nearby suns only added to the permanent murk.

There was no atmosphere here. Thisdirty little rock had been bypassed by the Ancient Engineers
when they puffed the Galaxy thousands of years before smply because of the pres-ence of the pyramid.
It was considered fatally bad luck—then and now—to set foot on any body that held apyramid.
Prob-lem was, there were many of them throughout the Galaxy.

The name of this moon was Bad News 666. It orbited the dead world of Megiddo. It was |ocated
just insde the No-Fly Zone, was home to the pyramid and the huge holein the ground. For al these
reasons, it was the perfect place to hide a starship.

This had been thefirst goal, to get to this place, the same forgotten rock where Joxx the Y ounger had
hidden his super-starship, the ShadoVox, during the beattle against the Two Arm invadersfor Megiddo
below. They knew the Starcrasher would fit into the crevice and would be covered by the gas plumes,



the shadows, the forbidding terrain, and the curse of the pyr-amid. If they successfully passed through the
Vanex Door and crossed over from Paradise, they agreed thiswas the first place they would go.

And thiswas where the Resonance 133 lay now.

That the ship appeared in the middle of one of the largest, most terrible battles ever fought in the
history of the Em-pires—that was just an odd coincidence. That it had been hit many timeswith stray
destructo-raysfired by both sides, mor-taly wounding it, well, that was arandom event, too, part of the
joke, so to speak. By dl rights the ship should not have been ableto fly after that, or even stay in one
piece. But it did. That it reaehed here, the place it was supposed to go, without any of its power systems
working, without any sort of flight controlsintact, with adead star engine and a blown prop core, that
was near miraculous.

From the ingtant the ship had flown through the Vanex Door, Nature sought to rain nothing but chaos
upon the Res-onance 133.

An entire bus of control room string circuits burst the mo-ment the ship left Paradise and entered the
far sde of the Twenty 'n Six fidd. A violent subatomic pulse went through the vessel 1/1,000,000,000 of
asecond later, killing al interna illumination, tanking the gravity screens, and knocking out both the
primary and the secondary environmenta systems. Everyone aboard should have died &t that point. But
they didnt.

It took the ship exactly thirty-three seconds to pass through the twenty-sixth dimension. Because the
place wasfilled with ghouls and undead and the trash of an entire civilization float-ing in akind of sarless
void, al kinds of debris dammed up againgt the huge vessdl in that horrible half minute,

Then the big cargo ship findly popped out the other side, only to find itsdlf in the middie of the historic
battle. There were a series of mind-blowing concussions caused by the shock waves from the fighting;
they battered the cargo 'crasher the ingtant it emerged. The two-mile-long ship then plowed itsway
through the storm of Z-beam fire, taking hundredsif not thousands of direct hits. It forged on, however,
powerless, and quickly left the battle area, with no onein pursuit. It reached Bad News 666 just
moments | ater.

Theinterior of the ship was still dark. There were only seven souls aboard now; they had left with
eght. One hundred per-cent of the ship'sinterna syslemswere glitched for good. The only light within
was pouring through the lower part of the ship's superglass bubble. It was coming from the reflection of
the devastated world of Megiddo nearby.

But even thelight from the dead planet had turned strangely golden.

They remained Hill in silence for hours, not believing what they were seeing, not believing what had
happened to them as soon as they'd crossed over. It shouldn't have been that much of a surprise to them,
though. It even made sense, in away.

It wasn't just that the Resonance 133 flew here with no power, no controls, no good reason to do so.
The seven soulswithin had changed, too—radically. They looked different. Their bodieswere different.
Their spiritswere different. They didn't question it; they didn't haveto. After awhile, they knew the
reason for their trandformation. A child could havefigured it out, though, could have told them it would
happen. But the seven had been so caught up in everything else on the other side, the thought had never
cometo any of them that this might occur upon their return. And certainly not to Pater Tomm, who, of
them dl, should have been the expert on it.

Soon enough though, they'd begun to get used to it.
If that was possible.

"S0, hewasright,” Tomm said findly, hisvoice cutting through the darkness of the ship's planning and
control center.



"That the SF and SG werefighting each other?' Zarex said, hisvoice no longer booming. "Yes, he
certainly wes"

"Did anybody actudly seehim... 7"
Everyoneindicated no. Except Calandrx.

"He may have been right beside me when we left. He may have been besi de me when we passed
through the twenty-six. But as soon as we passed back over, he was gone. And | think now, hewill be
goneforever."

Another slence. Their thoughts were bouncing al around the dark room. Off the tables and the
chairs. Off the blackened, scorched walls. They did not need the light. Or the furniture. Nor did they
have to speak. But at the moment, it seemed like the best thing to do.

"l suspect wewill be ableto talk about al things war now," Gordon said. He was perched on the
edge of the room's huge planning table. Not sitting, but smply baancing perfectly onitstip.

"Tdk about war again?' Tomm replied. He was hanging from the celling. " Aren't we the lucky ones."

"At least now we know how and where the REF managed to disappear to," Berx spoke up. He, too,
was perched on the edge of the big table, avery comfortable postion for him. "And why each time they
come and go, things get that much moreworse."

"| fear there will be agathering of forces soon," Klaaz said, his voice strong. He, too, hung off
the-celling. "Them againg us, and they will be overwheming if we don't act. Our misson hereis now
different, but at the sametime, it isexactly the same.”

"Yes, we il must carry out the plan,” Erx said, invisblein adarkened corner. "Just becausethis...
this has happened to us, doesn't mean we don't have thingsto do. In fact, well have to do much, much
more. Thereis still acause to be won. Missons we must see through. Placeswe all haveto go."

A murmur of agreement.

"All true,” Tomm said, adding, "But at least now we won't have to take the ship.”

11

No light. No sound either. Thethick smell of iodine and seared cloth. A trace of burned apples...

Hunter's heart wasin his boots, his soul was split in two. He was till on the beach in Paradise,
touching Xarasface, hislips pressed up againg hers. But at the sametime, he found himself here, Sitting
in the stink and the dark.

He had never fdt thislow. He didn't want to be here. Asthe scenes of Paradise dowly faded, leaving
only the murk, what he wanted was to go back immediately, to bein the warmth and light again. Tokiss
her again. And thistime to stay there with her forever and not make the same mistake twice. But how?
How could he pass back over? How could he return so quickly that he might find her still standing on the
beach? Then it hit him. Y es, there was away to do it and do it fast. All he had to do to was unstrap the
blagter rifle from his shoulder, insert the muzzle into his mouth, and pull the trigger. With hishead blown
off, hewould surely be on hisway back to Heaven. True, there was no guarantee that hed wind up in
Happy Valey. But a the moment, he was willing to take the chance.

Hedidn't think about it for asecond longer. He took the weapon off hisarm, put the barrel in his
mouth... and pulled thetrigger.

The gun didn't go off.
Hetried again. Nothing.
A third time. Still nothing.



He reached down the weapon's barrdl, hisfingers fumbling for the gun's power knob. It wasturned
off.

Idiot...

He couldn't even do thisright. His spirits plunged even further, if that was possible. But at the same
moment, amore rationa part of his psyche kicked in. There would be plenty of opportunitiesto dance
with death in what he was about to do. And people were counting on him to stay dive, at least alittle
whilelonger. To take the pipe now would leave alot of them hanging, and alot of them in danger, too.
He pushed the gun away from him. He owed it to everyone e se in the UPF to see thisthing through just
abit longer.

But where was he exactly? In the complete darkness, it was impossible to tell. He reached out and
touched the nearest thing to him. It was awall, cold and damp. He took some of the moisture onto his
fingertips, then pressad it to histongue. Bingo... It tasted of atomic hydro-gas, the lifeblood of any
Starcrasher.

S0, he was aboard avessel bel onging to the Empire; that much was established. He took out his
quadtral, the universal handheld device that could give areading on just about any-thing. Luckily, it had
survived the ride back intact. He asked the quadtrol to determine the speed of the vessel hewason. The
response came back: "Point nine Supertime." This meant the ship wasflying at about nine-tenthsthe
speed of Supertime. He asked the quadtrol the name of the ship hewas on. Thereply: "The ShadoVox."

That sedled it. Just as advertised, the Echo 999.9 had re-turned him to the exact spot from which he'd
departed. He was back in his prison cell. Before he |eft, though, there had been abare light in hisjail. But
not now...

How much time had passed? Had he been gone amonth? Had V anex's time-advance solution
worked? Or had he been transported back just afew moments after held left, just long enough for the
cdl light to burn out? If that wastrue, then he was still on hisway to his execution, and his chanceto see
Xaraagan might come very soon after dl.

All he had to do was rub his face, though—that's how he got his answer. He was sporting at least
four weeks of stubble. And the hair on his head was much longer, too. Vanex's ma-nipulation of the Echo
999.9'stime eement had worked. It was now about a month and afew days after the battle that never
was.

Heretrieved the blagter rifle and located its power knob again. He findly turned it on properly, but
only toitslowest setting. He intended to use the glow that would result on the weapon'stip for
illumination, so he could at least see hisim-mediate surroundings. But he did not hear the customary hum
of the weapon warming up, nor wasits power tube crackling asit would if the weapon had held itsfull
charge. Thiswas not good. If the gun crapped out now, it would be abad start to what was aready sure
to be ahazardous journey.

It took what seemed like forever, but findly thetip of the weapon began glowing, dbeit very faintly. It
was just enough light for him to check hisenvirons. Y ep, same old jail cell. Walls, floor, celling, locked
door. He put the glowing muzzle down near hiswrist, so he could see hisancient flight watch. Peoplein
the Galaxy weren't redly into time; its measurement was relive to wherever you were standing at the
moment, o trying to keep track of it galaxy-wide was nearly impossible. But Hunter was atime fresk; it
meant everything to him. And at the moment, knowing the correct time was crucid for what lay ahead.

He pushed a series of buttons aong the watch dial and then set the countdown function. He was
giving himsdf five minutes since arriving here, and exactly an hour between the time he left and when the
Resonance 133 had started itstrip back across. That meant if the R133 made it safdly, then the rest of
the UPF fleet would arrive exactly six days, twenty-two hours, and fifty-five minutes from now.

Much had to be donein that short amount of time.



Hiswatch set, Hunter cranked up the power knob on the gun. His next intention wasto blast the lock
off the prison door. But not only was the weapon not wanning up, the faint glow was growing even
fainter. His heart sank further. There hadn't been enough pop in thisthing to give histongue aflesh
wound, never mind blow hisbrainsout. Asfor blasting hisway out of thejail cdll, that was now out of the
guestion. It was asif dl the gun'slethdity had been drained out of it back in Heaven.

He made one desperate attempt to blow the lock, but it was hopeless. By pulling the trigger, he only
managed to kill the weapon's meager power supply even quicker. A moment later, he was plunged back
into complete darkness again.

Damn...

He dumped back against the wall, reached into his pocket, and came out with one of the apples. It
was burning hot. He dropped it to the floor, but it bounced right back up and into his hand again.
Srange...

Why wasthere no light in his cell? Maybe there was a power problem on the ship itself. He retrieved
the quadtrol again and asked how many people were on board. In typica quadtrol language, the reply
came back: "Lessthan three." Besides himsdlf, that meant only one other person. Was that possible?

He asked the quadtrol to gauge the condition of the ship. The reply was unsettling: "Overdl integrity
soontofail.”

Not good...

He asked the quadtrol why. Thisreply was startling: the ship was on acollison course with aclassM
planet.

Hunter was beginning to think the quadtrol had become skewed in the crossover, too, though the
devices were dmost never wrong. He asked it asummary question: Wasiit true that there was one other
person on board the ship, and that person was dlowing it to crash into a planet?

The answer came back asyes.

Hunter put his back up againgt the damp wal again, trying to figure out exactly what this meant. He
was locked in the cell, in complete darkness, as the ship, apparently with amad-man at the helm, was
heading right for aplanet at close to Supertime speed.

Could it get any worse than that?

Almost unconscioudy, he brought the gpple up to his mouth and took ahuge bite.
Good thing he brought them aong, he thought. Wouldn't want to get hungry now.
Twenty-two Decks Above

The sxteen duminum meda s on thewall of the ShadoVox's luxurious command cabin had become
tarnished.

They were hanging next to twelve jewd-encrusted swords; like the medals, they'd been awarded for
bravery and valor. But they, too, were looking dull. Between the two largest swords was a once-brilliant
star-pearl combat helmet, over-sized by one-third, asif the designer knew extraroom would be needed
to contain the owner's considerable ego. It was a so showing the early signs of rust. Below the helmet, a
pure white combat suit hung limply. The costume, once feared by many afoe, now looked curioudy smal
and empty.

At onetime, the trophies and the clothes were subjected to thrice-daily cleaning and repositioning, as
their proud owner never wanted them to be amillimeter out of place. But now they were out of
aignment, especidly the medds. Any time the ShadoVox moved right or eft, the medalswould sway,
but not in unison.



Thiswasdl that was|eft of the shrinking world of Joxx the Y ounger, son of the Supreme High
Commander of the Solar Guards, nephew to the Great O'Nay, and at one time just three notches away
from being Emperor of the Gaaxy itsdlf.

The musty control room was the brains of the most pow-erful, most advanced, most feared shipin all
of the Solar Guards space fleets. But now it was amess. In the comers were piles of discarded
transderma injectors. On just about every flat surface, thetdl taeleftover gainsfrom arecently
consumed pile of jamma, the highly addictive drug favored by the Empire'slower eements.

And gtting in the chair in the deck’s observation bubble was Joxx himsdlf, a pile of recent unwrapped
jamma staring himintheface,

There was atime when Joxx had been considered the bright-est star in the Empiré's military. He bore
chisdled good looks, along mane of light-blond hair, and anatural swagger otherswould have died for.
Just thirty years old, he was ayoungster compared to his relatives, those lucky enough to have the Holy
Blood intheir veins. Despite hisyoung age, he was the most highly decorated field officer in the SG,
indeed, in dl of the Empire'sforces. He had won hundreds of battles against ren-egade mercenary armies
and outer Fringe space pirates. He had conquered not just individual star systems but entire star clusters.

In fact, Joxx and his super starship had never lost a battle.
Until recently, thet is.

And while his close reativeswould liveto six or seven hundred years or even moreif they played
their cardsright, at the moment, Joxx didn't look like he'd live to see another day.

Few knew what redlly happened to him after hisfailed at-tempt to stop the Two Arm invaderswhile
defending the planet of Megiddo.

The officid report, distributed to the masses, said Joxx had been kidnapped by the invaders, athough
briefly, and had somehow managed to escape from them. But three things were less well-known: that
Joxx had been taken on abizarre mind ring trip by Hawk Hunter during his short captivity, that Hun-ter
wasin fact the leader of theinvaders, and that upon re-turning from the mind ring trip, Joxx was rescued
by his own forces and Hunter was captured, imprisoned, and secretly sen-tenced to death.

But while dl that was true, Joxx wasn't redly sure held been rescued from anything. The mind ring trip
Hunter had forced him to take had changed him in ways held never thought possible. Because of Hunter's
manipulation of therings sequences, Joxx had been shown just how moraly cor-rupt the Fourth Empire
was and how deceitful and cruel the Second Empire had been aswell. Hed adso seen the direct line from
that bloody, repressive second regime to the one presently in power, the seat from which he was but
three heart-beats away. More chilling, hed learned that the Emperor O'Nay was responsible for both the
tyranny of the Second

Empire and the absol ute authoritarianism of the present one. Or at least that's what the mind ring trip
had led both Joxx and Hunter to believe.

If itwasal true, then Joxx had been fooled, just as everyonein the ruling family had been fooled, as
well asthe citizens of the Empireitsdf. Fooled into thinking that the Empire had adivineright to claim
everything and everybody in the Galaxy, no matter what the means were, Smply becauseits leaders were
S0 entitled, so enlightened, they could do no wrong.

But the dark truth, at least within the mind ring trip, told adifferent tae, rlt isaid the Empires had been
set up and manip-ulated by forcesway outside the normal realm of life. In fact, there was the possibility,
this being the deepest, darkest secret, that those pulling the strings of the present galactic empire were not
human at dl.

Joxx had been on avicious downward spiral since learning al this. First confronting hisfather and
then refusing an au-dience with the Emperor, held gone on a jamma,bender that began with a crawl



though the more notorious drug densin Big Bright City. After meeting awitch who seemed to know
more about him than he did himsdlf, Joxx decided to return to the ShadoVox, which at thetime was
transporting Hunter to his execution site, and do the right thing.

In disguise and trying to remain incongpicuous, he was leav-ing from the main spaceport just outside
Big Bright City, four pounds of jamma stuffed in his boots, when he had another strange encounter, this
one with an Imperia Court spy. The man gpproached him just as Joxx was about to climb aboard a
sngle-seat Swiper, asmall ultraspeedy vessel about the Size of a scout ship. The spy somehow knew
what Joxx was about to do and said he had away of making it go that much easier. The spy then handed
Joxx asmd| package and told him to ddliver it to the person he was setting out to see. Joxx did just as
the spy told him. Reaching hisold ship again viaaseries of quick shortcuts, thefirst thing Joxx did was
visit Hunter in hisjail cell at the bottom of the enormous vessd. Very few words were spoken to the
heroic space pilot that day. Instead, Joxx just handed him the spy's package and |eft. The package turned
out to contain the top secret Echo 999.9 holo-girl cap-sule.

When the guards checked the prison cell a short time later, Hunter was gone.

Life had become a day-to-day, minute-to-minute proposition for Joxx ever sncethisincident. Inthe
past month he'd done little else but wander the star lanes aimlessy, mostly up and down the Four Arm,
snorting jamma and trying to dream up the perfect demise for afdlen angd such ashim.

Hed jettisoned the temporary crew who'd helmed the ShadoVox after the disaster at Megiddo. (His
origind crew, dite and dmost as well-known as he, had abandoned him at the height of the campaign,
leaving him buried in the rubble of his command post and fleeing the embaitled planet. Of everything that
had happened to him in the past month, that might have been the cruelest cut of al.) As he had designed
the ShadoVox himsdlf, Joxx had no problem driving it donein space. Theflight bubblershandled dl but
the most important functions, and these he took care of himsdlf. But he couldn't be everywhere at once.
The ship was two mileslong, and he'd yet to leave the observatory bubble adjacent to the control room
for anything. Farther down the main passageway, just about out of earshot, the ship's comm room was
echoing with messages from Earth ordering Joxx and the ShadoVox to return immediately. But there was
no one on hand to reply, so the messages went unheeded. Joxx had not spoken to anyone back on Earth
in nearly four weeks. Ironicaly, or perhapsfatefully, he had no ideathen that the Empire wasin asmuch
turmoil ashisown life

Possibly even more.

One of the oldest traditionsin the Galaxy had to do with the disposal of old space vessels. When a
ship was used up, when it had passed its point of usefulness, or even when it had come to be considered
unlucky, its owner would crash it into agraveyard planet, where salvagers could pick away at the carcass
and retrieve anything that might be made workable again.

Joxx had wondered in these aimless days if the same thing could be done for aman's soul. By
crashing it, by busting it up into amillion pieces, could some of it then be found, re-habilitated, and maybe
go on to be part of amore useful spirit?

Somewhere between his second and third pound of jamma, he decided to find out.

Which waswhy the ShadoVox was now heading straight for aworld named Junky Munky 2.
A graveyard planet.

Hunter saw thefaint light of his quadtrol blink oncein the darkness.

Thereading was disheartening. The ShadoVox was still on course to crash into the deserted class-M
planet and would hit said planet very soon.

He leaned back and wondered what it would fed like, just moments before impact. The UPF would
be onitsown, after dl, hethought. That is, if they madeit to the other side at dl. But would they be able



to carry on the fight to Earth without him? He'd always felt strongly that he had been transported here to
the seventy-third century for one reason only: to right the wrong that had been committed against the
origind peoples of Earth. His mission wasto carry the American flag, aswell asal of the others, back to
the Mother Planet, returning them to where they belonged. How did his degth at the bottom of a haunted
ship servethat purpose? Had the cosmos been wrong al aong? Was this the punch line of the
long-awaited cosmic joke? Were the forces that brought him here, to this far-flung century, powerlessto
stop what was about to happen to him now? Or was he brought here smply to become amartyr for the
cause?

There was no way he could know, of course, but then again, al was not lost. Therewasasilver lining
to thisvery dark cloud. Because at the end of it al, he hoped, would be away to return to that place
from where hed just come. And have another chance to walk the fields of Heaven with Xara.

And that wouldn't be so bad.

Hewould just have to endure these last few minutes of torture, and then crushing pain and desath
and—

Suddenly he heard avery strange sound. He looked to hisleft and saw the locked door of the cell
dowly open. The creaking alone chilled him to the bone. No one was on the other side. No one had
touched the clasp or disabled the elec-tronic bolt. It was asif it had opened on its own.

Hunter was astonished. That door had been locked, sedled, practically ion-welded shut just seconds
before. His quadtrol had confirmed it. Y et now it was wide open, and the bare light of the passageway
wasflooding in.

How could this have happened? How could alocked door suddenly spring open? How could his
soul, so closeto crossing over once again, be dragged back at thislast moment?

Hedidn't have aclue.

Purely by ingtinct, he checked his quadtrol screen. The ShadoVox would hit the graveyard planet in
lessthan five minutes.

He stayed frozen in place. He desperately wanted to see Xara again—~but could the reunion wait just
alitttewhilelonger?

He thought about thisfor afew moments, then jumped up and was out of the cell an ingtant later.
Up in the observatory bubble, the planet Junky Munkyz was quickly filling the field of view.
Joxx looked up from hispile of jamma and smiled weskly. It would dl be over very soon.

Or would it?

Hefdt the ship begin to accel erate; then came the bright flash that indicated the vessel had just
jumped into Supertime. An ingtant later, the ShadoVox went right through the grave-yard planet,
coming out, intact, on the other side.

Stunned that he was till in one piece, Joxx tried to under-stand what had just occurred. Starcrashers
could go so fast in both space and time that they could pass through planets, too, but only if they were
going at full Supertime speed. And he had not been, until amoment ago.

What happened?

He was suddenly aware that he was no longer aloneinside the control bubble. He looked up to seea
man's face and recognized it immediately. But there was no shock in Joxx's dead eyes.

"l guess I'm not so surprised to seeyou again,” Joxx mum-bled, badly durring hiswords. "Y ou'll be
haunting me for therest of my life—or what isleft of it."



Hunter bowed dightly. Hed boosted the ship's speed at the very last moment, saving them both. But
that had been ten long seconds ago. Now he was smply astonished at just how bad Joxx looked. Gone
were the youthful, handsome features, the cold clear eyes, the great mane near-white hair. Joxx seemed
to have sunken in on himself, asif heldd spent the last century dumped in his chair, doing jamma and

gtaring into empty space.

"I had no choice but to return here," Hunter findly told him. "That's how the device you gave me
works."

Helooked up at the rearview viz screen; the graveyard planet was disappearing from view.

"And | thought | got herejust intime," Hunter said. Then he eyed the pile of jamma. "But maybe

Joxx seemed amost unaware that Hunter had just saved hislife.
"And you accomplished your misson?' he asked Hunter instead. "Wherever the hell you went?'
"Let'sjudt say it's il an ongoing process,” Hunter replied.

There came an uncomfortable slence between them. By al rights they should have been bitter
enemies. Fourth Empire golden boy and atime-displaced iconoclast. But events had changed that.

"You know | gill have dreams about them,” Joxx began, mumbling again. "Those two young girls...
being dragged away likethat..."

Hisvoicetrailed off, but Hunter knew what he wastalking about. At the climax of their shared mind
ring trip, he and Joxx had been chained together and brought aboard one of the huge ships that were
carrying the dispossessed people of Earth to their prison in the sky. In this sequence, amother and her
two young daughters had run to Joxx for protection against the enormous prison guards, men had made a
habit of going through the swarm of deportees, picking out dl the atractive girlsand forcing them to
provide pleasuresfor them and more. Two huge guards literaly ripped the girls from Joxx's protec-five
arms, leading the SG high officer to pummd athird guard nearly to desth—a violent and telling epiphany
for Joxx, even though it was dl taking place within amind ring trip.

If any incident during the whole experience changed Joxx forever, that wasit.
"S0... what now?" he asked Hunter, "Y ou're here, but | am till in command of this ship.”

And suddenly Joxx had agun in hishand. It was a huge blaster pistol, and its power light was burning
aholein Hun-ter'sretinas. Meanwhile, held left his own dead weapon be-hind in the cell.

"I could throw you back intojail," Joxx said, "and make sure that others carry out the Emperor's
ordersto execute you."

Hunter had anticipated this moment.
"If that'swhat you fed you haveto do," hetold the SG officer plainly, "then, doit."
Joxx looked back up at Hunter, conflict raging in his sad eyes.

"But if | don't lock you back up," hefindly said. "What isit that you'd want meto do? Certainly not
joinyou..."

"No," Hunter replied quickly. "All | want isfor you to let me go. Let me get to where | need to be.”
Joxx laughed. "To play hero agan?'

"Heroism has nothing to do with it,” Hunter shot back. "Whether you know it or not, die Situation is
desperate—all over. If thereis something | can do to prevent needless blood-shed and find some justice
somewhere, well, | have no choice but to do it."



Joxx dumped even farther into his seat. "I used to know that feeling," he said under his bregth.

He turned the huge blaster barrdl down; it was dmost asif he was no longer sirong enough to hold it
Steedy.

"Go," he said findly, sounding like aman ten times hisage. "Go and do what you feel you haveto do.
That way peoplewill remember at least one of uswas ahero to theend.”

Hunter stepped forward and amost shook Joxx's hand—but he thought better of it,

"No matter what happens,” he said instead, "you've just played your part. If you hadn't opened my
cdl door, then—" Joxx just shook his head again. "Cell door? What are you talking about? | can barely
open my own eyes..."

With that, he just waved Hunter away and put hisface back down into the pile of jamma. Hunter
started to say something but stopped. He checked hiswatch; precious time was ticking away here. He
would haveto figure out thejail cell mystery later.

He stepped into the control room, made afew more adjust-ments, and then was quickly out the door.

Hunter ran down the long passageway, wondering which power tube would bring him to the ship's
launching rooms.

Hefindly selected one, climbed aboard, and hit the jackpot the first time. In seconds he was walking
out into a cavernous compartment deep in the belly of the beast known asthe ShadoVox.

Here was a huge maw that |ooked out into space. The open-ing was covered with aninvisible
membrane that alowed shipsto movefredy in or out, while kegping the airless void of space at bay.

Hunter stood there for amoment. He redlly didn't have a second to waste, but he just had to ook at
the stars. He hadn't seen the real thingsin how long? Since he captured Joxx in his own ship, since the
mind ring trip they both shared. Every-thing up above had been not been red since then.

So they were il there. That greet wash of red star's, red constellations. Real hydrogen, burning of
rea gas and spew-ing out real nuclear dust. Thiswas strange. Hunter dmost felt like he was being
energized by these pinpricks of light. Where the hell was he? The Four Arm? Had he ever been to the
Four Arm before?

It didn't matter. Thiswasthe real world. Not amind ring trip. Not the fields of Heaven. It felt different
being back here. Not better, just different.

There was something ese he hadn't seenin along time.

He moved to the center of the launching bay now, reached into his pocket, and took out something
that wasn't there just afew moments before. It was a container, ova with awhite pearl finish. It wasa
Twenty 'n Six, the same kind of device that Vanex had used in conjunction with the Echo 999.9 to cresate
the portal in and out of Paradise.

But this Twenty 'n Six contained something very persona to Hunter, just about the only thing he could
cdl hisown in thisvery strange world held found himself in. He took adeep bresth and et it out dowly.
He'd been doing alot of trans-dimensiona jumping lately, time jumping from here to eternity and back.
What effect did it have on him? On his psyche? On his physiology? His mental avareness? He didn't
know. But here he was, and thiswas going to be acrossroads for him. If he activated this capsule and
the thing insde fizzled—wdll, held really be out here, way out here, without a paddle. And hewould have
no choice but to ride the ShadoVox down with Joxx, whenever the fallen SG hero decided again it was
timeto go. Not the most pleasant end to the story.

So, with one more deep breath, Hunter hit the capsule€'s activation button. There was aflash of light
and then along stream of green mist began tumbling out of the capsule. It gathered on the deck about ten



feet away from him. There came another flash, brighter than Hunter could remember. So bright, he had to
cover hiseyes.

When hetook his hand down, before him stood his F-16X L spacefighter, hisfamous Flying Machine.

Hefdt like the weight of the Galaxy had been lifted off his shoulders—at least for amoment. He was
happy. Happy that his magnificent machine was dtill intact. Even better, it looked to be in good shape. He
findly let out that long, deep breath and felt relief run through his body. Suddenly things didn't seem so
dim asbefore.

What was this Flying Machine? What made it so magnifi-cent? No onewasredlly sure, including him.
In somewaysit was afigment of hisimagination. Something from adream held had back on Fools 6 one
night soon after finding himself stranded on that very desolate planet. He awoke from along dumber and
just sarted writing down caculations, design cues, formulas. Whereit dl came from, he didn't know. But
when he vigited the ancient crash Ste of ahuge Time Shifter warship just over the hill from hislocation, he
salvaged ap-proximately two tons of materia and with the help of an eec-tron torch fashioned the
machine that stood before him now. He'd been tearing around the Milky Way init ever sSince.

The gtrange craft didn't look like anything flying in the Gal-axy these days. All Empire warships, big
and small, were shaped like awedge; al ion-powered civilian craft were, too. But Hunter's vessel was
long and tubular, with two stubby wings sticking out of its midsection and two smdler wings protruding
fromitstail. The nose was stiletto sharp and fea-tured a cockpit with atear-shaped canopy. It was
painted white with red and blue stars emblazoned on the tail and fusdlage. Strangest of al, it had whedls
to hold it off the ground. The whedl was atechnology lost in the Galaxy more than 2,000 years before.

It was aso the fastest thing in the Galaxy. Faster than any Starcrasher. In fact, where a Starcrasher
could tool along at two light-years aminute, the cruisng speed for Hunter's ma-chine was two
light-years a second. And he had yet to open up the throttles al the way.

He jumped in now and fdt like he was back in the womb. All the controls survived the
transdimensiond jumps, which was good. Everything seemed abit bigger though, by afactor of 10
percent or 0. But thiswas normal for something that had lingered in the twenty-sixth dimension for a
long period of time. It was OK with him. Sometimes, bigger was better.

One other oddity: way back when Hunter entered the craft in the Earth Race, he was required to give
it aname, something that could be entered on the race roster and the betting dips. Hed smply writtenin
plain text on his cockpit pand: Flying Machine. For whatever reason, when the craft came back from
the twenty-gxth dimension thistime, his notation had been atered. Now it just Smply read: F-Machine.

And for some reason, he liked the sound of that, too.
He hit theignition switch and again was rdieved when the unique star engineroared to life.

His control pandswereteling him everything was good to go. Nav systems, gravity amplifiers, comm
sts, flight bubbler. Weapons. Everything was reading green.

But where was he off to exactly?
It wastimeto find out.

He reached into his other pocket, dug down deep benesath the gpples, and took out the viz-image
capsule Tomm had given him on the dy back in Paradise. He looked it over quickly. It seemed to have
survived thetrip back from Heaven aswell. He activated the device and suddenly alife-size image of
Pater Tomm materidized in midair above hisleft wing. The diminutive monk looked younger, hishair was
shorter, his cas-sock less ragged than in more recent times. In fact, he looked exactly the way he did
when Hunter first met him about two years before.

"Y ou are activating thisfor only one reason,” the space monk began, getting right to the point as usud.



"Things are so bad that desperate measures have to be undertaken. Axe you till in one piece?!
"Sofar,” Hunter replied.

The image smiled, then asa sort of inside joke, produced aflask of dow-ship wine and took a
hedlthy dug. Hunter wished the holo-image—and the wine—were real. He needed a belt right now.

"l have only given thisto you because | believein your cause and fear that it might be closeto being
logt," Tomm'simage said now. "Isthisthe case?!

Hunter nodded glumly. "1 think that's an accurate assess-ment.”

"And it isaquestion of getting help—ships, soldiers, fight-ers—for the cause?!
"Atthevery lead, yes"

Tomm nodded bestificaly—astrange look for him.

“Then | want you to go someplace,” the monk said. " Some-place few people even know exids. Itis
there only by one of the degpest secrets of the Galaxy. It iscalled smply, Far Planet. It isout on the
Seven Arm."

Hunter held his hand up, stopping the image for amoment.
"The Seven Arm?" he asked. "I thought there was nothing out there."

That was certainly the prevailing opinion in the Gaaxy. Of the Milky Way's nine mgor swirls, the
seventh was thought to be the least populated, the least inhabited, the least hospi-table. And because the
galaxy was actudly asymmetricd, it was dso one of the farthest points from Earth. It wasllittle more than
avery long, very thin string of scattered starsthat petered out at one of the last pointsthat could be caled
part of the Milky Way. There was hardly an Empire presence much beyond the opening reaches of the
place, and smply noneat dl afew light-yearsin. It was arare occas on to encounter anyone who caled
the Seven Arm home. It boasted no kinds of specia starship designs, no kinds of exotic foods, no
par-ticularly potent strains of dow-ship wine. Nothing.

Bottom line: no one ever went the Seven Arm, smply be-cause there was never ever any reason to.
Or at least that was the impression Hunter had always got.

But now Tomm'simage was smiling. "l guess you haveto be around aslong as| have to know what
isred and what isnot in thisuniverse,” he said. " Just get to the Seven and find Far Planet. Then activate
thisdevice again. | will ingtruct you further from there.”

The image began to disappear, but Hunter had one last ques-tion to ask. It was an important one.

"How do | find one planet on an entirearm?' he asked. "I mean, | know there aren't many stars out
there, but there are certainly still millions of them. | could be out there for years looking for thisplace.”

Tomm smiled again, took another swig from hisflask, and pretended to hand it to Hunter.

"How do you get to this place?' he asked with awide, strange grin, pulling back the flask. "My boy,
how do you get anywherein thisgreet big gdaxy? Y ou useamap.”

And with that, the image faded for good, leaving Hunter done once again.

Now thiswas a problem. His F-Machine had some maps stored in its memory, and his quadtrol did,
too. But aquick check of both showed only the most rudimentary directions to the unlucky Seven, and
these ended just an hour or two into the mysterious arm. What he needed was a star chart, one that was
up to date. Or as up to date as something pertaining to the Seven Arm could be.

He sat Hill in the cockpit thinking for amoment. Then it cameto him. He was il aboard the most
powerful ship in the Galaxy. Even though its creator had fatered, the ShadoVox's inner workings were
dill vitd.



Hunter legped from his machine and ran to the nearest con-trol bubbler; severa were atached to the
far wall of the han-gar. He pulled out his quadtrol's extension probe and mated it with the bubbler's
primary-system "blood" line. Essentialy every piece of information stored aboard the mighty ship was
flowing through thismain line just as blood flowed through abody. Hunter tapped into the artery and
commanded the quad-trol to locate and copy any star charts pertaining to the Seven Arm. It took only a
few secondsfor hisdeviceto literdly suck the information out of the ShadoVox's memory stream.

Then he checked the time. HEd spent thirty minutes escap-ing fromjail, saving Joxx, and now
learning where he had to go. Precious time, well spent. But there was no reason to daw-dle.

He ran back to his ship, climbed aboard, and restarted his power pack. His star engine once again
roared to life in re-sponse. Canopy down, he raised the wheels and put the F-Machine about two feet off
the deck. Then he pointed it out toward open space.

"Don't worry, Xara," hewhispered. "I'll be back assoonas| can..."
He hit the throttles and was two light-years away a second later.

12

Venus was the second planet in the Galaxy to be puffed.

Only Mars had come first when the mysterious geniuses known as the Ancient Engineers set out to
make first the Solar System and then the Milky Way habitable for the human race. No longer was Earth's
sster planet enshrouded in thick cu-mulus, raining hydrochloric acid. Like Earth, its cloud cover was now
just 30 percent a any giventime. Also like Earth, it now had one ocean that spread around the entire
planet, pole to pole. This one surrounded two massive continents and sev-eral smaler ones. One of these
wastheidand continent of Zros.

Venus served asavery exclusive getaway for the extended Imperia Family, those known as The
Specids, and for these fortunate souls, Zros was the only place to be. They owned tens of thousands of
summer palaces, seaside resorts, vine-yards, and spas on theidand. Onewas called La-Shangri.
Located atop the high cliffs on the west coast of Zras, it was athree-tiered palace that literdly stretched
for miles. Many of its structures hung way out over the greenish pacific sea, and the loca atmosphere
was treated with acombination of hya-cinth scent and nitrous oxide. A happy experience was
guar-anteed for anyone lucky enough to vist here.

This place was usualy devoid of military personnel. But shortly after dawn on thisdark day, the air
above the resort was suddenly filled with combat vessals. One of these was a cruiser belonging to the
Imperiad Guards, the army whose sole purpose was the protection of the Emperor's family. It popped
into view just above the highest spire of La-Shangri. A cadre of soldiers was instantly beamed out of its
hold. In seconds, the palace roof was crawling with these Imperia bodyguards.

Half the guards secured the roof; the other half ran down a passageway and into the chateau's
enormous function room. A huge saturndia of Specidswasin full swing here; indeed, the party had been
going nonstop for days. There were more than a thousand people on hand, most of them beautiful young
women. As dways, the atmosphere was both sexua and dan-gerous.

It might have seemed odd, with the turmoil plaguing the Empire, that its untouchables were partying
the nights away. But not redlly. History wasfilled with examples of upperswho danced while their
empires burned. There was nothing differ-ent going on here.

Heads turned when the Imperid Guards burgt in, though. Some of the revelers smply looked them up
and down, then went back to their drinking and merriment. But others stopped in mid-dance step,
wondering why the heavily armed soldiers were here. The chief guard pushed hisway through the crowd,
looking thisway and that. Finally he spotted the person he'd come here to protect.

Shewas dressed dl in black. Jacket. Miniskirt. Stockings. Boots. Her low-cut top showed a



generous hint of breasts. Her hair was blonde and flowing over her shoulders. Even with the heavy make
up, her face was stunning.

She was the Empress of the Galaxy, the wife of O'Nay Himsdlf.

The guard approached her dowly, then went into a deep bow.

"A million pardons, my lady,” he said. "But we must evac-uate you back to Earth immediately.”
The Empresswaved him off. "Go away," shesaid.

The officer repeated his requed, thistime more urgently.

She danced up closeto him; he could smell a strong scent of dow-ship wine coming from her.

"I'm having some fun for achange," the Empresswhispered in hisear. "Why would | want to leave
now?'

"My ledy..."

Suddenly she had agoblet of sparkling blueliquid in her hand. Draining it in one gulp, she tossed the
cup away. Then her jacket came off. The music became louder; the mixture of pulsating bass and
etheredl stringsturned hypnotic. She floated away and was quickly swallowed up by the crowd. She
could just barely be seen now, eyes closed, dancing dowly.

With no little trepidation, the chief bodyguard waded into the throng after her. Arms and legs and
faces and breasts blocked hisview, giving way very dowly and reluctantly. Sud-denly the Empresswas
infront of him again. Her eyeswerelocked on to his. She began dancing even closer. Thelights went
down. The other partygoers were suddenly very intimate with each other. Many of the women were now
topless. The chief bodyguard began to swest.

The Empress was dancing so close to him now, she was rubbing up againg his chest. Sheld been
known to use thistactic before.

"I'm sorry, my lady," the officer findly said. "But thereis an emergency, and we have ordersto get
you back to Earth as soon as possible.”

She laughed drunkenly and began dancing away from him yet again. But at that moment, another
small army of body-guards burst into the room. They were private hires and did not carry the burden of
imperia protocol. They quickly found their lesser-class clients and with no little ceremony began hus-tling
them out of the hdll.

The music suddenly stopped. The laughter died down. Someone screamed. Panic began to rise.
Obvioudy, something big was going on.

Concerned now, the Empress sought out the bodyguard.
"What isit then?' she asked him harshly. "Jugt tdl me."

"There has been another incident, my lady,” he whispered gravely. "Between the Space Forcesand
the Solar Guards— out on the Two Arm."

She stared back at him, her painted face twisted in confu-sion. "“One more clash between our own
soldiers? So what? These skirmishes have been happening for the past month, correct?”

The officer nodded soberly. "Yes, my lady,” he said. "But thiswas not askirmish. Thiswasamajor
battle. Forty SG Starcrashers were destroyed, at |east ten from the SF were dso lost. Nearly amillion of
our soldiers have beenkilled.”

The number stunned her. " A million?'
"Y es, and adevastating defeat for the Solar Guards,” he whispered to her now. " So bad, they are



going full speed ahead with their new decree.”
"What new decree?' she asked. "I've not heard about this."

The Imperia officer just shook his head. She was probably the only person in the Empire who hadn't
heard of the SG'slatest radical step.

"They are declaring it the Inner Planets Defense Order,” the guard said. "It callsfor nearly haf of their
capital warshipsto return home from the other arms. That's an incredibly large number of shipsand men,
my lady. And they will soon be occupying the entire One Arm with them. Asit is, they are not alowing
any Sk shipsinto the Solar System. And now, they will probably not let any of usout. Thisisnot agood
thing, my lady."

Even she understood this. As bad asthe rivary between the two services was, it also served to keep
each onein check. Thiswas especidly true for the more ambitious Solar Guards.

"Can the SG redlly do such athing lawfully?' she asked the officer, asthe big hall further emptied ouit.

"They are writing the laws, maam," hetold her. "They have free rein when it comesto protecting the
Emperor. Though thisistaking their misson to itslimit, no one can sop them. Not now. And that leads
usto thered problem.”

"Andthat is?'

The officer was suddenly right up to her ear. "With so many Solar Guardsin the One Arm and inside
the Pluto Cloud, thereisareal chancefor..."

"Yes... for?'

The man could barely speak theword. "My superiorsthink that you and the rest of your family arein
personal danger,” he said instead.

Now shejust stared back at him, speechless.
"What are you talking about?' she asked him sternly. "A revolt?"
Helooked her straight in the eye and said: “"No, my lady, not arevolt. A coup.”

