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The sudden and terrible sense of claustrophobia caused him to panic. Before his rational thoughts could engage, he’d armed his failsafe, ready to obliterate himself and everything around him for several kilometers.

In horror, he realized he’d not just armed the failsafe, but activated it. He could feel it click, click, click in his mind.

But there hadn’t been a detonation.

What did that mean then?

Was he already dead?

Was this an afterlife as religious people claimed existed?

While thinking about it, he discovered that he was hyperventilating. That would indicate he still lived within a physical body.

Some of the panic drained out of him because of the realization. However, a new problem—an outrage, really—began to take shape.

Why had his failsafe not engaged?

That was more than troubling. It indicated massive mental injury or—

The outrage turned to monstrous, seething wrath. Logically, someone had tampered with his mind and disarmed his firing mechanism. A horrible sense of violation filled him. They had touched him in his precious place.

Oh, how he would turn worlds upside down and make the violators pay.

Unfortunately, instead of remaining in the soothing cocoon of rage, a consuming emotion that engaged all his mental facilities, a grimmer reality impinged upon his consciousness.

He was trapped. At someone’s mercy. It would appear he was a victim and thus needed to practice a different art than obliterating vengeance.

No doubt, he needed to disarm his captor with meekness, to put the person or persons off their guard. Great cunning would be in order.

Mentally, he smiled. He was very cunning, deceptive and the most intelligent being in existence, which included fourteen different dimensions to date. However… if that was so—and it surely must be—why was he a prisoner?

Logically, his belief would appear to be… not false, but under attack, say.

At this point, a new sensation intruded upon his thinking.

He heard thuds, whining servos and what might possibly be fluids draining.

As he processed the implications, he began to shiver, realizing he was cold and thus physically uncomfortable. Wait, he was also naked. Oh, this was too much.

Then a horrible stench filled his nostrils. He tried to understand it until he realized he’d just voided his bowels.

A hideous sense of shame and new outrage filled him, one different from before. Whoever had done this to him was now demeaning him in a juvenile and primitive manner. They were saying, in essence, “You see, you are flesh and blood like any brutish animal. You think yourself so superior, with your fantastic mental and dimensional-shaping powers, that you have risen above us. Now, here, while you’re shitting yourself, you see how menial, trivial, and small you really are.”

Yes. His captors mocked him by allowing this. There was no doubt about that at all.

Instead of causing a yell of rebellious fury, this calmed him to an alarming degree as he engaged all his powers. They wanted to play him, did they? They thought to demean him with these paltry tricks and primitive assaults upon his dignity. Well, they were about to learn why one never insulted a Techno-mage, let alone touched his person, much less dared to violate his superior intellect.

With this calming came memories. He was Sol Tien Shen, Quality of Paragon. He had been investigating this dimension, intrigued by a Yon Soth Torus, a rare artifact in any reality. There had been others investigating it as well, from a basic-type liner spaceship. He had posed as an adventurer, spoken to these simpletons—

The memory of Lord Maddox the New Man bloomed into the first slot in his thoughts. The great betrayal had originated from that one. With help from strangely modified Spacer adepts, they had overcome his safeguards and put him in a state of unconsciousness.

A single tendril of telepathic sense now let him “see” the workers outside his stasis box as they revived him from cold storage. Spacer adepts with their uncanny, mechanical telepathy held his awakening powers at bay. Beyond them—

Lord Maddox watched the proceedings from a safe place. That one was tall, with muscles like steel cables. He had golden skin and raw arrogance that radiated from his mind.

What was this?

There was a metal band around Maddox’s head. It contained highly sophisticated technology—

It was of Techno-mage manufacture! The thief had been in his spatial-dimensional capsule. Maddox would seem to have ransacked the interior, which meant the New Man had overcome impossible locks.

In his safe space, Maddox cocked his head, and his eyes gleamed with seeming understanding.

With a possible trace of fear, Sol Tien Shen withdrew his tendril of telepathic thought. Lord Maddox was a raw brute with grandiose beliefs in his own self-sufficiency. He was also a dangerous predator with unique skills.

He tricked and trapped me, and he disarmed my failsafe, a hideous outrage. But it proves I must maneuver with extreme care.

Thus, Sol Tien Shen the Techno-mage, a Traveler from a different dimension, began to develop several layers of personality as a shield against the Spacer adepts. He would have to engage this Lord Maddox for reasons he did not yet understand. It surely involved something cunning and odd. Why otherwise would they have woken him unless Maddox wanted to use his powers and possibly the capsule?