The Empress was put on the heavily armed warship, which in turn was surrounded by asmall fleet of
scout ships and spa-cefighters. The flight back to Earth took just afew minutes. Her vessel passed
through the cordon of sentry ships the Solar Guards had put up in orbit around Earth. There were so
many SG vesss, it was dmogt difficult to find a pathway through them.

The Empress's ship went directly to Specia Number One. Her bodyguards requested that she linger
on the floating city only long enough for her to put afew persond items together. Once packed, they
would whisk her to a safer location, this being another floating city, a secret one, called Specia Number
Two, which at that moment was cruising high above the North Pole. From there, plans would be madeto
spirit her out of the Solar System and off the One Arm itself.

But of course the Empresswould hear none of this. She demanded to be brought directly to the
Imperia Court, the large room located on the bottom floor of the enormous Imperia Palace. Thiswas
the sest of power for the Galaxy.

The court was usually crowded with small armies of cour-tesans, brokers, relatives, lobbyigts, priests,
diplomats, military typesfrom al services, aides, guards, and spies. Many, many spies. The goings-on
herewere adaily scene of controlled chaos, with those few lucky enough to actudly bein apostion to
petition the Emperor—or more likely his closeimperid flunkies—trying everything they could from
cgjoling, to bribes, to threats of bodily harm, to get their voices heard. Some of the time, Emperor O'Nay
Himsdf was actudly on hand, stting in ahovering throne exactly fifty feet above the fray, saring out at
the nothingness, while the excitement and confusion played out below. At times, the noisein the court



could reach deafening proportions.

But now, as the Empress burst into the enormous gold-leaf room, it was the silence that was
overwhelming. She stopped in her tracks, as did the company of Imperid Guardstraveling with her.

She couldn't believe her eyes.
The court was empty.

Her facefell; her pretty features seemed to disappear. For thefirst timein recent memory, she
actually looked al of her 375 years.

"This... has never happened before,” she whispered.
She turned to back to the bodyguards.
"Whereis my husband?'

The chief bodyguard stepped forward again. "He was trans-ferred to the secure location over the
pole, my lady," the man told her nervoudy. "Which iswhy we want—"

"l could care lesswhat you want," she snapped back at him. "Has everyone cleared out up here?Is
thereno oneleft inthe city?'

The officer looked around at his men. One whispered some-thing in hisear.

"Themilitary Saffsare dtill in their headquarters,” the of-ficer reported. "And some of the diplomats
are dill here. But they, too, seem to beintent on leaving quickly. Apparently no one knows how the Solar
Guards are going to react, especialy after what's happened out on the Two Arm.”

"They'll react like everyonedse," she spat back at him. "Like scared children.”

The officer took astep closer to the Empress. "My lady, | fed | must remind you that some eements
within the SG might be best described as unpredictable at atimelikethis. It is obviousthat the Situation
isungable. That'swhy | must indst that—"

She hdld up her hand and cut him off in midsentence. ™Y ou said some high military officersare il on
hand up here?"

"True, my lady..."
"Whoisthe highes?'

The officer consulted with hismen again. Therewas aburst of quadtrol activity. Then he came back
with an answer. "The Secretary of SF Intelligenceis still here. Heisin hisoffice at SF headquarters.”

The Empress was surprised to hear this. The head of SF Intelligence was near the top of this
privileged heap on Specid Number One. He hald advantages nearly as high astheim-perid family itsdf.
That he had stuck around after the others had obvioudy fled to safer, if not higher ground wasfairly
amazing. The Empress smiled. Her beautiful features made a brief reappearance.

"Fetch the Secretary, and bring him to my quarters,” she ordered the bodyguards. "Hell know what's
goingon..."

There were hundreds of SF specid forces troops surrounding Blue Rock when the Imperid Guards
arrived. The eite SF soldiers were armed with dozens of mobile sonic guns, their gigantic barrels pointed
directly toward the opposite end of the floating city, where the Solar Guards headquarters lay.

Specid troops were d so stationed on every floor of the soar-ing SF headquarters. No lessthan a
hundred of the dlite sol-diers were guarding the SF3 floor aone. They bristled when the Imperid Guards
showed up, bearing their order from the Empress. They were neutrals here, both sides wary of the Solar
Guards. But the SF troopers were very reluctant to let the SF Intelligence Secretary out of their sight.



However, they could not refuse adirect order from amember of the Imperiad Family and so had no
choice but to let him go.

The Imperia Guardsfound the Secretary dtting in his suite on the ninety-ninth floor, camly listening to
gtar music. Unlike most of the people who lived and worked on the immense floating city, the Secretary's
bags were not packed, nor was he was planning on leaving any time soon. Besides running the vast SF
Intelligence networks, hewas dso brilliant in the areas of diplomacy, history, military matters and, most
valu-able, in the ways of intrigue around the Palace, and around the Empireitsaf. Thus, hefelt he was
most needed here.

He was somewhat surprised to see the Imperid Guards walk through his door, though, surprised to
hear he was wanted in the Empress's private quarters. He made arare joke: that maybe thiswasn't the
thing to do; being done in the Em-press's secret bedroom while her husband was far up north might start
the tongues wagging. But not one of the Imperid Guards even cracked asmile.

So the Secretary donned his artificial-feather cap and smply told them to lead the way.

They reached the pair of enormous oak doorsthat led to the Empress's private quarters ten minutes
leter.

One guard pushed the doors open, but his expression madeit clear that the Secretary was on hisown
from here.

He bowed to them, and the guards disappeared. The Sec-retary took one step in. The room was
huge, and done in dark wood, arare commodity on Earth or anywherein the Galaxy these days. Y et
therewas asmall conflagration in the fireplace, logs of both ash and pineswere crackling away, and the
placefelt warm, if just alittle too mysterious. Of course, thisis exactly how the Empresslikedit.

Hetook another giant step in, and findly he saw her. She wasreclining on the couch in front of the
fire, agoblet of golden winein her hand. The Secretary had known her for years, but he never failed to
marvel just how beautiful she was, even though she was approaching her fourth century. Or wasit her
fifth?

That Holy Blood really does the trick, he thought.

He bowed very deeply, removing his hat and sweeping it across his chest and under hisleft arm. As
aways, hewas dressed in hislong blue gown.

"My lady, | wastold that you required my assistance," he said.
Sheindicated that he could rise from his bow.

"It isgood to know that not everyone has abandoned me," she said. "Or has everyone just gone off
on vacation at the sametime?'

The Secretary regained hisfull height, put his boots to-gether, and held his hat under hisarm.

"If they be on vacation, my lady, they |eft at amost inop-portunetime,” he said. "The Empire needs
every heart and mind it ownsto be here these troubled days, working for its preservation.”

Sheamiled. "Please..." she said, indicating the extensive bar set up on the hovering table close by the
fire

The Secretary poured himsdlf amodest goblet of gold dow-ship wine, then took a seat on adivan
opposite from her. She was il dressed in her interplanetary party ouitfit: very short black dress, boots,
plunging neckline. Stunning, ill....

"Y ou know what has happened, | assume?' she asked him. "Up in the Two Arm—between the
Space Forces and the Solar Guards?’

He nodded once, deeply. "That huge battle? | certainly do. Asamatter of fact, | have further reports,



if it will not pain you too much to watch them.”
"Painisdl too common today,” she said.

He snapped his fingers. Suddenly, the room wasfilled with an enormous image of the Milky Way. It
dretched for thirty feet. Every known star, every known planet, spinning, twirling, the Empire contained
in a perfect holographic image before them.

It was jaw-dropping in its beauty—but al was not right here. Every few seconds, there would be a
flash of light in among all the stars. First around the Three Arm. Then, over on the Four. Then, two more
on the Five Arm, then on the Sixth. And the mid-Two Arm looked asif it wason fire.

"Those flashes?' the Empress asked. "What are they?"
"Those are battles between the Space Forces and the Solar Guards, my lady,” he said.

The Empressjust stared back at him. She had been expect-ing a the most areport of another
incident between the two services somewhere insde the Two Arm. But not this...

"Quite smply, my lady," he began again, "heavy fighting has broken out between the Space Forces
and the Solar Guards dl over the Galaxy. Where these things have been isolated incidents over the past
three weeks, we are now on the verge of an dl-out war."

The Empress's dabaster face went even more pae, if that was possible. She began shaking her head
violently.

"Thiscan't betruel" she declared in aloud voice. "These reports you are getting must be wrong."

"If only that were die case, my lady," he replied calmly— he wastoo old for such extreme emotions.
"But these reports cannot be disputed. They are showing up on the strings, the bubblers. Even the Big
Generator is showing aseismic fluc-tuation whenever a prop core blinks out. And that only hap-pens
when one of our ships—either Space Forces or Solar Guards—is destroyed.”

Shefel glent for along time, saring into thefire. It seemed asif lifeitsaf was draining out of her.

"Did you ever foresee aday such asthis?' shefinaly asked him sadly. "When our own troopswould
be fighting each other—and apparently with no way to stop them?"

"Itisdisturbing,” the Secretary replied. "1 know for afact that ordersto desist areflying out of every
military and dip-lomatic post we have—but sad to say, they are being univer-saly ignored.”

The Empress sipped her drink. "I know there has been dis-dain between the two forces for many
years But..."

Shelet her voicetrail off.

"Asin other cases of history, my lady,” the Secretary told her. "It usually doesn't take much to Strike
the match. Rivalry and distrust can last below the surface for only so long. Then they become
combustible, just waiting for something to ignite them.”

"It dl seemed to gtart with that invasion amonth ago-short-lived asit was," she fumed. "The Solar
Guardsdid not react well toit."

The Secretary lowered his glass amoment. He wondered if he should level with her, at the sametime
knowing he had no other choice, asit waswidely rumored, and on good authority, that the Empress
could read minds.

"I'm sure you've heard the samewhispersas|,” he said.
"That the Solar Guards lied about what happened at the end of that curious action?' she asked.
"They did lie, my lady," the Secretary told her. "One of my men had to dieto proveit, but proveit he



did. Weretrieved his readings. Nothing happened out there. The invaders van-ished, and the REF had
no ideawhere they went.

"But even stranger—the REF's activities out in the area since the supposed battle have been very
curious, to say theleast. While earlier in the month their search for answers had been intense, lately it
seemsjust the oppositeistrue. In fact, I've seen some reports that indicate they are not out there at all for
long periods of time—and then suddenly, the No-Fly areawill befilled up with them again.”

"Areyou saying the REF isflying in and out of its own forbidden zone?" she asked, puzzled.

He shrugged. " Appearing and then disappearing isthe better term for it. And zipping at quite high
speed to other pointsin the realm, only to return to the Two Arm—and disappear again. Very strange
behavior. But whatever the case, they cer-tainly didn't want anyone to see what they are doing out there.
As| said, the man we sent out to investigate it al paid with hislife. It ishismurder that led to this
fighting."

The Empresswent slent again. The fire paled abit. Then she looked the Secretary straight in the eye
and asked, "Is Hawk Hunter involved in this?"

Again, the Secretary knew he had to be careful with what he said here. "Thereisagood chance heis.
And if | can be so bold, there are reports that your daughter, the very beautiful Xara, may have had
liasonswith thisrogue.

He paused. "Have you heard any news about her? Where she disappeared to? Or Vanex for that
metter?"

The Empress shook her head. Her emotions were rising dowly to the surface, arare occasion for her.
"They are dill looking, or so they tell me" she said. "I'm hoping sheisjust off somewhere. In asnit.
Furiousfor some reason. But safe..."

"| pray that isso, my lady," the Secretary said.

Another long sllence.

"Y ou can read tealeaves," she said to him. "Isit too much of acoincidencethat al thesethingsare
happening to us? Missing people? Thisinvasion out on the Two Arm. Now thiswar between our own

forces—and even talk about a coup againgt the Imperiad Court? Not that | think it wiseto believein
coincidences, but..."

The Secretary bowed his head dightly. "My lady, awise man once said, 'If coincidences don't mean
anything, why do they happen so often? | tend to agree with him."

"Then why didn't we see thiscoming?' she asked.

"Some peopledid,” hereplied. "It just wasn't anyone up here, on our lofty heights, who read the tea
leaves, asyou put it. Up here, we drank, we reveled, we swam in the riches that come as aresult of this
great empire that's been handed to us. Meanwhile, down there, in the back alleys of that grest city below,
out on the periphery of the periphery, where the think-ers, the prophets, and the poets reside, they saw
thiscoming along timeago.”

Helocked his eyes on to hers, trying to find something beyond the extra-long eye ashes and gobs of
atomic mascara. It was afutile search.

"Isthat asurpriseto you, my lady?' he asked her. "That things are so different down there?"

The Empress laughed darkly. "Down there? | haven't been ‘down there' in more than two hundred
years.'"

The Secretary just shook his head. "Wdll, if | might be so bold,” he said, "therein might lie part of the
problem.”



With that, he stood up, turned on hished, and | ft.
The Empress retreated to her bedroom and conjured up another bottle of dow-ship wine.

She fdt very uncomfortable now—and not just because the Secretary had taken such an ungracious
leave of her. She was now aone; that was the problem. Shedidn't particularly like her own company.
And dl thisuncertainty only made theiso-lation worse.

The Empire might be crumbling or it might not be, but one thing wasfor certain: it was changing, and
shedidn't like change, either. How would history see her rolein dl this? Certainly she would have no
direct link to the Fourth Empire'sfall—if indeed that's what was going to happen. That blame would be
put on O'Nay's head done. After all, what imperia wife has any impact on her husband's work? Not she.
Y et on thinking that, the empty feding in her somach became that much deeper.

She sank into her floating bed and sipped her first goblet of the new wine. What would she do if the
Secretary was right? Where would she go if dl this nonsense eventualy did reach Earth? She couldn't
return to Venus, she was sure her relatives were leaving that place in droves by now. And if the SG fleets
redly did take over the One Arm, then the Solar System, and maybe even Earth itself—wall, absolutely
no one of any merit or grace would want to be within one hundred light-years of this place.

Perhaps it was wise then to take the Imperiad Guards ad-vice. Maybe she should go to one of the
other arms. It would be anew experience for her. Even though she was Empress of the Galaxy and had
been for more than 300 years, sheld never even |eft the Pluto Cloud, never mind venturing out beyond
the One Arm. But where would she go, exactly? Not into the Bal, of course. Though she was adored by
billionsin the peaceful center of the Galaxy, the place was so boring, sheld rather die here than flee there.
No, it would have to be to one of the arms. But which one? Sheld never heard anything good about the
Two or the Three Arm and apparently the Five and Six armswere just dreadful, as were the Eight and
the nearby Nine.

And the Seventh? No, there was nothing at al out there. Besides. ..

Suddenly, shefet adrop of water fal on her cheek. She reached up and touched it, only to find two
more. Then an-other. And another. What was going on here? Water was spill-ing from her eyes. Her
breath caught in her throat. Shedidn't redizeit at first, only because it had been so long, but she was

crying.
What kind of a mother are you? avoice whispered in her ear. It was agood question and one that
she never wanted to face. Her daughter was missing. Had been for amonth. Yet practicaly al she had

donein those four weekswas party on Zros. Had it ever occurred to her that Xaramight actually bein
peril? Or even dead?

No...
Not until now.

Suddenly, every bad thing she'd done in the past 375 years came back to her; it was adeluge, and
the swiftnessin which it arrived was startling by itsalf. There had been alot of lying over those three-plus
centuries, alot of cheating, treachery, bigotry, and deceit. But no offense compared to the poor ex-cuse
of amother sheld been to her daughter. In fact, she hadn't been amother at al. A flood of tears came
now; endless waves of repressed emotions exploded to the surface. Her entire life, sheld sought only to
shine and not reflect, and now it wastimeto pay for that conceit. Her whole world was crumbling, within
and without. The room seemed to spin black and become deathly cold, such was the turmoil she found
hersdlf in. She began looking for aknife, for if onewasin her reach, shewould plungeit into her heart
and end dl thisright now.

But no dagger could be found; in fact, they were banned within the palace. So she smply buried her
head in her pillow and let the tears flow unabated, ruining her makeup, soaking her covers, staining her



shests.

Suddenly, though, near the bottom of this seemingly bot-tomless pit, shefelt an amazing warmth enter
the room. Her dark emotions were being swept away by something even deeper. She stopped crying.
She wiped her eyes and looked up.

Two figures were next to her bed.

They were men—~but then again, they werent, at least not in the first moment of their arrival. She had
no idea how they had entered her room. The doorswere all locked and |aser-sedled. Her chambers
were surrounded by security beamsthat prevented anyone from materidizing from other locations un-less
she aone had authorized it. Nor had these two dropped in from the nearby sixth dimension, the place
where the dour sentinels existed. Those phantom butlers aways announced their arrival before intruding

on imperia space.
No, these two were just suddenly there, not something that happened ever, despite thisday and age
of people popping in and out for al occasions.

Andinthat first split second of their arrival, she saw a strange glow around both of them. And both
seemed not to be standing but floating a bit above the floor, this, even though it was virtualy impossible
for anyoneto levitate in her presence.

The Empress of course blamed the halucination on her breakdown just moments before—and the
large quantity of dow-ship wine shed ingested lately.

But then she redlized that she recognized one of the two.

"Hero Petz? Is that you?'

Cdandrx smiled warmly. Tomm was next to him. He smiled aswell.

"Youlook so... different,” she gasped. "Have you had your atoms recombined?’
Cdandrx laughed alittle. "Maybe," hereplied.

She held her head in her hands. "I must have been drugged or spiked,” she gasped. " Of al the souls|
never expected to see again, you are among thetop..."

She sat up and brushed the tears from her cheeks.

"But Petz, why are you here? Y ou have become an enemy of the state. With one word this room will
be swarming with guards, and you will be led away to the atomic galows."

Cadandrx told her directly, "Empress—just be till. We are here carrying messages, both good and
bad. But our timeislimited. Please listen closely to what we have to say.”

But they were frightening her. Sheraised her hand and twisted it at an odd angle. Thiswas her way of
cdling for her personal guards. Six of them were always no more than afew feet awvay from her bedroom
door. But though she twisted and twisted, no one came. Shetried to blink out, transport herself to
another location nearby, ataent shared by most of the Spe-cias. But thisdid not work either.

"How can thisbe?' shewailed. "Are my powersfindly gone? What will happen to meif they are?!

"Just be still!" Tomm chastised her harshly. He was not adapting so well to hisnew role. "Y ou are
wadingtime..."

But the Empress twisted her hand again—and ill no guards appeared. Shetried to blink out again,
too. Nothing happened. She was beginning to think thiswas dl just adream, whichin away, it was.

Finaly she just gavein. She pulled the covers up to her chin. "Speak then..." she said. "Say what you
will and then begone."



Cadandrx drew very closeto her. It was asif hewasfloating right in front of her face.

"In the very near future you will be called upon to prevent a catastrophe,” hetold her. "Thiswill save
many millions, if not billions, of lives. When that time comes, you must be ready to heed the call.”

She dmost laughed. "Me? Save millions? And how am | to do that?"

"By heping inasmal way the people to whom this Empire rightly belongsreclaim it for themsdves”
Tomm said. "It istheirs—and must be returned to them.”

Sheamost laughed in their faces.

"Areyou suggesting my family just give away the Empire?’ she asked, astonished. "If that be, you are
both mad, whatever the hell you are..."

Tomm sad: "Righteousnesswill prevail eventudly, Em-press. It issmply the manner inwhich it
arrives that concerns us—and in the end, it will concern you, too."

She could hardly spesk. "But why are you telling me these things?!

"Because something iscoming,” Calandrx replied. " Some-thing that is bigger than us, bigger than you.
Bigger than the entire Empire. Many liveswill hang in the balance—innocent lives. When the time comes
to save those souls, you must play your part and thereby make up for your own shallow life.”

With that, Cdandrx put hisfingers on her forehead, leaving abit of oil just above her brow.

She sensed they were about to leave. She suddenly sat up on the bed. ™Y ou also said you had good
newstotdl me..." she pleaded with them.

The two hesitated. They wereloath to do her any favors, considering the actions of her past. But they
had no choice. They were messengers—and if it was news they were ddliv-ering, then it had to be both
the good with the bad.

"Y our daughter is safe," Cdandrx told her smply. "And on that you can be sure, becauseitis
impossblefor uslie—"

"Moreor less" Tomm added hadtily.

The Empressjust stared back at them, stunned by the words. Her face betrayed tremendous relief.
Her tearsreturned.

"But whereisshe?' shesaid ingtead. ™Y ou must tell me!™
"Sheissafe" Cadandrx repeated. "And if you do your part, you might see her again.”

"But when?"' the Empress cried. "And how?' Thetwo never replied. They smply disappeared as
quickly asthey came. And at this point, the Empressredly believed she was either adeep or going
insane. Because just before the pair blinked out, she could have sworn that both had sprouted wings.

13
The planet maswell-named: Seepy Time 9.

It wasin abinary star system which aso bore thefitting gppellation of Two Over Easy. Thissystem
was located on the near side of the Ball, meaning it was ardatively short ride from Earth. There were
two dozen planets here, al of them devoted to some kind of easy living. Retirement worlds, su-perspas
and resorts, or smply pastoral settlements, many of the planetsin Two Over Easy were so ordinary they
didn't have names. Some were just referred to as Second Out, Third Out, or Fourth One In.

Seepy Time 9 wasajewe of sortsin this somnolent part of space. Unlike the others, it was aretreat
planet for the very well-hedled and -connected, including many retired Space Forces officers. The city of
Pillowswasits capitd. It was built around avast three-leved artificid lake whose shorelines were



crowded with paatia resort homes, some towering, some just one story high but sprawling over many
acres. Thethree-tiered lake also featured several spectacular waterfals, and it was by one of thesethat a
grand six-level house stood. It was caled Cadtillox Farms, and was amagnificent design of soaring
an-gles, internal water springs, and miles of superglass window-ing.

The resident of this house was not aretired military officer, a least not yet. He was once the most
famous Starcrasher commanders in the entire Space Forces, indeed; held been in line to become
supreme commander of the entire SF someday. His combat record was superb. Whether it was hunting
down space pirates, chasing outlaw space meres, or invading trou-blesome planets, in closeto one
hundred years of imperid service, hed never lost a battle.

His name was Zapp Multx, and he was dowly dying—of boredom.

Multx was an impressive, charismatic character, with abig, muscular body, bad head, and along,
thin goatee. His home wasfilled with innumerable duminum and gold-leaf medds, jeweled swords, battle
helmets, and specidized dress uni-forms—thetypica clutter of aspace hero. His ship, the BonoVox,
was nearly asfamous as he. In hisheyday, Multx and his exceptional crew were frequently called onto
get other SF battle groups out of trouble. On many occasions, Multx was able to move his ship over vast
distancesin impaossibly short periods of time, dways arriving, right on cue, to save the day.

The BonoVox was flying somewhere around the inner gal-axy these days. Multx didn't even know
whereit was exactly. The Bal was so peaceful, he was sure his executive officers were smply out
joyriding, killing time whilethe crew grew fat and lazy. The ship hadn't visited Seepy Time 9 in more
than ayear. In fact, sx months had passed since held heard anything from the Bono &t dl. It was asif his
heart had been ripped out and taken away from him. He missed being on her that much.

So why was someone of his stature out here, wasting away?

It had dl started two years before. Multx and his men had just completed a successful attack on an
enemy planet called Vines 7 and were rushing back to Earth to accept the Em-peror's blessings. Flying
aong in Supertime, a pirate ship sud-denly materidized pardld to Multx's great vessdl and started firing
on it. Before anyone on the BonoVox could react, the pirate ship began dispensing troops. They were
carrying heavy weapons and cutting tools, intent on dicing their way through the hull of the proud SF
warship.

Such athing had never happened before. First of all, the pirate vessel—it was a so-caled Blaekship,
flown by the no-torious Blackship pirates—should not have been in Supertime. Only Empire ships had
such capability. Second, no pirate com-mander would be so foolish asto attack an Empire Starcrasher;
the huge warships usualy outgunned their pirate adversaries by afactor of one hundred-to-one or more.
Y et that's exactly what occurred.

It was only that an incredibly courageous passenger being carried to Earth by Multx had the gumption
to sed an armed shuttle, fly it outside the BonoVox, attack the Blackship, and wound it mortally that the
attack stopped and the pirate vessel disappeared.

The name of that passenger: Hawk Hunter.

That Hunter went on to win the Earth Race and notoriety across the entire Galaxy was old news by
now. Not so well-known was the SF Command's decision that someone had to take the blame for the
bizarre incident. To thisday no one could explain how the Blackship got into Supertime or how it had
come S0 closeto actually capturing the BonoVox. But the entire affair was an embarrassment to the SF,
and afall guy was needed. Multx fit the bill. The SF Command sent his ship on an open-ended patrol of
the Ball, aplace where no shot had been fired in anger in four centuries, in effect forcing himinto
preretirement. Giving him thisgrand house on Seepy Time 9 only added insult to injury. It wasa
magnificent struc-ture, but its surroundings were peaceful to the point of nauses, at least to Multx. This
was a place where old SF officers went to die—and he knew it.



All thiswas hell for aperson like him. He was soldier, from along line of soldiers. And hewasloyd.
He believed so strongly in the Empire that, as ayounger man, hed had O'Nay's face tattooed on his
forearm. Being away from the battle, being denied the opportunity to defend the realm redly was like
deeth for him.

A very dow degth.

Multx sat now in his grand room, the one that overlooked the waterfall and offered aview of al three
levelsof thelake. It was till early morning, but he was already into his second bottle of dow-ship wine.
Though he'd hardly been ateetotaer before his banishment to the Ball, he was aheavy drinker now. His
cdlarswerefilled with rare vintages of the popular star juice. But ayear of chronic imbibing had done
nothing to raise his spirits; actudly, the opposite was true. In the past twelve months, he'd become amost
melancholy man.

Hiswork had aways been his mistress. He was without awife and already bored with the few digible
women of the dull little planet. He couldn't even dream properly anymore. During the previous night held
imagined abright light hov-ering above the skylight over his bedroom canopy. Thislight grew so bright,
he'd been unable to open his eyesfor severad minutes. What he was able to see looked like a string of
dowly developing explosions, brilliant in red, but dso in white and blue. When it dl findly went away,
Multx was left to liein his sweaty bed, fully awake, to wonder what had happened. A flashback from
some long-ago victory of his? Another catas-trophe in the making in outer space? Or maybe a host of
gob-lins had arrived to findly take him away. In any case, he never did get back to deep. When the
planet's prime sun rose, he was up with it, drinking his breskfast of wine. By the time the second sun
rose, he was close to finishing his second bottle.

He'd heard about the battles between the SG and SF, of course. Everyonein the Galaxy had by now.
They did not surprise him much. Multx had had his own run-inswith the Solar Guards, and he knew their
leadership to be both deceitful and deceptive. Like many in the SF, he believed the Empire would have
been better off without the junior service. But dl thisjust made hisforced retirement even worse. Had the
in-cident with the Blackship never happened, he would have been right in the thick of thisinternecine
conflict. And at that mo-ment he would have given just about anything, done just about anything, to be
back in thefight again. Instead, he was here, looking out on an artificid lake with an artificial waterfall,
early morning suns glistening off both, trying to pull the cork out of histhird bottle of dow-ship wine.

It was strange then that just as the bottle's stopper finally came loose, he looked up to see two men
ganding right in front of him.

Ingtinct one made Multx's hand go to hisbelt, asif there were aray gun there. But then he stopped.
He recognized these men.

Infact, they were two very old friends of his. Their nameswere Erx and Berx.

Multx was astonished to see them—and not just because they were both wanted men or that two
years had passed since they'd last laid eyes on each other. It was aso the manner by which they'd
appeared. So quickly, so silently. They hadn't beamed in from another location. There was dwaysa
telltale flash and sizzling sound to presage such subatomic events. And it wasn't atransdimensiona
transfer; he would have noticed that, too. It seemed strange, but to Multx it was amost asif they'd been
theredl aong, and he was now just seeing them.

"By thestars" hefinadly managed to gasp. "Isit redly you two?"
Neither man replied; both bowed deeply instead.

Multx studied them more closely now. They both looked so... odd. They had a strange glow around
them. And they appeared to be much younger, much leaner, much more mus-cular than the last time heldd
seenthem.



Multx findly blurted out, "What has happened to you?'
"Weve changed,” Berx said solemnly, adding, "but perhapsfor the better.”

"But why are you here, brothers?' he asked them. ™Y ou have been fugitives for more than ayear. By
rights, | should have you arrested. Or | could be arrested just by being here with you.”

"That won't happen, my brother,” Erx told him. "No one will ever know of this conversation. Aslong
as our friendship has been, you can count on that."

"We are here because we need you to do something for us,” Berx said.

"Y ou mean you need my hep?'

"Inaway, yes" Berx sad.

Multx replied, "But | cannot help you. Y ou are wanted men.

Plus, who knows what hijinks you've been up to since we last met."

"We bear only thetruth, brother,” Erx said. "We cannot bear anything else.”
"Please” Berx sad. "Judt ligento us..."

Multx hesitated a moment, but findly relented. " Only be-cause our friendship is older than the gars,”
hesad.

The two vigitors proceeded to tell him everything that had happened to them since they last saw him.
The story of the Home Planets. The invasion of the Two Arm. How Hawk Hunter learned about the
deceit that had crested the foundation of the Second and Fourth Empires. They a so told how they had
joined Hunter in his quest to topple O'Nay's Empire. Multx sat speechless as he listened to the fantastic
taes.

At the end, he leaned forward in his hovering chair. He was obvioudy more confused than before.

"My brothers," hesaid, "indl my years, | have never heard of such things. | am certain that you
believe them. But isit wiseto align yourselves with Hawk Hunter in these uncertain times?1 know you
are closeto him. Y ou were the ones who plucked him off that backward planet Fools 6 inthefirg place,
after he saved your lives. And don't get mewrong. | have no problem with him, either. He saved my ship
and my crew, too. But my brothers, the man isacosmic oddity. How can we be certain that what heis
advocating is anything more than what goes through that crafty mind of his? He probably has designson
the Empire himsdIf!"

Erx told Multx sternly, "The greatest charlatan in the uni-verse would not have endured what Hunter
has, just to pull off some grand joke. He has put his own life on the line many times since we've known
him. He has a passion than burns brighter than anova. Look at the proof: he has more than haf the
Gdaxy looking for him, yet he started an invasion of the Empire. So true heisto his cause—"

"See, my brothers? Y ou admit heisacrimind,” Multx cut in.
"Heisarebd," Berx corrected him. "And these days, thereis adifference.”

Multx drank more wine. His round face screwed up in dis-gust. " Those horrible beings of which you
spoke? And Hun-ter's claim that the three brothers were raised from the dead? It goes against the
greatest science of the Galaxy. Such things should not be happening.”

"Believe us, brother," Erx said. "Much stranger things have been happening lately.”

Multx Spped hiswine again. "But overthrowing the Empire? I'm sorry, in al my years, never did |
think I'd hear seditious trash from you two."

Erx and Berx shook their heads. It was hard to blame Multx for not believing them. They needed to



play their trump card.
"If we could prove to you that our causeisrighteous,” Erx said. "Would you do as we asked?'

Before he could reply, Berx waved hishand in acircular motion afew feet from Multx's nose.
Suddenly asmal cu-mulus cloud appeared, billowing and growing larger by the second. A gresat wind
then blew through the grand room, serv-ing to part the smal storm. Within it, Multx was astonished to
see an entirely new existence. A place of emerad grass, gently ralling hills, and acobat sky. Riversand
fruit trees everywhere. More important, for thefirst timein along time, Multx actually felt joy enter in his
heart. It was over-wheming—at least until Berx waved his hand again and the vision faded.

Shaking, hisfingers barely ableto grip hiswineglass, Multx now looked at hisfriends with new and
growing trepidation— and it had nothing to do with their crimina status.

"Ohmy God," he whispered. "Y ou've become magicians. Conjurers. Wizards..."

"No," Erx said. "We have smply become enlightened. And through no design of our own. Wevejust
showed you the place weve been to, and it is by returning from it that we've been changed.”

"Y ou expect meto believe that you've been to the placein that vison?' Multx asked them. "That
place seemed like Par-adise itself!"

"Think about it, brother,” Berx said. "The entire Galaxy has been looking for us. Twelve
ships—including six stolen Star-crashers—and 40,000 men. Where could we have hidden? In this day of
being able to sniff out every last fiber of ahuman being, of being able ook into the past and drag a stray
radio signal into the present. In thisday of tracking just about any-thing that is constructed of more than
two atoms. Just where do you think we could have gone that no one—absolutely no one—could've
found us?'

Multx was ssumped for amoment. "Y ou redly went... there?'
Both nodded. Then they drew abit closer to him. They werein ahurry.

"Brother Multx, we are messengers,” Erx told him. "And part of the newswe carry isgrim. But with
your help, certain disaster might be avoided. Or at least its effects lessened.”

"But we are a so here to present you with an opportunity,” Berx went on. "An opportunity to bea
hero of great caliber again. To once more prove your courage is beyond al mea-sure. When the history
of theman isfindly written, your name will appear among the pantheon of heroes. All you havetodois
onething..."

Multx was stunned by these strong words. "What nonsenseisthis?' heasked. "1 an asmply aflicker
of light in aseaof sarsthese days. The Imperia Court doesn't even remember that | exist anymore!”

"They don't haveto," Erx told him camly. "We know you exist. Just do aswe ask, and you will regain
your stature and more. Much more.”

Multx collgpsed back into hisfloating chair. He wanted nothing more than to rehabilitate hisimage.
But frankly, histwo old friends were frightening him. Their gppearance, their glow, the vison they'd just
created and then taken away. They had changed in ways he wasn't sure he wanted to contemplate.

Sill...

Helooked out at the grand waterfall. At that moment, he hated every drop of water faling over its
sde and splashing onto the fake lake below. Every drop, every day, day after day, going nowhere but
down. Just about anything would be better than this.

"Brothers" hefindly sad, "tel mewhat it isyou want meto do.”

Erx and Berx both smiled with relief. Then Erx touched Multx's forehead, leaving adrop of oil there.
"Y ou will know soon enough, brother,” he said. Then they faded away.



1M
Betavilie, Planet America, Home Planets System
FBI agent LisaLeereturned to her office after lunch to find her secretary looking a bit flustered.

At first Lisathought Gloriawas upset at her because sheld failed to bring her back a Coke as sheld
promised. Ther office was on the third floor of thetiny Betavilie police sation— Lisawasthe FBI fied
agent for this part of Ohio—and even though they'd been here nearly eight months, afew kinks
re-mained. Getting the sodamachine on thefirst floor to work was just one of them.

While gtill adeepy little town, Betavilie was ad so avery famous place these days. It was here that the
three visitors from outer space first arrived dmost ayear ago. It was they who passed on the knowledge
that Planet America, aswdl asthe other thirty-five worldsin the Home Planets system, was redlly part of
along-neglected prison camp in the sky set up thousands of years before by the very evil Second
Empire. Thiscelestid prison was trapped inside atime bubble that retarded technical advancement but
alowed the unknowing in-matesto live acivilized if antiquated way of life. Planet Amer-icahad cars and
factories and highways and railroads. It had cops and firefighters, priests and politicians. Post offices,
sportsteams, grammar schools, high schools, and colleges could dl be found here. Thetiny planet
consisted of one large landmassthat began in the east with citieslike Boston, New Y ork, Charleston,
and Miami, and went right acrossto California, where the other West Coast states also lay. Acrossa
very nar-row seawas New Y ork again. It was an artificia world, re-crested in the image of the place
that its firgt inhabitants had been forced from 4,000 years before. The people of Planet Americawere the
descendants of those origina deportees from Earth.

Thethree visitors changed everything. Not only did they bring the news of the origin of the Home
Panets, they defeated the prison guard army who'd been watching over the three dozen imprisoned
worlds, then raised a space army of their own and sailed off to win Earth back for itsrightful owners.
That army was called the United Planets Forces. The six shipsthey'd sailed on were known, on Planet
Americaat least, asthe First Fleet.

Those half dozen vessdls had eft nearly eight months be-fore; nothing had been heard from them
since. Forty thousand soldiers representing each of the thirty-six planets, flying under the Stars and
Stripes of Planet Americasflag, were out in the cosmos somewhere, fighting a greet battle for al of them
back here. They were gone but not forgotten. Indeed, American flags had been strung from every light
pole, every front porch, every overpass, from the top of every high city building in the entire syslem when
the fleet sailed. Those flagswere till flying today .

That these young soldiers were so far away, fighting and dying for the people back home had not
been forgotten here.

Lisawas out of the Chicago FBI office, and as Betaville had become a place of notoriety, the Bureau
thought it wise to open afield office here. Lisahad played such asignificant part in the space visitors first
appearance—she had been the original investigating agent after they arrived—so it was only natura she
be put in charge of the small office.

It had been a success so far, but there were these little glitches that had to be worked out, and one of
them was the chronic mafunctioning of the first-floor sodamachine. It worked only sporadically; today it
was shut down for good.

And had Lisabeen agambler, she would have bet that no Coke was the reason for Glorias obvious
discomfit now.

But it was abet Lisawould have logt.
She began to gpologize to Gloria, but the middle-aged woman gently stopped her.

"Theré's someone waiting for you in your office," Gloriatold her inawhisper.



Lisadidn't understand. She had eaten her lunch, as dways, out on the bench next to the only working
door leading into the police station. She had seen no one come into the building except the usua gang of
cops. How could someone be waiting for her in her office then?

"Whoisit?" Lisawhigpered back.

"He asked me not to tell,” was the secretary'sreply, dtill alittle bresthy. That's when Lisanoticed
Gloriahad adrop of oil on her forehead.

"Areyou usng anew moigturizer?' Lisaasked her.

Gloriajust shook her head no, then motioned for Lisato get insde her officeimmediately.

Lisajust shrugged. She was a pretty redhead and awaystried to look her best. So she flattened out
her skirt, fluffed her collar, ran ahand through her hair, and waked into her office.

Her visitor was standing behind the door. She was com-pletely in the room and turned around before
shesaw him.

"Oh my God..." she breathed.

He was enormous. Much bigger than she remembered him. And he looked so different. Therewasa
white haze surround-ing him, and he seemed just abit out of focus, or better put, seemed to be existing in
akind of soft focus. But Hill, evenin this sate, his muscleslooked huge.

She knew who he wasimmediately. He was another visitor from outer space. Not one of the original
three. Thisman had come to Planet Americaright after the victory against the Bad Moon Knights prison
guard army. At the time, he was the oldest man Lisa had ever met. But now, he looked about a thousand
years younger.

His namewasKlaaz.
"Do you remember me?' he asked her sweetly, hisvoice different, too.

"Of course| do," shetold him, nearly collgpsing in her chair. "How could | forget? Y our friends freed
our planet. Then you helped build the UPF First Fleet."

Klaaz just smiled. "I tried to help where | could,” he said.

Lisawas dtill staring at him, amazed at his transformation. When sheld last seen him, he was bent
over, had wrinkles on top of wrinkles, and could barely walk. Now he was standing straight up, with
large, broad shoulders, enormoudy powerful hands, and an extremely handsome face. It was like looking
at aphotograph from the very distant past and realizing for the first time that the person you knew as
ancient had once been avery handsome man. A hunk, even.

Y et here hewas, standing before her. That hunk, inred life.

"Why areyou here?' she asked him, alittle breathless her-sdf now. "Everyone thinks you're with the
flest, off fighting in the Galaxy somewhere"

"And they would not be wrong,” Klaaz told her. "But some-thing rather important has come up,
something that must be taken care of. | came here because | know | can trust you. Please, can you tell
me the status of the Second Fleet?’

The Second Heet was another UPF squadron of shipsthat had been under construction since thefirst
one left. It was being manufactured, in bits and pieces, on just about every planet in the system, this, as
another army of UPF troopers was being trained. The new force was meant to be purely defensivein
nature, however. Both ships and men were in-tended to serve as protection for the very out-of-the-way
Home Planets system.

"Thelast | heard, the Second Fleet was about amonth away from trialsin space,” Lisatold him. She



wasfinaly over theinitia shock of his sudden appearance and the dightly etheredl ook about him.
"And the state of the army being raised?" he asked.
"About the same. A month away from activation.”

Klaaz thought amoment. "Thiswill dl haveto be moved up," hesaid findly. "The shipsand the
soldiers must be ready to leave within twenty-four hours.™

Lisawas confused. "L eave? Why?'
"They are needed elsewhere,” Klaaz replied. "Urgently needed..."

Lisashook her head. "I'm no expert in these things," she said. "But I'd have to think that would be
amog impossble”

Klaaz smiled again, alittle sadly though. "My dear girl," he said. "I've just recently learned that
nothing isimpossible. And | know thisis suddenly out of the blue. But | will need your help to get these
thingsdone.”

"But why?" she asked him. "Why are these ships and men needed?"

"Because agresat battleiscoming,” hetold her smply. " Per-haps one of the greaetest Sncethe
Crestion."

"Since Creation? Are you serious?”

He nodded solemnly. "Yes, | am. The opposing sdeswill be like the e ements of Nature itsdlf, battling
each other for the right to exist. In the very old days, this might have been called Armageddon. And, at
this point, the outcome is il very uncertain. But | will tdll you this: no matter what happens, things will
never be the same again. Here or anywhere else in the Galaxy. The universe, even. Such isthe message |
have brought today."

Lisawas shocked by hiswords. And she had no doubt that he believed they were the truth.
"But where?" she asked him. "Where will this great bettle take place?"

Klazz smply gestured over his shoulder to indicate a place far, far avay.

"Closer to Earth than | ever thought I'd be," hetold her.

Word soon flashed around the tiny planet that Klaaz had re-turned.

Within hours, authorities on each of the Home Planets had been apprised of the situation and the
message he had brought.

The ships of the Second Feet were being assembled on Planet Americaand Planet France, using
components from al the other home worlds. Troops were training on Planets Pa-cifica, Africanus and
Britannica. Of the twenty-eight ships un-der construction, two dozen were deemed spaceworthy. Each
ship was built in the spitting image of the six origina UPF vessdls, which in turn were more than 1,000
yearsold. These new classics were blue and chrome like their predecessors but were carrying more
modern star engines and room for nearly twice as many soldiers, many of whom doubled as members of
the crew. Fully manned, the ships could put nearly aquarter of amillion men on thefield of battle.

But there was a problem.

The ships were powered by updated ion-balast motors, fast but not Supertime fast. Asthe Home
Panets were actudly thousands of light-years outside the Gaaxy, thetrip by thefirst UPF fleet inward
had taken six months—and that was just to thetip of the Two Arm. The voyage had strained the limits of
those antique ships and just about expended their bingo fuel in the process. If the great battle was shaping
up deep within the Milky Way, what good would the Second Fleet beif it arrived on the scene many
monthstoo late?



During the flurry of meetings Klaaz had with the leaders of the Home Planets, aswell asthe engineers
and the crews of the new fleet themselves, this question came up time and time again. On each occasion,
Klaaz replied, "Don't worry." Get-ting the ships where they had to go was his concern.

There waslittle fanfare when the new ships departed from their launch pads on Planets Americaand
France.

Little time was available to plan anything more than aquick good-bye to the soldiers from their
familiesand auniversa, system-wide wish of Godspeed and good luck. The twenty-four ships made
rendezvous in orbit around Planet America; here, they were checked out for spaceflight integrity. That
they would be traveling much grester distances than had previoudy been thought had little bearing now.
AsKlaaz had told the system's leaders, this was not something they had to worry abouit.

While the soldiers ingde the ships acclimated themsdvesto life in space, afirgt for many of them, their
commanders re-viewed the information Klaaz had passed to them. The Situa-tion was smple enough. In
its battles within the Galaxy, the UPF had made an archenemy in the Empire's military, most especialy
the Solar Guards, and even more especidly the d-most ghostly Rapid Engagement Fleet. Thiswasthe
force the Second Heet was expecting to fight way down in the middle of the Two Arm.

And they would be aformidable foe. The enemy force awaiting the fresh UPF troops might number
anywhere from ahdf million to severa billion men. The number of shipsthey might face could runinto the
millionsaswdl. But Klaaz was also dways quick to remind the new UPF commandersthat their misson
would be "blessed." And though he did not go into any details, Klaaz did say on many occasionsthat he
was not using theword lightly and that it should not just be taken in acontext of Smply boosting morde.
The Second Fleet would literaly be blessed. Their misson wasfor pure good, and itsintentions were
even grander than the recovery of Earth, though both goas, were ill absolutely linked.

The UPF commandersdidn't pretend to fully understand what Klaaz wastdlling them. They knew
only that he was a great hero and that he was someone who would never steer them wrong.

In other words, they trusted him completely, atrait that wasin drasticaly low supply among the stars
these days.

The twenty-four shipsall checked out within afew hours of reaching orbit around Planet America.
One good thing about the ships design wastheir brilliant smplicity. They were es-sentidly
quarter-mile-long hulls with engines attached and sol-diersinsde. Fewer systems meant fewer thingsto
gowrong. Innotime at al, the fleet's commanders reported that they were ready to go.

Exactly what happened next would be spoken about for many yearsto come.

Klaaz was very well-known to the people of the mid-Five Arm. Over the centuries, he'd saved entire
dar clusters within the middle Five from marauding space meres and pirate groups. Hewasamarshd in
many armiesin that part of space; hisface adorned the currency of more than adozen star sys-tems
there. No surprise then that hundreds of stories about his adventures had been written, sung, and
memorized. Heroic leg-ends about the Great Klaaz had been passed down through generations on the
Fifth Arm for severd hundred years.

But the legend of Klaaz and the Second Fleet—true or not— would soon become the most famous
of all.

It was witnessed by tens of thousands of people, yet the exact details of what occurred that day
would never be very clear.

Shortly after the twenty-four UPF ships took to orbit, Klaaz suddenly disappeared. Though he was
gill in communication with the fleet commanders viastring comm, even thiswasin question, as some
clamed Klaaz wasn't actudly talking through the ship communicators but that his voice wasjust
appearing to be heard in this manner somehow.



Whatever the case, just minutes after the ships reported they were ready for deployment, asmall
object was sghted on the fleet's joint scanners coming up behind the UPF starship Mis-souri. Many
people who saw it both on the viz scanners and with their own eyes said thiswas actudly Klaaz, flying in
space, without a spacesuit or oxygen or other extravehicular needs. It was said Klaaz came up on the tail
of the huge war-ship, put his mighty hands benesth its center tail fins, and pushed it. The vessdl rocketed
away at an incredible speed, traveling much faster than in Supertime. Once the Missouri was gone,
Klaaz flew up to the starship New Jersey and did the same thing. Then he went to the Arizona, then the
Wis-consin, then the Oklahoma.

Within minutes, Klaaz had hurled dl of the two dozen ships away at incomprehensible speed.
And just like that, the Second Fleet was gone.

No one would dispute that something very strange happened that day. Indeed, the UPF ships were
gone from orbit, gone from the Home Planets system itself. But how? There was no way of telling that,
because even though they tried for days, those back on the Home Planets were never able to establish
string comm contact with the two dozen new ships.

Asfor Klaaz?

Shortly after the Second Feet disappeared, they said, he vanished aswell.
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Upper Five Arm

The castle masfilled utith hundreds of beautiful women.

Blondes, brunettes, redheads. All of them were scantily clad; many were topless. Some were even
red.

The castle was known as Ruby Ridge. It was located on ahigh cliff near the equator of aplanet
cdled Rocks 32. The mountainous, tropical world was awell-known gambling meccain the upper Five
Arm, awild part of the Galaxy if there ever was one.

Rocks 32 was a sunny place for shady people. More than gambling went on here. Much more. The
planet was a hotbed of drug dealing (jamma mostly), moving illega dow-ship wine, and most of al,
black market wegpons trading, both buying and sdling. The planet's police were dl paid off; its politicians
were, too. And while most of the people on Rocks 32 knew about the Fourth Empire, no imperial ship,
whether it be SF, SG, or X-Forces, had been in the system in amost twenty years.

There was only one way to buy or sall weapons on thishot little world: hit town with abig splash, rent
the most audacious resort possible, throw ahuge party with plenty of beauties, good food, and
drink—and then wait for the money to cometo you.

Which was exactly what was happening ingde the magic castle thisday. On thetop floor of thetallest
tower sat the man who had organized the weeklong bash. His name was Rexx VonRexx. Just eighty
years old, hewas small and thin, with along, wispy beard, a head fall of braided hair, and afetish about
awayswearing black. Suave, charming and, thanks to areconstituted face, very handsome, he was also
extremdly rich. Infact, he was among the richest men in this part of the Galaxy.

Moving stolen wegpons was V onRexx's speciadty. Hed been buying war toysin bulk for the past
twenty years, mostly from the enormous black markets farther down the Five Arm. These partieswere
the means by which VVonRexx moved his merchandise, sdling them to midlevel customerswho could
afford his high prices. Hed been laying groundwork for this gathering for weeks. Cdling old friends,
Seiting up mesetings, replicating the food, the booze, the jamma, and the girls— spending money like
water, which sent ripples around the mid-Five like avolcano orgy. That wasthe intention, of course. This
bash was practically guaranteed to produce results.



It would a'so attract many guests, invited and otherwise.

Ruby Ridge Castle was forty-four stories high. There were nearly 600 holo-girls, 300 or so redl
females, several hundred potentia customers and their entourages on hand with asmall army of hired
guards watching over everyone. Security throughout the fortress was tight, especialy on the ground floor.
Thiswas the hottest party in the mid-Five a the moment, but still, no one got through the front gate
without athorough scanning. Those not meeting astrict set of criteriawere turned away and told not to
return. If they refused, they were beaten to a pulp.

While most of the raucous partying took place on the lower floors, VonRexx only did businessin the
top suite during these events. Hewould stay up for days, schmoozing potentia cli-ents, getting them fed
and oiled—and in the mood to do some buying. When things got dow or whenever the mood would
grike him, he would let word filter down to the lower floorsthat he wasin asdlling mood again. And that
prices were being reduced. Thiswould bring an influx of moneymen up to the top suites, ready to do
business. They had to stop at the forty-third floor first, though, where they would be checked over once
again, thistime by VonRexx's persona bodyguards. They would be scanned for wegpons—ironicaly,
none were allowed on the top floor—and their purses searched to make sure they were carrying regl

money.

Anyone passing this gauntlet would till have to wait until VonRexx himsalf gpproved aface check on
them.

Only then would they be dlowed into the forty-fourth floor.

The party in the castle had just begun itsthird day when word * ent through the building that VVonRexx
was discounting igain.

As predicted, this brought afresh wave of buyersto the huge penthouse, leaving behind the ainful
pleasures of the lower floors. Those cleared by security began drifting into +e spacious top suite. The
lights here were ways low, the conversations hushed. With star-jazz music tinkling from everywhere, it
was more sophisticated, more mysterious. Asaways, VonRexx could be found reclining on alarge divan
in.hefar corner of the room, alocation from which he could see just about everybody and everything.
He was surrounded not m security men but by a battalion of absolutely gorgeous | omen. It was
understood that anyone entering the room had to acknowledge VVonRexx with adight bow or atip of the
hat. Liketribute to aking, it was important to remember just who was paying the bill for al this. Plus,
VonRexx loved being the center of attention.

He'd been tipped by his security men that three arms buyers from the nearby system of Singerlands
7 were on their way op. Thiswas good news. Though the Slingerswere usualy nolent and volatile
individuas, they dways bought the most expensive stuff, such as e-mines, sonic torpedoes, and
thermo-erenades. And they always carried real money. No chits; no credit salesfor them. They were
VonRexx'skind of customer.

He saw them coming. Deep Durole uniforms; hieh black boots, lots of tattoos. The three Stingers
pushed through the crowd by the door and started making their way across the dark, congested room.
Oncethetrio was within twenty feet of him, VonRexx waved half of hisgirlsaway, clearing apath for the
three men to gpproach. But oddly, they did not go to him. Instead, they veered off for the opposite
corner of the room, where avery tight circle of party goers had formed with-out VonRexx redizing it.

Mystified, he climbed off the couch and wandered over. Music was playing, guests were imbibing,
and sexud antics were quietly going on throughout the room—yet an entirely different thing was
happening over here. True, the penthouse was dark and crowded, and VonRexx couldn't keep his eyes
everywhere at once. But he was surprised hed missed this.

About a dozen well-known arms ded ers were standing around ahuge individua under abarelight in
the corner. VonRexx himsalf had OK'd everyone who'd been dlowed into the castles top suite. He



could not recal clearing someone this large to pass through. The man had hisback to him; VVonRexx
could only see the faces of those gathered around. They al looked fascinated. Whatever this man was
saying to them, he seemed to have put them in atrance.

Two of the arms dedlers were having a particularly hushed conversation with the mystery man. Then
came around of handshakes and hugs, and the two men departed. They walked by VonRexx without
giving him so much asanod and hurried out the door. Strangely, each man had adab of oil on his
forehead.

Findly, VonRexx moved close enough to see the big man's face. He was shocked.
He knew him. He was one of his old competitors.
His name was Zarex Red.

Zarex had once been very famousin this part of the Galaxy. A rare combination of gunrunner and
explorer, he had spe-cialized in getting weapons to people who were in desperate need of firepower and
willing to pay his premium prices. In turn, he used his profits to explore places so degp in the Five Arm,
few people ever dared to venture to them. Of late, though, the rumors had it that Zarex was either dead,
lost among the stars, or had taken up with aband of rogues who were trying theimpossible: the
overthrow of the Fourth Empire.

Which waswhy VonRexx was so surprised to see him here now, avery large, uninvited guest. How
had he made it past security? How wasit that he could so cavdierly draw the attention of the unsavory
weapons deders and rivet them s0? VonRexx studied him from afar, fascinated that so many of his
potential customers were hanging on Zarex's every word. The huge ex-explorer was charismétic, he
supposed. But he'd never seen him draw acrowd quite like this.

Helooked different, too. To VonRexx's eyes, Zarex seemed bigger, if that was possible. More
muscles, more height, but there was aso a strange glow about him, ahao of sortsaround hishead. This
aurawas not the greenish haze that could be seen trailing someone who'd spent alot of time crashing
dars. Thiswas something else entirely.

VonRexx made sure Zarex did not see him, hiding himsdlf in the dark crowd of holo-girls and guests.
The man's presence here was a mystery but also an opportunity. Hisformer dual-occupation had made
Zarex wedlthy by saving some of the Five Arm's most famous freedom fighters. But it had also made him
some big-time enemies aswell. Gunrunner and ex-plorer, Zarex was aso awanted man—and not just by
the Empire.

And hisrobot was nowhere to be seen.
Interesting, VonRexx thought.
Day turned to night and back to day again, amatter of just afew hours on Rocks 32.

With the dawn, two men arrived at the castles front gate. They were wearing long, black cloakswith
their hoods pulled up. The ground-level security team ran them through the rigid scanning procedure, but
they passed quickly. They had done business with VVonRexx before, and they'd just been in touch with
the weapons king before they arrived. That was enough for them to proceed directly to the forty-fourth
floor.

Here they were scanned again. They were aso checked for that most important thing of al: cash. The
pair did not dis-gppoint. They were carrying thirty solid aluminum pieces, ahuge amount of money inthis
part of the Milky Way. The security troops let them in and sent word to VVonRexx that they were in the
house,

Thetwo men ill had to fight their way acrossthe very expansive room; it was like hiking through a
forest of dazzling women and very drunk men. Findly, the cloaked pair reached VVonRexx's location. No



one saw them hand VVonRexx their money pouch. Thirty pieces of true duminum, VonRexx took it
without a blink.

The men then made their way across the crowded room to the far corner where Zarex was ill
holding court. They saw the fascinated faces of the hard-core wegpons men, many now with dabs of oil
on their foreheads. Just afew minutes of eavesdropping confirmed what the two men had expected to
hear. Zarex was not buying or salling weapons, he was asking for volunteersto help him fight some greet
battle that was about to take place on the Two Arm.

The two men had heard that the explorer had been visiting many planetsin the region in the past few
days, in fact, there had been severd reports of him showing up on two different planets s multaneoudy.
And he was doing then what he was doing now: addressing some of the most noxious arms dedlers, the
deaziest and the chronicaly dishonest, and trying to con-vert them—that was the only term
gpplicable—to join him on this mysterious crusade to the Two Arm.

What was truly amazing was that many of the weapons deal-ers were agreeing to go. Asagroup,
most gunrunners were patently dishonest and habitudly greedy, the hazards of the trade. While they had
easy accessto fully stocked wegpons ships and men to run them, they never did anything that would be
considered idedigtic. And they never did anything for free.

Y et this seemed to be exactly what Zarex was getting them to do. At least two dozen ships stocked
with weapons and technicians had been reported leaving the Five Arm for the Two over the past few
days. And several more werein orbit around Rocks 32, apparently ready to embark for the same
location. One of these was even aship from Singerlands 7.

But dl thiswasredlly of little concern to the two men. Why agroup of dimy amsdedershad so
suddenly found religion did not interest them.

They were herefor adifferent reason.
One of thetwo men finally approached Zarex and shook his hand.
"l understand thereis abig fight brewing somewhere?' the man asked Zarex.

Zarex looked him directly inthe eye. "Yes, and | am hereto recruit souls turned good to help in the
cause. Areyou interested?”

"Maybe," the man told Zarex. "Weve both felt the need for redemption lately.”
"For what crimes, my brother?" Zarex asked him, bending dightly to hear the man.
The man just shrugged. Take your pick," hesaid.

Still locked onto his eyes, Zarex thought a moment, then breathed four words. "My guessis
betrayd..."

At that moment, asmall ship suddenly appeared over the castle. It could be seen clearly through the
glassroof of the penthouse. Zarex looked up at it for amoment. When he looked back down, the two
men were holding blaster gunson him.

Zarex laughed out loud. "What isthis?' he asked. "A holdup?'

The men did not reply. They just smply pulled their capes off to revea combat uniforms benegth.
They were not arms dedlers. They were Bad Moon Knights. Hands down the worst, most ruthless mere
army on the Five Arm. They'd been after Zarex for nearly a century.

The partygoers scattered at first sight of them. A few women screamed. Somewhere, ablaster gun
went off. Wine goblets crashed to the floor. The ship above the castle drew closer. A pulse beam
gppeared from its bottom, smashing through the glass roof and engulfing Zarex in anice-blueray. Hewas
indantly frozenin place.



"Getting very doppy inyour old age," one of thetwo men :old him.
"Or maybe thisisthe way it's supposed to be," Zarex man-aged to gasp.

Suddenly, a second red beam came down from the bottom of the hovering spaceship. It hit Zarex
with the force of a sonic blast. He crumpled helplesdy to the floor, unable to move, barely ableto
bregthe.

Sowly, panfully, hefaded away.
The next few hourswent by in adull, red haze for Zarex.

He was bundled aboard the small ship that had appeared above the castle and brought up to orbit,
where hewas trans-ferred to alarger ion-powered vessal. Still encased in the crim-son forcefield, he
was placed in the control room of this second spaceship and put on display for the crew. A sign grafted
onto thefield read Smply: Zarex Red—Criminal Con-demned to Die. Many of the crew spat at him or
tried to punch him through the force field. Some succeeded, some didn't. He was completely frozen and
couldn't retaliate though, not that he would have anyway.

That his captors were hard-core Bad Moon Knights was without dispute now. HEd had many close
calswith the bloodthirsty meres over the years and escaped a number of nation attempts by them.
If anything, he knew them too well. Their black uniforms and perpetua scowls were hard to mistake.
And he was sure this particular crew wasin for ahuge reward, now that it appeared they had him for
good.

But then all this changed, for somewhere aong the way, the BMK ship was attacked by the Solar
Guards. Not ordinary SG, ether. These raiders were outfitted in bright red uniforms and armed with
bizarre weaponry. Zarex watched from the relative safety of hisforcefield asthe SG
troopers—enormous every one of them—flooded aboard the BMK ship and ruth-lessy mowed down
the black-suited meres. It wasn't a battle as much as a daughter, strange because the SG and the BMK
had shared many shady dliancesin the past. Zarex actualy felt sorry for the helplessBMK soldiers as
the SG's strange weapons carved them into two or three pieces before each dice dowly dissolved away.
Their screamswere so0 loud, Zarex could hear them clearly, even through the force field.

The Solar Guards were here for him, of course, and no sooner had the firing died down when they
moved Zarex to yet another ship. He knew by itsinterior that thiswas an SG Starcrasher; odd, too, as
everywhere he looked, he saw the color red. Walls, floors, ceilings, men, weagpons, wires, bub-blers,
tubes—all red. Back in Paradise, the SF3 man, Bonz, had described his executioners as strange SG
troops dressed in crimson battle suits. That description matched these char-acters exactly.

They were acting strangely too. Zarex was again placed right up in the control room of the ship, but
thistime his captors dl but ignored him. The SG crewmen running the ship seemed particularly robotic,
with little interaction and zero conversation. It was dmost asif they were under aspell or maybe avery
strong hypnotic suggestion. How they'd known that the BMK had captured him, this after VonRexx had
tipped off the BMK, Zarex had no idea. His prosdlytizing for help in the battle to come had carried him
to many of hisold haunts on the Five Arm, and he knew going to VonRexx'sfire party was like walking
into the belly of the beast. But that's exactly what he was supposed to be doing in these days since his
return, transformed, from Paradise.

Now, al he could do was wait and see what his new tor-mentors had in store for him.

After awild ride at Supertime speed to adestination im-possible for him to determine, the SG ship
made rendezvous with another vessdl, the shape of which Zarex could not see. He could tell therewas a
meeting only because the SG ship cameto adead stop in space, and dark figures began beaming aboard
just out of the corner of hiseye.

Then he was moved again. Thistime under ablackout, meaning the force field wasincreased to the



point where he could not see anything. He relied on his memories of friends and good timesto get him
through this very dark period. When he was able to see again, he realized he'd been released from the
force field and was being dragged down a passageway by two huge SG soldiers. He'd been stripped of
everything, in-cluding the Twenty 'n Six containing hisfaithful robot, 33418.

The guards remained mute as they pulled him aong the corridor. Thiswas definitely not a Starcrasher
he was on now; the passageway was curved, adesign dement not found on any Empire starship. They
eventudly arrived at a doorway that was covered with strange hieroglyphics. Suddenly the door opened,
and Zarex found himsdlf saring into adark and very strange control room. It was cramped, ova-shaped,
and stuffed with odd, almost unrecogni zable metdlic gizmos, some of which gppeared to be dive. They
were full of tubes and glands and pumping and spurting weird liquids. Sections of the con-trol room floor
were covered with vomit. The smell was over-whelming. Zarex fdt his somach do aflip. He couldn't
imagine aplace asdisturbing asthis.

One of the guards pushed him through the open door. The moment he crossed the threshold, he was
hit by abright yellow beam. It struck him with the force of aZ-gun blast. He dropped to the deck—hard.
His body began trembling uncontrollably. He went blind. The screeching in his ears became desafening. It
felt like he was being ripped in two.

He was dragged to hisfeet and thrown into ahovering chair. It was covered with asticky red
substance Zarex could only guess was blood. He heard a crack and felt something tear across hisface.
The pain was unbearable. Another crack, this one ripping through the skin on his shoulder. Incredible
pain, blood spurting everywhere. A third crack; thistimeit felt asif adice had been taken out of his
torso. Excruciating pain— but then he was able to open his eyes.

Hewaslooking at about adozen individuds. Crowded around his chair, under asingle bright light,
they werelooking right back at him. Half were wearing red SG uniforms. They were huge, with strange
weapons hanging from their belts, and skin that was aso the color of blood. One of them was holding an
atomic whip. A well-known favorite of torturers across the Galaxy, Zarex had aready tasted the wegpon
three times—and was about to have afourth. The other six figures were standing back in the murk. Zarex
could barely see them. They were very short, half the size of the huge SG soldiers, and appeared to be
wearing gray uniforms. It wasimpossible to see their faces, impossible to see anything more than
shadows. But Zarex was sure a |least afew of them were stlanding in the pools of vomit.

Hewas hit again with the atomic whip. Thistime across histhroat. Then it came again. And again.
And again. Blood flowed into his eyes; he was haf-blinded once more. His chair suddenly went
horizontal. Now he was on his back, facing straight up. The light was shining directly above. A gaggle of
probes dropped from the celling and began violating him in every orifice. Even while this was happening,
he was hit by the atomic whip again. And again. And again.

Hefinaly passed out; the pain wasthat intense. But even then, therewas no rdlief. In his unconscious
date he saw hor-rible little beings with large heads, huge eyes, and no mouths poking him, pinching him,
gticking awful thingsinto him. Hetried to scream but couldn't. Hetried to fight, but hisarmswould not
move. Thelittle beings were swarming al over him. The horror seemed like it would go on forever.

He woke from this nightmare somehow, only to find he'd been beaten with the whip even while
unconscious. Judging by the burns and welts on his body, the flogging had gone on for severd hours,
even though in his experience lately, seconds seemed like eternities and an eternity could passby ina
sec-ond.

He was back stting upright in the blood-sticky chair. He could not move now; he could barely see.
The room was darker but at the same time seemed to be glowing an even deeper bloodred. And twice
as many figures were standing around him, most of them Solar Guards, again al dressed in red, with
sickly crimson skin. They looked as demonic as he did angelic. The probes were gone, but now he
seemed to be held in place not by bonds but by the force of will of histormentors. In a strange way,



Zarex understood this.

One of these characters drew close to him now. This man stank; his body odor was overwhelming,
his breath like abilge trap. He was dirty and sweating and had an aura of disgust surrounding him.

"What do you want of me?' Zarex findly wailed, not out of pain but out of frustration.

"We want nothing from you except the pleasure of torture,”" the man hissed back a him. "Thereisno
need to beat any information out of you. We dready know what your cohorts are up to. We know their
plans”

Zarex laughed inhissmdly face. "That'salie..."”
"Isit?" the man asked back. "How s0?"

Zarex didn't mince words. "Because only ahandful of peo-ple within your reach know what isto take
place, and they are al beyond reproach.”

The man let out ahorrible laugh. ™Y ou assume we have a spy in your midst? We are above such
things. Look at us. Don't you think we can just look in on your friends anytime we want?"

"We are as powerful asyou," Zarex shot back. "What pro-tects us from you isthat we are the exact
opposite of you.”

The smdly man laughed again; Zarex heard some gurgling noises coming from behind him.
"You are new at this game, aswe once were," the man hissed at him again. 'Too bad for you."

Another crack of the atomic whip lashed Zarex across hisface; it hurt tremendoudly. He decided to
play their game.

"If you know what our plans are, then tell them to me," he said to the smelly one. "Prove you're not
lying”
"Y ou really doubt that we know?" historturer asked.

"You cannot know," Zarex taunted him, "becauise you can-not read my mind. And you have not
successfully captured any of my friends and made them talk. If you had, you wouldn't be bothering so
much with me. So | dare you, then; tell me of our plans.”

The smelly onelaughed again, but thistime it sounded like a shriek. He came up very closeto Zarex's
face.

"Thereisapoint in space," he began in an ominous whisper. "It isingdethe Two Arm, insgdethe
Moraz Star Cloud, insgde the No-Fly Zone. Y ou smpletons have termed it Zero Point. Y ou are very
familiar with this place because it iswhere you so cleverly disappeared just before we wereto drive the
gtake into you thefirst time. It is aso where you reemerged when you foolishly decided to return to this
sdeof things™

The smelly man got even closer.

"Your planisthis: you sent ahead one ship of thetwelve you wereusingto hidein... in..." It was
clear he could not speak the word, but it didn't matter. "This one ship comes out—laysthe land, so to
speak—for the othersto follow ex-actly seven dayslater. How do you know on the other side that seven
days have passed? Because you have people back there counting, wasting their time and energy, but
ticking off the seconds one by one. Then they, too, will break through to the other side. And when they
do, wewill bewaiting for them—and we will destroy them. And then the clash of pure good againgt pure
evil that mugt take place every million years or so will happen again—and our sde will win. And we will
rule until the next battle in another million years™

Zarex was stunned. He was sure that it showed on his bat-tered face. The man hadn't been bluffing.



Heknew ther plans exactly.
"But how?' wasdl he could say.
The man laughed again; othersin the background did, too.

"How?' he asked. Take alook around you. Does this ap-pear to be an Empire ship to you? Do we
appear to be smple Solar Guards?'

Zarex was hit by thewhip again.

"Foolish questions asked by afool!" the smelly man said. "Buit &t least now you know our purposes
for kegping you here. It issimply to make you fed more pain, more distress. And to know that al history
asde, we will finish the job on your friends that we should have done thefirst time. When they emerge a
Zero Point, we will destroy them so completely, they will not be able to go to either place, up or down.
They will befated to stay in the middle, the worst place of dl.”

Zarex was speechless. Evil wanting nothing more than more evil? There was so much sicknessin that
it was hard to fathom. Whatever happened to these SG soldiers, whatever turned them red, it was clear
that depravity only made them stronger. And Zarex had no doubts that they would follow through on
their boast to destroy the UPF fleet.

Worgt of al, there was no way anyone could warn his friendsin Paradise that disaster would be
waiting for them as soon as they emerged from the other side of the Vanex Door.

Unless...

Zarex suddenly conjured up the strength to break through hisinvisible bonds. He reached out and
grabbed the smelly SG man by the neck and crushed his throat. The man went down to the deck,
bleeding tremendoudy. Zarex then lashed out with hismighty left hand and hit another SG soldier so
hard, he fractured the man's skull. He, too, dropped to the floor. Zarex was quickly off the chair,
grabbing athird soldier and throwing him across the room—he hit with a splat!—»but not before Zarex
was able to take his blaster pistol from his belt.

The rest of the torture squad drew their weapons now, and amassive firefight broke out. Zarex was
blasting away at any-thing that moved, though it seemed asif there were three times as many individuas
in the dark room as before. He was hitting targets; he could hear bones breaking and skin sizzling, typical
results of being pummeled by full-power blaster beams.

He, too, was being hit. In fact, it looked like a storm of green and red bolts coming hisway. Ingtinct
aone had him ducking thisway and that, but many of the discharges found their marks and even the
glancing blowswere very painful.

Thisisn't working, he thought.

So he stopped firing, stood straight up, ready to take the barrage of full-power blasts head-on. But
his tormentors stopped firing, too. Suddenly everything in the room was quiet again. Then something very
disturbing happened.

Thefirst man he had atacked, the smelly man with the horribly crushed throat, dowly got to hisfet.
Hewas Hill bleeding profusely, and hislarynx was now just aknot of bones and gristle, but he was il
very much dive. No sooner had he risen, when the man who'd suffered the fractured skull from Zarex's
fist aso got up off the floor. Hiswound was much more gridy; in fact, he should have been killed
ingtantly. But he was grinning madly at Zarex, even asthe gore did down his cracked skull. Now the
blasted and bloody bodies began risng al over the dark control room. Laughs and shrieks suddenly filled
Zarex's ears.

He was horrified. The madness was more overwhelming now than the smell of thisplace. The
message was clear, though: these characters couldn't be killed, and they certainly didn't want to kill him.



They redly did want nothing more than to torture him endlesdy
What to do...

Zarex suddenly began speaking. About Paradise. About dl the beautiful things hed seen there. About
the people and the emerald grass and the blue sky and the golden sun and the spectacular twilights.
About how everything was good and pure and clean there.

Y es, hewas new at this game, but that didn't mean he couldn't learn, and learn quickly.

His gtrategy had the desired effect. The smelly men could not stand it. They began whipping him
harder and harder, but he did not stop talking about Heaven. They began striking him with eectric
swords, horribly painful, but he continued on about the mountains and the sea and the rivers than ran with
nectar. It went on for avery long time, but eventudly, the smelly ones began wailing. They couldn't take it
anymore.

Suddenly, one of the smdler figureswasin front of him. Still nothing more than a shadow, it drew out
along, shiny needle and plunged it right into Zarex's chest. Hefdt it go through his heart. Pain beyond
description, but it was exactly what Zarex wanted his tormentorsto do.

He died amoment later.
16
How fast mas fast?

When flying in Supertime, Starcrashers could travel two light-yearsaminute. Small scout shipscalled
Swipers could reach 2.5 light-years a minute for short periods of time.

Hunter's F-Machine cruised at two light-years a second at a setting held dubbed "Ultra Overdrive."
But the name was mideading. It wasn't redly "ultra’ anything. It wasjust the throttle position hed
selected when hefirst started zipping around the Galaxy; the speed at which the few controls he had on
his pandl seemed to work best, the speed it took him to complete the Earth Racein amost notimeat al.

But how fast was fast? His Ultra Overdrive setting was barely one-third of what he believed was his
totdl available power. Hed never opened his aircraft to full speed; he knew serious consegquences could
result. He had gone up to 50 per-cent power afew times, and he'd traveled so fast on those occasions
that he waslliteraly ableto get ahead of himsdf in time and thus becomeinvisible. Great for spying on the
bad guys, but the side effect was areal whammy on hismind and body. A sort of psychic hangover. Not
apleasant experience.

Now he was faced with avery long distanceto travel in avery short amount of time. The clock was
ticking down to when the rest of the UPF fleet would emerge from the Vanex Door. Heredlly had no
way to contact those who came over in the Resonance 133 and was operating on the assumption that
they made it and that the other eleven shipswould, too. But in any case, time was running out, and he had
no ideawhat would be waiting for him once he reached his goa. So getting there had to be done as
quickly as humanly possible.

He'd crossed over from Paradise to find himsalf on the Four Arm, that piece of space where Joxx
had taken to wandering. Now he knew he had to get to the Seven Arm. The problem was, it couldn't
have been farther away. Because of the way the Milky Way was shaped, the Four Arm was at the exact
opposite end of the Galaxy asthe Seven Arm. Thiswas atrip of nearly 95,000 light-years. The Galaxy
itself was about 100,000 light-years across. A typicd Starcrasher, traveling in Supertime, would take
more than amonth to complete such atrip. For this not to be a complete fool's errand, Hunter had to
make it there much quicker.

So it was aquestion of him finding out just how fast fast was.
Once held left the ShadoVox, he pushed histhrottle up to normal cruising speed, two ly asecond. As



soon ashewas certain that al of hisvitd systems had survived the transdi-mensiona jump from the
Twenty 'n Six (and they sometimes didn't), he began pushing the throttle ahead even further, though bit by
bit. He had to get to the other side of the Milky Way, so navigating wasn't aconcern. He smply plugged
his quadtrol directly into hisflight bubbler and told it to lead the way. The route spat out by the quadtrol
actudly had him skirt-ing the top of the Ball, the terminadly pacific center of both the Galaxy and the
Empire. So far in histravelsin the seventy-third century, Hunter had come nowhere near this place.

Once hisflight plan was s&t, he inched the throttles up a bit more. At 50 percent power, he watched
the controls on his pand dowly begin to go backward. As before at this setting, he was getting ahead of
himself in time. He nudged the throttle ahead a bit further, to about 60 percent power, unknown ter-ritory
for him now. His pand indicators began flying backward now; meanwhile, the stars outs de were
beginning to blur. An-other push forward; his eyes began to water. He touched hisface and fdt his
beard—severa weeks old now—start to re-treat back into his skin. The hair on his head began getting
shorter, too.

/ hope nothing else starts to shrink, he thought.

Another push forward. Seventy percent power. The atlomic paint on his nose cone began getting wet
and ripping off. Why? Because it was getting younger very quickly. And as adrying process was dways
ongoing, it wasreverang itself. Or at least that's the only theory he could think up at the moment.

A push up to 80 percent. Now he wasredly into abizarro situation. He was going so fast in space
and time that his peed indicators actually showed him in the negative. He had no ideajust how fast his
velocity was, or evenif velocity wasthe right word at this point. Whenever he would hit the quadtrol to
ask this question, it would reply so strangely, he had to assume it was answering questions he had yet to
ask it but would do so in the near future. At one point it read: " Saturn 5." At another, "' F-4 Phantoms’
popped up. These things were vaguely fa-miliar to him but disturbingly so. And what if he saw areadout
that said: " Catastrophic flight termination,” quadtrolese for " Blown to bitsT At thispoint, with al that
was going on, heredly preferred the cause of his demiseto,come asa surprise.

S0 he stopped asking the quadtrol any more questions.

He pushed the throttle to 90 percent and suddenly found the control pand just afew millimeters from
his nose. He wasn't leaning forward; actudly, he was moving so fast, the atomsin his cockpit were
sretching out, distorting themsalves, trying to catch up with themselves. His cockpit glass became a
mir-ror; he caught hisreflection init. It wasfrightening; he, too, was distorted: huge head, his hemet
looking gigantic, while therest of hisframe was shrinking down to infinity. Whenever he moved his hands,
it looked like he was stretching out for amile or more, even though the real distance wasjust acouple
feet at the mogt.

Onefina nudge—up to 95 percent. A glimpse a his reflec-tion now showed afantastic distortion; he
didn't even seem red anymore. He was no longer flesh and blood; he looked more like an animated
character, adrawing, in vivid reds, yd-lows, and blues, and absolutely two-dimensiond, asif he were
suddenly exigting flat on apage. Even the strange voicein his ear was speechless on this new
development. Three words somehow popped into his head though; he thought they might have come
from somewhere way back in his childhood: comic book character .

That's what he looked like. At closeto total power, that's what he'd become.
TheBal went by himinablur.

Again, hed never been anywhere near the center of the Galaxy before. And even though he was just
skirting it, not going any closer than 200 light-years to what was considered its outer border, what he
saw on hislong-range scanners was fascinating in astrangely sad way. There were billions of star
systemsin there, but many of them were remarkably dike. Either one or two stars, dl of approximately
the same gze, dl with sx to eight planetsrevolving in perfect orbits. He saw none of the celestia exotica



one could find very readily out on the Fringe. No wild nebulas, no titanic multicol ored gas clouds, no
redlly weird thingslike triple-ringed planets or ocean worlds, or planetsthat were entirely sand or snow
or jungle or metal. It was odd, because even though the vast mgjority of the Empire's citizenslived on the
planets within the Bal, the place lacked any kind of character or persondity. There was no sense of
discovery here. No sense of wanting to see other things, other places, other people.

Ashetore by, moving faster than fast, hismind, working on astrange kind of time delay, Sarted
musing about this center of the Empire. Did the people here even know about the UPF'sinvasion of the
Two Arm? Had they ever heard of the mythical Home Planets? Or the lost race called the Amer-icans?
Did the thought ever come to mind that all was not so perfect with the Imperia Court on Earth? What
would be the reaction of the people who lived hereif they ever found out that the Fourth Empire, like the
Second, had been built and based on lies and deceit of, well, galactic proportions? Would it have an
effect on them? Would it drive them to protest the Empire? To teke up arms againgt it?

Looking at dl those perfect little planetsin their perfect little star syssems as he flew by at about a
billion miles an hour, the answer that came back to him was adistinct No.

He never thought held ever admit it, but for once he actudly craved being out on the Fringe.

That'swhen he heard avoicein hisear say, " Remember Hawk, Earth is part of the Fringe, too

Something strange—or strange in adifferent way—happened about hafway across the Galaxy.

Hunter had his string comm set on wide scan, meaning it would pick up anything within fifty light-years
of hislocation at any given time. As hewasflying so fast that location was changing with every
microsecond, so he was essentially sweeping alarge part of the Milky Way with thislong-range
communications device. Thefirst few minutesinto his dash across the Empire, he heard little more than
gar songsin his headset—the natural sounds of the stars as they revolved around the center of the
Gdaxy.

But suddenly, his string comm unit began screaming with trouble cals coming from both near and far.
There was so much of this panicked chatter on his headset, Hunter had a hard time determining who was
doing the caling and what was happening to them. He was able to pick up some coherent words here
and there. They spoke of horrific things: planets being attacked, ships being blown out of the skies,
innocents being daughtered, both in space and on planets. Some of these calls were coming from the Six
and Five Arms; otherswere coming in from asfar away asthe Three and Nine Arms. It seemed asif the
outer Galaxy was suddenly in the throes of something very wicked and evil. And the perpetrators weren't
the usua gang of suspects like space pirates and outlaw meres. Nor were any of these calslinked to the
fighting between the SG and SF. That war was still going nonstop, but those hosttilities were not related
to this. Thishorror was coming from somewhere se.

Heligened toit al for about a minute, the only one link being that those doing the atacking were
mysterious, un-known, and in many cases unseen.

Then suddenly it al went away. His headset returned to nothing more than the gentle sounds of the
gar music and the warm and fuzzy gtatic coming fromthe Bdl. Weird...

Finaly, up ahead, Hunter saw the Seven Arm comeinto view.

He yanked back on the throttles, returning to his dower cruising speed of two light-years a second.
Everything seemed to turn back in on itself again. He caught hisreflection in the canopy a second time,
and it appeared that he'd returned to his old saf. He was three-dimensiona again, and al the colors
around him had toned back down. He checked al hisvitd parts, first on hisbody and then on his
gpacecraft. All were normal. Held survived the mad dash, and his machine had survived, too. With the
brief burgt of horrible Mayday cals ill ringing in his head, he finaly asked the quadtrol a serious
question: How long had it taken him to go from one side of the Gaaxy to the other? At his normal



cruising speed, it would have taken fourteen precious hours.
Now the answer came back: 14 minutes.
And his F-Machine wasn't even breathing hard.

Approaching the Seven Arm was not like coming up to the border of the Galaxy's other swirls. In
most cases, there was a definable frontier that separated the beginning of an arm from the outer layers of
the Bdl.

The Seven Arm was different. There was no border, no im-mediate one, anyway. Here the stars
smply petered out into akind of no-man's-land, atwilight zone that stretched for more than athousand
light-years. No gtars, no planets, nothing—just atota void. If onewereflying in anion-balast ship, it
would take along, very lonely time to pass through here. Even in a Starcrasher, it would make for an
uncomfortable nine-hour trip. Hunter pushed histhrottle to 45 percent; he was hoping he could get
through thisin amatter of seconds.

Stll, it was very odd. Whenever he had his ship going at faster than cruising speed, the sensation was
one of the stars becoming streaks of light that passed dl around in afantastic light show, not unlike the
visua whileriding aboard a Star-crasher but much more intense. Hed just seen fourteen minutes of thisin
his sprint acrossthe Milky Way.

Crossing the void, though, there was nothing redlly to hold on to. Any starsto be seen were very very
faint, and the feging he got was not of traveling through a piece of starless space but of faling into adeep
pit of nothingness. With few frames of reference—combined with the effects of nearly double ul-tra-high
pead—it suddenly became difficult to judge up from down, left from right, even though these things did
not redly exist in space.

The quadtrol had told him previoudy that there were stand-ing ordersfor both SF and SG shipsto
avoid this place, smply because it was unsafe for normal passage. Hunter was begin-ning to think that
maybe thiswasn't the only reason the Empire never ventured here. The quadtrol had also told him that
many spaceships had been lost in thisvoid at the begin-ning of the Fourth Empire, and that the place had
been con-sidered unlucky or cursed since. Asthe people of the Galaxy were known to be very
superdtitious, one hint of any place bearing bad karmawould be enough for it to be avoided en masse.

Difficult to trangt and unlucky? No wonder no one ever came here.

Hefinally started to see the mass of the arm ahead of him, his equilibrium returning as the pinpricks of
light turned into star clusters and then individua systems. He was now gpproaching the " crowded” part of
the Seven Arm.

But immediately he knew something waswrong.

He cdled up severd star maps from hisflight bubblef show-ing this part of the Seven. The maps had
come from the star charts he'd filched from the ShadoVox, and it would make sense that they would be
extremely accurate, flawless even.

But thiswasn't the case.

Hunter conjured up afloating screen that would serve to match up what was on the map with what he
was seeing up ahead. That was the problem; there was no match. None of the star systems or their
aignments|ooked like anything what he was viewing on the float screen. Thisdidn't make sense. The
chartswerejust afew yearsold, put together not from on-hand observation but through long-range scans
from Earth, scansthat were supposed to be accurate to the millimeter. Y et the starsin front of him
weren't just out of aignment, their overal dispersa was different.