That would indicate there was an opportunity here. Sol Tien Shen was sure of it. But this Lord Maddox would know that the Techno-mage would attempt subterfuge in order to escape. Thus, it would be a battle of wits.

Once more, Sol Tien Shen smiled within the fortress of his inner thoughts.

You poor bastard, you have no idea what’s coming for you.
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Lord Maddox, the New Man of the Dominion Dimension, the cognate of Captain Maddox of Star Watch, paced as he waited for news of the awakening.

He’d felt the Techno-mage a few moments ago, this Sol Tien Shen, Quality of Paragon. He’d felt the mind probe, the quick retreat and the fear in the other.

That was almost exactly how he would have predicted things to go. It was a good sign that he was making the right decision.

The creature was from a weird dimension where a type of the Chin Confederation had dwarfed the Commonwealth and defeated their New Men. The Techno-mages had become a class unto themselves: part scholar, part explorer, and part power-mad egotists. They’d sought to unravel all the secrets of the universe, finding and taking up dimensional travel to learn mysteries their realm did not possess.

Maddox knew this from what Lin 8 and her team of Spacer adepts had extracted from his subconscious. The Techno-mages were mind wizards after a fashion and often useful for the more exotic exploits he planned.

The Spacer adepts were one of his secrets, a reason why he’d been able to outmaneuver his father the Emperor of the Dominion all these years. Yet now, as the invasion deadline approached, as Senior Physicist Ludendorff failed in his latest experiments to reopen the portal sooner, Maddox had come to see something critical.

He had found in his life that no one was as dangerous as he was. His father had greater power by far, starting with an unfair advantage over him. Even so, he’d thwarted the Emperor’s secret plans time and again. He would thwart Dad once again… even if that fool of a Methuselah Man, Ludendorff, failed to open the portal ahead of time.

Here was the thing, the key, the insight, if you will. His initial invasion force into the Commonwealth Dimension had failed. Lin 8 and her team had discovered Drakos’s disastrous defeat in the cognate Tau Cygni System. She had done so because there was still linkage between this dimension and theirs. It had allowed her to scan after a fashion.

The Spacer adepts were akin to witches because of some of their psionic powers.

Maddox shook his golden-faced head. That wasn’t germane to this. He continued to pace, waiting to hear that Sol Tien Shen was awake and ready to cooperate.

His latest insight into all this showed him where the true danger lay. It was not the Emperor. It was not the Techno-mage. It surely wasn’t the Grand Fleet of the Commonwealth or the wavering New Men of that pitiful dimension.

What was this truism? That he was the most dangerous being in this dimension. Clearly, obviously, Captain Maddox of Star Watch was the most dangerous individual of that dimension. It simply stood to reason. That Maddox was a weaker version of himself, of course. According to Lin 8, he was pale-skinned, lacking the genetic supremacy of New Man heritage and filled with thoughts of love for Meta, Jewel and his crew.

“Love,” Lord Maddox snorted as he paced.

It meant that Captain Maddox had inserted importance into others. He would care what they thought and possibly felt about things. It meant they had certain emotional levers they could use against him if they so chose.

Lord Maddox sneered. He loved. No one could say he didn’t. He loved himself and would do anything for himself. In fact, he would do anything for his betterment, well-being and even comfort.

That meant he loved greatly and deeply, but he kept it contained to the one who loved him back just as much in return. It also meant he didn’t have to wonder if that love was returned. He loved himself just as much as he gave, or took, or however such things worked.

Lord Maddox understood that his inner honesty with himself let him see the universe for what it really was. He did not delude himself with fantasies and should-bes. He dealt with what was. It was one of his greatest powers.

And here was the proof that his thoughts were accurate.

He often hadn’t started with the highest hand. He usually worked from a position of weakness—or started weaker than his more powerful foes did. But he’d bested them anyway because he worked harder, smarter and with greater precision than they did.

In any case, once he realized that the real threat to his plans lay in a copy of him, even an incomplete one like Captain Maddox of Star Watch, he knew what he had to do. It was logical from every angle he could see.

The problem was one of application. By the time he could deal with Captain Maddox, the portal would be open and the invasion occurring—and that would be too late.

As he’d been thinking upon this, the answer came to him in the shower several days ago. He would utilize the Techno-mage and his capsule. Lin 8 had warned him against doing that. She said the Techno-mage was slippery and full of surprises and bizarre knowledge.

“Give him a chance, and he will trick you, Sire.”