Everything moved indde the Galaxy. Stars, planets, moons— people. But nothing moved thisfast.
Entire star systems didn't just change positions overnight. True, while the Galaxy had been settled for



nearly 5,000 years, some parts had been lost as the empiresfell and rose. But the Fourth Empire was on
the verge of reclaiming nearly 90 percent of the inhabited plan-etsthese days, and it certainly had the
technology to have the entire realm mapped.

Theonly logica conclusion: the officia impelia star charts were not only wrong, they'd been
intentionaly drawn that way.

Hereached thefirst star system. It wasn't on the map. It was just the first place he cameto. And here
was another surprise.

He'd been led to bdieve that not only was the Seven Arm practically empty, it had never been settled
by anyonein thefirg place. Y et thisfirst system held amedium-size sun with seven planets going around
it, and it was these worlds that told the strange tale. The F-Machine's ultrapower scanners showed the
planetsal to be empty. But just about every square inch of their surfaces appeared battle-scarred,
horribly cratered, and torn apart. Ancient cities on every planet, bombed into dust. Man-made debris
was everywhere. So much that rings of it were not only orbiting each planet, but massive clouds of the
stuff were drifting throughout the system aswell.

Hunter knew at least partly what had happened here; the devastation on the planets was the result of
atitanic battle, fought avery long time ago. But what about the free-floating space junk? The stuff
between the planets? He plugged his quadtrol into hislong-range scanner and was soon reading
in-formation on sampled pieces of the debris. Theinitid indica-tions showed they'd been floating around
for athousand years, maybe more.

A large chunk of junk came up on him. Hunter dowed his machine to acrawl. The piece of debris
was about a hdf milelong and half again aswide. Metd in character. At least athousand yearsold, so
the quadtral told him. The question was, what was it? Or, what had it been?

Hunter asked the quadtrol again. On his scanner screen, it presented three dozen holographic images,
seemingly random pieces of space junk, coming together to re-form their previ-oudy origina state. What
he saw was an enormous meta ball, 250 miles across, with severa thousand mile-high spikes stick-ing
out of it al over.

What the hell wasthis? It wasn't an artificial moon; it had never had an atmosphere. It wasn't any kind
of battle station, for the same reason.

Thenit cameto him.

It was a space mine. A massive weapon built to explode should anything or anyone come near it. And
there were mil-lions of smilar gigantic piecesfor asfar ashiseyes could see. That's when the cold redlity
of the gtuation hit home. Millions of pieces of thiskind of debris could only mean onething: Hewasina
minefidd.

A very large, very old one. Onein which dl the mines had exploded along time ago, and no one had
bothered to pick up the debris.

Or didn't want to.

He continued winding hisway through the massive, jumbled cloud, going very, very dowly. He knew
it would take him much longer to make it through the debrisfield than it did to fly the starlessvoid
preceding it. All the while, he was passing the system's outer planets, and each was like the one beforeiit:
battered, torn up, ancient cities reduced to sand.

Once out of the system, he was tempted to boot histhrottle ahead a bit. But the ocean of wreckage
went on unabated, and he had no choice but to continue weaving hisway through it. Even as he saw the
next star system come into view—it, too, was uncharted, or more accurately out of place on the star
map—everywhere he looked were waves of space junk. Twist-ing and turning the flying machine around
it was difficult, even for askilled flier like himsdlf. But one thing was clear: there was no way atypica



Empire ship, military or civilian, could make it through, first because of the ancient minefied and now
these bands of floating obstacles.

Obvioudy that wastheintention dl aong.

He passed through adozen star systems. Al of them were deserted, abandoned, uncharted. All of
them thick with long bands of metallic space junk. Not just pieces of exploded space mines now but dso
gigantic chunks of ancient spaceships, a-tificid moons, naturd satdllites. All of it very, very old—but il
meaking for avery effective barrier.

Like barbed wire... hethought.

By the time he entered the thirteenth system, his brain wasfighting hard to put everything together.
First, aminefield. Then the celestia equivaent of barbed wire. What did thistell him?

Or better yet, what could he expect next?

The answer came amoment later when his spacecraft's de-fensive warning systems began blaring. It
was S0 loud, Hunter thought his crash helmet would split in two.

He pushed his quadtrol and asked it what the hell was going on. The answer from the know-it-all
device was both chilling and brief: " Antigpaceship misslesclosngin...”

Pull up, Hawk'

Hunter didn't even think about it. He yanked on the F-Machine's control stick and put the superfighter
onitstall. An enormous missle roared beneath him not two seconds | ater.

Heleveed off with areverse loop, but no sooner were hiswings straight when the defensive warning
alarm went off again. He didn't have to ask the quadtrol what was going on thistime. He could see the
flare of another huge missile com-ing hisway. He veered right purely on ingtinct and saw the giant missile
pass by aningtant later.

His defensve warning system never shut down; it kept right on blaring as more missiles were headed
for him. The quadtrol said the weapons were not being fired from any hard surface, so there weren't
people down there on those devastated planets trying to knock him down. Rather the missiles seemed to
have been left dormant in space, programmed to come aive when-ever an intruder came near.

Another flare showed up straight ahead. Hunter played it smart thistime. Just as he was going into his
third evasive maneuver, he hit his quadtrol's universal event inquiry switch. Essentidly, thiswas asking the
deviceto scan anything un-usud withinitsvicinity. It quickly assessed the missle asit roared by. The
wegpon was atrue monger, at least fifty timesbigger than the F-Machine and too big to have been built
as asmple antispacecraft wespon.

That was enough for him. He hit histhrottles hard and rock-eted away from die areawith an
incredible burst of speed. It took some fancy maneuvering to get around the waves of spacejunk in his
path. But he counted to three and then pulled back on the juice again. He found himself twenty-five
light-years away from the missile barrage—and thistime he was breathing hard.

Once stable again, Hunter asked the quadtrol exactly what kind of amissile had been being shot a
him back there.

The answer came back: Saturn 5.

Hunter stared at the readout for amoment. It was the reply he'd received while tearing across the
Gdaxy; now it was gppearing in the right time context. But why did the nameitself sound so familiar? It
wasn't any kind of rocket he'd heard about Since coming to this century. But how about in hislast?

He asked the quadirol what the missiles original function was. The reply that came back only pricked
hismemory: "Original lunar exploration vehicle booster.™



Hunter finally asked the quadtrol when and where the mis-sile had been originally designed. Thisreply
took awhileto churn out. When it did, it was both startling and mystifying.

It read: "Earth, 1961 a.D "

Hunter had learned by now that few thingsin thistime and place made sense, especidly out herein
the wilds of outer space.

But dl thiswas especidly absurd. He was supposed to be in an empty part of the Galaxy, yet dready
he'd encountered an ancient minefield, light-years of obstructions and ancient debris. Now a barrage of
gigantic missiles, designed more than 6,000 years ago, on Earth, of dl places, wegpons that would turn
him into subatomic dander if one ever hit him.

What was the explanation for this?

Before he could come up with a suitable answer, the comm set ingde his helmet suddenly cameto life
agan.
"Thisisyour oneand only warning. .. Leavethis sector immediady..."

The voicewas gravelly and distorted. It sounded like it was coming from amillion milesand afew
thousand years away. Which was not that far from the truth.

"We have orders to shoot you down," thevoice said again. "Leave a once..."

Hunter turned around in his cockpit and was astonished to see three spacecraft had crept up on his
tal. Always watch your six. Those four words came back to him loud and clear now. Hisfailureto do
s0 had suddenly put him into avery grave predicament. Another band of space junk was lying dead
ahead. It dtretched for light-yearsin every direction, up, down, left, and right, and was much denser than
those before it. Push-ing himsdf into ultra-ultradrive now could provefatd or, a the very least, dightly
suiciddl.

In other words, hed falen into atrap.

At that moment, one of the strange craft pulled up aongside him. It was about the same size asthe
F-Machine, and the smilarity did not stop there. It lso had awing under midfu-salage, though itstips
were cranked upward at both ends. It had atail supporting two small wingsin the back, but these were
pointing downward. Its nose was conica and blunt, and it was carrying four ancient yet extremely
lethal-looking mis-sles undernegth its bodly.

There were two men in the glass bubble cockpit staring back at him. Helmets on, oxygen masksin
place, he could only seether eyes. Hunter's psyche was flashing like crazy now. Mem-ories were
washing up ingde him. This craft was the closest thing held seen to his machine since coming to this
century. And he'd seen itstype before. Way, way back, in that other Me he had led, before dl the

insanity began.
He asked the quadtrol: What isit? But he dready knew the answer. Hed seen it during his quick
gaactic crossing.

"F-4 Phantom,” was what the quadtrol screen said.

Somehow Hunter knew this might take him agesto under-stand, but at the sametime, he redlized the
quadtrol wasright.

This plane was a Phantom—or better yet, are-creation of onethat had the ability to fly in space. He
knew thistype of flight machine. He had fought dongside these aircraft in his previous life; he was sure of
it.

But what could they possibly be doing here?

There were more of them coming up to meet him. But he didn't want to fight them. The Seven Arm



was supposed to be deserted—though dl this had given lie to that notion. But whatever the case, he was
the intruder here. And he had d-ready passed through a number of defensive barriers and still he had not
stopped.

In other words, these guys had every right to shoot him down.

Still, he had to get away from them. He had to find Far Planet, or thiswhole exercise would become
ahuge, sensdlessjoke. But the debriswas il pretty thick up ahead. He till couldn't boot his craft up to
any kind of ultrapower as he wasn't sureif he would passright through the debris or smply crashiintoiit.

Maybe a warning shot will scare them away.

Hunter pushed his wegpons bar, and a mighty multiblast shot out of the front of his craft. Six beams of
blinding X-beam power. Butthen something strange happened: the flight of ancient aircraft suddenly
started shooting—not at him, but at the barrage of X beams hed just fired.

Their wegpons seemed extremely elderly, but they twisted and turned and intersected his barrage
perfectly, causing an enormous explosion, which resulted in agigantic ball of flame and debris.

Hunter let go another barrage. Again the Phantomsfired at it. Again they hit it on the nose. Another
bal of flame was produced; this one quickly joined with thefirgt.

Counterweaponry? The word just popped into Hunter's head.
Before he could ponder it any further though, more bells and whistles went off in his cockpit.

One was from the quadtrol, and it was bearing surprisingly good news. Held asked it way back at the
beginning of the journey to look for any world that would qualify as Far Planet. At least according to the
gar charts. The strange thing now was, the device had found it.

How? By checking the map. Just like Tomm said.

Hunter was astonished. Every point and star on the chart waswrong and intentionally put out of
place, except the small dot of aworld caled Far Planet. It was right where it was supposed to be. And
that was no more than afew hundred miles below his present position.

Heimmediately put the nose of the craft down and boosted his throttles, hoping to shake the
Phantoms and make for the planet aswell. But then came the second warning, this one from right insde
his head.

Hawk, check your six!
Dam...

Hunter turned around and saw not the flight of Phantoms coming a him, but the ball of flame and
debristhat had re-sulted from their counterblasting hiswarning shots. Before he could hit histhrottles, the
orb of high-speed shrapnel dammed into the back of his spacecraft. He nearly went through the canopy,
the impact was so great. His spacecraft immediately began spinning out of control. There were so many
warning buzzers going off now, he couldn't tell which one waswarning him about what.

He went hard right and pointed the nose straight down— thistook him out of the spin and punched
him through the top of the planet's atmosphere. He yanked the throttles back to 1/ 10,000 percent
power—thisto avoid avery nasty collison with the ground below—only to look behind him again and
seethat thetall of hisFlying Machine was on fire. He turned forward and started pulling on hisjoystick.
A steep ascent back into space might put the fire out. But it was no good. His controls were not

responding.

There was another explosion, and the curve of the planet below became more acute. Smoke began
filling the cockpit. The fire was crawling up hiswings. He began pushing control panels, hoping something
would work. But it was no use. All of thelights on hisflight board had blinked out for good.



Came onefinal exploson—and everything started to go black.
Hunter couldn't believeit. HeEd just shot himsdlf down.

17

Hunter awoke, facedown, in the middle of a shalow stream.

The water was cold. It was running up his nose and into his mouth and even into his ears. He could
not move. Every bonein hisbody was broken, or at least that's how it felt. He couldn't see, either.
Something warm and sticky was keeping his eyelids shut. Most of dl, hishead hurt. A lot.

/ guessthisisn't Heaven, he thought.

He managed to roll onto his back, alowing the water to pour over hischest. It fdt likeice, but it
seemed to revive him. He cupped a handful of water and brought it up to hiseyes. It was so cold it stung,
but it helped clear away whatever was blocking hisvision. Another splash of water, then another. Findly
he was able to see.

Hewasin the middle of aforest. His uniform was burned and ripped; his helmet wasfloating in a pool
nearby. The F-Machine was caught in an enormous tree off to hisright. Hanging about twenty feet off the
ground, itswings and tail section were till onfire. Hunter felt asharp pain in his chest; the aircraft looked
irreparably damaged. The canopy had falen off, his gjector seat had activated, and his ancient parachute
had billowed open. But it was hanging off another tree nearby.

This didn't make sense. How had he wound up here, dumped not on the jagged rocks that
surrounded the bottom of the huge tree but in the freezing-cold stream? It had not been a soft landing for
him. But it had not been afatal one, ather.

He managed to lift himself to hisknees and then findly got to hisfeet. Though hewasin adeep
woods, it was very warm. Therewas alarge yellow sun dmost directly overhead; it felt strangely
soothing on his battered face. The air here was dry and sweet. Wherever he was, the puff was holding up
well. The treeswere numerousin dl directions, with only the stream running through them, and asmall
grassy bank on each side.

Hetook a step and was amazed that hislegs weren't shat-tered for good. Two more steps, and he
was out of the water. He half expected the Phantoms to swoop down on him at any second, so he made
for the cover of the nearest tree. But the only things overhead were fair weather clouds and the deep blue
sky. Nor was there any sound, except the wind in the leaves.

Heretrieved his hemet, then made hisway over to the tree holding his Hying Machine. He took one
long look, then fell to the seat of his pants. The fuselage bent and scored. The cockpit insdes were il
burning, and the tail section wasin dozens of pieces. The crash had been catastrophic. His aircraft was
destroyed. Dead...

But how could he still be dive?

He began waking.

Thetreesran very thick past thetiny grassy bank, so he followed the stream, trying to retrace the
path the Flying Ma-chine took on itsway down. He finally reached an outcrop of rock, which after
climbing, he was able to look back toward the crash site. What he saw astonished him. Therewasa
wide swath cut through the dense forest, clearly made as his ma-chine had burned itsway in. The
damage to the tops of the trees was extensive—hbig limbs cracked and torn asunder, smal pockets of
flame dtill burning fiercdly.

He had no memory of this; no memory of gecting or sep-arating from the aircraft at the last moment.
Had he passed out? Had he been knocked unconscious? He didn't know.



Only onething wasfor sure: there was no way he should have survived that kind of crash.

He sat down on aflat rock and activated the image capsule Tomm had given him; it had somehow
survived aswedl. Sud-denly the spitting image of the space monk was floating in front of him.

"You are activating thisfor only one reason,” the diminutive priest began. "Y ou madeit to Far Planet.
Areyou dill in one piece?’

Hunter reviewed the various bumps, bruises, and contusions covering his battered body. "Well have
to see about that," he said.

Theimage smiled. "Isthis place what you expected?’

Hunter shook hishead no. "l was expecting someplace much wilder..."

"Wilder?'

He scanned the pastoral setting. "It looks like any other scrub planet in the Galaxy. Lots of grass.
Lotsof trees. After what | had to do to get here, | thought it would be much different. | thought there'd
be big citiesand lots of people.”

Theimage of Tomm laughed. "Brother Hawk, | know a sometimein the past | must have counsded
you on this, but alow meto do so again: Few thingsin thisuniverse are asthey first seem. Keep an open
mind out here, my friend. Y ou are going to need it."

"So what'syour crucid advice?' Hunter asked the image. He was anxious to get going, keenly aware
that the clock was il ticking and that if he didn't at least try to complete this part of the
mission—whatever the hell it was—then there was a good chance there would be a disaster at Zero
Point when the rest of the UPF fleet emerged.

"The mogt important thing to know isthis™" theimage said. "Do not tell anyone why you are here until
you get to the person you haveto talk to. They are extremely clever out here, and very protective. They
will do just about anything to make you break your confidence—and the strange thing is, they can
absolutely follow through on whatever they might use to tempt you. And they will tempt you."

Hunter would have laughed if he wasn't hurting so much. "How can | be tempted any morethan a
chanceto stay in Heaven with the girl | love, instead of coming back hereto fight awar that will be
amogt impossibletowin?!

Theimage smiled again but didn't completely understand.

"I think you'll be surprised by this place, Hawk," Tomm said. "Just go with the flow, asthey used to
say, and see what happens. Be strong, though. I'm sure everyoneis counting on you."

With that, the image disappeared.
Hunter just stared at the empty piece of space where Tomm had just been.
"Wait! That'sitT heyelled.

Hetried to activate the image again but got nothing more than a crackle of static. Hetried again and
again. Still nothing. The capsule was depleted. He couldn't even conjure up thefirst two images. In
frustration, he threw the capsule away. It seemed to travel more than amile before finaly disappearing
into the woods.

Thiswasjust great. Here hewas, literdly at the end of the Galaxy, with no way home, no way to
contact anybody, no-body to contact if he did—and no ideawhat he was supposed to be doing here. He
reached into his side pocket and felt one of hislast apples had turned to mush.

And nothing to eat, either, he thought.
He got up and began walking again.



After an hour of trudging through the forest, he reached along narrow field that led to another
outcrop of rocks. He climbed these rocks cautiously and |ooked out on the other side.

He found himsdf atop atal hill. Directly below him wasaclosdy cut field of grasswith awater
fountain in the middle and park benches surrounding it. Beyond that was amain Street that led into asmall
town. He counted two dozen buildings at most, both homes and businesses, on either side of the Strest.
He dso saw lots of trees and flower boxes and Streetlights and even fire hydrants.

L ooking down on the deepy little settlement, he just shook hishead. "I came across the Gal axy—/or
this?'

He made hisway down the hill and past the village green. His blagter rifle had beenlost in the crash,
but hisray gun had survived, tucked away in his holster.

He walked to the edge of the small town now, gun in hand. The village didn't ook any different than a
trillion other set-tlements scattered throughout the Galaxy's billions of planets. If anything, it looked like
something more readily found in the Ball. Peaceful. Bucolic. Uninteresting.

It also appeared deserted. Hunter saw no signs of life. He studied the main street. It was well-paved
and ran for two blocks where it widened out into the town square. There was asmdl bandstand here and
aflagpole, but no banner wasfly-ing fromit.

He moved down the street, sticking to one side, always checking around him, in back of him, and
methodicaly scan-ning every door front. The names on some of the stores were vaguely familiar to him.
Howard Johnson's. Sears Roebuck. Woolworth's. Rexall. These were obviously placesto est, to buy
clothes and appliances, to buy medicines. Though they were way down deep in his psyche, it was dways
asmdl triumph when he remembered something from his past life. But what were these ancient things
from along-ago Earth do-ing way out here, at apoint just about asfar avay from Earth as one could

get?
What about the Phantoms and the Saturn 5s?
He hoped he would find out.
"Hey migter, want aride?
Hunter turned around toward the voice; ingtinct alone had his gun up and ready.

What he saw was avery, very long ground vehicle, painted white, with many windows and four
whedls. Hunter was farmiliar with thistype of machine. It was cdled alimousine.

There was ateenage boy behind the steering wheel. He was wearing a black suit coat, a bow tie, and
ablack cap.

"Wheat did you say?' Hunter asked him.

"| asked you if you needed aride," thekid yelled back. "There ain't no buses running today, and you
look like you've got someplace you want to go."

Hunter just shrugged. He couldn't search the entire planet on foot, looking for somebody he didn't
even know. On the other hand, whoever was running Far Planet obvioudy knew he was here. It would
have been hard for anyone to miss his grand entrance. So, he supposed, the best way to find out where
he was going wasto let them take him there. Or some-thing like that. Like Tomm said: Just go with the
flow and see what happens.

He climbed into the back of the limo.
They roared out of town and aminute later were speeding along a deserted country road.



The limo was so long Hunter could hardly see the driver. The backseat was incredibly comfortable.
Hisframe sank agood six inchesinto it. There was afully stocked bar within reach. He even liked the
twinkling lightsthet ran the length of the limo'sinterior.

He put hisweary head back to rest. He couldn't remember the last time held goneto deep. It
sometimes seemed like he hadn't caught any Zs since he arrived in the seventy-third cen-tury more than
two years ago. If he could just close hiseyes, just for afew secondsand...

Wake up, Hawk...

He was suddenly awake, gun up and ready. How long had he been adeep? A minute? An hour? He
couldn't tell. They were till tooling dong the country road, but the landscape outside had changed. They
were now driving past sand dunes, some covered with beach grass, some bare. Hunter thought he could
amel ocean air, even though the limo'swindows were al shut tight and the air-conditioning was going full
blast.

They topped a hill, and the limo began to dow down. They turned |eft and were now on agravel
road, driving between the sand dunes. Hunter was tempted to yell up to the kid and ask where they were
going, but he saved his breath. He knew he would find out soon enough.

They made another turn, and now straight ahead Hunter could see asingle building standing out
among the dunes. It was like abig box, with ahuge rolling door on itsfront and asmaller door on the
sde. There was along apron of black asphat in front of it. Beach grass and sand covered the other three
Sdes.

Thelimo driver pulled up to the front door, then looked into hisrearview mirror for thefirst time.

"Want to stretch your legs?' he yelled back to Hunter.

But Hunter was aready climbing out of the big car. He stood in front of the stark building; it was
made of very thin materids, plastic and tin. Asunremarkable asit was, it wasfamiliar to him.

It was an airplane hangar.

He turned to ask the driver why they had stopped here and was startled to see the car had departed.
Hejust caught alast glimpse of it asit retreated back down the dusty road.

When Hunter turned back to the hangar, he found an ederly man standing in front of him. Hewas
small, bent over, with ahuge mustache and anonatomic cigar jammed in his mouth. He was wearing
mechanic's overalls and was rubbing his greasy hands on avery greasy rag. A nametag over hisleft sde
pocket read D. Jones. He looked vaguely familiar.

"Y ou hereto pick up the buggy?' he asked Hunter with arasp.

"Buggy?”

The old guy looked at him like he had two heads. ™Y eah, the buggy? Y our wings? Y our airplane?’
"My arplane?'

Theold guy just rolled his eyes, put therag in his back pocket, and opened the hangar door.
Inside was Hunter's spacecraft.

He nearly passed out. It didn't seem possible. But here it was, not only fixed but looking better than
ever. The paint job alone was superb. The ship was now bright white, with bright red and blue stripes
and a scattering of white stars here and there. 1t was dazzling.

Hunter staggered forward, numbly climbing the access lad-der that had been placed up against the
open canopy. Theinterior of the cockpit was completely repaired; even his seat was refurbished.
Everything looked die same as before, only newer and better.



He reached in and pushed hisflight control pand to Me. He was soon looking at adiagnostics
holograph of his power pack, the mysterious combination of Time Shifter components that he'd had put
together so long ago on Fools 6—it was the reason the F-Machine could go asfast asit did. The power
system looked as new as everything else on the craft.

He turned back to the mechanic, who was waiting at the bottom of the [adder.
"How?"' wasdl Hunter could think to ask him.
The old guy just shrugged and chomped down on hiscigar again.

"Do you have any idea how long I've been working on these things?' he asked Hunter. "Believe me,
I've seen some wrecksin my day. But this one was a peach.”

Hunter did back down the ladder and shook the man's dirty hand. He was so ectatic, he was missing
the big picture—at least for the moment.

But then it dawned on him. "What's the catch?' he asked the mechanic.

The old guy just shuffled hisfeet. "No catch,” he said. "Consider it afavor.”

"For afavor in return, you mean?' Hunter asked.

The old guy walked him back outside. "Let'sjust say I'm acurious guy,” he said.

"About what exactly?'

"Who are you here to see?' the old guy asked him, suddenly dropping the aw-shucks act.
Hunter just shrugged. "I don't know," he replied truthfully.

The old guy nodded. "OK, that was atough one," he said. "Why not just tell me why you came
here?'

Hunter hesitated, but only for asecond. "I wastold not to talk about that,” he said finally.

Theold guy just shrugged again. "OK by me" hesaid. "After dl, | just work here.”

With that, he closed the hangar door and began to walk away.

Hunter stopped him.

"Wait aminute," he said. "What about my airplane?'

The old guy just looked at him and shrugged.

"What airplane?’ he asked.

He disappeared around the corner of the building. Hunter walked over to the big door and did it
open.

The hangar was empty.

The old guy had vanished aswell.

Though Hunter searched al around the barn for him, he was nowhere to be found. He searched
insde the hangar, too. But there was absolutely no evidence to indicate his aircraft was ever there.

With little else to do, he walked back down the dusty path to the main road. Here, he found another
vehidewaiting for him.

It was asports car. It was painted deep blue and had flame decals plastered dl over it. Hunter had
seen asmilar vehicle back on Planet America—and probably many timesin his pre-viouslives.

It was called a Corvette.



Another young kid was behind the whed. He was about the same age as the limo driver, but he was
not so dressed up. And his hair was as greasy as the mechanic'srag.

"Need aride, mister?' he asked Hunter.
Hunter looked in dl directions. There was nothing out here by the dunes and the road.
"l guess| do," hefindly replied.

Seconds | ater, they were screaming down the winding, hilly road. Hunter was holding on for hislifeas
the young kid wordlesdy went through dl five gearsin about as many sec-onds. Hunter hadn't
experienced these kind of g-forces when he was dashing across the Galaxy. And he wasn't sure, but he
didn't think these Corvettes came equipped with gection seats. He was glad he was till wearing his
crash hemet.

It turned out to be ashort but very fast ride. They soon found themselves driving through amore
wooded area, leaving the dunes and sand behind. The temperature changed rapidly; suddenly it was cool
and raw, with somemigt in the air. They began climbing ahill. Hunter would have thought a downshift
wasin order, but histight-lipped driver did not concur. They went right over the top of the hill, al four
whesdlsleaving the pavement before damming back down again.

Around one more bend, and then the kid stood on the brakes. The car came to a screaming halt.

When the dust and rubber vapor cleared, Hunter found him-salf looking up a steep hill. At thetop
was aramshackle house with adigtinct lean to the | eft.

Hunter looked over at the driver, who just looked back at him. It was obvious this was the end of the
line
"Keegp intouch,” Hunter said, climbing out of the car.

Hewalked up the hill toward the house. It looked more familiar to him with every step. He reached
the porch to find an ederly woman coming out the front door. Hunter stopped in histracks. She not only
looked familiar, she looked like him—that is, there seemed to be a strong family resemblance.

"We've been waiting for you, Hawk!" she exclaimed, throwing her asams around him. Therewasa
familiar scent of chocolate and flour on her hands.

Before he could say aword, an elderly gentleman came out onto the porch aswell. The man had
tearsin hiseyes. He could have passed as Hunter himsdlf, if Hunter was about three times his present

age.
He embraced Hunter in abear hug.
"Gregt to seeyou again, Hawk," he said.
Hunter pulled away from him.
"Who are you people?’ he asked, not redlly sure he wanted to know.
They both laughed sweetly, but they completely avoided the question.
"Comewith me," the man said ingtead. "I want to show you something.”

Hunter followed him into the house, walked across the ancient-looking living room and into the
kitchen. The man moved afase panel on the other side of the kitchen cupboard. Behind it was an
elevator. It looked very cramped, and therewas no light insde. Just adull red glow from the elevator
controls. The man indicated Hunter should climb in, and hedid.

They rode thelift down together, not talking, Hunter barely breathing. The elevator moved very
dowly and took along time to reach its stopping point. When the door finaly opened, they stepped out
into an underground chamber. There was aguard post outside a huge door, but it was unmanned at the



moment.

The man opened this huge door by hand, and they waked down along corridor. Hunter imagined
that they must be at least amile underground. They reached another thick stedl door. The man punched
in some kind of code, and the door opened with a great whoosh.

Beyond was a blue-hued chamber that looked like some-thing from a viz-screen movie s&t. All
crackling pipes and wires and machines and test tubes, it was amadman'svision of alaboratory. The
man directed Hunter inside, and they walked past many dectrica devices, gizmos, and doodads. They
reached another massive door. Another code, another twist of the lock, and now they wereinside avery
small ves-tibule and facing yet another door. They both stepped inside, and the man locked them in.

Hunter looked around the small metal chamber and saw some strange things. There were straps
fastened securdly to the sides of the walls. Why would they be here? he thought. What could their
purpose be? There was dso an ordinary bucket filled to the brim with rocks.

Rocks? Why?
But even odder, in one corner of the vault was abox of parachutes.
Parachutes?

The man strapped Hunter into one of the harnesses and then did the same to himself. Then he
punched another code into the lock of thisfourth door. Thelock spun and clicked and then sprang open.

The next thing Hunter knew, he waslooking out &t the clear blue sky.

This made no sense, of course; they were severa thousand feet underground. Yet it al seemed
familiar to him somehow.

"What isthis?' Hunter asked the man. "How can this be?"

"It'scalled akey way," the man told him, dropping afew of the rocks through and watching them fall.
"It's a passage to other times, other dimensions. Other places.”

Bitsand pieces of al thiswere coming back to Hunter, but try as he might, he cpuld not put it all
together as awhole. He began to say something, but the man held up his hand.

"Wait for it," hesad.

A moment |ater, there came atremendous roar, and sud-denly three aircraft zoomed through the sky
not ahundred feet below him, trailing long exhaust plumes.

These weren't spacecraft, Hunter knew. They were jets. Jet fighters. That'swhat his craft was—or,
more accurately, used to be.

The three planes turned and passed by again. They werelong and thin, very short wings, high tails.
"T-38s," Hunter whispered. Again, something from his past had gurgled up.

"That's right, Hawk," the man said to him. "Now be careful, but lean out there and get a bit of a better
look."

Hunter did S0, grasping the restraints tightly. About amile or so below them was an ocean. By leaning
out alittle farther, Hunter could also see alarge rocket-launching facility along its coast. He could clearly
pick out gantries, huge control buildings, support vehicles. And people everywhere.

"Cape Canaverd," hewhispered.

"Exactly,” theman said.

He pulled Hunter back from the precipice.

"Let mefill youin," theman sad. "Below isthe Kennedy Space Center. The year is1987. Down



there, you are about to lift off as part of acrew of something called the space shuttle. In one of your lives,
you will not be able to make thistrip because something called World War Threeis about to break out.
But, if you should pass through this portal now, | can arrange for you to be in one of thosejetsand for it
to have engine trouble and you can Smply step through with a para-chute, land, and be rescued. There
will be no World War Three. Y ou will be the youngest person to fly in the shuttle. Y ou will lead an
adventurous, exciting life. Thelife you should have led before dl this crazinessentered into it.”

Now it was Hunter who was amost in tears.

This part of hislife came flooding back to him. He was the youngest kid ever to attend MTT, the
youngest ever to fly for the U.S. Air Force, the youngest ever to be accepted for ashuttle flight by
NASA. World War Three, between the U.S. and the Soviet Union, threw al that into turmoil and then—
well, like the man said, the craziness began.

"It can be yoursagain, Hawk," the man told him. "Just say the word."

Hunter turned back to him. He didn't want to ask the next question, but he knew he had to.
"What's the catch?' he asked the man.

The man just smiled. He seemed like agood guy. Someone Hunter dmost felt closeto.

"| think you know the catch," he said. Tel mewhy you are here.”

Hunter shook hishead. "I can't.”

"Tell mewho you came hereto seethen," the man pressed him.

Hunter looked back through the hole in the sky. The T-38swere ill flying around, and the ocean
below looked very in-viting. There was even aparachute within hisreach. It wouldn't take much for him
to dip it on. Jump through. Go back to where it all began...

He turned back to the man.
"Sorry," hesad.

The woman was crying as Hunter walked back down the hill, leaving the old house and the strange
things beneath it.

He knew what was going on here. He was being tempted with the most important thingsin hislife.
Thislife. Hispre-viouslife. And just as Tomm had told him through hisimage projection, the people
doing the offering could absolutely fol-low through on their promises. There was no doubt in hismind
about that. All Hunter had to do was break his confidence about why he came here and what was behind
him seeking out the one he had to talk to—and, by inference, the end of histrip would be at hand, his
mission would end, and he would go on to a much better place.

It was brilliant. Like the colossal minefields and the light-years of "barbed wire" debris and the Saturn
5s and the Phan-toms, now that he was on the ground, so to speak, these temptations were just another
part of avery sophisticated se-curity system. One designed to keep whoever Hunter had to see here
insulated from the rest of the Galaxy. These people didn't really want to know why he had come or who
he was hereto see. They already knew these things. All thiswas just away of testing whether he could
keep a secret or not. And that secret could only be the identity of the person hed come here to see. But
who could this specia person be?

He sat at the Sde of the road for afew minutes before he saw another vehicle approaching.

It was an automobile but was not anywhere near as glam-orous asthe limo or asracy asthe
Corvette. It was big and green and ugly, with wood paneling, four doors, and a pull-up hatch on the
back. A station wagon.

It arrived with ascreech and acloud of dust right in front of him. Another kid of about eighteen or so



was behind the whed . He seemed as bored as Hunter's first two drivers.
"Hey mider,” he said weerily. "Need aride?'
Hunter slently climbed in.

They continued down the paved road, the landscape chang-ing from the cold and dampness of the
house on the hill back to fair weather and amore rura setting.

Hunter didn't speak, and neither did hisdriver. The sur-roundings changed again, to aterrain more
woodsy, and the road straightened out. They passed a sign that read Montana Route 264, and another
spark of familiarity went off in Hun-ter's head. He'd seen that sign before somewhere.

They continued on, passing under an overpass, and now there were trees on either side of the
roadway. A mountain loomed ahead. His driver wordlesdy dowed down and turned onto an unpaved
dirt road, and soon they were traveling deeper into the forest. Hunter sniffed the air and detected not just
the scent of sweet pines but a so that of burned rubber and com-busted fudl.

The woods thinned out considerably. The stink the air was amost to overwhelming now. Around one
more corner, and the driver stopped. Straight ahead, in the clearing next to the mountain, lay dieremains
of alargeaircraft. It had fallen out of the sky, time indeterminate, but obvioudy quite awhile ago. Hunter
looked at hisdriver, who smply nodded, indicating Hunter should get out.

He did, and gpproached the crash dowly. Thiswas an an-cient airplane. Long, swept-back wings, a
long siver fusdage. Very primitive thrust-producing engines on itswings, four in dl. On itstall werethree
letters that had been painted over; but the paint had melted away in the crash. The three letterswere
TWA.

Hunter reached the edge of the crumpled fuselage. He knew this planewas aBoeing 707. An
arliner—that'swhat they used to call them, way back, wherever it was hed come from.

Thoughi it ill seemed asif the crash had happened some time ago, therewas till alot of heat around
the gte. The ground was steamy, and some bare patches of snow at the base of the mountain had melted
into warm mud. Everything around the Ste was very, very qui€t.

After ashort climb, Hunter reached the back of the airplane. One of the rear doors had been torn of
in the crash, and this provided ameans of entry. He stepped inside.

Theinterior of the plane was empty. No seets; the plane had been acargo carrier. He started making
hisway forward, nat-urally drawn to the cockpit. It was dow going at first: the plane's fuselage was badly
crumpled. Strangely, the floor was covered with long strands of weeds—hay was the archaic word for it.
He saw scatterings of an ancient grain caled oats.

He eventually reached the cockpit door. It, too, was smashed and twisted, but he was able to
squeeze hisway through to what was left of the flight deck.

Therewas abody strapped in the pilot's seet, wearing atattered green flight suit and helmet. Hunter
froze. Did he re-ally want to do this? Only compulsion pushed him on. He made hisway up next to the
body to find it was a skeleton.

Its hands were till locked in adeath grip on the plane's control yoke. I1ts mouth was open, aimost as
if it was caught forever in adevilish laugh. Hunter felt he had to find out who this person was—or used to
be. Very gingerly he reached into the skeleton's breast pocket and found a piece of heavy paper inside.
Heremoved it and unfolded it.

It was a photograph of awoman.

Hunter fdt like alightning bolt had hit himin the chest. A sizable portion of hispast lives had come
back to him during this bizarre journey, but at that moment he was suddenly aware of another, much



deeper truth. He'd lived lives that amillion other souls combined could never hold aflameto. Hed flown
fagter than humanly possible, held invaded atitanic empire, hed led huge armies and fought gigantic
battles. HE'd been to Heaven and back, for God's sake. And through all these things, the excitement, the
absolutetidal waves of adrenaline, and whatever the hell € se was running dirough him, had pesked and
peaked again, to the point that it seemed he was always in the middle of some kind of body rush.

But nothing was like the body rush he was getting now. Because the picture he was holding in his
hand was the same as the photo he'd found in his pocket when he woke up on Fools 6 that day so long
ago. The photo of the mysterious woman that had made the transition along with the tattered American

flag.
But this photo was not faded and worn like his. In this photo he could see the woman'sface clearly.
And for the firgt time since coming here, he knew who shewas.
Her name was Dominique...
The absolute love of hisformer Me.
"Hey migter," he heard avoice from below the cockpit yell. "Wannago see her?'
They were quickly back on the road, he and his driver and the station wagon.

They had driven out of the forest, had returned to the high-way, had passed around the mountain, and
were heading back into the beach terrain again.

And thistime Hunter was being very vocdl.

"Go fagter!" he was screaming at the kid. "C'mon, boot it!"

And now it was die kid who was |ooking concerned.

"Thisthing wasn't built to go that fast, mister!" he ydlled back at Hunter.

The driver had smply told him he would bring him to see the woman in the picture, and at that
moment Hunter wanted to do nothing morein hisentire life. He was caught up in some preposterous
game here, somekind of incredibly elab-orate charade just to seeif he could keep a secret. Well, yes, he
could keep asecret. But that didn't even matter anymore. He knew every time he had looked at that
faded photograph that the woman behind it would hold more to the key of who he was and why he was
here and more important, where he had come from than anything he could find or be tempted with here,
beit hisarplane again, or even an dternate, better life.

He had to see her.

"If you people are so scary smart,” Hunter was badgering hisyoung driver, "why didn't you send the
Corvette to take meto this point? This piece of crap can barely do fifty milesan hour!”

The kid was dwaystoo busy driving to reply. He just kept telling Hunter over and over, "Just cadm
down, mister. Well get there soon. Just calm down!"

They finally did get there. They climbed abeach road that led up ahill and eventualy broke out into a
small cliff. Now Hunter could see the water—findly it was an ocean. A real ocean. He could hear the
waves bresking; he could smell the sty air.

They drove up to asmall house—smaller even than the other house on the hill. Hunter knew
immediately where hewas. Thiswas his house, way back then, way back in that other time and place. It
was hisfarm. His hay farm. Held lived here with Dominique.

It was called Skyfire.

He jumped out of the station wagon even before it stopped moving. He hopped the gate and ran up
to the front door. He went inside. Everything looked just as he remembered it



He walked through the living room and into the kitchen. Everything still familiar. Hewaked to the
screen door that led out to the backyard.

And that's when he saw her. She was outside in the garden, picking herbs.
He stood at the back door for an eternity of moments just watching her.

She was beautiful. The photograph did not do her justice. She was wearing along white gown and a
wide-brimmed hat. Even working in the garden, faced smudged a bit, she was gorgeous. The gown was
low cut, and he could see her unen-cumbered breasts. She had long blond hair, delicate hands, delicate
bare feet. Shewas amiling, snging to hersdf. She did not see him.

Hefét his chest becomefilled with pure emotion. The circle had been completed. Here shewas, and
here he was. End of chapter. End of book. End of series. He wanted nothing more than to swing mat
door open, walk out onto the porch, and call her name.

Screw the battle against the Fourth Empire.
He wanted to stay here with her forever.

His thumb was on the latch of the door. His boot was up againgt its bottom; he knew he would have
to giveit alittle kick, becauseit stuck every onceinawhile.

Her namewason hislips

But then he stopped. Stopped moving. Stopped breathing. Stopped thinking—except about one
thing.
He couldn't doit.

He believed thiswas red and that he could stay here and live with her and never haveto fight in awar
agan.
But abuzz in his brain told him no. He started walking backward, out of the kitchen, turning only

when he reached the living room, and then quietly leaving by the front door. He did not want her to see
or hear him.

He staggered back down the front path and went through the gate thistime. 1t was|oose on the hinge,
and he remem-bered that he was aways meaning to fix it.

Too late now, hethought.

The station wagon was gone. He made hisway back down the road, walking quietly until he was out
of sght of the house. Then he dumped to hisknees and put his head in his hands.

What kind of lifeisthis?
No matter what he did, he could never be happy, never be free of worry. Never just be.

Why him?Why had this mantle been handed to him? He had one talent: he could fly machinesthat
went very fast. So what? Why was he involved in dl this other cosmic crap? He had bare memories of
him having to save the world back in one of hisformer lives. Now, it was up to him to save thewhole
freaking Galaxy? And in order to do so, he had to first go through all this heart-wrenching past-life
regresson. Why? Why was he doing thisagain?

Hefound his hand go to hiseft breast pocket, digging for the other thing he dways kept there. Not
the faded photograph but the tattered American flag.

Hetook it out, unfolded it, and ran hisfingers aong its stars and stripes. He felt asurge of eectricity
go through him—and then he had hisanswer. After more than five thousand years, thisflag till meant
something. Not just on Earth but in the vast Milky Way aswell. It stood for basic freedoms and basic
truths. It stood for heroes past. It stood for the kind of life where every person has aright to be



themselves, to do what they want, just aslong asthey didn't infringe on anyone e s€'sright to do the same
thing. To be agood American was nothing more than that. And the smple understanding of thisbasic
belief was worth defending, worth dying for, so that others could be free, too. That was America. Way
back then on Earth, and now, all acrossthe Galaxy.

Why was he doing all this again?

Hehddtheflag up to hisface.

"Ohyeeh," hethought doud. " Thisiswhy "

18

He walked about a mile down theroad befor e he heard another vehicle coining up behind him,

It was not any kind of car; it wasatruck. Old, battered, cracked windshield, with yet another kid
behind the whed. He stopped a few feet from Hunter and stuck his head out the window.

But Hunter already knew the drill.
"Yeah, | want aride," hetold thekid.

He walked around to the other side of the cab but found the door was locked. Hiekid just looked at
him and then gave him the thumb, indicating Hunter had to St in the back. He hesitated only amoment,
then walked to the rear of the truck and climbed aboard.

The rear wasfilled with boxes made of very thin wood. Hunter took a seat among them, then |ooked
insde one of the boxes.

They were packed with turnips.
They rodefor avery long time.

The road never changed, but the terrain did. From the beach, to the mountains, to the long, straight
fidlds again. It was a bumpy, uncomfortable ride, but Hunter could have cared less.

He was beyond worrying about his own persona comfort now. He just wanted to get to the next
stop, because he was con-vinced it would be the last in thislong charade.

The kid driving the truck acted more like he was driving the Corvette. He was moving at high speed
and never met abump he didn't like. They were approaching amildly steep hill when thetruck hit a
pothole so violentiy, Hunter went airborne. The truck and its contents went one way, and Hunter went
the other. He was thrown from the back, landing hard in the roadway, a broken box of turnips smacking
him on the heed.

Thetruck driver never even looked in hisrearview mirror. No brake lights. No downshifting.
Nothing.

Hejust kept on going.
Hunter picked himself up, dusted himself off, and started walking up the hill.

He reached inside his back pocket and found the remains of another apple. It was crushed and
mostly mush, but he ate as much of it as he could. It tasted awful but, he supposed, it was better than
edting aturnip.

He reached the top of the hill, only to find the road dipped and then led up to another hill, thisone
even steeper. Hunter stopped, scratched his head, and wondered if he was going in the right direction.

He turned around and was astonished to see an enormous blue screen had appeared right behind him.

Now thisfroze him to the spot. When hetook part in the Earth Race, part of the competition wasto
pass through huge blue screens—huge asin infinite. The screenswere part of an elaorate mind-blowing



obstacle course. Passing through one screen meant that the next obstacle was coming up, each one
matched to the persondities or the fears of theindividual con-testant. For Hunter thisincluded everything
from saving agirl from being assaulted to trying to get his craft through the teeth of agigantic set of jaws.
On the other side of each screen was something that was always crazier than before, until that is, he
broke through the final one. The strange thing was, they'd been popping up every oncein awhile ever
since.

Now hewaslooking at thisone, and it really did go in dl directions. He didn't want to passthrough it,
epecidly since it was behind him; only something unpredictable could result. If infact thisthing wasredl.

But Hunter worked off ingtinct, and hisingtinct wastelling him that he should at least try to understand
what thisthing was and why it was here. So he stuck his hand, then his shoul-der, and then finaly his
head through the screen. What he saw was astonishing. He was looking at the barren landscape of Fools
6, the planet where he'd been found by Erx and Berx two years ago, the planet where he'd suddenly
woketo find himsdlf in the far-flung future.

But there was something strange here. He was about a mile away from the very familiar mountain
where héld found him-sdlf in ahouse he didn't build. But the house wasn't there. This could only mean he
waslooking a Fools 6 not only before he arrived but before the house had been built as well.

What the hell does that mean?

Suddenly, he found himsdlf falling through the screen to the dusty road below. The screen had
disappeared so quickly, he wound up hitting the road hard, with a mouthful of dirt to boot. He lay there
for amoment asthevison of Fools 6, still burned on hisretinas, dowly faded aswell.

Then he picked himsdf up, wiped his clothes off, and found himself wondering if the screen had ever
beenthereat dll.

He walked down into the dip and up the next hill.

It was getting hot again, and he was perspiring by the time he reached the top of the hill. Up here, off
to the left, was acountry road, little more than a path.

Hunter turned on to it. Impulse, ingtinct, whatever it was, he knew thiswas the road to take.

It passed through a group of trees and then to awide clear-ing. Here was abright green field. A smdll
nse

At thetop of the risewasasmall cottage. Nondistinct. Ex-cept there was aflagpole outside.

Fying from it was an American flag.

He walked up the bare pathway leading to the cottage. Asthe small house was built on ahill, the
higher he climbed, the larger he redized the grassy fields beyond it were. They seemed to go on for miles
now.

He reached the front door and stopped. He could hear some movement inside. And the sounds of
something mechanical, pumping, running. Breathing. Wheezing.

He knocked once, but in doing so, the door dowly opened. He stepped inside. He il had hisgun,
but he did not take it out. It had stayed in his holster since held climbed into the limo. He knew he
wouldn't need it here.

Hewalked into the hallway. Again it looked more like something from hisemerging previouslives
than anything in the seventy-third century. Quaint was thefirst word that came to mind. The placewasa
bit dark, abit subdued, but smelled of fresh flowers and some kind of spice. There were paintings of
children on thewall, and an ancient time-keeping device cdled agrandfather clock in one corner. In his
modern battle suit and his oversized crash helmet, Hunter felt very out of place.



What was awaiting him here? Another test of hiswill to conced? He didn't think so.

He followed the wheezing sound to the first room on hisleft. The door was open. Hunter peered
insgde. It was abed-room. An ancient four-poster bed was set againgt onewall. There was il alabel on
it that read, Sears Roebuck. On its mattress another 1abel read, Sealy. There was a small table next to
the bed and on it atiny radio with the letters RCA emblazoned acrossitsdia. Next to theradiowasa
smdl white machine, with ablack liquid dripping into apot undernegth. A coffeemaker. It wasmaking
the wheezing sound.

There was aperson lying on the bed. It was aman, presum-ably, dressed in a spacesuit, one that
looked thousands of yearsold. A thick helmet was covering his head; on his hands were VVelcro-lined
gloves. Hisfeet were shod with bulky, salf-heating magnetic boots. On hisleft shoulder was apatch
bear-ing the letters NASA. On the right, an American flag.

The man was an astronauit.
Literaly, an ancient astronaui.

How did Hunter know? Because on a shelf above the bed there was asmdll digital clock—made by
Timex. Itsreadout had been modified to count in hours, days, years. At that mo-ment, it read 5,248
years, 14 days, 13 hours.

Now, thisis strange, Hunter thought—and not just because of the dichotomy before him. Back on
Earth, hed been told the legend of aman living somewhere out in the Galaxy who could not die.
Someone who was hanging on to life without the benefit of Holy Blood, the fuel that kept the Fourth
Empire going. But the story of the eternal man wasjust that: one of millions of tal talesthat floated
around the Milky Way like so much Stardust. Or so he had assumed. Could this be the man in that
legend?

More important, was this the person Hunter was here to see?

He stepped into the room and redlized there were two women sitting near the end of the bed, hidden
behind the door. They were both wearing short white dresses and strange white caps on their heads.
They both had large, outrageous hairdos but were very pretty in other ways. They were both reading
magazines and chewing gum.

Nurses, Hunter thought.
They barely looked up at him ashewalked in.

The astronaut, on the other hand, acknowledged Hunter right away. Helet out along breath and
moved up abit on hispillows.

"Well, | see you madeit through al of our security rings" he said, his voice sounding very mechanica
coming from be-hind his hemet's front visor. Hunter could not see hiseyes or face.

"Areyou the one I'm supposed to talk to?" he asked him.
"l am," the astronaut replied confidently.
"How do | know for sure?' Hunter asked.

"Because we have amutual friend,” the astronaut replied. "Pater Tomm sent you—and heand | have
been amigos for longer than | can tell you. We haven't seen each other in centuries, though. Ishewdll, |
hope?

"Last timel saw him, hewas," Hunter replied.
The astronaut indicated that Hunter should St in the chair next to the bed.
"It must be something very important for you to come here," he said. "And to go through what you



did."
"| can't disagree with you there..."
"OK, then," the agtronaut said. 'Tell me everything. Start at the beginning.”

But Hunter hesitated. Thiswas probably the guy Tomm wanted him to see. Either that, or hewasa
hell of an actor. And God only knew how held wound up here, in the old spacesuit, in ahouse right out
of ancient America, ticking off the yearslike other peopleticked off seconds. It must be ahdll of astory,
Hunter was sure, But there was a huge battle |ooming on the horizon. And the campaign to restore Earth
and the Empireto itsrightful ownerswas at stake, as were hundreds of thousands of lives. Weird planet
or not, how could this man do him any good? And why should hetdl him any-thing at dl?

Then again, what other choice did he have? Here he was, stranded at the end of the Galaxy, with no
wal to get back to where he had to be. There was actually a good chance he'd be stuck out here
forever. So why be coy now?Why not let it all out? And even if thiswas another test to gauge his ability
to keep asecret, if heflunked it, at least something would happen. And something was alway's better
than nothing.

S0 hetold the ancient man his story. Waking up on Fools 6, being rescued and brought to Earth,
winning the Earth Race, the search for Planet America, theinvasion of the Two Arm. While hewas
Speeking, one of the nurses retrieved an ancient martini shaker, mixed ahuge potion of gin with abright
or-ange powder from ajar labeled Tang, and gave it to the as-tronaut, running a straw from the shaker
under his hemet to hismouth.

Hunter concluded histale with the most recent chapter, how he and the others had escaped to
Paradise and then felt com-pelled to return to the other sde again.

At theend of this part, the astronaut laughed.

"So you and your friendsredly think you werein Heaven?' he asked.

Hunter nodded, but with uncertainty. ™Y ou mean, we werent?'

The astronaut Sipped his Tang martini but did not reply. He changed the subject instead.

"] can seewhy Tomm sent you above others, Mg or Hun-ter," he said. Y ou've certainly lived an
interesting life so far. After al these adventures, do you have any ideawhy you are here, inthe
seventy-third century? Have you figured it out yet?"

Hunter just shrugged. "Not completely.”

"And why not?'

Hunter shrugged again. "I guess I've been busy with other things.”
The astronaut laughed. So did the nurses.

"But don't you see?" the astronaut asked him. "Those 'other things are exactly the reason you are
here. | think it'sfair enough for metotdll you that."

Hunter was puzzled, and it showed. "Please explain,” he said.
The astronaut sat up alittle. The other nurse adjusted his pillows,

"Well, let me guess: you've been too busy to think about yoursalf because you've been doing these
‘other things,' like saving dl the unfortunates of the Milky Way?'

"Well, trying to," Hunter replied. "I mean, it'sbeen afull-timejob."

The astronaut laughed again. "I'm sureit is, and that's pre-cisely why you are here. Y ou weren't just
dropped out of the sky, out of time, for no reason, or asafluke, my friend. Thiswas no small thing, your



coming to the saventy-third century. It took very powerful forces on many astral planesto pull off such a
feat. It might have seemed like arandom event, and it was intended that way. But don't disparage it as
such. Nothing israndom in thisuniverse, and certainly not in thislittle speck of a Galaxy."

The astronaut raised his primary visor and, for the first time, Hunter could see hiseyes. They looked
old but they weretwinkling. And Hunter could tell he was smiling.

"Simply put, you are asavior, Mgor Hunter," he said. "One of severa chosen over the ages. You are
hereto save us. Save us al—from them. From evil. From tyranny. From the Fourth Empire. Hell, when
they write the book on this, it might betitled Hawk Hunter Saves the Universel

Hunter just stared back at him. Was he kidding? On one hand, the ancient man seemed so cool, so
cam. And so Amer-ican. And hereally gave theimpression that he knew what he was talking
about—and that in a strange way, he couldn't be wrong. About anything. But on the other hand, there
was no getting around it. Hewas an old guy in an old astronaut suit. He could be a maccus, aclown, for
al Hunter knew.

"But how do you know this?' Hunter findly asked him. "How would you know that | was brought
hereto do these things?"

The amilel€ft the astronaut's eyes. He was quiet for along time.

"Because," hesad finally, "Five thousand years ago, | was brought here for the same reason.”
A long silence. The nurses were paying close attention to the conversation now.

The astronaut sipped his drink.

"And | will let youin on my whole story some other time," he said. "But at the moment, the reason
you came hereis more important. So, tell me again about this REF. There's something that redly frightens
me about them."

Hunter did as asked. He explained how at the height of the battle that never was, the United Planets
fleet managed to dis-appear, only to find out that shortly afterward, the REF had disappeared as well.
Later on, the REF ships began showing up again, now painted red and apparently operating with little
regard for SG headquarters or the Imperia Court back on Earth. Judging by their actions, their desireto
create havoc and commit the utmost in cruelty seemed apparent.

The astronaut listened intently, becoming visibly upset when he heard further details about the REF's
actionson Doomsday 212 following Bonz's murder. He dumped farther into his pil-lows, pushing the
drink away from him. The nurses were be-coming uneasy, too. They didn't like seeing him thisway.

"Tell me something,” hefindly said to Hunter. "Have you seen the madness yet?!
"Madness?' Hunter replied. "I think I've seen it everywhere since | was dropped into this place.”

The astronaut shook hishead. "No, | used the wrong term; of course you've seen madness here. It is
everywhere. What | mean is, have you seen or heard of other acts of unspeakable cruelty, above and
beyond the pale? Something like what the REF did to the helpless SF troopers on Doomsday 212 after
shooting down their ships?'

Hunter had to think. HE'd been out of the loop so to speak for amonth or so, so he wasn't privy to
everything that had happened in the Galaxy while he was away. But there was that burst of panicky
Maydays held heard during his dash across the Milky Way. From what he could determine, it seemed
like innocent people both on planets and in ships were being killed, horribly, for no good reason. Hetold
all thisto the astronaut, and the old man became even more upset.

"Thisisthewors of al possible scenarios, I'm afraid,” the man said gravely. "Can't you see what's
happened?’



Hunter just shook his head. The nursesdid, too.

"Asyou and your friends were so clever to find an escape door to Paradise,” the astronaut began.
"The REF did the same thing—except they went in the other direction. Y ou opened up aportal, asplitin
the fabric of space, and they were some-how able to take advantage of it, too. Or maybe they just fell
into it and never told anybody in power after it happened.”

Hunter needed a moment to connect the dots.

"Areyou saying," he asked the astronaut. " That as we went to Heaven, they went... to Hell ?"
"And found away to come back," the astronaut nodded. " Just as you did."

Hunter's "brain started doing asow spin.

"Is... isthat redly possible?' he asked the astronauit.

"Why would you think it isimpossible?" the man replied tersdy. "Why do you think one place could
exist, and not its opposite? Y ou were in Paradise, correct? Where everything seemed good. Where there
was no conflict, no need for any-thing negative. And | have the feding that upon returning, some of that
would travel back with you. In varying degrees, | suspect.

"But what you haveto redlize isthat for a place so won-derful to exist, an opposite place would have
to exist aswell. And if adoor opensto one place, then adoor must open to the other. That'sthe
dilemma, you see. Where atraveler to your place might see nothing but beauty and light and knowl-edge
and passion, atraveler to the other place would see only the power that comes from evil. Pure evil. A
very tempting thing, especialy if you are predisposed to it, which | suspect these peoplein the REF were.
Ages ago, back on Earth, before we ever went to the stars, the yogis used to say that good and bad are
actually two sides of the same thing. These two places—where you went and where they went—are the
sameidesa, but exact opposites.”

"Like matter and antimatter,” one of the nurses said.

"Precisdy, my dear,” the astronauit replied. " And we—those of uswho live here, within humanity, in
the Galaxy, in the universe—are smply caught in the middle. It's been like that through the ages. And be
advised: this has nothing to do with religion. The good place exigs, the bad place exigts, but their religious
sgnificance amountsto little more than adrop in an ocean. Religion isjust the Smplest way to explain
something very complex, something that even the most advanced physicsin the Galaxy today cannot
begin to understand. But they are there. In the infinite number of planesthat exist above and below this
universe, these two are the onesright next door."

The astronaut shifted on his bed again.

"Thisisnot good," he went on. " Something has been opened up here that cannot be so easily closed.
The madness— the real evil madness—isout. Again."

"So this sort of thing has happened before?" Hunter asked, not redlly sure he wanted to know the
answer.

"Only al throughout history,” wasthe astronaut'sreply. "And | don't mean that dopey history back on
Earth that barely went back ten thousand years. The history of the universeisas old asthe universeitself.
Take agood look at one of those pyramids someday. Not the ones on Earth. | mean the onesthey've
found near the Ball, or on some of the red isolated moons on the Fringe. Some of thosethings are
billions of years old. And someone had to build them back then, right?"

Helet hisvoicetrall off.

"So what can be done?' Hunter asked. "If what you say istrue, thisjust got alot bigger than merely
my friendstrying to get back across. And I'm only one person. It sounds like impossible odds."



"All very true," the astronaut replied. "But that doesn't mean you ill can't beat them. Thered
problem isthat | suspect the REF knows what you and your friends are up to. Don't ask me how, but |
bet they do. So you'll have to be careful, too. Remember, when it comes to these sorts of things, thereis
nothing new under the stars. The evil ones may be devious, but it's only when things start turning against
them that they become especidly crud. And they fear you and your friends because they must know
you've been to the good place, and there is power in that done. So, | predict, their first trick will beto
put innocent soulsin harm'sway to counter anything you might try to do. They will bewilling to kill
millions, hdll, billionsto get what they want. And what will you do then, Mr. Superhero, if the choiceis
between hillionslosing their lives or you just backing away? Isit better for innocentsto livein tyranny and
evil thannot at dl?"

Another long silence. Hunter had no reply. The coffee ma-chine started wheezing again.

"It would not shock meto learn that they are going back into their bag of dirty tricksright now," the
adtronaut went on. "'Dreaming up something that everyone will fear isnew but will aso be something
they've done, successfully, inthe past. They areinscrutable, and they are probably getting help from
somewhere else in the underworld. There are many kinds of devils down there. Trust me, | know about
these things. Just because I've lived five thousand years doesn't mean I've spent al of that timelying here
inbed. Yes... they will try to make you defeat yoursdlf. They will try to use your good conscience
againg you. Y ou must be ready for that."

He leaned back on his pillows, suddenly exhausted. "A big oneiscoming,” hesaid. "A terrible battle
that could have terrible consegquences. Whether it was your doing or not— opening the way to the other
sdes—that was a huge mistake. And if you ever have the chance, | would look into exactly who the
person was who provided you the means to get to Paradise, because, whether they knew it or not, they
also a-lowed the REF to get to the other place. By doing so, they put in motion the terrible events that
are gpproaching us now.

"If my guessisright, the REF will come back again and again to wreak havoc on everyone and
everything, and they will continue to do so until they are stopped. And they must be stopped, or they will
hold sway over everything for the next million years or so. They will spread so much evil thet al of
civilization will end—again. And it will haveto gart from scratch—again.”

The astronaut fell quiet once more. The nurses were bes de themsel ves now, fretting and sobbing.
They'd been through this before. That was obvious.

"How long did you say before the rest of your fleet crosses over?' the astronaut finally asked Hunter.

"We gaveit oneweek," Hunter replied. He checked hiswatch. It was till counting down. "But now
we are talking about less than five days."

The astronaut rolled hiseyes. "Y ou could have given your-sdif alittle moretime. Y ou know, builtin
some margin for error.”

Hunter just shrugged. "Who knew?'
The astronaut thought for another long while.

"Wdll, dl thismeansthat | will haveto help you," he said findly. "And that it was agood and brave
and a lucky thing that you managed to make it here, and that you proved yourself to be trustworthy.
Tomm was wiseto send you. Though he must have known that only the most precipitous and dire
gt-uation could make me get involved. But now that | am, we will have to move very quickly..."

Hunter looked around the very spare room. Again the ques-tion came back to him. Thiswasavery
old guy in the care of two nurses. What could he possibly do?

"| gppreciate your advice and counsdl," Hunter said. "But serioudy, how can you hep me?



The astronaut brightened alittle, then waved hishand in an unusua fashion. "'l will conjure up dl the
powers of the Third Empire, of course..."

Hunter just shook his head. The Third Empire? What did that have to do with this? Of all the
mysteriesin the Galaxy, the Third Empire was one of the degpest. Almost no one knew anything about it,
only that it disappeared into the void of time between the end of the Second Empire and the beginning of
the Fourth, aspan of at least two thousand years that had anumber of smaller empires and severa Dark
Agesmixed inwith it. That's why Hunter was surprised to even hear it brought up.

"You actudly know about the Third Empire?' he asked the astronatit.
Everyone in the room laughed—the astronautt, the nurses. Everyone but Hunter.

The astronaut nodded to one of the nurses. Sheled Hunter over to the nearest window, the one that
looked out on the vast valley of fiddsand grass.

Hunter couldn't believe his eyes. Where just moments be-fore the sky had been empty, it was now
filled with hundreds of ancient but powerful-looking starships. And the grassy fields that seemed to go for
miles were now covered with formations of enormous soldiers; they aso stretched for asfar asthe eye
could see. All of this had suddenly appeared, with the wave of the ancient man's hand.

"Behold the mythica Star Legion,” the astronaut declared from his bed with no little delight. "But they
are not so myth-icd, asyou can see. They are the bravest soldiersin the history of creation. And they will
help you inyour fight."

Hunter could barely speak.

"So you do know the secret of the Third Empire?' he asked numbly.

"The secret of the Third Empire?" the astronaut roared back. "My friend, we are the Third Empirel™
PRRT FOUR

War of the Angels
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Thethree culverins breezed past the gauntlet of Solar Guards ships patrolling Earth orbit and fell
easly through the atmosphere. Their destination was the floating city of Speciad Number One.

The entire Solar System was under de facto martia law. The Solar Guards were stopping, searching,
and arresting the crews of any unauthorized vessel found moving inside the Pluto Cloud. Y et thistrio of
shipsflew on through al the warnings, defying ordersto stop or be shot down, and landed in the middle
of the vast Imperia Plaza, practicaly on the steps of the Imperia Paace itsdf.

The three shipswere immediately surrounded by SG shock troops—they had forcibly relieved the
Imperid Guards of dl their duties earlier that day. The Solar Guards blinked a num-ber of heavy
weapons to the scene, ready to blast to dust any-one who stepped off the ships. But there was an air of
hesitation in their actions, too.

The hatchways on all three ships opened, and eventualy people came tumbling out. The SG troops
raised their weapons but did not fire. The intruders were not soldiers intent on at-tacking them. These
were Specids, the very close rdatives of the Imperia Family. This particular gang of three hundred or so
had been flying around the Solar System ever since Venus cleared out, and they'd quickly become
bored. Absolutely nothing was happening on any of the other origina planets. With nowhere eseto go,
they'd flown back to Earth, hoping to resumetheir revelry.

Thelir timing couldn't have been worse. Confusion had reigned atop the imperid aeropolisfor days.
Taking their emergency security edict to the extreme, the SG controlled al of Specia Number One now,
except for the northern tip, where asmall army of Space Forces troops was il protecting the SF



headquarters of Blue Rock. The two sides had been ex-changing blaster fire off and on since that
morning, and whis-pers of an SG coup were gill thick in the air. Out among the tars, the war between
the two military serviceswas gill going on, with rumors of arocities happening al acrossthe Galaxy. And
with O'Nay reportedly riding around in a secret floating city up near the North Pole, therewas alarge
power vacuum here, at the center of the Galaxy. It seemed inevitable that the Solar Guards would soon
atempt tofill it

But none of these things had any effect on the Specias. Intoxicated and jammed-up, most of them,
they spilled out onto the concourse to the amazement of the grizzled Solar Guards. The SG had ordersto
shoot anyone deemed a security threat, but even the most hardened SG trooper would never fireon a
Specid. Not only wasit againgt every imperid law imaginable, it was also consdered extremely unlucky,
asthere was abdlief that Specias couldn't redly die, not completely anyway, and thus had the power to
haunt a person forever.

So the SG soldiers smply let them run wild.

A few of thisdrunken, privileged group had amission in mind, though. They had to find the Empress,
their soul leader. They hadn't seen her since the evacuation of La-Shangri, and they knew starting a
good rave would be impossible without her.

So while the mgority of new arrivals commenced frivolity in theimperid square, taunting and teasing
the grim-faced SG troops surrounding them, asmaller contingent—three men, three women, al reeking
of Holy Blood—headed for the Imperia bedrooms.

They didn't encounter the usua battalion of House Guards at the palace's front door. In fact, the
doorsweren't even locked. The hallways within were dark, empty, cold. No body-guards, no servants,
no spies. There was even some debris strewn about the imperia corridors. Signs of ahasty departure by
many people were everywhere.

The haf-dozen Specids moved unchalenged through the long passageways until they reached the
Empresss private quarters. They pushed in the door, expecting to find their shin-ing light ingde,
surrounded by tankards of the best dow-ship wine—and maybe some jamma, too.

But whilethey did find her, she was not bathing in a sea of intoxicants. Nor was shein any kind of
racy party uniform. Instead, shewasin her dreary sitting room, packing atrans-dimensiond bag. What's
more, she was wearing a kafka, along, black ceremonia dress usudly worn only in the unlikely event
that someone in her immediate family was about to pass away.

Her relatives were shocked to see her dressed like this.
"Whoisdying, my lady?' wasthe first question they asked her.

Shelooked up at them for the first time. Her hair was tied back. She was not wearing makeup. She
looked horribly plain. And for some reason, she had adrop of oil on her forehead.

"'Whoisdying? " sheasked in reply. Take alook around you, you fools. The Empireisdying..."
Then shelooked each of them up and down and added, "And you'redl dying along withit."

The revelerswere stunned. Thiswasn't like her; she just wasn't hersdlf. They tried to tell her so, even
offering her some jamma. But the Empress wasn't listening. She was smply get-ting annoyed.

"l have somewhere | haveto go,” shetold them. " So, if you don't mind..."

With the arch of her eyebrow, sheindicated that they should al leave. But they were much too thick
to get the hint.

Instead, one relative begged her, "Please tdll uswhereyou aregoing__ "
"Wewill gowith you," another pleaded. "We need to cel-ebrate... something!"



"| am going to the desert,” the Empresstold them harshly. "Alone."

They were shocked. Going to the desert... alone? This seemed not only foolhardy but dangerous
aswell. There was no water out in the desert. And without water, the Empress could actudly die—and
thisthey could not alow. She was the center of their universe. If she disappeared, they al would.

"But my lady," one asked her, "why would you want to go to such a horrible place?!

"That's not of your concern.”

"But how?How will you be going?'

"By air car,” was her surprisng answer.

Now her relatives were smply baffled. Did the Empress even know how to drivean air car?
"But my lady, by air car, atrip to the desert will take days."

"l know/" the Empress said.

With that, she pushed past them and was gone.
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Two milesaway, on the ninety-ninth floor of the Space Forces headquarters building, the
Secretary of SF Intel-ligence was aso packing abag.

It wasjugt aprecaution, though. Hed told the SF troopers guarding the building that if the SG
attempted to take over Blue Rock, then they would have to carry him out in abox. But thiswasarare
case of bluster from the Secretary. He was much too valuable to the SF to be skinned aive by the Solar
Guards—and he knew it. There was an evacuation plan in place, and a space cruiser docked on the
roof. Should the Huns make a grab for the rest of the agrid city, the Secretary would bethefirst oneon
that ship out.

Until then, though, he vowed to pray over every piece of intelligence that cameinto the soaring
building and, to the best of his ability, try to figure out what the hell was going on out there, among the
dars.

Hed just finished packing when the secure bubbler in the corner of his office cameto life. It began
Spitting out the mom-ing's SF3 intdlligence summary, acompilation of field reports from acrossthe
Empire. The Secretary retrieved the viz doc, floated over to his desk, poured himsdf ashot of dow-ship,
and then sat down to read. Usudly the summary was dry and routine. But onelook at the opening
passage of thisreport told him it was a shocker.

It detailed anumber of horrifying incidents that had hap-pened acrossthe Galaxy inthe last
twenty-four hours—events of sheer madness that had been widely rumored acrossthe Empire. An
X-Forces ship in the Eight Arm came upon a convoy of transport vesselslying dead in space, covered
with blaster burns and with huge holestorn in their fusdlages. The convoy had been carrying more than
12,000 passenger's, in-cluding many members of the SF Y outh, future officersin the Space Forces.
Everyone on board had been killed.

Aninterstellar hospital at the bottom of the Three Arm had been evaporated by agigantic blast from
an X beam. More than 250,000 patients and nearly 20,000 doctors were inside the facility at thetime.
Now their bodies were floating in loose orbits around the point in space where the hospital had once
been. There were no survivors.

A huge agri-planet caled Kansi One in the Nine Arm had been attacked by two warships using
X-beam arrays. Each bolt had the force of one million thermonuclear strikes. The two ships vaporized all
of the planet's farming complexes, destroy-ing billions of tons of grain and foodstuffs. Not only would
millions across the Galaxy face Starvation because of this act of terror, the subatomic residue from the



X-beam strike had poisoned the soil of Kansi One forever.

Thereport went on and on and on. Attacks on isolated ci-vilian ships, massacresin schools and
orphanages, unprovoked bombardments of innocent worlds, some of which were un-aware that the
Empire even existed. There wasllittle doubt who was behind these barbarities. So many people had
reported seeing the REF's mysterious Red Ships before and after the attacks, they were too numerousto
discount. And these weren't military strikes, the report concluded. Nor were they part of theinterstellar
war gtill going on between the SF and SG. Each incident seemed to have just one goa in mind: to be
especidly crud to the especidly helpless, to cause only misery and pain.

The Secretary was both furious and baffled. Why was the breakaway SG unit doing these horrible
things? How could the lite specid operations group so suddenly turn into an army of bloodthirsty thugs?
No one knew, certainly not the Imperia Court, nor the SF—not even the Solar Guards themselves. Of
thislast point the Secretary was sure. How? Because SF3 had been eavesdropping on SG string
communications for decades. The Secretary frequently knew their high-priority orders before some of the
peopleinsde SG headquarters did. And he knew that not only had the REF stopped responding to
ordersfrom Black Rock weeks ago, Black Rock had no ideawhere the REF was at any given moment.
Nor did SG Command have an explanation for the REF's ability to appear and then sud-denly disappear
gpparently a whim, or for their unexplained thirst for innocent blood, or even why they murdered SF3
agent Gym Bonz on Doomsday 212 inthefirst place.

The most recent SF3 snooping had picked up a conversation inside Black Rock among the top SG
officerson Earth. Whileit was clear by their nervous chatter that the Solar Guards were becoming
overwhelmed by both their war againgt the SF and maintaining their Mittwi-martia law over the One Arm,
one question that haunted the SG staff was especidly telling: Where and when would their renegade REF
drike next?

There were twelve SG officersin the top-level meeting. Not one of them had aclue.
The Secretary poured himsdlf another drink. Thistime astrong one.

In his centuries of working for SF Intelligence, he'd never faced asituation quite like this before.
Strangeness was rarely in short supply in the Galaxy, but there seemed to be asurplus of it these days.
Casein point: forty-eight hours before, he'd received areport from several SF ship commanders who
had just fought in the huge battle against the Solar Guards up in the Two Arm. These men sworethat a
the height of that battle, they'd seen a ship suddenly appear amid the chaos. It hadn't come from
Supertime, because they were dl in Supertime when it materiaized. Nor had it come from any of the
other single-digit dimensions because it had |eft absolutely no sub-atomic wake. But the strangest thing
was, the SF commandersingsted this ghostly vessal was actudly the Resonance 133, one of the cargo
‘crashers stolen by the Two Arm invadersin the same areajust amonth before, only to disappear with
the rest of the invaders fleet shortly afterward.

The Secretary now reread thisreport aswell asthelong list of recent atrocities. What is really going
on here? Asif the Empire tearing itself gpart wasn't bad enough, he now had dozens of inhuman
brutditiestaking place, plus aghost ship suddenly appearing asif from nowhere.

He sipped his drink, and suddenly his mind kicked into overdrive: Could there be a connection
between al these things?

He quickly called up every viz doc heéld recelved in the past five weeks, ever since the short-lived
invasion of the Two Arm, and assembled them chronologicaly. Thetimelineread like abad novd. Fird,
the rebd fleet invaded the Two Arm, defeated Joxx at Megiddo, and incurred the wrath of the REF-.
Then the invaders disappeared somewhere in the middle of the Moraz Cloud, after which the REF lied
about destroying them. Soon after, the area was declared aNo-Fly Zone, the REF disappeared as well,
only to regppear, a least some of them, with their hulls painted red, to wreak havoc across the Milky



Way. A war soon erupted between the SF and the SG, and in the middle of a battle between the two
services came this re-port that one of the rebel ships had suddenly reappeared out of nothingness.

A question popped into the Secretary's head: Are the REF Red Ships appearing out of
nothingness, too? From the same spot as this stolen rebel ship? Isthat the reason the REF
declared the No-Fly Zone in the first place?

He snapped hisfingers and called up a device known as the Fourth Anadytic Bubbler, or more smply,
the FAB4. Thishighly secret el tuti of bubblers could takeintrillionsand trillions of bits of information
from dl over the Empire and, in amicrosecond, coa esce them into an information globule that was both
conciseand sensible. Thisgaveit akind of prescient quality.

He asked the device aquestion: "Is there a connection be-tween the No-Fly Zone and the REF's
recent activities? In effect, isthe REF using the No-Fly Zone as a safe haven from which to appear and
disappear?'

The answer took along time to come back, but when it did, it read, " Possibly.”

The Secretary asked the FAB4 a second question: "Does the REF's recent atrocities have agod in
mind, or are they meant to smply inflict pain on innocents?'

The answer that came back was surprising: " Both."

A third question: "With the recent spate of atrocitiesin mind, would the REF strike again?”’
Definitdy " Yes."

"Isit possible to determine where in the Galaxy the REF would strike?”!

Thistime, adefinitive'Wo." Just like the SG officers who had no idea they were being bugged, when
it cameto divining the REF's next victims, the FAB4 didn't have aclue, ether.

The Secretary hesitated a moment before he asked hislast question. The FAB4 could be accessed
from al over the Empire, and its use could be traced back to him. For thisrea-son, he didn't want to
leave theimpression that he was begin-ning to panic or even becoming didoyd. But there was no way to
put the words nicely, no way to finesse them or obscure their meaning. So he just took the direct
approach. "Isthe Empirein danger of collapse?"

The FAB4 didn't take more than a second to spit out itsreply: adefinite " Yes'
The Secretary drained his drink and thought about thisfor along moment.

Then hefloated over to where his emergency trans-bag was packed and opened its electric clasps.
True, hed had centuries of intelligence work to rely on, and he sill possessed avery sharp mind,
especially for someone hisage. But he knew that when in doubt, it was best to seek out some
unorthodox help. And while the SF Intelligence network had thousands of an-aytica bubblers, aswell as
billions of string comms at its digposa, sometimes smpler was better. And more discreet.

S0 he reached into his bag and came out with histrusty quadtrol.

Making sure no one was watching him, he did aquick link from the FAB4 to the smal handheld
device, technicaly aviolation of SF Intelligence rules, but at this point, the breach was of little concern to
him. Once it wasfilled with adl the latest information, the Secretary punched in the ultimate ques-tion,
something he would never have asked the FAB4, as such a politicaly dangerousinquiry would
undoubtedly come back to haunt him.

He asked the quadtrol: "How can the SF save the Empire?’

The quadtrol beeped and burped and took along time before it came up with an answer, but when it
did, its conclusion was very unexpected. Strangely, itsreply had little to do with the REF or the war
between the services. Instead, it had to do with the case of the Resonance 133 suddenly showing upin



the midst of the battle between the SF and SG. Though it was ill highly secret that the stolen ‘crasher
had reappeared, the quad-trol determined that not only was the ship still out there some-where, there
was agood chance that the rest of the rebel fleet might reappear, too.

Why? Because when dl the bits of information were con-sidered, it really came down to one thing:
regardless of how they were ableto do it, ever since the nonbattle against the rebels, the REF had been
appearing and disappearing at will. And now at least one of the rebel ships had done the samething.
Therefore, there was ahigh probability that dl of the rebe shipswould return shortly aswell. That'swhy
the device suggested the Two Arm be thoroughly searched, not for the REF, but for the rest of the rebel
fleet. Infact, the quadtrol said, doing so should be the SF's number one priority.

It was astrange response, because at the moment, it might have seemed the number one priority for
the SF would be the dua crises at hand: the war between the services and the REF's nonstop rampage.
In fact, events and recent history had relegated the short-lived invasion of the Two Arm to the back
bubbler, so to speak. But there was a subtle beauty in the quadtroFs conclusion. By the strictest
interpretation, protecting the Emperor and the Empire was the number one priority of the Space Forces,
and at the moment, only the rebels had the stated purpose of disposing of O'Nay. The interservice war
and the REF's activities, while extremely troubling, were ac-tualy sideshows. It was detecting the return
of the rebd fleet first that would give the largest palitical advantage to the SF.

It would show that while the SG wasin effect running wild, it was the SF that had to be called onto
ded with the enigmatic invaders.

In other words, for the ultimate big bang, if and when the rebd fleet reappeared, the SF should be
there to meet it, attack it, and utterly destroy it.

And if they did this, when everything €l se settled out, the SF would be credited with nothing less than
saving the Empire.
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There was an empty piece of space located hafway between the bottom of the Two Arm and the
entrance to the One. It was called the Andromeda Zee.

The Zee was adtride the main star road leading to the orig-inal Solar System. Traditiondly, thiswasa
place where civil-ian cargo vessdls parked while awaiting authorization to enter the One Arm. Most of
these ships could be found floating around a string of artificia moons. These big satellites had concessions
for necessities such as water, food, power spikes, and of course, dow-ship wine.

Usudly no more than several hundred shipswould be lin-gering in the Zee at any given time. But now
there were more than 50,000 ships here. Many were crowded inside the Ze€e's ill-defined border, but
many more were hanging on the out-skirts, hoping to get in, both for the proximity to provisons and the
relaive safety in numbers. Smal pirate gangs had been nipping at the edges of this outer mob for weeks.

The 50,000 ships were part of the same makeshift fleet that had recently carried millions of civilians
away from the Two Arm. Starting about a month before, those who hadn't fled in the panic surrounding
the Two Arm invasion were forced from their homes after the SG declared alarge part of the Moraz

Star Cloud aNo-Fly Zone. Once they'd been herded from the verboten area, the SG had lft dll
these civilians high and dry, with no protection, only orders not to return to their home systemsin the
Two Arm under pendty of death. Hundreds of thousands had reached the Zee, exhausted and out of
money. Many had no choice now but to remain there.

Exactly how many people were crowded into the Zee? No one knew for sure. The best guess could
be determined by estimating 10,000 bodies per ship, multiplied by 50,000 ships. That was at least a half
billion soulswith nowhereto go.

In other words, the Zee was no longer just atruck stop among the stars.



It had turned into an enormous refugee camp.

The conditions ingde the forgotten ships had been deterio-rating steedily sincethefirst week. These
were not top-flight Empire vessdls, in which just about every desire of comfort or nourishment could be
had by amere wish. These were civilian carriers, hardscrabble star buses and hastily converted cargo
humpersthat contained afew inches of space for each indi-vidua and accommodations that equaled the
worst of steerage. Many people had already died from this overcrowding. Many morelay sick,
especidly inthose vessalsjust outsde the Zee.

That the SG s0 suddenly |eft them in thisinterstellar lurch was considered typical of the Empire's
second service. Asthe Solar Guards were essentialy the police force of the Galaxy, the Empire's citizens
on the whole both distrusted and feared them. The SG was known throughout the Milky Way for being
heavy-handed, corrupt, and ultra-authoritarian. While they were famous for going after some outlaws
with a vengeance— such astax dictators and space pirates—they were a so known to be heavily
involved with people of the sameilk. Rumors of shady dliances with space meres and fregbootersfor
black-market wine, duminum, and even jamma were rampant.

The SG'sfascidtic antics lately only added to this grim per-ception.

It would dways be hard then to determine exactly how the startling news first reached the Zee. Few
of the stranded ships still had workable scanners on board, and none of them had other kinds of
deep-space detection equipment. What was clear, though, was that on the morning of their thirty-third
day inlimbo, afleet of Solar Guards warships suddenly showed up close to the enormous floating
refugee camp.

Absolute terror swept through the dour collection of ships, especidly after it was determined, again
somehow, some way, that the ships belonged to the SG's REF. Even isolated out herein the celestia
wilderness, the refugees had heard whis-pers about the REF's atrocities across the Galaxy. How their
intent these dayswasto inflict as much pain as possible upon the most innocent and vulnerable soulsin
the Milky Way.

And at that moment, there was no group of people more innocent or vul nerable than the unfortunates
caught inthe An-dromeda Zee.

But then a string comm message arrived on al of the ships—this whether their communications
systems were work-ing or not. The message was from the REF, and it was very surprising.

They weren't here to harm anyone, the SG commanders said.
In fact, they told the refugees, the REF was here to take them home.

When word of this spread around the Zee, the SG were suddenly hailed not only as heroes but as
saviors.

Their plan seemed smple, too. Thetrip back to the Two Arm would take just two days at ion-power
speed, and it would be done under the protection of the SG warships the entire way.

It seemed too good to be true. The dispossessed had just one question: Once back in the Two Arm,
what would be the procedure for returning them to their individua home systems, their home planets,
their homes?

That's when the faceless SG officers running the operation informed the refugees that thiswas not part
of theplan.

2
Bad Mews 666

Clfi Rgent Steve Gordon knem something was wrong.



Hed first felt it two days before. The universe had shifted a bit. A little cosmic energy had been lost.
Then, an over-whelming sadness had come over him, and even now, forty-eight hourslater, held yet to
shakeit

Gordon was the one who stayed behind. To watch over the ship. To watch over the handful of
Twenty 'n Six capsules the messengers now considered sacred. To be as close as possible to Zero Point
without being detected.

Hed spent al of histime here done, perched on the highest peak of die moon, very closeto where
the Resonance 133 till lay, hidden and battered, not far from die moon'simmense pyramid.

Hed learned many strangetilingsin thistime here. That thingslike breathing and eating were no longer
necessary, but a deep understanding of nature and the cosmos was. He'd watched the sky intently, these
long days aone, studying the stars and thinking about them in away held never been ableto before. He
aso looked beyond those stars that were part of the Milky Way to the other pinpoints of light, up therein
the heavens. Those starsweren't stars at al. They were other gal-axies—hillions of them. And they made
up the universe of which the Milky Way was only avery smdl part.

Thinking beyond the realm. It was just not done these days—and hadn't been for thousands of years.
Until now.

It was while he was|ooking up at the skies, thinking about them in this new and different way, when
another very dis-tressing fedling came over him. Something was coming. In fact, it was heading right for
him, traveling very fast, from somewhere very degp in space.

It arrived just afew moments later, screaming in like asmall missile and crashing not a hundred yards
from the Resonance 133. It caused a huge explosion on impact.

But it was not amissile. It was something el se.

Gordon flew to the crash stein an instant. Here, he found the remains of 33418, Zarex'srobot. Its
knees were broken, its fingers were smashed, and it had two massive holes in the back of its head.

It was dead.
Thisis not good, Gordon thought. Not good at all.

He looked up at the stars and whispered afew words, and suddenly the others were around him.
Summoned through the ethers by thisturn of events, Tomm, Erx, Berx, Klaaz, and Caandrx were not
there one moment, but smply there the next.

They dl hovered above the robot's mechanica corpse now. Profound sadnesstimes six. They had dl
been fond of the mighty danker, dmost as much as Zarex had.

"Not arandom act, itslanding here," Tomm said, lightly touching the bent and twisted remains. "Nor
is Zarex's absence among us.”

"Someoneistrying to tell us something,” Caandrx said. "And | fear it will not be the best of news.”

They laid their hands on the tin man's remains, and after awhile, adark crimson mist began rising out
of itschest. Thered fog dowly coaesced into aviz screen. A recounting of actual events had been
implanted in the robot's indestructible memory banks, events someone wanted them to see.

Theimageswerelike thosein abad dream. They wereindgde adark place, misty and damp and the
color of blood. Disturbing just to look at. Shadowy figures were moving back and forth through the
scene; some were amogt floating, but in amost unnatura way. Bizarre equipment that |ooked aive was
jammed in everywhere. In the middle of this place was Brother Zarex. He was bound to a hovering chair.
The shadows be-came clearer. They were REF troopers—or at least some of them were. Unmistakable
intheir red uniforms. They were taunting Zarex even as he was struggling with them. They weretdlling



him they knew exactly what was going to happen at Zero Point. They knew when the UPF fleet would
be passing over, and thus, they would be in a position to destroy it when it did—and there was nothing
he could do about it.

Zarex fought them bravely, tossing them about like dolls. But suddenly, hejust stopped. And that's
when one shadow ran him through again and again with along shiny needle. A very painful way to die.

Thisvison faded to be replaced by another. It showed REF troopers rampaging through ships,
daying innocents, bom-barding defense ess planets, vaporizing orphans and children. In onelast hazy
vision, so distorted the six knew it probably hadn't happened yet, they saw thousands of ships unloading
millions of people on avery blesk planet. In the background hovered the Red Ships, weapons ready.
Thisvision disap-peared as quickly asthefirgt, but the message was clear.

"The devilsimplanted thismemory," Erx said somberly. "They want usto know that they have our
plans. And that if weinterfere, they will kill millions on that planet in the near future, just asthey have
aready killed thousandsin the recent past. And if they succeed, the bad side of thingswill hold sway here
for many agesto come.”

"That planet can only be one place," Caandrx said. "An gppropriate piece of Hell..."

"And theworld closest to whereit dl started,” Berx agreed. " So they're being ironic aswell.”

"Or not," Tomm added.

Klaaz sad, "It was wise that we fulfilled our missions as messengers; these thingswill hep us. | just
wonder if it will

be enough. There are many mor e of them than there are of us."

" For the moment anyway,” Erx murmured.

" But at least we have one bright spot in this” Tomm said. " One chancethat could help
swing thingsour way."
They all knew what he meant

"Brother Zarex was actually a very clever man to dowhat hedid in theend," Calandrx said.
"Aswell asavery brave one."

They weredlent for awhile. Finally Gordon said, " And so it begins.”

" And thereis still much we haveto do,” Tomm added.

They knew, then and there, it wasfinally timeto leave Bad News 666 for good.
They wer e needed elsewhere.

23

Theenormoustransport ship lowered itsdlf through the planet's thin atmosphere and set down
on theforbidding, rocky plain.

Its massive cargo doors swung open, and it began hastily unloading its cargo, more than 5,000
people, mostly women and children, dl late of the floating refugee camp a the An-dromeda Zee. Those
reluctant to step off the ship were prodded by faceless SG soldiersin bright red combat gear and holding
blaster rifles. Any further resistance, and the offending refugee was painfully reduced to a pile of
subatomic dust.

Once empty, the ship quickly lifted off and disappeared into the barren, predawn sky. It was one of
severa waves of ref-ugee shipsto land on this tark, radiation-soaked planet. Thousands of vessels from
the Zee had been dumping their ill-fated passengers dl over thisdreadful place, under the eye of ominous
low-orbiting SG shipsthat, for whatever reason, had hulls painted like blood.



The conditions for the hapless refugees did not improve once they were landed here. If anything, they
became worse. The REF did not provide food or water or medical supplies throughout the trip from the
Zee, nor were any forthcoming now. There was no shelter anywhere on the planet. No pro-tection from
the harsh cosmic elements. The planet's sun was weak and far away, but because the atmosphere was
amost nonexistent, itsrays could burn clear through the skin in amatter of days or even hours. At the
same time, the nights were so cold, frosthite was probably the most humane way to die here.

Such were the conditions on the gptly named planet of Doomsday 212.

Why would the REF move millions of refugees from a hor-rendous Situation to one that was even
worse? And why pick this notorioudy unhealthy planet, ground zero for the schism that was now tearing
the Galaxy apart? For those unfortunates so suddenly plunked down here, on this not-so-little piece of
Héll, these questions were in the fore. None so much asfor aman named Alfx Sheez.

It had been along strange trip for Sheez. He was 251 years old, overweight, bad, short, and
perpetualy sweaty. He was a so the ex-president of aplanet, the infamous Megiddo, where SG wonder
boy Joxx the Y ounger had made his stand against the Two Arm invaders a month ago—and lost
miserably. Sheez got out just before his planet was destroyed, but it had been an inglorious departure.
Previoudy wedthy from the lar-gesse that came with being atop man, his escape from Me-giddo left him
with little more man the hat on his head and the boots on his stubby fet.

Sheez had been caught up in the massivetidal wave of ref-ugees fleeing the Two Arm, first in apanic
to escape the in~vading forces, and then by order of the SG when they established their No-Fly Zone.
Sheez bribed hisway aboard the last space busleaving Megiddo, thinking he'd be on it for three days at
the most. He wound up spending the next five weeks on the flying bucket of boltsinstead, stuck inthe
Zee with the haf million other star-crossed soulswho'd once cdled the mid-Two Arm their home.

He'd seen so much misery since, it had almost changed him as a person. Conditions on his transport
grew steadily worse as food and medicine ran out and no more was to be had. Rations got down to one
food cube aday, and then none at al. Sheez had even tried bartering food from the dying—afutile
enterpriseif there ever was one. Hed cursed the SG many times for creeting these intolerable conditions,
and cursed the fools on Earth for doing nothing about so many of its citizens suffering so close to the
Mother Planet.

S0 he, too, was surprised when word first arrived that SG ships would be escorting the refugees back
to the Two Arm. But that appreciation quickly turned sour once they learned that those ships belonged to
the REF and that they were plan-ning on unloading everyone on this barely habitable planet, a place that
Sheez was dl too familiar with, asit was in even worse shape than his own decimated world, just afew
light-yearsfarther up the Arm.

Sheez never thought he'd miss Megiddo. But compared to this place, his old home seemed like
paradise to him now.

His group of 5,000 was marched off the high plain where they'd been deposited and into anarrow,
three-cornered can-yon. It was hard on the edge of amountain range that stretched north for asfar as
the eye could see. Sheez knew that he was somewhere way up in the upper haf of the planet. Hed
caught a glimpse of asnowcap asthey were entering the rarefied atmosphere. He guessed he was now
about twenty miles south of thefrost line.

The three-sded canyon was only afew acresin area; once his group had been jammed in, it became
as crowded asthe putrid cargo hold they'd just |eft. They were being guarded by a hundred or so
enormous red-suited SG troopers who had stationed themsel ves on the high rocks bordering the canyon.
There had been more than 15,000 people on his ship, but just where the SG had dropped off the rest of
them, Sheez didn't know or care. Their erstwhile protectors seemed intent on leav-ing large groups of
refugees piecemed around the planet. Spreading them out, for reasons unknown.



At firgt, many of those in the crowd thought that they had been brought here because the SG was
going to distribute food and water soon. Sheez was not so naive. Like every tin-pot leader in the Two
Arm, hed had many dealings with the Solar Guardsin the past, and the REF in particular. Most of these
encounters had been unpleasant. And these red-suited SG

troopers especidly frightened him. No, the refugees had not been brought here for any kind of
nourishment or rehabilitation. It was more likely that they were here as pawnsin some crud,
unknowable game.

Either that, or they'd smply been dumped hereto die. Or to be killed. Whatever the reason, Sheez
wanted no part of it.

No sooner had he been shoved into his sitting space when he began looking for away out

While the narrow canyon was bordered on three sides by the high peaks, the fourth side held the
remansof an ancient hillsdecity.

It was one of many built on Doomsday 212 ages ago, when the planet's puff was il vital. Although
the SG soldiers were strung aong the peaks, the old city was not being guarded at al. Behind the ruins
was the mountain, and what was beyond Sheez had little idea. Hed barely caught aglimpse of that area
on their descent, and asit was still severa hours before dawn, al he knew wasthat it wasflat and vest.
But it had to be better than where he was.

That thiswas not afood and water stop was beginning to sink in to the crowd by now. Some of the
women started wailing. Many of the elderly were dready having trouble breaming. Sheez's own
substantial somach was aching badly. Worst of dl, he was getting thirsty. And the sunwould beupina
few hours. And that's when it would begin to get hot.

Very hot...

The unfortunates would have to face that heat without any kind of overhead protection. Again, a
weak puff meant all kinds of cosmic rays were able to get to the ground. Some acted quickly, others very
dowly. Inany case, they were dl deadly, and combined with the oppressive temperature, Sheez guessed
athird of this group might be dead by noon. Maybe him included.

He checked the soldiers on the peaks again. A bolt from ablaster gun could befatal at 300 yards.
Trouble was, there was nothing but open space for at least 400 yards or more before the cover of the
small, ancient city. There was no way he could get away under these conditions. He was so big and dow,
if hetried to make abresk for it, he'd be shot down like atarget in ashooting gdlery.

He pulled his shirt over his head for cover and sank his head into hisknees. Sheez was hardly a
religious man. He had never prayed beforein hislife.

But he was praying now.

The question was, could anybody up there hear him?

Twenty Light-Years Away

The all-black Space Forces Starcrasher was named the XenoVox.

Officidly it was an LRC, along-range communications ship of the type that frequently accompanied
SF fleets on long partrols. Unofficidly, though, the Xeno belonged to atop secret SF unit cdled the
Omega Force. And it was hardly just aradio ship.

The Omega Force was the SF's own version of arapid de-ployment fleet. It was made up of the best
soldiers and war-ships from the SF's five sectors, they being the Space Navy, the Air Service, Planet
Forces Infantry, Space Marines, and the Orbital Bombardment Group. Unlike the Solar Guards Rapid
Engagement Fleet, which consisted of thirty-six Star-crashers crammed with corps of Star Rangers, the



Omega Force had 100 ships and three times as many soldiers, and those soldiers were good at doing
many things. The unit was so secret, few people insde the Empire hierarchy knew it ex-isted, including
many ingdethe Sk itself. On the other hand, everybody knew about the REF. There was another
difference between the two outfits: once on the scene, Omega still took all its ordersfrom SF
headquarters. The REF aways acted on its own.

The XenoVox wasthe forward eyes of Omega. It carried acrew of just fifty people and flew without
wegpons. Itsrolewasto go into atrouble zonefirst and do vital recon, which was then flashed back to
the fleet. But how could aship that was nearly two mileslong be able to fly near aflashpoint without
being detected? Simple. The Xeno could becomein-visble. By engaging vast energy deflector screens,
string comm dispersers, and ahighly reflective opague paint scheme, the vessel could not be seen on
long-range scanning arrays, either coming from other space vessals nearby or from planets below.

In other words, it was a stedlth ship.

The Omega Force had been deployed to this section of space near the edge of the Two Arm
forty-eight hours before. The deployment had been done by the order of just one man, the Secretary of
SF Intelligence himself. Without a doubt it was to be Omegals most classified mission.

Only Omega's half-dozen squadron commanders had been briefed on the very secret operation, and
even they only knew what was going on up to a point. Essentially, the squadron commanders had been
told two things: that no one knew how and when the fighting between the SF and SG would end, and that
no one knew what the rampaging REF would do next. However, despite these two things, there was a
good possihil-ity that the fleet that invaded the Two Arm about five weeks earlier—the one that started
al thistrouble in the first place— gtill existed. That it hadn't been destroyed by the REF asthe SG had
origindly damed.

Omegas orderswereto look for thisrebel fleet, asit was thought it would soon turn up somewhere
insde the Two Arm, near the place whereit first disappeared. And what would hap-pen if the mystery
fleet was spotted? That's where the Secre-tary's order took an unusua twist: if the Omega Force did
detect the rebd ships, they wereto intercept and destroy them immediately, without waiting for any
further ingtructions from SF Command. In fact, while the entire secret mission was go-ing on, Omega
was ordered not to have any contact at al with Earth or anyone else. They were to operate under a
complete communications blackout. That's how sengtive this operation had to be.

Tothisend, the stedlth ship XenoVox had been operating deep insgde the No-Fly Zone for the past
forty-eight hours. And it had seen at least a couple strange things so far.

Because the ship was, in effect, the ears and eyes of the Omega Force, most of its ultralong string
devices scanned space at 360 degrees. Just two hours after arriving on station, the Xeno picked up a
strange group of vessels, not insde the No-Fly Zone but apparently heading for it. Thiswas not an
organized fleet of any kind. They were dl ion-balast driven and seemed to be of dl different typesand
Szes. But asthey drew closer, it was obvious they did have one more thing in common: they were
interstellar gunships, vessdsthat carried one or two big wegpons and just enough peopleinsideto
op-erate them. In many cases, arms ded ers themsalves drove these, kinds of ships. These shipswere
rare in the Galaxy though, and it was odd to see more than two of them flying together. Y et herewere
more than a dozen.

But the strangest thing of al was the direction from which these ships were coming. Their combined
subatomic wake traced them back to their point of origin: way, way over inthe Five Arm. And it wasa
rare ship indeed that came to the Two Arm from that far away.

The Xeno had aso been watching the strange events unfold on Doomsday 212. Sometimesflying no
more than a hdf light-year away, they'd detected SG ships dumping millions of peo-ple onto the desolate,
hazardous planet. People, it would soon be determined, that had come from the floating refugee camp at



Andromeda Zee. More important, the SG ships doing the rel ocation appeared to belong to none other
than theinfamous REF. But why they were doing thiswasamystery.

Even stranger, mere were faint indications that something €lse was going on either on the planet's
surface or in low orbit just aboveit, something besides this mysterious ddlivery of innocents. Subatomic
debris. Indications of huge blaster dis-charges. Excited but distorted comm messages. Was a smdll battle
taking place somewhere on the dead planet aswell? Or even aseries of small battles? It was hard to tell,
because the planet's weak puff actualy hindered the Xeno's eavesdropping capabilities; there was not
much air for the signalsto bounce around in, so they could be quickly lost in space. And the stedlth ship's
commanders didn't want to get too close to the graveyard planet. But clearly something very unusud was
go-ing on down there, and it involved the infamous REF.

All this put Omega Forcein adifficult position. With one cdl, the 100-ship fleet could have svooped
down and engaged the murderous REF and at least put adent initsactivities.

But that wasn't Omegas mission.

They were out here for one reason, and one reason only.
That wasto find and destroy the rebd fleet.

Doomsday 212

Alfx Sheez lay on his back, at the edge of the crowd, staring up at the stars, terrified by the dawn that
was soon to come.

He'd been like thisfor about an hour now. Alternately curs-ing and praying, fighting off waves of
bitterness, not quite believing hislife was going to end here, cooked dive on this bastard planet, with a
bunch of wretched people he didn't even know. If only he'd been a better person in the past. Would it
have done him any good now?

In between baitling these emotions, he could clearly see pin-pricks of light moving high overhead.
Were these the last of the refugee ships leaving orbit, heading for destinations un-known? Or were they
something else? Oddly, he thought he could see bright flashes of light coming from somewhere near orbit,
too, dmost asif a gpace battle was going on up there. And at one point, he swore he saw first one, then
two space-ships plummeting through the thin atmosphere, on fire and trailing debris, presumably crashing
hundreds of miles away.

Then he began to see dl sorts of things flying overhead, way out, moving very, very fast. Different
shapes, different colors. In the distance he thought he heard heavy wegponsfire, and at first he wondered
who the hell would be shooting at the SG. It wasn't like anyone lived on Doomsday 212 and had
suddenly decided to protect their planet. It was more likely that the REF had finally turned its wegpons
on therefugees.

That was the only scenario that made sense.

Another hour went by, and the dawn drew closer. The con-ditionsin the small canyon were getting
worse. It was growing very hot. Kids were crying. Some of the adults were, too. Fear wasrising among
the refugees.

Sheez sat up again and resumed whispering the only prayer he knew over and over again, thiswhile
continuoudly watching the SG troopers up in the pesks. They seemed fanatica about guarding their
captives, scanning the mob with high-intensity star lamps and viz-screen rays. They had mdlted severa
huge wesgponsinto the rock, with muzzles pointed to the heart of the crowd below. Sheez put it all
together and came to one sad conclusion: unless something extraordinary happened, the chances of his
getting away now werenil.

He began praying even harder, though it didn't seem to be doing any good.



He'd been resting his eyes, head on his knees, mouthing the words of the petition, when something
stresked very low over the smdll canyon.

It was going so fast and was emitting anoise so loud, it literaly shook the dust from the hard ground
around them. Sheez immediately looked up but only caught the tail end of the object asit disappeared
over the horizon. It appeared asif it wastotdly engulfed in flame. Was this another starship crashing? Or
somekind of naturd phenomena? Or something el se entirely?

Therewasno way to tell.

But at that exact moment, the still-darkened sky suddenly became dight with something else. It
looked likerain at first, coming down from high up in the very thin sky. Red rain. As everyone had been
gdtirred by whatever had just rocketed over them, everyone in the mob saw this coming, too. Flames,
smoke, and now an ear-piercing, hellish scream the likes of which Sheez had never heard before.

Then, just asthey were about athousand feet above them, Sheez realized what these things were.
Firerocks. The deadly rain of loose particles|eft over from Doomsday 212 's deteri-orating ring, one of
the many things that made the planet aparticularly hellish place to be. Though these things fell non-stop at
the equator, they were much less prevaent up herein the northern hemisphere. Y et aswarm of the
deadly boulders was coming down right on top of them, right now.

Or s0 it seemed.

Just asthefiery volley was about 500 feet over them, there was another sonic blast, and the formation
of fire rocks sud-denly began to break up. Instead of coming straight down, they began veering off in all
directions; even sdeways, some of them.

Then, in avison that seemed like adream, the fire rocks began damming not into the mob of helpless
people but into the red-suited SG troopers stationed on the peaks around them!

One by one, the soldierswere picked off, dmogt asif an invisble hand were directing the fiery chunks
at the enormous troopers. Sheez watched in astonishment as the string of ki-netic explosions went right
around the top of the canyon wall. The noise was tremendous. Each fireball strike was blinding. It was so
exhilarating and confusing at the same time, some people in the mob started screaming. What was going
on here? How could this be? Sheez wondered. Then it hit him: some-how, someway, his prayer had
been answered. Thiswas just what he needed.

Without another second of hesitation, he got up and started running.

As he had estimated before, it was at |east a400-yard dash from die edge of the mob to the foot of
the ancient ruins. As soon as he took off, Sheez heard some shooting behind him, but he didn't dare turn
back to see where it was coming from. He ssumbled severd timesin the waning darkness, badly cut-ting
himsdlf on the hard, rocky ground. But each time he man-aged to get up, right himself, and start running

again.

Somehow he reached the edge of the ruins without having a massive coronary. He was out of breath
and hisknees were horribly scraped, but he was till in one piece. The ruins turned out to be those of a
small settlement. A few dozen structures, made of ancient ion concrete, worn away long ago. But Sheez
was hardly an aficionado of the past; he never even broke stride. He kept running through the ruins, up
what was |ft of the main avenue, intent on reaching the summit of the small mountain and hopefully some
cover beyond.

It took anotlier few minutes of hard climbing and heavy breathing, but reach the top he did. And on
the other side of the mountain, he saw the vast rocky plain that stretched from one horizon to another.
But there were hundreds of thousands of refugees down on this plain, strung out in large clustersalong
the valey floor, with thousands—of REF troops watch-ing over them. Even worse, there were dozens of
REF armed shuttlecrafts flying overhead and even ahandful of red Star-crashers hovering just acouple



hundred feet off the ground. Sheez was crushed. Any thoughts that the other side of the mountain might
provide some refuge were dashed, just like that.

Then Sheez heard adisturbing noise coming from behind him. It wasloud and pounding, like a
stampede. He turned, certain that he would see asmal army of REF troopers run-ning up the hill after
him.

But hewasin for another surprise. There were people run-ning up the old avenue behind him, but
they weren't SG. It wasthe rest of the crowd, the mob of refugees from which held just escaped. They'd
seen him make abreak for it and had followed right behind him. Thiswas not good. He could seea
certain look in the eyes of the first dozen people climbing up to him, and as a palitician, he knew that ook
well. These people had misinterpreted his act of cowardice for one of cour-age, and now they wanted
him to lead them to safety. And that wasthe last thing Alfx Sheez wanted to do.

Thefirst group of refugees reached the summit and begged him for help, begged him to savethem dl.
Sheez looked back into the valley before him; there had to be at least 50,000 REF soldiers within sight
alone. There was no way he could go down there, done or with the mob. But he couldn't Stay up here,
ather.

Off to hisleft, to the north, about a quarter of amile away, the ridge they were on split in two.
Between the two high grounds was another canyon, this one holding a patch of over-head vegetation,
extremely rare on the planet. It was brown and it was dying, but it was also cover from the REF and
maybe even the coming hesat of day. Sheez thought about sm-ply making abreek for this sanctuary
aone, but then some-thing stopped him—physically stopped him—asif an invisible hand had taken hold
of hischest and was preventing him from moving another step in any direction. The crowd was now
bunching up on the hilltop and on thetrail below. They were presenting themsaves asahuge target. He
had no doubt that if the REF saw them, they would smply blast them all away.

Sometimes life forces you to be a hero, he heard avoice whisper in his ear. He spun around, yet no
onewasthere. A shudder went through him. He had heard those words so clearly. He turned back to the
growing crowd of people reach-ing the top of theridge. And that's when it dawned on him: the only way
he was going to save himsdlf wasto save dl of the other refugees dong with him. And that's when the
invis-iblehand let him go.

"OK!" hefindly ydled. "Everyonefollow me!"

The crowd stole dong the narrow ridge and began climbing down into the gorge without being
detected by the REF.

Sheez did his best to pick out the safest path for them to travel. There were so many women and kids
in histroupe, he found himsdlf helping just about al of them over the roughest spots. All thewhile hewas
keeping an eye on valey to the east. The REF trooperswere ill coming in by the shipload; the
thousands of refugees below |ooked puny in comparison. Sheez was aso on the lookout for any REF
troopersthat might have survived the incredibly fortuitousfal of fire rocks back in the three-sded
canyon. He even went so far asto run back to the rear of the escape column to make sure no one was
following them. Or, if they were, held be the first one they'd try to shoot.

It took them more than an hour, but somehow, al of the refugees made it down into the hidden
canyon and under the cover of dead vegetation. Sheez carried the last kid down into the gorge himself.

There, hethought, my heroic duty is done.

But as soon as he reached the bottom of the gorge, he wasin for asurprise: there were about four
thousand refugees a-ready hiding under the vegetation. Again, mostly women and kids, they were from
other groups dumped by the REF nearby. Remarkably, they, too, had, escaped their captors by way of a
near-miraculous event. One group had been freed when aland-dide, caused by somekind of sonic
boom, crushed the con-tingent of REF troopers guarding them but not harming any of the refugees.



Another group had been penned up insde aforce field when abolt of lightning hit the generating unit
maintaining theinvisiblejail, once again killing their captors but not harming any of them. Others swore
that men with wings appeared to them, telling them to make it to this gorge, where they would find aman
who would lead them out of miswilderness.

Men with wings? Sheez thought wildly. Wer e they talking about me?

Hewasimmediatdly barraged with questions from these new refugees asto what they should dl do
now. Problem was, Sheez had no idea. Hed been fully intending to take off on his own from here, having
done his good deed. But then that same invisible hand returned and began pounding him fiercely on his
chest.

It's up to you, he heard avoice say, again asif someonewaswhispering in hisear.

Sheez spun around and, just like before, there was no one standing behind him. But again, he found it
impossibleto move. If anything, the hand pushing on his chest felt heavier.

Thistime he got the message quick enough.
He had to lead these lost people acrossthe expanse for at least alittle while longer.

The morning finaly came, and the weak sun appeared. But the coverage of the dead vegetation kept
the mob of refugees safe and relatively coal, especidly intheinitia heat of the day. Sheez wasn't sure
how long this sanctuary would hold up, though, especidly with so many people now crowded in-side. At
some point the REF would redlize that alot of their hostages were missing, and they would come looking
for them. Then what?

Asthe otherstried to stay hidden, Sheez dithered to top of the ridge and studied the REF in the vast
valey below. The number of refugees down there had swelled again, as had the red-uniformed troops
watching over them. Some of these sol-dierswereright at the bottom of the mountain now, no more than
a 500 feet below.

If the REF ever found them up here, it would be a massa-cre—a short and quick one. But where else
could they go?

Water wastheir mogt critical need. Theridgdineran al the way to the northern horizon, and Sheez
reasoned the farther north they went, the better the chances they would reach a snowline, and then
maybe even afrozen lake or stream. The trouble was, in many places the ridgeline veered extremely
closeto the valley full of REF, and dl it would take was for one kid to cry out or one old person to
stumble, and the game would be up.

So it wasachoiceto ether wait hereand die or try their luck by moving hopefully toward water. And
it was up to him to decide. Sheez's heart was pounding, he was scared shitless, but the voicein hisear
was getting louder dl thetime.

Just keep moving, it said. These people are counting on you.

So movethey did. Sheez got everyone on their feet, and they al climbed out of the gorge and up to
theridgdineagan.

Staying low and walking as quickly as possible, they headed north. The sun grew higher, but aweak
wind kicked up, and it seemed to lessen the effects of the heat. Sheez stationed the strongest men he
could find at crucid points aong the route; they would help those who were too wesk or feeble to walk
along the roughest parts of the ridge, and then turn them over to the man at the next station and so on.
Thisway they were able to keep the line moving while making sure no one would be left behind.

Theridgeline provided anatura path, and sometimesit was wide enough for severa peopleto walk
abreast. Sheez dwaystook the lead, though. It was very unlike him to be courageous, but something
very odd was happening here. Damned if Sheez knew what it was, with voicesin his head and the hand



pound-ing on his chest, but somehow, some way, he had become responsible. And it wasjust too
strong for him to fight. So, if there was any trouble up ahead, he wanted to be thefirst oneto seeit. And
if anyonewas going to fire on them, it was only right that he take thefirst blast.

The biggest surprise, though, was what he saw off to hiswest. Other streams of refugees were off in
the distance, head-ing north aswell. It was dmost asif they were under the influence of asiren call. And
then he spotted other groups of refugees much closer to him. Some were moving right below the ridgdine
and, seeing hisgroup, fdl inlinewith them. By the time Sheez had even walked amile, histroop had
swelled to nearly 10,000 people.

They kept moving, and the farther north they went, the stranger things became. Huge flashes of fire
and light were going off way up in the sky, some even as high as orbit. They heard enormous explosons,
some so powerful the mountain itsalf shook benegth their feet. REF ships of al sizesrocketed over their
heads. Some were Starcrashers, some were smaller shuttlecraft, al had hulls painted red. And while
Sheez dways had his people take cover whenever he heard something com-ing, there were severd times
the aircraft flew right over them and didn't do athing. Almost asif they had other things on their minds.

Very strange.

About three hoursinto their trek, there came such atre-mendous explosion, Sheez yelled for his
peopleto hit thedirt. A moment later, ahuge SG Starcrasher went right over them, not more than 200
feet abovethar heads. It wasin flames and falling apart, trailing pieces of debrisbehind it. It came down
about three miles west of them, exploding on impact. The ref-ugees leaped up and let out agresat cheer,
but Sheez screamed for them all to stay down. The ship's prop core blew up afew seconds later,
creating a huge mushroom cloud beforeit dl fell back in onitself. Once the smoke cleared, dl that
remained was amile of smoking wreckage, or so it ssemed. Incredibly, Sheez could seetiny figures
moving around inside the skeleton of the burning ship. Were these REF troopers who had some-how
survived the crash? How could that be? Were they that hard to kill?

Keep moving, the voicetold him. Just keep moving...

They walked for another hour, making good progress, con-sidering just about everyone wasin need
of food, water, and rest.

But the farther north they moved, the more violent the rum-bling under their feet became—and more
frequent. And soon enough smoke began appearing on the far horizon. Then they could see the glow of
flanesaswell.

It soon became obvious something big was happening up over the next peak. Sheez picked out two
young guys and sent them ahead to check it out. Meanwhile, he had the rest of the group lay low.

It took the two runners about ahaf hour to move up, see what was happening, and then run back to
the group's position. When they reached Sheez again, they were both so excited and out breath, it was
hard to get anything out of them &t first.

Finally dl one of them could say was, "Boss, you won't believe what's happening up there..."

It took Sheez just fifteen minutesto get up and over theline of hills, his suddenly energetic body
moving quicker than ever before.

With each step, he heard more tremendous explosions and fdlt the ground literaly quake beneath his
feet. The sky ahead wasincredibly bright with flame and flashes of light. There was so much smoke and
dust intheair, he couldn't see any-thing else across the entire northern horizon.

Findly he reached the top of the peak and peered over the other side. And his young scout had been
right. He didn't believe what he saw.

Sheez had never been asoldier. He'd never carried aweapon in combat, hed never been on ared



battlefield. Surely, held seen the results of battle. He'd witnessed the be-ginnings of the destruction of his
planet Megiddo. But he was |ong gone before the hammer redlly came down.

That's why what he saw before him now was so astonishing.

It was a battle—at |east that much was clear. The crisscross of blaster fire was blinding, the smoke
and flying debris tre-mendous. There were ships of al shapes and sizes coming and going, explosonsal
around them inthe air. But there were other shipsfiring at them, too, or sometimesfiring a each other. It
was confusion timesten. Times a hundred. Times athousand.

Sheez had to clear the dust from his eyes. Hetried to figure out who was fighting who and who was
caught inthe middle. It was very hard to do at firgt, but graduadly things started coming together.

He was looking down on another immense valey. This onewaslong and rectangular, typica
topography for Doomsday 212. In the middle of the valley was ahuge circular trench— yes, atrench
dug into the concrete surface of the dead, rocky planet. So what he was looking down at was adefense
perim-eter. But Sheez couldn't believe what €se he saw. Insde the trenches were thousands of robots,
huge mechanica men with huge blasters, seemingly firing in every direction. And these weren't ordinary
clankers. Sheez recognized them. They were the robots of Myx.

He knew these tin men all too well. When the Two Arm invaders attacked Megiddo, they'd sent
streams of the almogt-invincible robots raining down on Joxx's defensive positions. The defending troops
did their best to blast the flying robots out of the sky, but that proved impossible, as the robots would
samply pull themsalves back together again and fly away. Asit turned out, their attack was actualy avery
successtul effort to distract Joxx from the invaders red objective: the artificial planetoid of TW800,
where they managed to sted six cargo 'crashers. Nevertheless, Sheez knew what these monsters could
do. But what the hell were they doing here? Certainly the Two Arm invadersweren't involved in this.

Or werethey?

There was no way Sheez could tell how the robots had got-ten to Doomsday, or who was controlling
them or why. He could see that they were lined up shoulder to shoulder in the trenches and firing wildly
out of the circle. And who were they firing at? Thousands—no, tens of thousands—of REF sol-diers.
Entire armies of the enormous red-suited troops were trying breach the trench line. And the robots were
doing every-thing they could to keep them out.

In the middle of this perimeter—the circle was probably ahaf milein diameter at the most—Sheez
saw adozen or so strange starships, some on the ground, others hovering just above it. These ships
appeared to be from another part of the Galaxy entirely. Even so, refugees were be being led into them.
That much Sheez could tell because at certain points around this huge battlefield, he could see streams of
refugees pouring into the perimeter, somehow dodging dl the blaster fire, the smoke and dust, and
running right up to the waiting ships under the protection of the huge robots.

It was only then that it dawned on Sheez exactly what was going on here. Thiswasn't just abattle; it
was an evacuation, arescue effort. Just as the REF had dumped thousands of refugees onto Doomsday
212, and may have been dumping them still, probably to die, someone dse wastrying to lift them off and
savethelr lives.

And eveninthe middle of dl this—in hisvery dangerous position asit was al hgppening ardatively
short distance from him—Sheez, former hustler, former crooked palitician, former tin pot dictator, was
struck by something.

He heard it come from hisown lips; there was no voice whispering in hisear thistime.
"Noble..." hesad, uttering theword for thefirg timein hislife. "What a Goddamn noble thing to do.”
Five Hundred Miles Away



It was on its next pass through the No-Fly Zone that the SF stealth ship XenoVox findly gota
close-up look at what was happening on Doomsday 212.

Flying within a hair's breadth of the planet, its crew dis-covered aground battle had erupted inits
northern hemisphere. It was so immense, the smoke and flame obscured even the Xeno's most powerful
scanners, and they could usudly see through just about anything.

Above the battlefield, there were ships going in and coming out; some were the same sorry vessals
that had dropped the refugees onto the planet in the first place. But now they ap-peared to be under
someone else's control. Even stranger, there were other shipsinvolved here: the mysteriousfleet of ams
deders and gunshipsthe Xeno had detected flying in from the Five Arm earlier. Among them were the
REF Red Ships, trying to fire on these disparate vessdls. But somehow the arms deal-ers were also using
their huge gunsto protect the refugee ships leaving the planet's orbit.

None of this made sense to those aboard the spy ship. Wasthis smdl force of arms dedlersfrom the
faraway Five Arm actudly taking on the renegade REF? As unlikely asit seemed, that appeared to be at
least partly the case.

The Xeno dashed away from the area and was about to report these bizarre devel opments back to
the Omega Force, when suddenly its ultra-long-range scanners started going crazy—again.

They had picked up something else very strange, not down on the planet or even insgde the No-Hy
Zone. Thiswas coming from somewhere very, very far out.

The Xeno crew began triangulating, and soon their bubblers were telling them they had detected a
number of starships heading down the Two Arm, moving toward the trouble zone at incredible speed.
Even more fantagtic, the Xeno's subatomic scramblers could not pick up acontrail from any of these
ships, which suggested, foolishly, that they were somehow moving without the aid of star engines. But
then again, they weren't traveling in Supertime, either. They were actualy flying even faster than
Supertime.

However, the mogt startling piece of information was the point of origin of these ships. The Xeno's
superbubbler wasingsting that they had flown into the Galaxy from alocation someplace outside of it.

Thismade no sense. It was the stated policy of the Empire— and the dmost universaly held belief
among the citizens of the Galaxy—that | life in the universe was contained within the Milky Way.
Therefore, it wasimpossible that any life could exist outside of it.

But now, here wereindicationsthat at least twenty bizarre starships of some type were moving down
the second swirl at inconceivable speeds. What did it mean? The Xeno crew asked their superbubbler.
The answer that came back startled them: From al appearances, the bubbler said, thiswas aninvasion
from somewhere outside the Galaxy, by beings unknown, who possessed technology that seemed to
dwarf even Supertime.

It wasn't the invaders the Omega Force were supposed to be looking for.
Butit wasan invasion, nevertheless ¢  «
The flagship of the Omega Force was an enormous M-class Starcrasher called TempusVox.

This colossus was two and ahdf mileslong, carried acrew of nearly 10,000, plus thousands of
weapons and an entire of corps of Space Marines, numbering more than 25,000.

Asit wasthelead ship of Omega, all ordersfor the special fleet were generated from here. Since the
fleet was on a highly secret mission and there were to be no communications at al back to Sk
Command, the TempusVox had thefina say for the entire operation.

The commander of the Tempus was a 150-year-old veteran of the Space Navy named Haxx Grinx.
Handsome, bright, and energetic, Grinx was aso ahighly capable '‘crasher driver who had helmed



Omegasflagship for the past twenty-three years. He was well-connected within SF Command and
respected by his contemporaries throughout the Empire. He was aso very loyd to the Emperor.

Grinx was on his bridge when the startling message came in from the XenoVox. He read over the
communique severd timesbeforeit actualy sank in. The Xeno's report seemed so outlandish, he
doubted its credibility at first. But ill, in these days of high uncertainty, he knew everything had to be
taken astruth unless proven otherwise—even the most outlandish. So Grinx put out acdl to the rest of
the Omegafledt, telling them to move into a close battle formation at apoint just outside the Two Arm.
He then ordered his squadron com-manders to beam aboard his ship immediately.

The six SCOswere standing in Grinx's war room afew moments after that. Grinx explained what the
Xeno had found. Twenty-four ships were confirmed to be heading toward the mid-Two Arm at
incomprehensible speed, and these ships ap-peared to have an origin point outside the Galaxy.

To aman, the squadron commanders were shocked upon hearing the news.
"An alien invasion?' one of them blurted out. "Isthat even possible?’

The other SCOs were visbly uncomfortable with their col-league's choice of words. The phobia
about lifein other parts of the universe was so prevaent in the Galaxy that the word

alien was not alowed to be spoken in public nor did it appear anywhere in the Empires string
documents or charters. Nor wasit taught to schoolchildren. It was, in effect, anonword.

"Anything is possiblethese days," Grinx replied somberly. "And | just don't know what seit could
mll

"They must be some kind of ultra-advanced craft if they can move quicker than Starcrashers,” another
sguadron CO said. "Who knows what kind of weapons they possess? What pow-ersthey have?'

"And if they get by us," Grinx said, "they could be on Earth in amatter of hours, minutes even.”

"But what can we do?" another officer asked. "We are prob-ably the only soulsin the Empire who
havethisinformation aready.”

"We must fight them, of course," one commander said de-fiantly.

Grinx bit hislip. Fighting them might prove suiciddl. Though Omega outnumbered the incoming force,
their tech-nology seemed so highly advanced there was a chance that Empire weaponry might not have
any effect on them. Plus, these shipswould bein their arealin just minutes. There cer-tainly wasno time
to bring any other SF shipsin to do battle with them.

"But what about our orders?' another SCO worried. 'They areas dtrict asany I've ever heard..."
Grinx thought about this, too. But he knew sometimes or-ders had to be broken.

Especidly when it meant trying to save the Empire.

The Omega Force turned about in amatter of seconds and realigned into ten arrowhead formations.

Their orders st, the squadron commanders were preparing to beam back to their ships when another
report from the XenoVox camein. The mysterious aien force was close enough now to get afuzzy visud
on them. The Xeno com-mander uplinked hisviz to the Tempus, dong with awarning that what the fleet
commanders were about to see was rather startling.

The viz appeared on the Tempus s huge battle management screen. It showed twenty-four ships, and
indeed they were heading right for them at inconceivable speed. But the startling thing was this: the ships
were of an admogt ancient design, right down to their blue and chrome color scheme,

This made no sense, but the time to question anything was over. Grinx was the person solely
responsible for the Empires very survival now, and he ordered his shipsto preparefor battle. They



would try to stop these mystery ships here; if not, then they would bresk dl the orders and inform Earth
what was coming their way.

The squadron commanders agreed. But as they prepared to jump back to their ships, three images
suddenly materidized on the bridge of the Tempus.

Grinx and the squadron commanders were astonished. These three people had not transported in by
usua means; they would have been detected by the ship's security auras. Nor had they dropped in from
another dimension. This, too, would have been caught by the security systems.

They had literally come from nowhere.

Even more astounding, the trio was well-known to Grinx and his SCOs. One of them was none other
than Skol Fyxx, aten-star general emitrusfor the Space Forces. Loy Staxx, avery well-known starship
SF commander, was the second man.

Most astounding of al, the third man was Zapp Multx, quite possibly the most famous SF ship
captain of the past 400 years.

Grinx somehow got up the gumption to have the three men scanned. Remarkably, they al passed.
They were the authentic items. In thistrio was more than 1,000 years of high-caliber serviceto the
Empire and the Space Forces. Oddly, though, each one was wearing adrop of oil on hisforehead.

"Wemust tak," wasal Multx said upon their sudden ar-rivd. "Alone..."
Grinx immediately cleared the bridge. In seconds, only he and his squadron commanders remained.

"Y ou've detected an incoming flegt,” Multx went on. "Y ou cannot interfere with it. It ishereto do
good, and it will not harm anyone who doesn't deserveit. Y ou haveto let it reach its destination

unimpeded.”

Grinx was still getting over the shock of the sudden ap-pearance of the three spiritua leaders of the
SF.

"With al respect to you, Sir," he began, "we have indicartions that thisis some kind of an dienforce
that seeksto—"

Multx cut him off at the quick. "These things are very com-plex, Commander Grinx," hesaid. "And
not so easily ex-plained. | wouldn't dare pretend to understand them myself. All | cantell you isthat what
will happen here seeks only to right awrong committed ages ago. And in away, it has very littleto do
with what is happening indde the Galaxy these days. In fact, it involves something even bigger. | know it
ishard to believe, but what the peoplein thisfleet—aswell as others—must do isfor the benefit of usall.
Of everyonein the Galaxy. And that'swhy you must let them do it.”

Grinx turned to Staxx and Fyxx. They were nodding in agreement.

"But what you are advocating is seditious and didoya," Grinx told them. "'l cannot just Sit back an
dlow an dien attack on the Empire!”

"It isnot an attack on the Empire," Multx said, cutting him off again. "Do you know three people who
aremore|oya to the Empire than us?'

Grinx thought amoment, but then just shook his head. "No," he murmured.

"Do you think we would be here advocating anything that was not in the best interest of the citizens of
the Empire? Either now or in the future?'

Again, after some thought, Grinx had to shake his head no.
"Then, please," Multx said, in hisvery persuasve way, "just trust us—and do aswe ask."
Grinx just shook hishead. "And if | don't?" he asked.



The three men just looked at each other. Then Multx clapped his hands. If thisdidn't get him back in
the history books, nothing would.

Outside the TempusVox control room bubble agigantic star-ship suddenly appeared, again asif from
nowhere.

It wasthe very famous BonoVox, Multx's old ship. Sensors said dl of its weapons were powered up
and ready tofire.

Before anyone could say aword, another SF ship appeared behind it. Thiswas Staxx's old ship.
Then another materid-ized: Skol Fyxx'sformer vessel. Then came another... and another.

In seconds, there were more than a hundred SF ships sur-rounding the tightly boxed Omega Force.
These shipsdl be-longed to elderly, retired, or SF commanders who had falen from favor and, like
Multx, had been relegated to the Ball.

"If you don't do aswe ask," Multx now said in avery even tone, "then I'm afraid we will havelittle
choice but to blast you all out of the sky."

A moment of immense tensgon went through the room. The SF and SG fighting each other was bad
enough. But SF shipsagaing other SF ships? At that moment it redlly did seem like the entire Empire
was about to collapse.

But then, suddenly, amillion bellswent off al over the bridge. The ship's comm string sector was
ingtantly ablaze with warning lights. The midrange scanners began going ab-solutely crazy.

Grinx hadtily called up amini-scanning screen. Hetook onelook at it and nearly fell over. Hewas
surethat the scanner was malfunctioning. The reading he was getting was amost impossible, even more
so than an dien force coming down the Two Arm.

But Grinx made some quick instrument adjustments and de-termined that what the small scanner was
telling him was not amistake. With trembling fingers, he hit the pand that would bring the information up
to the main screen itsdlf and give everyone on the bridge avisua of thislatest turn of events.

The screen came dive, and every squadron commander let out a gasp. Thisdidn't make any sense.
The screen was show-ing another huge fleet of strange, incredible vessels. These ships went beyond the
word alien. They seemed impossible. In design. In shape. In size. And in speed, for they weretrav-eling
even fagter than the smaller fleet coming from outside the Galaxy. They, too, were heading into the
No-Fly Zone. And they were dl shining in the brightest gold.

"My God," Grinx sad, staring at thevisud, seeing it but hardly believing it. "How can thisbe?
Multx touched the drop of oil on hisforehead.

"Asl| said before..." He amiled. "Somethings are just not easily explained.”

Doomsday 212

Down the mountain, across the hills, to the field below, Alfx Sheez was running asfast as he could.

He'd watched the battle from the top of the mountain for so long, held dmost become mesmerized by
it. In that time, the blaster fire around him grew more intense, and the robots of Myx were fighting more
fiercely, sometimes even hand to hand. But the number of red-uniformed SG troops entering the fray
seemed to be growing with every second as well. So many red-hulled Starcrashers were unloading
troops nearby, they were nearly colliding with the rescue shipstaking off full of refugees. And dl the
while, more innocents were streaming into the defense perimeter.

The entire scene was 0 intense, so confusing, Sheez findly had to snap himsalf out of it. He couldn't
waste any more time. He had to get his people to the evacuation point and at least give them achanceto
oet off thishellhdle.



That's why he was moving so fast now.

He returned to histroop and quickly explained as best he could what was going on up ahead.
Between his story and the breathless report of the two runners before him, the mob of refugees soon got
the picture. It wouldn't be easy, but Sheez was going to try to get them off Doomsday 212.

There was a pass between the two mountains nearest to them. On the other side of this passwasthe
edge of the evac-uation zone. If his people were able to climb over the shalow hillsin between and then
down through the pass, they might be ableto fall in with the other streams of refugees, get into the
defense perimeter, and hopefully get on a ship that would lift them out.

How could they dl makeit that last haf mile, though? Many of the derly refugees could barely
bregthe at this point; others couldn't walk. The worst hest of the day had passed; il it was brutally hot.
But Sheez had a plan. He would put the strongest individualsin his group at the rear of the column and
the most feeble, along with the women and kids, up front. He would then lead the group over the hillsand
toward the evacuation ring, and those who fell behind would be hel ped by the stronger ones at the back.
They would physicaly carry them to the rescue siteif they had to.

Word passed down the line of refugees that they would be moving forward. The sky al around them
seemed on fire now. The smoke was swirling like a hurricane, the sounds of explo-sions, blaster fire, and
rocket engines was deafening.

But Sheez was fedling good. There was achancethat he just might pull this off.

He got his people positioned, women and kids and the €l -derly up front, stronger males at the back.
Then he stood up, raised his hand asthe signa to move forward... But suddenly there was atremendous
blast.

Sheez looked down to find a huge hole burning its way through histhrough his chest.

He gstarted to fal over, but then everything began moving in dow motion. He saw ahuge vessd
landing in front of him. A second ship was setting down close by. Both were Star-crashers, both painted
red. REF troops began pouring out of these ships, even before they touched the ground. Weapons
raised, it was one of these soldierswho had shot Sheez.

Stll faling over, with onelast breath, he screamed, " Ev-eryone get down! ™

No onein histroop hesitated. Just on the sound of hisvoice donethey hit thedirt. A storm of blaster
firewent over their heads an ingtant later. There was another tremendous blast of light, and Sheez was hit
agan... andagan... and agan...

The next thing he knew, he was on his back, his clothes on fire, ahalf dozen blaster holes burning
through him.

A tremendous glow was suddenly dl around him. On hishands, hisbody, in the very air itsdf. In
saving hisgroup onelast time, held taken afatal barrage himself. He tried to move but couldn't. Hetried
to speak, but no words would come out. His people were down, but he could aso hear the sounds of
the SG troops coming up to them, weapons crackling with power. His people would al bedead ina
matter of seconds.

Damn! We came so far, only for it to end like this!

Sheez fdt lifeitsdf dipping out of him. Tearsrolling off hisface, body going numb, he waslooking
sraight up—and above him, saw avery strange sight.

It wasaship. A starship. But it was unlike any held ever seen.

It was not shaped like awedge, aswere dl starshipsin the Fourth Empire. Thisvessel |ooked like an
ancient sailing ship, bare images of which had survived over the ages. Things made of wood with great



cloth sailsthat pushed them across the waves. It was strange the things one recalls before dying, but back
then, Sheez knew they'd called these ships galleonis.

But thisshipwasin theair, and it was made of gold. And where once might have been sails of cloth
were now sails of subatomic strings meshed together. And it was armed. Heavily armed. To hisfading
eyes, it seemed to carry more wegpons than a Starcrasher, yet it was barely one-hdf the size.

For amoment he thought he was aready dead and what he was seeing above himwasa
ha lucination—a vison—before the darknessfilled in.

But then a bright gold beam shot out of the bottom of the strange ship, and an ingtant later, an
enormous soldier was standing over him. This soldier was encased in armor from head to foot. Gold
armor. And he was carrying a huge gold wegpon and wearing a huge gold helmet with flared-back wings.

Sheez was sure thiswas just another REF soldier, for some reason painted gold instead of red and
riding in astrange old ship, and that with more strange gold soldiers and those sol-diers aready on the
ground, they would brutally murder dl his people.

But in the end, Sheez had it al wrong.

The next thing he knew, the gold soldier raised his enor-mous gold wesapon and started firing at the
REF troopers. Sud-denly blaster bolts were going off dl around him. Sheez heard more screams, but he
couldn't tell if they were coming from his people or from someone €lse. He saw more soldiersdressed in
gold armor materidizing asif from nowhere. Hundreds of them. Thousands of them. Then more gold
ships suddenly ap-peared overhead. More explosions. The ground beneath him lifted him up, it was
moving so violently. All thewhile, the pain in his chest was getting worse and worse, until it stopped
hurting altogether. It went on like thisfor what seemed like an eternity.

Then, just asquickly asit Sarted, al the firing sopped. The explosions ended, and the smoke blew
away. With hislast ounce of strength, Sheez managed to look up. He saw before him an unbelievable
sght: the field and the hills were littered with piles of dead REF soldiers. Thetwo red Starcrashers were
burning fiercely in the background. And he could see his col-umn of people, al moving together, the
soldiersin gold lead-ing them off to the rescue Site. Some of the refugees were waving good-byeto him;
many werein tears.

Then the huge soldier in gold, the one who had first ap-peared nearby, knelt down besde him. He
took off hishemet, and Sheez saw hisface. And that wasthe one last shock of hislife. Sheez recognized
him.

Rugged, handsome, stedly eyes, but till with afriendly face, he was the one person, more than any
other, responsible for destroying Sheez's old planet of Megiddo. Y et hed just saved his people. And
Sheez even knew hisname.

It was Hawk Hunter, leader of the rebel forces.

What the hell is he doing here?

Sheez grabbed hisarm and spat out hislast words.

"My people,” he gasped, hisvoicefading. "Please..."

"Don't worry," Hunter told him. "They're safe now, every last one of them. Thankstoyou..."

Sheez wasfading fast. "And what about me?" he asked Hunter softly. "What will happen to me now?"
Hunter checked hiswounds and knew it was amazing that Sheez had lasted thislong.

"You'e off to abetter place," he said. "Bdieve me, | know."

Sheez looked up at him and suddenly redlized he did believe him. A smilefindly spread across his
battered face. He closed his eyes.



And then he died.

2M

Earth

The Empress landed her air car In the middle of the desert.

Or at least it looked like adesert. It wasflat, for the most part, though there were some mountains
directly to the west. It was dry and hot, too. But the sand beneath her feet was actualy amixture of tiny
glassglobules and not authentic silica

She had never been here before. Still, she knew she wasin the right place because way off on the
horizon she could see agroup of plain white structures built astride ahuge dry lake bed. Even at this
distance she could tell the buildings were absolutely ancient.

Shewould not need the air car from here.
Flash!

Suddenly shewas standing at the front entrance of the larg-est building. A faded sign next to the door
read: Domain 51.

Flash!

Now shewasingde the building itsdlf, looking down at the entrance to a huge amphitheater. There
were dozens of soldiersin stark black uniforms standing at rigid attention around this sizable portd. The
only means of illumination that she could see was by candles; there were hundreds of them everywhere.

Their flickering cast odd shadows on the Z-gun turrets built into the walls of this place.
Flash.'

She was now ingde the chamber itsdlf. It, too, waslit only by candldight. In the middle of the
chamber was a huge black monoalith. It was ahundred feet high and about half that mea-surement square.
It stood done. A huge, seamless, impenetra-ble presence.

It was the Big Generator.

It, too, was guarded by an army of black-uniformed soldiers; these were the Sacred Guards. They
were standing at attention in small groups scattered around the inner chamber. They did not seemto
notice that the Empress was there. Not yet, any-way.

She had never seen it before. Thisbig, ugly, holy thing. No sound was coming from it, as she had
expected mere to be. Nor was there any means of access, or dials or switches or pand lights on the
thing. There were no controls—at |east none anywhere nearby.

Thiswas strange because the Big Generator made every-thing possible in the Galaxy. The power it
generated went everywhere and encompassed everything. It ran dl of the Empire's spaceships. It ran the
planets. It ran everything on the planets. From the dimmest panel bulb on the most distant world to the
prop core of the largest Starcrasher, al energy in the Empire came from here.

The Empress moved down the aide and finally caught the attention of the guards. They were startled
to see her, to say the least. They were not aware of the particulars of what was happening back east or
out in the Galaxy. They were mind-eunuchs. Their only role wasto protect the Big Generator with their
livesand not let anyone unauthorized neer it.

But did thisinclude members of the Imperia Family?
None of the guards was sure.

The captain of the guard gingerly approached the Empressjust as she arrived at the dectric railing



that surrounded the Big Generator.
"My lady?' the man asked her. "Can | be of assstance?’
"Yes," shereplied. "You can leave me done."
She gtarted to cross the barrier to the stage where the Big Generator sat.
The officer reached out and held his hand in front of her.
"I'm sorry, my lady," he said, very nervous, "but you are not allowed in there.”
Sheturned on him. "Not alowed?' she hissed. "Do you know who | am?
The officer began sammering. "Of ... of course, | do. But, till, my lady. Thisisaredtricted area.”

At that moment, the officer felt something pushing againgt his chest. Helooked down to seethat it
was ablagter pistol. The Empress had it pointing directly at his heart.

"Do you know the difference between Heaven and Hell?' she asked him crosdy.

He numbly shook his head no.

"People like us don't go to Heaven automaticdly,” shetold him. "We've got to work to get there.”
25

Doomsday 212

Hunter threw the last bit of dirt on Sheez's grave, then wiped the dust from his hands.

Tremendous chaos was sill going on around him. The sky wasfilled with enormous warships. The
battle at the evacua-tion site had grown more fierce. Large quakes were running through the planet itself.
There was smoke and fire and wind and soot. But still, Hunter felt this man deserved a decent burid. It
didn't take much to determine that he'd led the huge group of refugeesto the rescue site and that he gave
hislife so that they might keep theirs. He had done the s mplest thing in human existence then. He had
donetheright thing.

Hunter patted the last of the dirt down with his hand and paused a moment.
Another hero, hethought.
One of many to be made thisday.

It would have taken volumes to explain how Hunter had ar-rived at this spot, at this exact time,
wearing the armor of a Third Empire soldier. It dl started with agreat secret—and some smple
mathematics. The Galaxy held billions of stars, those stars held hundreds of billions of planets, and those
plan-ets hed trillions of people. The peoplewho ruled it dl, the

Fourth Empire, were very secretive—and for good reason. Among those staggering numbers, they
knew of things so vol-atile, so potentidly disruptive on agaactic scale, that they were forbidden to even
write them down, this under pendty of death, no matter how high the offender wasin theimperia
hierarchy. These thingswere cdled the Cardina Secrets, and there were at least five of them, though
many believed there were at least several more.

One Cardina Secret was the name of the person who in-vented the Echo 999.9. Another wasthe
origin of the Big Generator. Another was the secret behind the life-extending properties of Holy Blood.
Still another, the reason why Star-crasher prop cores worked as they did.

Thefifth Cardind Secret wasthat there were actualy two empiresin the Milky Way. Onewasthe
vast Fourth Empire, which ruled from Earth to the Ball, out to the end of each of the nine mgjor arms,
except one: thetip of the Seven Arm. Thisareawas known collectively as Far Out, with its capitd, Far
Panet.



It was here that the Third Empire, thought long lost and clearly forgotten by many, till existed.
It was small asempires go.

Just the equivaent of four star systems, clustered together, containing just twenty-seven planets, fifty
moons, two minor asteroid belts, and severa dozen free-floating battle stations and docking ports. And
how the Third Empire came to exiss— and survive—was along story worth telling, but not today. Suffice
to say, a onetime, nearly two thousand years before, it, too, had occupied just about the entire Milky
Way, and it, too, had embarked on amission to reclaim al die planets and people lost after the
catastrophic fall of the Second Empire and the long period of Dark Agesthat followed. That the Third
Empire ill existed wastheresult of atitanic struggle againgt an enemy of whom only ahandful of people
knew theidentity, and they certainly weren't talking. The result of that struggle, though, that aftermath, it
being the topic of many alost war poem and heroic saga, was an agreement and acompromise: that the
Third Empire, actually the last ember of the once pan-galactic realm, would be allowed to remain, but
only at one of the farthest points away from Earth, and only in the deepest, darkest secrecy. And that
never, ever would there be contact between the two. Thus the great obstacles, both physical and inthe
mind, encountered by anyone trying to get from one place to the other.

Hunter had been given atour of the Third Empire, atrip that lasted just an hour or so. But in that
short time, he discovered many remarkabl e things about the place.

The people who lived there were very smilar to the people held found on the Home Planets. That is
to say, they were like the Last Americans, and the people from the other thirty-five planetsin that
concentration camp in the sky. They were peo-ple who were more like him than the sirangely different,
looking-, and acting people who made up the Fourth Empire, a place where it seemed that everyone's
name either began or ended with an X.

This, of course, dl had to do with the Ancient Astronaut, for the Third Empire was hisdoing, and it
was his story that would fill another book. But the people around Far Planet wor-shiped him, notina
religious sense—though it bordered on that—but mostly because he was ahero, agreat hero. A man
who saved hillions and when faced with acruel choice, chose to stop fighting, and thus saved many
billionsmore.

The buria complete, Hunter looked up at the gold warship over his head. The Legionnaires called
these vessdl's Sky Chiefs and it was an appropriately cool name. Hunter was suddenly talking to the
ship's two pilots—no comm set needed here—just another trick of the Third Empire that held been made

privy to.
They could leave, he told them. He was finished down here. Thefield of dead REF troopers had all
turned to ash by now, thereld be no burial for them. And the people Sheez had saved had made it into

the evacuation circle and would soon be lifted off this hellhole. So, that was one mission was
accomplished. The problem was, they had about amillion moreto go.

The Sky Chief departed, flashing over to the evacuation site to help the ongoing rescue effort. Hunter
pulled an oblong box from his pocket. It was gold, of course; both the color and the precious metal were
revered by the Third Empire. There was atiny spindle on top of the box; Hunter gave it atwist. There
came a huge puff of smoke—not aflash of light—and it lin-gered longer than it should have in the wind.
But eventudly it began forming into afamiliar shape. It was amachine, long and dender, with asharp
snout, two wings, and a glass bubble on top. It was a contraption that was astranger in both empires.
But not to Hunter. It was his F-Machine, rebuilt, repaired, and revitalized, dl in the blink of an eye,
shortly before he and the Star Legion left Far Planet to fight this faraway war.

His heart jumped on seeing it again. He was dways glad when his buggy reappeared from
transdimensiona storage. Thistimeit did not come not from the twenty-sixth dimension; the oblong box
was not a Twenty 'n Six. It came from amuch more orderly place, rediscovered by the Third Empirea



long long time ago: the sixty-sixth dimension. And the machine looked fine, there being only one
difference. No surprise, hisaircraft was now the color of gold.

Hefdt abit of wind on hisface, and from this, he knew it wastimeto get going. He moved his|eft
hand in acircular motion, and an access ladder appeared at the sde of hisjet. Another hand movement,
and the canopy opened. Heran over to the ladder and was up and into the cockpit in a shot.

He pushed the flight control button, and the aircraft's power plant cameto life. Another greet feding.
Hedid aquick check of al hisvitas; everything was green. He checked hiswatch. It wasticking down
to the moment the UPF fleet would at-tempt its crossover from the other side—the main reason for dl
this. He couldn't believeit. Thetime of return was now just Sixty minutes away.

Hefdt ajolt of anxiety go through him; it was an emotion held rardly felt before. But everything the
Ancient Astronaut had predicted would happen here was coming true. That the REF dumped the Zee
refugees on Doomsday 212 and put so many innocent lives a stake gave the forces of good the hard
choice of ether defending the lost souls or battling the REF until the UPF fleet crossed over. Even now,
the Third Empire gold shipswere lifting off as many refugees as possible, help-ing in the dready ongoing
effort.

But would it be enough? Would they be able to save every-one before the UPF made its
long-awaited gppearance? And would there be enough ships | eft over to battle the REF itself beforeit
could destroy the heavenly fleet?

No one knew, and Hunter redlized that he and his flying machine might well be the determining factor.
That'swhy he had much to do in thelittle time that remained.

He pushed his power bar forward, but the craft did not move. It was getting juice, but something was
preventing it from lifting off.

Thisis strange, he thought.
He checked hisflight pand; everything was il functioning. He hit the power bar again. Still nothing.

Thiswas not good. There was ahuge war going on al around him, and he did not want to be struck
here, immobile and flightless, in the middle of it. Once again he studied his control panel, trying to
ascertain the problem. He hit his di-agnostic viz screen, adevice that would scan the aircraft and tell him
what was wrong. When he saw the resulting hol o-read-out, he was stunned. According to the image, the
reason the ship wasn't taking off was because six people were sitting on its wings and nose. Pure
nonsense—or so it would seem.

But when Hunter looked up, he discovered it wastrue.

Crouched on the nose of the craft was Pater Tomm. Bal-ancing on the canopy tip was Caandrx.
Sitting on hisleft wing were Erx and Berx. On hisright, were Klaaz and Gordon.

Hunter just stared out at them. Wasthisadream? Or a stress-induced hallucination? A huge battle
was going on nearby. Vessdls of al shapes and sizeswere going over his head. The planet itsalf seemed
ready to come apart. Y et here were hisold friends, sitting all around him just staring back at him, calmly,
coolly. Smiling widdly.

He hadn't seen them since Paradise.
And they looked s0... different.

They weredl bigger, stronger, with Zarex-sized muscles, and most bizarre, behind each one, barely
visble asif not redly in thisdimenson, wasapair of enormouswings.

Hunter popped his canopy and was able to utter just oneword: "How?'
Tomm just shrugged. Thisiswhat happens when you go there—and then come back," he said. "At



least theway wedidit."
Now they dl studied him, but he looked the same.
"Obvioudy, ours has been the more dramatic transformartion,” Calandrx added dryly.

"Do you understand what's going on here, brothers?' Hun-ter finally asked them. "I mean the big
picture. Did your minds become enlightened as your bodies did?!

Pater Tomm shrugged, and it made his nearly transparent wings move up and down for amoment.
"The ultimate battle between good and evil?' hereplied.

"Isthat dl?" Hunter replied sardonically.

Tomm shrugged again. " Sounds strange, but might be assmple asthat.”

"It happens every billion years” Cadandrx chimedin. "Or so they say. Usudly when thereisa
smultaneous tear in the fabric of space and time, which iswhat happened, | guess, when we went one
way to Paradise, and the REF went the other way to... well, you know where."

Hunter could only nod in agreement. Thiswas exactly what the Ancient Astronaut had told him. He
quickly explained to the six what had happened to him at Far Planet. The extraor-dinary security
measures. Histhree temptations. Meeting the Astronaut himself, and the Third Empire agreeing to bresk
their ages-old isolation to come and fight thisimportant battle. Tomm was especidly interested in hearing
Hunter's brief re-counting of hislatest adventure, especialy histae of first meeting the Astronat.

"Nothing would make me happier than to go there myself and reminisce with him,” Tomm said, not
without atrace of sadness. "I've been to Heaven, but | believe | could be just as happy on Far Planet.
Such awonderful place. But—"

"But the clock isticking,” Calandrx interjected. "And while we can do many things, sopping cosmic
timeisn't one of them. We've done our part, Hawk. We turned around the ref-ugee ships, and we've got
the robots of Myx involved. And obviously you've done your part, too."

"And more helpisontheway," Klaaz added. "The question is, will it be enough?’
"| think you would know better than I," Hunter said.

"That'sthe problem,” Tomm said. "Unlike just about every-thing elsein the universe, the outcome
here is not predeter-mined. No one knows which way this one will go—and | mean no one."

He raised his eyes upward, indicating to Hunter some kind of Higher Power.

"Weveredly gotten oursdvesinto the thick of it," Tomm went on. "We can only pray that it goes
well. The enemy hastricks. They are decatful. They will try everything to stop the rest of our fleet coming
over, because that means there will be forty thousand more of us floating around in this existence, and
that is smply too much good for them to take and be able to survive for very long.”

Hunter was astonished to hear it put thisway. "Who knew?" he asked. "Who knew when we dl left
Planet Americathat it would turn out thisway?"

The six archangel s laughed. It echoed across the barren, forbidding, smoldering landscape.
"Yes, eternity isfunny likethat,” Calandrx said. "Y ou never know what's going to happen next.”
The six laughed again, but Hunter could only shake hishead at the insde seraphic joke.

Suddenly Gordon was at hisleft hand. "But whatever tran-spiresin the next hour, Hawk," he said,
"the people back in the Home Planets will always owe you a debt of gratitude. Y ou gave them something
they would never have had without you: their freedom. The most preciousthing indl of life.”

Klaaz—old, bent-over ancient Klaaz—now huge and mus-cular, floated up nearby, too. "Many



people have caled me ahero over theyears," he said, hisvoiceincredibly vibrant. "But you, Sr—you
are my hero."

Erx and Berx were besde him now aswel. Hisoldest friendsin thislifetime.

"Thisisagreat battleweface," Erx said. "It hasto be fought, and it hasto be won for you to finish
why you were brought here, to thistime and place.”

"Which meansyou must keep fighting, Hawk," Berx said. "Aswewill... no matter what happens.”

"Good luck, Hawk," Caandrx told him. "It is our honor to have known you. And perhaps, on a
higher place, wewill al see each other again.”

Hunter could barely speek. "Thisis sounding alittle too much like alast good-bye," hetold them.

A tremendous explosion overhead shook everything around them. Hunter's flight screen began going
nuts again. He had to push afew pandsto get it back under control.

When he looked up again, the six were al floating around hisjet. They waved—sadly—and then shot
straight up into the sky. He tried to see where they were going, but they were gonein aflash.

They had disappeared before he could ask them why Zarex wasn't there.

Hunter finaly got his craft to take off and was soon zooming up through the thin atmosphere of
Doomsday 212.

The fighting around the evacuation Site below was il rag-ing out of control. Ships carrying refugees
off the planet were struggling to get up to orbit, having to run agauntlet of blaster fire coming from what
seemed to be swarms of REF warships aswell as huge weapons the red-uniformed soldiers had set up
on the ground.

But the Situation here was no worse than the six other evac-uation sites Hunter discovered had been
set up around the burning planet. Thanksto the intercesson of Tomm, Caandrx, and the others, and their
use of the mythica robots of Myx astheir infantry, thousands of innocents were being rescued.

The sudden gppearance of the Third Empire ships could only help. Even now, as Hunter attained low
orbit over the embattled planet, he could see the bright gold Sky Chiefs rush-ing to trouble spots around
the planet, to assist in repdling the rampaging REF ships, dl of which seemed intent on shooting down
every rescue ship and killing every last innocent soul possible.

And again, thisis exactly what the Ancient Astronaut said they would do: put many helpless soulsin
harm'sway and give their rescuers the option of saving them or allowing the REF to attack the origina
UPF fleet when it crossed over.

But would their efforts carry the day here? How could they possibly do two things at once? With less
than an hour to go before the clock ticked down, Hunter gtill wasn't too sure, especidly with one
important question still unanswered: How many REF ships were there exactly?

This had been amystery since the renegade SG troops started their campaign of terror acrossthe
Gdaxy. Many of their ships had been spotted over Doomsday 212 before SF3 agent Gym Bonz was
murdered. Up to five had been seen during the attack on the agri-planet of Kans One over on the Eight
Arm just afew days before. Another half dozen were seen in the area of the hospital destruction in the
Three Arm. At least five were thought to be involved in the massacre of the SF Y outh convoy.

There had been thirty-six shipsin the origina REF, before the special opsfleet found itsway to Hell
and back. Hunter's concern now wasthat not al of them had been in on the galactic terror campaign, that
somewere still on the other Sde, waiting for that moment when the other UPF shipswould cross over
and fly right into the wegpons sights of the red-suited devils.

But again, how many REF shipswere we talking about?



With just fifty-five minutes to go the UPF fleet was due to cross over, Hunter felt he had to find out.
He booted up to full power and did one circuit around the planet.

He keyed his scannersto look only for the eusive REF ships. The numbers on hisviz screen started
whizzing by. But to his dismay, they wouldn't stay congtant. They kept chang-ing. One moment, his
readout said there were fifteen REF shipsin theimmediate area of Doomsday 212. Then suddenly that
number dropped to twelve, then to nine. Then it zoomed back up to fifteen, then seventeen.

This made no sense, of course, but it dmost seemed asif the huge ships had the ability to appear and
then disappear off hisscreen at will. If they would only stand and fight, he and the Star Legion could give
them a tiff battle. But just asthey'd been doing since appearing on the scene, the REF was being very
sneaky. They were dmogt refusing to duke it out, head to head, toeto toe. It wasjust another part of
thelr ingdious srategy.

Hunter had to do some math then. There were thirty-six shipsin the original REF. Two were shot
down, right here, on thiswoeful planet, in the opening moments of the war between the SF and the SG.
At least four had been shot down and destroyed in the opening stages of this current battle. That left

thirty.
The highest reading Hunter got on the REF number was seventeen. Did that mean thirteen others
were gill waiting on their Sde of the crossover point? Still lurking in Hell?

Therewas no way of knowing. And without an accurate reading of how many shipsthey were dedling
with, it would be dmost impossible to defend the area around Zero Point when the heavenly fleet crossed
over.

Not good, he thought. Knowing the strength of your enemy was rule number onein any battle.
He checked histimepiece.
Thetime of crossover was now lessthan fifty minutes away.

Hunter climbed to midorhbit, still looking for REF Starcrash-ers. With so little time lft, thiswasthe
only thing he could think to do: find as many of the enemy ships as possble, and shoot them down.

Hefound one lurking over an evacuation Ste close to the planet's equator. He didn't hesitate. Coming
out of theweak sun, he sent a stream of Z beamsright into its control bubble. The devils within never
knew what hit them. The huge ship turned over and began going down on its back.

Hunter followed it al the way to the ground, firing blast after blast into its midsection, and the vital
compartmentsin its enormous caboose. It exploded just afew hundred feet above the surface, breaking
up inanincredible bal of fireand light that quickly transformed into a horrific-looking mush-room cloud.
It actually made Hunter nauseousto look at it; he'd seen such athing only afew times before and redlly
never wanted to see one again. But because this had been his hand-iwork, he was compelled to watch.
The mushroom cloud at-tained an dtitude of about two miles, when it started falling back on itsdlf, finaly
shrinking into asdf-made singularity, which exploded again, on cue, taking three-quarters of the massive
ship'swreckage along with it. And damming the rest to the ground. But incredibly, among those pieces of
flaming debris | eft behind Hunter could seetiny black figures moving amid the smoke and flames. How
could anyone—or anything— survive acrash like that?

He didn't know. But very quickly, he was down on the deck, his Sx-gun Z-beam package firing at full
power, strafing the shadowy images as they staggered about the smoldering, wreck. He hit targets, he
could tell by theflare of green flame on the ground whenever his blasters found something with apulse,
but even though he made more than a dozen strafing runs, there was no way he was sure that he had
eiminated every living devil ingdethekill zone.

He checked histimepiece. Five minutes gone. Less than forty-five minutes to go. He couldn't waste



any moretime.
He and his machine would be of more use e sewhere.
He screamed back up to orbit.

Approaching the planet's southern pole, his comm set sud-denly exploded with excited chatter. He
could tell by the pitch that the noise was coming from one of the Sky Chiefs.

Heturned over, amazed that even large portions of the planet's subarctic region below him seemed to
be engulfed in flames. He hit the power bar and told hisflight computer to get him to where theradio
buzz was coming from.

He soon came upon an astonishing sight. It was happening about 120 miles directly above Doomsday
212's south pole. One of the Sky Chiefs had cornered an REF Starcrasher com-ing off the planet before
it could kick into Supertime.

Thetwo shipswereriding Sde by sde, not more than amile separating them, firing massive fusiliades
at each other. Thiswas crazy. Starcrashers were designed to fight at very long distances in space, not this
closein. The Sky Chiefs, grand and flowing, and about haf the size, had been origindly built to do the
samething. For both shipsto use their incred-ibly powerful weapons at such short range was amost
incom-prehensible.

But something else was going on here. In the chaos of the battle, hundreds of beams were being shot
out of both ships, but they were not of the sametype. The REF ship wasfiring X beams—green and
deadly. The Sky Chief was firing some-thing el se—thick and deep, deep blue. These two different
beams were meeting each other, perfectly, about hafway be-tween the Starcrasher and the Sky Chief. In
the collison that followed, space was being lit up with an incredibly bright light, like that athousand suns.

Counter power wasthe word that came to Hunter's mind, though it might have been whispered in his
ear by theinvisible voice that seemed to be following everywhere during thisin-credible adventure. In the
confusion of the moment, it was hard to tell. The Sky Chiefsdid not carry offensive weapons. They
couldn't; it was againg the very foundations of the Third Empire. But the Sky Chiefs did have the ability
to hit incoming beams with something strong enough to neutralize them. They were caled negetive-energy
weapons—avery Third Empire concept. When used properly, they were the perfect defense against just
about any other wegpon in the Galaxy.

But thiswas war, and the counterweapons could do more than just negate what was being thrown at
them. As Hunter streaked toward the scene, he saw something el se take place. It happened in lessthan
the blink of an eye, and he didn't know whether it was caused by an imbalance in the two com-peting
burgts of energy or an anomaly in the flight path of the Starcrasher. But when the REF ship let go with an
enormous fusillade, it was hit by the Sky Chief counterpunch and turned back on itsef. The REFsown X
beams crashed back on it like awave, smashing againgt its midsection and instantly splitting it in two. The
rear hdf of the Starcrasher made a vain attempt to accelerate, but it was much too late. The entire ship
disappeared in ahuge nuclear cloud, which went back down into itself amost instantaneoudly.

The big starship, in effect, had shot itsdlf down. Asawitnessto it, Hunter had to laugh grimly.
Heknew thefeding...
Forty minutes now to the crossover time.

Another burst of chatter from Hunter's comm set. Someone ese was in trouble. Thistime not near the
planet's surface or in orbit. Thistime there was trouble out among the planet'srings.

Thelast ring surrounding Doomsday 212 wasits largest. It orbited the disma planet some 40,000
miles out. Unlike theinner rings, which contained smdler pieces of space debristhat eventualy turned
into fire rocks, the fragments making up the outer ring were huge, some of them twenty to thirty miles



across. They weredl irregular in shape, and many of them tumbled endlessly. They madefor avery
dangerous piece of spaceto navigate.

They also provided the perfect place to hide awarship or two. Or even Six.

The pilots of those ships carrying refugees lucky enough to escape the horror of Doomsday 212 had
only onekind of flight plan in mind. They wanted to put as many light-years behind them as quickly as
possible. While many of the rescue ships were the same vessals that dropped the refugees onto the planet
inthefirst place, their commanders were intent on ddlivering their battered passengersto worlds farther
down the Arm, where they could at least be safe from the madness of the No-Fly Zone. How they would
eventudly return to their home worlds would have to be determined later.

Ten of these rescue ships had found each other rising up from the smoldering planet at about the same
time. Their holdsfilled with the confused, former REF prisoners, it took just afew bounces between the
string comms for the ship com-manders to agree to form up in acolumn and leave the areatogether.
They did this not so much for safety, but in case any ship suffered mechanicd failure, the others could
helpit out.

But what the ship commanders didn't count on was one distressing constant: evil did not ret. It
couldnt. It had to exploit itself anywhere and everywhereit could, at any op-portunity, whenever,
wherever it was found.

So while the battle back on Doomsday 212 was Hlill raging, its outcome till teetering and
undetermined, six ships belong-ing to the insdious REF had drawn away from the fray and had hidden
themsalves here, among the tumbling rocks, look-ing for unsuspecting vessal's, whose occupants believed
that they werefindly safe from harm.

The convoy's pilots successfully navigated the largest of the outer ring's fragment clouds and saw only
clear sailing ahead. But then their forward scannerslit up. Their comm sets erupted in static. That'swhen
the half-dozen REF ships suddenly swooped down on them and positioned themsalves directly over the
center of the convoy.

At firgt, the convoy's commanders thought their viz scanners were wrong. After escaping from hell,
how could they possibly run into this? But then their true visuals—their own eyes— confirmed the awful
truth. The REF Starcrashers had them trapped. There was no way they could outrun them, no way they
could fight back. They were doomed.

Or s0 it seemed.

From the point of view of those aboard the convoy, what happened next happened in lessthan asplit
second.

One moment two of the Starcrashers were just a mile above the lead ships, their weapons about to
fire, when suddenly there was a great rush of flame and light and then two huge explo-sions. Hunter's
machine went flashing by an ingant later. Two blasts from his Z-guns, and just like that, two REF ships
were reduced to subatomic dust.

But there were four left. And they quickly scattered.

Hunter keyed in on the nearest enemy ship. But again, he was faced with aHobson's choice. If he
took on thissingular ship, the remaining three REF vessalswould be freeto attack the defensdless
convoy. But if he protected the convoy, dl four ships might get away. Actudly, it wasno choiceat all.
Killing the REF was what he was doing out here. He bore down on the REF ship closest to him and
opened fire. Again, he hit the control bridge first and then went after the vulnerable under-belly. Hewas
moving much too fast for any of the REF'swegponsto hit him. That was the ironic thing. Once he had
them in hissights, he could dispatch the devilsin an instant. It was getting enough of them in his sightsthat
was the hard part.



This one went down under aten-second barrage of hisZ

guns. Explosion, nuclear cloud, violent singularity, and then acloud of subatomic dust. But in those
precious ten seconds, the convoy and its three remaining antagonists were nearly alight-year away.

It took just an eyeblink for Hunter to catch up with them, but that's when he came upon atruly
incredible sght on thislong day of incredible sights.

As he came up on the convoy again, the REF ships were repositioning themsalves for their one-sided
attack. Suddenly, twenty-four distinct Z-beam bolts went right by the convoy and impacted squarely on
thetrio of REF ships. Three more explosions, three inverted mushroom clouds, three singulari-ties. Three
more clouds of dust. The convoy just kept on going; they'd had enough of thissick game.

Aningant later, twenty-four streaks of light, traveling at incredible speed, went by Hunter like some
kind of titanic solar storm.

But then they dowed down, and Hunter met them seconds later. He clenched hisfist inasmall
triumph. Theforces of good needed dl the help they could get. And here was more help.

The second wave of United Planets ships, those "diens’ from outside the Gaaxy, given agreat push
by the Great Klaaz, had flown right by the Omega Force and had arrived to join the battle.

Hunter escorted the two dozen gleaming spaceshi ps down through the atmosphere of Doomsday 212

He spoke to the fleet's commanders on the way and tried his best to explain the confusing Situation
below. There were il hundreds of thousands of innocents on the planet unaware that they had a chance
to berescued. At the moment, their safety had to be atop priority. With this knowledge, the Home
Planets ships plunged right into the fray. They quickly added their substantia wegponry to protecting the
Sx evacuation zones, helping the Sky Chiefsward off the dippery REF ships, aswell as attacking those
REF troops on the ground trying to overrun the rescue Sites.

Once the blue and chrome ships were in position, Hunter began climbing back toward orbit. He
checked histimepiece. Thirty minutesto go.

Where was Zero Point?

It wasn't a coordinate exactly, so it couldn't be found on any star map. It had no aura. No identifying
nebulato mark itslocation. It was Smply a point, floating in space, with ab-solutely nothing specia
around it. The only reason the sad world of Doomsday 212 was even connected to it wasthat it
happened to be the closest planet of any size near the place.

But where was that place now?

The REF knew whereit was, of course; not only had they been using it regularly since the start of
their galactic wave of terror, they had had ahand in creating it a month before, dur-ing the battle that
never was. But Hunter and his friends were never too sure of itslocation. Why? Because everything in
gpace moved. The stars moved around the center of the Gal-axy. The Galaxy was speeding through
space. The question was, had the location of this porta moved aswell?

It was an important thing to know. If the UPF fleet's cross-over was to be successful, the anti-REF
forces would have to defend thisinvisible yet magica place. That meant that Hunter had to do some
detective work and find it.

Quickly..."

Oncein orbit, he activated hiswide-screen scanner again. It told him that at the moment there were
nine REF ships somewhere within alight-year of Doomsday 212. Of course, he blinked, and the number
bumped up to adozen, and then just as quickly, it fell back to nine.



That was the trouble with the wide-screen scan. It was good technology, but it was not perfect. While
it was able read awide areaand locate subatomic wakes, the telltale sign of Star-crashing space vessels,
tliese ships moved so fast, as soon as a blip was found, its owner could be alight-year or more away, in
any direction, thirty secondslater. In other words, the wide-screen scan couldn't tell you where an enemy
ship was exactly, only where it had been.

But Hunter believed the device could still help him deter-mine where Zero Point was.

He did asmaller scan and saw that two REF ships had been at alocation above the planet's north
polejust afew minutes before. Their wakes were somewhat stagnant, indicating they were lingering
there, possibly coming up with an attack strat-egy. Hunter plunged through the atmosphere once more,
lev-eling off 1,000 feet directly above the pole. He did another narrow scan and was just ableto pick up
two subatomic wakes heading in the direction of the origind evacuation site severa hundred miles away.
These were the same two REF ships he'd detected from orbit. He began following them.

One of the scanner's other talents wasiits ability to pick up sonic vibrations. Hunter pushed hisflight
panel to call up thisfunction, and seconds later he heard the noise. It was earsplit-ting, gut wrenching,
and herecognized it immediately. It was the racket made by a Starcrasher at crank, the speed a
prop-core ship could fly within the gravitationa pull of aplanet. It was quick but nowhere near Supertime
quick. And these two were making alot of noise, meaning they were going very, very dow.

Hunter caught up to the Starcrashers just asthey reached the edge of the origina evacuation Site.
They were flying just 500 feet off the ground and moving disturbingly dow, not even 100 miles per hour.
Hunter kept his coal, fighting off the temp-tation to put a couple Z-beam blastsinto them and be done
with it. At the moment, though, he was concerned about some-thing other than greasing two more flying
devils. Besdes, hewas hoping hisfriends on the ground were on their toes.

Thefirst Starcrasher went over the chaotic rescue site and opened up with afusiliade of X-beam fire
amed at the soldiers and robots defending the Site perimeter. A pang of horror caught in Hunter's throat.
Again, Starcrashers were designed to fight at very long distancesin space, thus their incredibly powerful
weapons. To fly so low over atarget and use those same weapons on ground targets, at such close
range, was dmost incomprehensible.

But then something el se happened. Not asplit second after the Starcrasher had started itsincredible
gunship run, astorm of blue beams rose to meet it. There was a series of huge explosions, and in the next
instant, the Starcrasher was gone.

But those on the ground benesth it were not immolated as they should have been.

Hunter breathed a sigh of relief. The Third Empire soldiers a the rescue Ste had set up a
negative-energy weapon and, like the battle he'd just witnessed in space, they had countered what would
have been adevastating pass by the first Star-crasher. By their actions, the Star L egionnaires had saved
of thousands of lives on the ground—at |east temporarily.

The second Starcrasher roared in, its weapons also blasting away. Again they were countered by the
negative-energy weapons on the ground. The second REF streaked off, as un-successful asits dastardly
comrade. But then the first Star-crasher showed up again, cranking in from another direction, its
wesponsin full roar. Thefirst attack had been afeint. But somehow the counterweapons crews on the
ground were able to whed around in time to meet this new fusillade head-on. Again, whether it was an
adjustment in power or avagary of the wind, the red Starcrasher's broadside was hit by the
coun-terpunch and turned back on itself, crashing into the nose of the attacking ship. The Starcrasher
made avain atempt to gain dtitude, but it wastoo late. It came down, hard and violently, five miles
away, disgppearing in ahuge nuclear cloud.

The remaining REF ship came back around but obvioudy, after seeing adl this, wanted no further part
of the attack. It turned first north, then west, avoiding the evacuation site a-together. Hunter twisted and



turned and in seconds was just ten miles behind it. Thiswas just what he wanted. He finaly pushed his
weapons pand and sent avery long stream of Z beamsright into the REF ship's aft section—just nicking
it, but on purpose.

Predictably, the REF ship went nose up and began climbing out of the atmosphere.
Hunter stayed right on itstail.

He followed the ship right up through orbit and beyond. The Starcrasher was damaged but not
terribly, which had been hisintention al aong. Where would a damaged REF ship go if not back toits
point of origin? He was hoping the wounded vessdl would lead him to the spot in space where Zero Point
exiged.

He'd expected to trail the ship for at least adozen light-years after leaving Doomsday 212, but then
came hisfirst sur-prise. The Starcrasher started dowing down not more than 10,000 miles out from the
planet. Sure enough, hiswide-screen scanner indicated alot of subatomic activity in this areaof space
just in the past hour. Some of these telltale wakes even stopped right in midspace, and now the damaged
Starcrasher was moving forward but at acrawl.

What more proof did he need?
He'd found Zero Point.

He checked histimepiece. It was now twenty-two minutes before the UPF crossover. He had to
make contact with dl hisaliesback on Doomsday 212. His guesswas that many REF shipswould start
congregating in thisarea very soon. He and his friends had to be ready to do battle with these ships and
defest them before the unsuspecting fleet from Heaven tried to break through. Many refugees had been
lifted off the planet below. Many more would eventually be rescued. But as hor-rible asit was,
Doomsday 212 was just asideshow now. The real battle would have to be fought here.

He closed in on the wounded REF ship. His plan wasto shoot it up beforeit was actually ableto
escape. That would bring the number of REF ships down to just two dozen or so, managesble as his
forces were now amost three timesthat number. He let go with aZ-beam barrage and...

Flash!

Suddenly Hunter was blinded. His craft was thrown back-ward at an incredible rate of speed,
spinning wildly out of control. He tried reaching out for his control pand, but the g-forces were too
intense. He couldn't move his hands. He couldn't move hisfeet. He could barely bresthe. He began
punching his sde panels, those controls closest to him. Aux-iliary levers, power boosters, inertia
dampeners—but nothing was responding. His craft sounded like it was about to come apart at the
Seams.

Somehow, he summoned up enough strength to lunge for the power bar. He found it and was just
barely ableto wrap two fingers around it. He was spinning even faster now and was close to blacking
out—for good. He pushed the acceler-ator forward and clamped his foot on the right rudder, an old
pilot'strick. He felt massive res stance, which meant he was nearing a point of gravity. Hewasfindly able
to jerk hishelmet's visor down, and dowly hisvision began to return. Thefirgt thing he saw wasthe
scarred hulk of Doomsday 212 rushing up to meet him.

Thiswas not good. He yanked back on his controller, boosted power even further, and dammed the
right rudder down. Three eternally long seconds later, he somehow recov-ered flight. His ship skipped
off the top of the planet's thin atmosphere and soared back into space. He caught his breath and checked
his position. The controls said held been thrown nearly 10,000 milesin amatter of seconds. That seemed
im-possible. With shaking hands, he turned back toward Zero Point.

He pushed his accelerator up to ultraoverdrive, but no sooner did the power kick in when...



Flash!

Ancther massve explosion sent his craft reding again. Thistime he began tumbling ass over end. With
his visor down, hed avoided the blindness from thefirst blast, but it aso a-lowed him to see every light
on his control pane blink off— and stay off. Extremely not good. He punched the flight board with his
fist, and everything suddenly blinked back on. He pulled back on his power and managed to stop
tumbling. Everything started working again asecond later.

He breathed a sigh of relief and checked his boards. This time he'd been bounced 5,000 miles
backward, again in amat-ter of seconds. Again, seemingly impossible. It was amogt asif something was
trying to keep him away from this piece of space—and maybe for good reason.

He turned back toward Zero Point once more, and that's when he saw the most disturbing sight of his
life. Thefabric of space and time wastearing itsdf in two, creating a huge, dmost bloody gash, exactly
where he had determined Zero Point to be. Though it was thousands of miles away, it seemed to be
happening not 500 feet off the nose of his craft. Within the schism he saw the deepest red fireimaginable.
Deeper than the color of blood. Thiswas agush of flames, dmost liquid fire, spewing out into space all
around it. It was disturbing beyond words. He could fed the heat on hisface. It ft asif it was burning
right through to his bones. Even worse, he could smdll it, impossible as mat might have been. It wasin his
oxygen system, in hishose, in hismask. The odor was sick-ening: dead flesh, vomit, putrid smoke, dl
mixed together. He suddenly felt like he was sucking al these thingsinto hislungs. He began choking,
losing his breath. Losing control of his spacecraft again.

He pulled back on his power, but his ship did not respond. He tried to will theillusion of suffocating
away, but he couldn't. He was heading right for the schism at very high speed; it was sucking himin. The
stench was becoming worse. He nearly ripped the mask from hisface—sheer foolishness. But it felt asif
Evil itsdlf was entering his body through hislungs.

He closed his eyes, gripped the flight controller, and tried to go first I€ft, then right. But again, the
controls would not respond. He started to breathe deeply. Fight it. It wastoo pain-ful. Don't be fooled
by it. Severd long seconds went by. He pushed the controls again, but once more, nothing happened.
Fight it. But how? Then it hit him. He thought of Paradise. He thought of the rivers and the lakes and the
City of Smiles. He thought of the stars, and the beach, and the clear blue sky. He thought of Xara. It
seemed to work. He pushed all theimages of what he had just seen out of his head, and he began
breathing again, deeply. The stink faded away. His heart set-tled down. His stomach stopped turning. He
pushed his con-trols to starboard, and thistime they went the way he wanted to go.

Then hetook another deep breath and opened his eyes... but only to see something even more
horrifying than before.

A deluge of warshipswas pouring out of the schism. Red Starcrashers bearing the unmistakable
markings of the REF. Two of them, three, four, six, ten! Traveling incredibly fast. But behind them came
astream of other vessals. Huge blun-derbuss ships, as large as Starcrashers but bulbous, bullet-shaped,
with ablunt nose and ridiculoudy smdll finsin the back. And each one had an impaossibly huge blaster on
its back, running the length of the ship and attached by a series of concentric atomic rings. Like the REF
vessals, these ships, too, were the color of blood.

Hunter couldn't believe it. HeE'd seen these types of starships before! A long time ago, when hetook a
mind ring trip that put him back when the evil Second Empire wasin power, these monsters were the
ships of theline. Crude and gigantic. And now they were spewing out of the huge tear, surrounded by
flamesthat turned Hunter's somach to salt just looking at them.

What was going on here? These ships were more than 4,000 years old. Were they missing ships?
Shipslost over the ages? Ships destroyed while doing battle with nefarious reasons in mind? Or had they
amply fdlen into the same hellish pit the REF had—severd millenniaago?-



Or wasthisdl just asick, distorted dream?

Whatever the case, Hunter hastily put out an SOSto Dooms-day 212 below. Three dozen ships
came off the planet, rushing to answer hiscall. They were beside himin an ingtant, dmost too quickly,
just impossibly fast. He didn't have to deliver the bad news to them; they could seeit for themselves. No
longer did they have just a couple dozen enemy shipsto dea with. Now there were hundreds.

And those shipswere dill streaming out of the schism non-stop. In away, they didn't look redl. There
were SO many of them, it dmost seemed like Hunter was looking at a viz-image loop playing over and
over again. But once more, the words of the Ancient Astronaut came back to him. The bad side was
trying to overwhelm them with madness—and at the moment, doing avery good job of it.

For one very revealing moment, Hunter wished, truly and deeply wished, that he had gone through
that screen door of the house back on Far Planet. That he made his presence known to Dominique and
that he could have washed his hands of dl of this. It would have been the cop-out of the ages, and so
much of what he wanted would have been lost. But still he was only one person, only one soul. There
was only so much he could do. Sure, sometimes life forces you to be ahero. But that didn't mean you
had tolikeit.

The moment of uncertainty passed as quickly asit came. There were other voices urging him on here;
they had been since thiswhole crazy adventure started. In fact, there were so many of them now, he
couldn't begin to separate one from the other. If he was back where he bel onged—»back in that world the
man with the hole in his basement gave him the opportu-nity to return to—they would have surely put him
in the booby hatch. That's how many voices he was hearing in his head these days.

So there was no sensein fighting it. Too many spirits were counting on him, both here and in other
places. He had to do the right thing, whether he wanted to or not.

Or dietrying.
And even that prospect wasn't so bad.

Thefirgt problem, though, was stopping the flow of ships coming from the schism. How does one go
about binding atear in the fabric of space/time? Did anyone know? The Cre-ator included?

Asthis uncertain notion was going through his head, Hun-ter's comm set exploded in agreat burst of
datic. Suddenly he was hearing not just one voice, but many. Real voices. Some weretaking rapidly,
some were screaming. Some were even laughing. Then through this storm of voices, he clearly heard
someone shout, " Dear God—I ook at that!"

Instinct turned Hunter away from the schism to a point in space that was amost devoid of sars.
That'swhen he saw it. It was ahuge starship. It was traveling very fast and heading right for the opening.

It was a Starcrasher—there was no doubt about mat. What's more, Hunter's scans told him that the
ship's prop core was overheating manually and was about to blow. In other words, the ship was going to
explode on purpose. What was happen-ing here? Was the person driving the Starcrasher going to blow
it up at the entrance to Hell? Was this an attempt to seal the schism with a prop-core implosion? What
madman would do such athing?

Hunter got hisanswer amoment later. His scanstold the tale: The Starcrasher was an M-class, the
biggest ever made. But unlike dl other Starcrashers, this one was pure white, and was al smooth edges,
and was more swept back than any other. By these things alone Hunter recognized it. Therewas only
onelikeit in existence.

It was the ShadoVox.
And Joxx was at the controls.

How thefalen SG prince knew what was going on out here, Hunter would probably never know. He



started to ydl into his comm set; maybe there was a better way to do this. But it wastoo late.

The grand ship went right by him, its outer skin aready turned deep blue, the sure sign that the prop
core was going to blow. Joxx turned the ship just dightly, twisting through the stream of ships escaping
the schism. A few tried to stop him by firing a him. A few even attempted to ram him. But Joxx got by
themal.

He hit the schism at full Supertime speed but with aprop core that was 1/1000 of a second away
from destabilization. The outcome was nothing less than apocayptic. The ship blew up, or rather it
disappeared into an enormous explosion an indant later. And an ingtant after that, the explosion turned in
onitsdf. And with another blinding flash, the schism seded up, and everything around it was gone. Just
likethat.

Then came adreadful slence.

It was asif everything just stopped. The stars. The planets. Hiscomm st. Lifeitself. A collective
gtate of shock, silently exploded and moved like anova, rushing by everybody and everything. Joxx was
gone, and so was the entrance to Hell. At least temporarily.

Somehow Hunter thought to check his timepiece.
Nine minutesto go.

Then, just as suddenly, everything started moving again. Thelight returned. Shipswere moving again.
Space was mov-ing again.

The shock of what had just happened wore off, too. It was clear that by his action, Joxx has ssemmed
thetide, but there were so many devil ships now, even the combined force of Hunter, the Home Planets
ships, the arms dedlers gunships, and the Sky Chiefs couldn't possibly engage them dl. There were just
too many of them. And now there was just eight minutesto go.

But then, instead of lining up to do battle with the friendly forces, the greet swarm of huge ships
suddenly accelerated and began zooming off in al directions.

Hunter fdlt like someone had punched him in the ssomach. This couldn't be hgppening. Those ships
had to befilled with the inhabitants of the underworld, agreat swarm that was now roaring off in every
possible direction. Off to infect the entire Galaxy!

He just couldn't |et that happen.

Hunter didn't even think about it. He began shouting ordersinto his comm set, and the crews of the
friendly ships started reacting immediately. The combined fleet dispersed in seconds and took off, chasing
the huge shipsthat had just escaped from Hell.

Hunter took off after the largest group of huge blunderbuss ships. There was three dozen of them, and
they'd turned as one away from Zero Point and appeared to be heading down the Two Arm—and
maybe toward Earth itself.

As he booted up to full power, hiswide-screen scan began spitting out information on these strange
vessels. They were capable of carrying more than 20,000 passengers, but at the moment the scan could
not confirm that anyone human was aboard. In fact he could not detect any life sgnson board at al. Do
devils have a pulse? Hunter thought as he sped after them. Did heredly want to know?

The scanswere aso telling him that despite what was inside, the wegpons carried on the backs of
these giantswere very redl. They were a huge verson of an X-beam blaster gun, acombat weapon il
used by some Fringe armies. A single bolt from one of these giants could destroy a good-size asteroid or
even asmall moon. A dozen direct hits could vaporize an entire planet.

But most disturbing of all, the scanner told him that these ships were powered by prop cores. This



made no sense. Asfar as anyone knew, prop-core propulsion didn't come aong until the beginning of the
Fourth Empire. These ships were designed thousands of years before that. Was there a spaceship factory
inHdI?

It was weird because as soon as Hunter received this star-tling information, the thirty-six ships
suddenly accelerated up to dmaost Supertime speed. It was dmost asif histhoughts had caused them to
move even fagter.

Hunter pushed his acceleration bar ahead, too. The chase was on.

It took only afew secondsfor him to catch up with the three dozen ships. Their tight formation broke
up immediatdly, and two fired their huge blasters at him as he streaked by. A twin storm of green bolts
cameright at him. They were gi-gantic and momentarily filled hisentirefield of vison. Hunter pushed his
nose down and banked right, thus avoiding both titanic blagts. Still, they rocked his ship violently asthey
went by. Meanwhile, the huge fleet regrouped and just kept plowing forward.

Hunter pulled ahead, looped over, and came back at them head-on. He had to find aweak spot in
these giants, and he had to do it quickly. He pushed his weapons power switch forward and ordered a
blast at full power. Six stresks of Z beams exploded from his nose. He directed them at the ship inthe
vanguard of the fleet, aiming the barrage at its huge control bubble up front. The ship fired agigantic blast
at him; it went by him in ahuge flash. At the same moment, his Z beamstore into the ship'sbridge.
Secondary explosions ap-peared an instant | ater, and then amassive blast went al the way down toits
gtern. The ship blew gpart amoment later. Hunter had guessed right. The ship's power magazine was
located right behind the bridge and just below the gun. He pushed his ship into ultraoverdrive. Now he
knew how to de-stroy these behemoths.

Suddenly hewasflying so fast, hewasleaving atrail of red, white, and blue particlesin hiswake. He
was spinning, twisting, looping, diving, climbing, and firing dl a once. His hands and feet were moving
likelightning. Right hand on the throttle, left hand on the joystick, he was lining up targets two or three
ships ahead of the ones he was attacking. The storm of gigantic green destructo-beams were going past
him in onelong blur. Hewas avoiding dl of them, but some residue bolts were exploding dangeroudy
closeto him. No matter. One well-placed blast, and he'd be washing up on the beach back in Heaven
again. Or so he hoped.

He plunged on, defying every hurdle, avoiding every X-beam blast headed hisway. With every ship
blown up, he felt two sensationsingde: S multaneous exhilaration with another victory accompanied by a
dight pang of guilt that he might be killing up to 20,000 souls a pop. But were they souls xedly? Were
they really human beings—just ones that had somehow come back from Hell”? He'd seen what happened
to hisfriends when they crossed over from Heaven. They'd become what, through the ages, people had
cdled angds. Didn't it make sense then that any people occupying these shipswould then be devils?

No matter. He sure wasn't going to stop one and find out

It went on like thisfor what seemed like forever. Hunter kept weaving hisway through the loose
formation and kept destroying targets. They weren't avoiding him exactly, but at timesit seemed likethe
number of enemy ships was endless. Hed grease one, and it was asif two would take its place. Hed
splash another one, and two more would pop up behind it. It was madness! And held become part of it.
But he had to keep going. He couldn't let any of them get by him. He kept firing and firing and firing.

But then, suddenly, he just stopped.

Heliterally put on the brakes and stopped his ship in mid-space—and thought amoment. Something
was wrong here. Thiswas almost too easy. The words of the Ancient Astronaut came back to him. The
devilswill use everything to get what they want: deception, distraction, deceit.

They will try to make the heroes fool themselves.



Hunter checked histimepiece.
Damn; the countdown had less than thirty secondsto go!

And that'swhen it hit him. These ships probably weren't carrying anybody. They were abletofire.
They were able to present themsalves astargets. But they were adistraction.

And it had almost worked. The heroes had dmost fooled themsdves.

But not Hunter. He turned his ship 180 degrees and venge-fully hit his power bar again. An instant
later, he was screaming back to Zero Point.

There were twenty-four REF shipswaiting there.

Some had flown through the schism just before it had closed; the rest had come up from Doomsday
212. All of them had their weapons systems cranked up to full power. All of them had their crews at
battle sations. With the ships of the good forces off chasing the empty decoys from Hell, the REF ships
were ableto dign themsdvesin four attack formations of six ships each. Their noseswere pointing to a
piece of space not far from where their portal to Hell had been sealed. This was the exact spot where the
UPF fleet had disappeared just alittle over amonth ago.

Thiswas where that same fleet was due to emerge.
The REF ships never saw Hunter coming.

Too intent on ambushing the UPF ships once they crossed over, their crews were distracted. They
weren't paying atten-tion to anything but the matter a hand. The gold F-Machine came upon them so
suddenly, they didn't even move. One ship went up, hit by amassive Z-beam barrage on its control
bub-ble. Another went up, hit by a murderous fusiliade onits prop core. A third exploded, its aft section
blown away from the rest of its gigantic body.

In five seconds, three ships were destroyed.
Trouble was, there were only twenty secondsto go.

Hunter twisted over and lined up another huge Red Ship. Another barrage from his Z beams; the ship
was ingtantly aflaming hulk. He turned over again. The REF crewswere re-luctant to change their
positions; they wanted to stay ready to pounce on the UPF ships as soon as they appeared. This made it
easer for Hunter to pick them off. But it was more amatter of time now than numbers. He put the next
shipin hissights and pushed hisweapons bar. It went up in aflash.

Fifteen seconds to go—till nineteen REF shipslying in wait.

Hunter screamed through them again. Some werefiring at him now, but he easily twisted through the
scattered X beams.

He went after the ship closest to where the UPF would pop out. He drilled it stern to stern with hisZ
guns. It split right down the middle and exploded.

Twelvesecondstogo

It was like target practice now, but Hunter could not stop time—at least not in this circumstance. It
took him severd precious seconds to nail aship, and those seconds were run-ning out. He couldn't
possibly get them dl.

Ten secondsto go. ..

He hit two shipsat once, leaving his Z-beam guns engaged and dicing through apair of monstersthat
had chosen to ride too close to one another.

Seven secondsto go...



Another quick blast, and Hunter took out what |ooked to be the REF command ship.
Five seconds...

Hunter hit hiswide scan. There were il fifteen REF shipsin wait.

Three seconds...

He'd done dl he could.

Two seconds....

Ore...

Nothing happened.

There was no bright flash. There was no huge explosion.

No glorious parting of space and time. No tear at all.

The time had come and gone, and absolutely nothing at al had happened at Zero Point.
Thirty secondswent by.

Hunter wasloitering just afew hundred miles away, watch-ing it al on hiswide-screen scan. A full
minute passed. Still nothing. The REF ships sayed frozen in place, waiting for something, anything.

But nothing happened.

Hunter couldn't believeit. He checked histimepiece. Had it been set wrong? Obvioudy not, because
the REF had lined up at the spot at the same time he determined the fleet would break through. Had
Joxx's brave action sedled the porta from Heaven aswell? Hunter's gut told him no. But now nearly
three minutes had passed, and till there was no sign of the UPF ships.

Something must have gone wrong, he thought.
There was no other explanation.

Thiseventudly dawned on the REF ships, too. Stunned into inaction for afew moments, they were
beginning to stir again.
Had he thought longer about it, Hunter knew he could have predicted their actions. But now he

watched in horror asthey formed up into asingle attack line, turned around, and headed right back down
toward Doomsday 212.

Dam!

It was the other side of the coin again. The planet lay prac-ticaly unprotected now, and these fifteen
shipswere loaded with wegponry. By using either orbital bombardment or firing their wegpons down on
the surface a full crank, they could complete the massacre of the millions of innocents fill on the planet,
aong with the soldiers on the ground who were trying to help them.

Hunter desperately tore after them again. But they were no longer sitting till for him. He was moving
fast, but they began moving fast, too. And even he couldn't shoot down fifteen Starcrashers at once. It
became a numbers game again. While he was greasing haf of them, the other half would be able to
vaporize the planet in seconds, especialy now that they no longer had any use for the people below as
hostages. Hell, two Starcrashers could kill everyone on that planet in amatter of minutes. Or even just
one, if it was|eft donelong enough.

Hunter was furious. At himsdf. At the Stuation. At the cos-mos. It seemed no matter what he did, he
just wasn't going to win thisfight. Hed come back from Paradise, he'd traveled across the Galaxy. Hed
been tempted with promisesto return to the best parts of hislife... and for what? An outcome like this?

Maybe thiswas how it was supposed to happen, he thought darkly. Maybe the bad sde was



supposed to win dl thetime. And maybe the rest of them had got it wrong along time ago.
But no sooner had the thought traveled through his head when something very sirange happened. ..

He wastrailing behind the mob of REF ships, trying to figure out how he could possibly ping them al
before they busted up the entire planet, when suddenly there was atre-mendous burst of light and
energy. It came from behind him, and he swore he could fed the light particles going right through him. It
was more intense than any prop-core explo-sion, more intense than when he saw the porta to Hell open
up. It was blinding, even though his eyes were turned away fromiit.

Though the Great Flash—as it would come to be known— lasted just abillionth of a second, at the
sametime, it seemed to last forever. In fact, it was one of those things that did not even happen within the
illuson of ordinary time. It had hap-pened on adifferent plane entirely.

At the same moment it hit, Hunter saw an REF ship directly in front of him fater and dide off to the
sde. It was asif its prop core had suddenly gone off-line. Y et he had not fired onit. It was going down
onitsown.

Thiswasn't so strange, he thought for an ingtant. After al, Starcrashers broke down, too. But then he
saw the REF ship right beside it dide away aswell. Itslights went out, its ex-haust nozzles went black.
Then the ship in front of these two shut down. Then the onein front of that. And the onein front of that...

Inthe next ingtant it became very clear: all the REF shipswere fatering. They weren't blowing up.
Their prop cores weren't going south and taking the entire ships with them. They were just running out of
power. And there was only one way that could happen. Somehow, the Big Generator had just shut
down.

And with no juice from the Big Generator, Hunter knew the REF ships could not fly. And that they
were defenseless,

But sowas he.
Thiswas getting serious now.

The mob of huge but powerless REF ships was fdling through the thin atmaosphere of Doomsday 212
, and Hunter wasfdling right behind them.

The surface was rushing up to meet him very quickly, and afew of thefifteen enormous Starcrashers
infront of him were beginning to tumble out of control. They al hit the top of the planet's atmosphere at
about the same time, causing a gigantic sonic boom. Seconds later, the bottom of his ship started to
smolder; he was beginning to bum up on reentry. With al his strength, Hunter yanked back on hisship's
controls and tried to flatten it out. But he was moving a dead stick.

He had only one option here.
He had to gect.

Below him, the REF ships were going down much quicker than he. Gravity and the movement of
mass had taken over. But then the ships began purging themselves of the tons of superhydraulics that
werethe lifeblood of any Starcrasher. In doing o, at just theright time, it dowed their descent just
enough that they were able to sabilize dightly before dam-ming into the surface below. So, instead of
crashing, they came down extremely hard but in one piece. And asluck would haveit, thefirst few to hit
landed very closeto along stream of refugees that were making their way toward one of the evacuation
stes. Even moreincredibly, Hunter could see REF soldiersjumping out of their wrecked shipsjust
seconds after they'd hit and starting to move toward the hel pless and terrified refugees.

Hunter couldn't believeit. It seemed that no matter what happened, the bad side aways came up with
the advantage. At that moment avery disturbing thought went through his mind. Why not plow right into
one of these ships? Aim his usaless craft at one of the REF vessels and at least go out in ablaze of glory



and take at least afew more of these bastards with him. If the bad sde wasfated towin dl thetime
any-way—despite everything he and his friends sought to do— what was the point of it al? There was
aways going to be evil, and he and his friends were fools to think—to actualy believel—that they could
ever changethat.

So why not auger in? Then he could close his eyes and see the light and fed the warmth, and wake up
on the beach again, and find Xarawaiting for him.

He pondered dl thisfor severa long, painful seconds.
Then hethought, Too dramatic.
He yanked the gection handle an ingtant later.

The canopy blew away in pieces; it shattered as opposed to coming off whole. Hunter was suddenly
going facedown in aroaring wind. His airgpeed had to be three hundred knots or more, especidly inthis
thin upper atmosphere. His seat blew out next. He fdlt like someone had hit him in the asswith ahammer.
The violence associated with gecting was incredible. He was tumbling now, just him, no warm ship to
wrap around him anymore. Free-faling through the puny atmosphere of thislong-lost, depleted planet.
What a strange place to be!

He heard aruffling sound and then was jerked in amotion amost as violent as the g ection. Suddenly
it seemed like he was flying in the opposite direction. He looked up and saw his chute sarting to
blossom. But again, this atmosphere was so weak he wondered if there was really enough air, way up
here, to fill the chute completely. If not, he might have that gloriouslast crash yet. But eventually the chute
did billow out—and just like that, he was floating again.

Helooked down now and saw hisaircraft spiraling away from him. His eyes watered up. It was asiif
someone had reached into his chest and tore his heart out. His machine had been with him avery long
time. He had traveled billions of milesin it, across thousands of years. To part with it on this craphole of a
planet was especidly painful. He soon lost sight of it in acloud of smoke coining up from below. He
never heard the impact, never saw the flash.

And that was good. Maybe the only good thing that would happen to him this very long day.

He started faling very dowly now, and thingstook on asort of dreamy quaity—but not in agood
way. He could see the refugees below him scatter as the REF ships banged in, all fifteen of them, onthe
samevad plain, avery unglamorousarriva.

The REF soldierswere flowing out of al the crumpled ships now. Even from this height, he could tell
that the blood-suited soldiers would be especidly rabid in what they were about to do. Asfar as Hunter
could tell, these were the last of the SG's renegade specia ops ouitfit, and yet he could amost predict
their dark future. He had no doubts that they would get off this planet somehow, after their bloodlust was
findly sated. Then they would get more ships and go to other places and continue to spread their brand
of evil throughout the Galaxy. They would win... and keep winning, because that's just the way it was.

Hed given up trying to believe anything e se.

But just then, there was another tremendous explosion high above him. He looked up and nearly
relieved himsdlf, so aston-ishing was the Sght he saw. Right over hishead, the Sky wasliteraly opening
up. Not in spewing firethistime but with an onrush of glorioudy white clouds. Behind them was an
in-credibly bright light. Impossibly bright. Yet it did not hurt hiseyes.

Hunter blinked once, twice. But ill the vison wasthere. It ssemed red yet o unred at the same
time

Coming through this hole in the sky now he saw eeven stresks of light. Behind them the most brilliant
sun was shin-ing. And that's when he redlized what was happening here. He waslooking at Paradise. He



knew that sky, that sun, so well. And when the eleven streaks of light suddenly turned solid, he nearly
wet himsdlf again. It wasthe UPF fleet.

They werefindly crossng over!
The REF soldiersbelow saw all this, too... and that'swhen things got alittle weird.

Hunter thought that maybe held hit his head somewhere during the gection, because suddenly the
horde of REF sol-diers on the ground started flying up to meet the UPF ships. Flying... withwings.
Then helooked up and saw UPF sol-diers pouring out of the ships, which were right above him now.
They, too, had wings and were flying down from space to meet the ascending devils.

Then he put hiseyesleve again and knew what was hap-pening. The great battle everyone was
expecting was indeed going to take place. Not at Zero Point but here in the skies above Doomsday 212.

And hewas going to beright in the middle of it.

Thefirst wave of devilswent zooming by him amoment later. An instant after that, Hunter was
surrounded by men in white uniforms. These were UPF soldiers; there was no doubt about that. But just
as Tomm and Calandrx and the others had been transformed by their crossover, o, too, had these men.

They wereflying without the aid of propulsion units, and they were armed with little more than huge
swords.

The two sdes met head-on, and the battle wasjoined all around him. It was asif he wasn't redly
there. Thefighting wasingtantly fierce, hand-to-hand, and brutal. He got to see some of the REF soldiers
up close, and as angdlic as the UPF soldiers had become, the REF soldiers had become just as ugly and
disgusting. Severd flew very closeto him, their faces hid-eoudy distorted, their eyesred and filled with
rage and hate. Their hands seemed deformed, too, asif it was impossible now for them to hold any kind
of wegpon save ahuge sword.

All of these beings were moving incredibly fas—seeing him but avoiding him at the sametime.
Meanwhile, he was twisting and turning in the chute, the cords were becoming tangled in the great
whirlwind hed found himsdf in. Greet flashes of light were going off dl around him, burning hisaready
singed eyeballs. The flashes seemed both real and un-redl, and it was only as he was passing out of the
thick of the battle did he realize that each flash was created when one of the combatants was dispatched.
A sword to the heart caused a silent, bright flare—and then there was nothing. No remains. No dust.
Nothing.

There would be no bodies | eft after this battle.

Hunter findly hit the ground—hard. His arriva scattered agroup of refugeeswho'd been watching the
battle above, too astounded to move. They took onelook at him, though, and their mass paralysiswas
cured. All of them ran asfast asthey could to get away from him.

He'd come down on top of a plateau of sorts, and it was windy up here. His chute dragged him for
hundreds of feet, banging him up againgt many of the rocks strewn about the forbidding terrain. Hefindly
released the straps, and the chute blew away. He fell backward, absolutely stunned, and watched in awe
asthe strange combat went on above him unabated. The white-suited soldiers continued to battle fiercely
with the devils. He thought he could even see faces of people he rec-ognized. Some of the combat was
happening no more than 100 feet above him, or so it seemed.

He straggled to get to hisfeet. But then came another bright flash. It was so strong that it picked him
up likeadoll and blew him backward. He went flying over the edge of the pla-teau and fell for what
seemed like amile or two to the hard plain below. He hit with agreat thud. Had he not been wearing his
helmet, he would have surdly cracked his skull open. Asit was, he had ahuge wdlt right in the middle of
hisforehead.



Herolled over and wasflat out on hisback again.
Dizzy.

Dazed.

Maybe even seeing things.

The ethered fighting went on. Hunter saw it all—or at least he thought he did. At one point it seemed
to betaking placejust afew dozen feet above him. At other times, the combat-ants were battling each
other in outer space. But for some reason, he could see that close up, too.

Then, for alittle while, it seemed that he, too, was an angel and that he wasin the middle of the great
battle. That hisfriends Tomm, Cdandrx, Erx, Berx, Klaaz, and Gordon wereright beside him, and
together they were battling furioudy. Hunter and the others were fighting with huge swords, Tomm with
his famous blackjack. And asthey were daying the REF soldiers, who redlly did look like devils now,
Tomm and the othersweretdling him al kinds of things—infusing his brain with centuries worth of
knowledge. They findly told him how Zarex had died at the hands of the REF, and how by doing so,
he'd redly saved them dl, but this Hunter did not under-stand, at least not yet. They told him how many
people that day had smply done the right thing, and how that would help in the eventua victory. They
even told him names of some of these people: SF officers, the anonymous arms dedlers, even the guy
Hunter had buried near thefirst evacuation site. Many heroes were made this day.

Then somehow they returned him to the ground and said their good-byes—find onesthistime. And
he watched the last of the greet battle, the sky filled with flashes, asthe devilswere finaly vanquished
with the angels, triumphant, disap-pearing right along with them. And he knew, in that moment, that he
would never see hisfriends again. That Tomm, and Cdandrx, and Gordon, and Klaaz, and histwo oldest
friends,

Erx and Berx, were really gonethistime. That their spirits had moved on forever.

And then there was one last greet flash, and the sky above him was empty again. He lay therefor a
very long time, unableto move. Not because of hisinjuries, which were many but small. But smply
because he was exhausted. He hadn't dept in weeks—or wasit years? He didn't know. So he closed his
eyes and garted to drift. And of dl the thingsthat floated through his mind, it was the visons of men with
wings that lingered the longest. From that, the strangest but strongest memory of his previouslife came
back to him.

Men... withwings.

He used to be something like them. Not exactly, but close.

He used to be... The Wingman.

And remembering that, he smiled, for thefirst timein along time.
Then hefinaly went to deep.

It wasn't until much later the next day that Hunter woke up.

But where was he? Held falen adeep on hard, rocky ground, but now hewas lying on agrassy plain.
Beside him was a stream, running quick with cold, fresh water. It was the sound of thiswater that
eventually caused him to stir. He opened battered eyes to see not just miles of grass everywhere, but
mountains and trees and |lakes. For one very long moment he was convinced that he had died and gone
to Heaven— again.

But then helooked up and knew, sadly, that thiswas not the case. High above, he could see the huge
planetary rings, which he recognized, and that's when he knew he was still on Doomsday 212.

Y et the planet had changed radicdly in just ashort time. How?



Helooked off in the distance and saw six enormous Sky Chiefs moving dowly just above the
landscape, beams of golden light shining down from their nose cones.

Then one word cameto mind: Puffing.
The Sky Chiefswere puffing the planet.
No surprise, the Third Empire held the secrets of the An-cient Engineers, too.

He got to hisfeet and tried to remember what had happened. The origina UPF shipsfinally did cross
over, of that much hewas certain. Their appearance had been delayed, though, a-most asif on
purpose—but that had been agood thing. If they had crossed over at the expected time, the REF would
have blasted them to nothingness. By appearing when they did, they'd saved many lives and had won the
day.

How then did they know to delay the arrival?

Jugt asthe thought cameto him, an image was standing in front of him. Huge. Smiling. But
trangparent. There, but not redly there.

It was Zarex.

And at that moment, Hunter recalled what Tomm and the others had told him about Zarex's death.
Then, at least one part of what happened became clearer.

"You let themkill you..." Hunter said to him now, "so you could go back to Paradise and warn the
fledt."

Zarex just nodded. "1 knew our ships had to cross over,”" he said. "The Vanex Door was breaking
down, so it was essentid that they leave. But | aso knew the devilswould be waiting for them and that all
of you would betrying to prevent the ambush. So | had them delay exactly thirty-three minutes on the
other sde—and | guessthat equaled about three minutes and thirty-three seconds over here. | was
hoping it would be enough to catch the REF off guard. It was agamble. But some-how it worked."

Hunter was astonished by Zarex'stale. And aso by his ap-pearance. Spooky was the only word for
it.
Zarex tried to hand something to him. It was abright green gpple.

"Thisisfrom Xara," hesaid. "She's cried every day sinceyou l€ft. | didn't think tearsin Heaven were
possible But..."

Hunter reached out and tried to take the gpple—but couldn't. His hand went right through it. He and
Zarex were in the same place but not the same plane. Hetried again. At that moment he would have
given anything to have that apple, that gift from Xara But it was not to be. Hunter felt avery bad
sensation in his chest. He knew what this meant. Hislast connection to Paradise was broken.

" Xara does have something to be happy about, though,” Zarex reveded.
"How s0?" Hunter asked.

Zarex took out aviz-screen device and studied it for amo-ment. "'1'm not sure thiswill still work," he
sad. "But heregoes.”

He pushed the button, and a screen appeared out of no-where. Hunter's breath caught in his throat. It
was displaying ascene he was very familiar with. The beach with the diamond sands. The bright blue
skies. The cobalt sea.

And walking on the beach was his precious Xara.

Hunter felt like aknife had been plunged into his heart, apain of both sadness and guilt. Here she
was, this beautiful girl with whom held spent so much timein the Garden of Eden, in Heaven, and she



was so close—literally amissed heartbeat away—and yet, so very far away. He couldn't bear not being
with her.

But there was guilt, too, because just days before, back on Far Planet, he was ready to giveit al up,
his quest, hisflag, Xarahersdlf, for asmpler life forever with hisformer love, the equaly beautiful
Dominique.

"A pleasant problem to have," Zarex said with athin smile, knowing histhoughts. " Two beautiful
women living inyour heart.”

"Don't be so sure," Hunter said.

The viz image started moving, and Hunter saw that someone had materidized besde Xaraon the
beach. They were walking aong the sands together. Hunter took a closer look. Amaz-ing...

"The Empress?' he gasped. " She's dead?!
Zarex nodded solemnly. "Do you recall that Great Flash?"' he asked.
"When everything lost power?"

"Yes, temporarily,” Zarex replied. "That was the Empresss doing. Tomm and Cdandrx gave her the
ideato do theright thing, and she did it, and just in timefor our Sde. She was ableto disable the Big
Generator just long enough to give our shipstimeto cross over—and findly defeat the REF."

"And for thet they killed her?'

"It's not clear what happened,” Zarex said. "But she did lose her life, and now sheiswith her daughter
in Paradise. Can you imagine that? Another Specia who actudly made it over! They may havealifetime
to catch up on, but they'll have eternity todoiitin.”

Zarex collapsed the viz image, and the device itself faded away.
"But what about you?' Hunter asked Zarex. "What has hap-pened to you?"

"Thisisthe pricefor crossing over the second time," Zarex replied, hisvoice hdting. "Going back was
not a problem. But coming back again? Wdll, you're not an angel anymore. Y ou're not even asoul,
dther. You becomea...”

Hetried, but he just couldn't say the word.
So Hunter said it for him. "A ghogt?!
Zarex nodded somberly.

"Well figure out away to—" Hunter tarted to say, but Zarex just shook hishead. "There is no way,
Hawk," hesad. "Thisisjust how it isand how it will dwaysbe. I'll dwaysknow | did theright
thing—along with alot of other souls. | mean, our Sdewon; in the long run, this was avictory. And it will
save alot of peoplealot of grief. So, take my advice: start up your quest again. Now isthe time to make
the next move. The most righteous thing you can do isto get Earth back into the hands of its rightful
owners. I'm sorry none of uswill be therewith you to seeit in the end, but I'm sure you'll find othersto
help dong theway."

Hunter suddenly felt awash of sadness go right through him. It was beginning to sink in now. All of his
friends were gone.

"But you," hesaid to Zarex. "Where areyou, exactly?'

Theimage shrugged. " Caught somewhere in between," he said. "Life and deeth? Heaven and Hell?
Somewhereinthemiddle, | guess. It'sdl right, though. At least | have good company.”

At that moment, another image Sarted materidizing. Hunter felt the nasty bump on hisforehead. Was



there anyway hewasjust imagining al this?
Theimagefindly focused.
It was another ghost.

Hunter was shocked. He stared at the apparition for amo-ment. But then another piece of the puzzle
fit together.

"S0, it was you who was helping me dl dong,” he said to the second ghost. "Y ou let me out of Joxx's
jail cdl. You pulled me out of my crash on Far Planet. Y ou've been at my sidesince | crossed over.”

The second image nodded. It was Gym Bonz.

"l had to do my part, too," he said. "I couldn't let you guysdoit dl aone. But now..."
He, too, had trouble spesking.

So Zarex did it for him. "Now, he can't go back either,” he said. "Hiswife... hiskids..."

Hunter was crushed. These two had given up so much. And by trying to manipulate the cosmos,
they'd wound up costing themsalves an eternity in Paradise.

"Goddamn," Hunter cursed. "Wasit al worth it? Really? | mean, just look at how many people died
today—and every other day snce dl this craziness began.”

Zarex amiled again. Hisimage was fading. So was Bonz.

"But just think, Hawk," Zarex said. "If they did theright thing just onetimeintheir lives, they'll al wind
upin Happy Vadley. That'sdl it takes. And we al know that's a better place than this one.”

Hunter was il angry, though—and frustrated.

"But if that'strue, then what the hell isdl thisfor?' he asked, sweeping hisarms, indicating his Sde of
redity. "The pain, the struggle, the inhumanity? Why do we have to go through all this?"

Zarex just shrugged again. So did Bonz.

"That's the mystery of life, Hawk," Zarex said. "One of them, anyway. And it will &l become clearer
to you someday soon.”

Both Spirits smiled sadly.

"Good-bye Hawk," Zarex said. "Bewell, my brother..."
They both saluted him.

Then they dowly faded away.