“You mean he will attempt to do so,” Maddox had told her.

“We might not be able to contain his powers once he’s awake.”

“You mean the adepts are afraid of him?”

“For good reason, Sire.”

“I understand, but don’t worry. I have a weapon that will defeat him no matter what he does.”

“He might short-circuit it.”

“Not this weapon,” Maddox said.

Lin 8 had frowned, possibly not wishing to contradict him again.

Maddox had not enlightened her. The weapon that would not fail was the knife he kept on his person. With the circuit he wore around his head and with his superior will—

Maddox smiled with a predator’s intensity. Others had higher IQs than he did. Others were physically stronger and even swifter. None had greater willpower than he possessed, and he also had that intangible something, the X factor, if you will.

But the foe who might come closest to having that as well would be himself in another dimension, even a poor copy like preman Captain Maddox.

Well, he was going to take care of that. He was about to lay a trap for Captain Maddox that would remove the one critical danger to his ultimate plans. Yes, his father was coming sooner than expected, but he would deal with the old man when the time came. He always had.

Maddox now stopped his pacing and scowled, turning to face the glass partition. He stepped up to it, looking down into the cryo chamber.

Spacer adepts stood around the cryo unit. The Spacers were all female, petite things with shapely bodies, little Southeast Asian girls. Each one wore the dark goggles of their kind. Each had long dark hair.

They stood in a circle as two New Men held the naked Techno-mage, having extracted him from the unit, and as a slave hosed him down. Two other female slaves waited off to the side to dry him off with towels.

The creature was half-human and half-android, a cyborg being with a metallic face that kept opening and closing his mouth as if in shock at the cold water. He was thin, with pale skin, gleaming steel parts and wires.

Lin 8 gave a command.

The slave shut off his hose, stepping back. The two women rushed over and toweled him down. He stared at them with seeming horror and began to cough and then hack as blue fluids ejected from his mouth.

Lin 8 spoke again.

The two female slaves ran for an exit.

A fourth slave stepped up, a fat eunuch with mincing steps. In an obsequious manner, he helped the Techno-mage don his garments. They were baggy and many-layered, and included a red cloak and hood, with a face shield.

Maddox was allowing that. He wanted the Techno-mage to feel there was a possibility of thwarting him.

Earlier, Lin 8 had warned him against that as well.

“Foolish girl,” Maddox had said. “You don’t merely whip a slave so he jerks and thrashes about, sullenly doing your bidding. You give him hope that he if he does this thing, he might be able to trick and even hurt you.”

“What if he can?” Lin 8 had asked.

“Precisely,” Maddox told her. “To trick the sly android, there has to be that possibility. You must believe he has a chance in order for him to believe he does. With a mind reader like our dimensional Traveler, I’m sure that’s even truer.”

“This is a dangerous game, Sire.”

“Yes,” Maddox said. “And those are the only ones worth playing.”

Now, Lin 8 turned and looked up at the blank wall on her side, nodding to him behind his glass.

Maddox exhaled with excitement. The challenge was about to begin. He would win it, but it could prove difficult. In any case, it would be worth it in order to sweep Captain Maddox off the board in the coming invasion conquest of the Commonwealth Dimension.
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Lord Maddox studied the Techno-mage before him.

They stood in an antechamber devoid of furniture. There were portraits on the walls of famous New Men, including the Emperor but not Maddox. They all wore ancient armor and held antique weapons.

Lin 8 and her Spacer adepts stood behind the Techno-mage. Their pretty, Asian faces showed concern and concentration, and that seemed to highlight their dark goggles and trim uniforms.

The Techno-mage seemed to be an enigma with his face shield and gloves, looking more robot than human. His long red cloak, hood, and baggy garments hid his rather skeletal frame.

Maddox sensed the other’s unease, but knew he faced a tiger of a being. Sol Tien Shen, Quality of Paragon, could unleash at any moment. It wouldn’t be physical, although it would be unwise to discount the superior android strength and speed. The key was the Techno-mage’s psionic powers. From Lin 8’s analysis, they dwarfed anything in this dimension.

From their previous encounter, the Spacer adepts had a right to fear him. It had taken extreme cunning and precision to defeat the Techno-mage the first time. He’d had psionic weapons on and in his body then, weapons they’d since removed long ago.

Even so, Tien Shen could likely launch a mental bolt and slay any one of them but not the whole group.

Well, not slay me, Maddox believed. The buzzing circuit around his head augmented his own formidable mental gifts, likely making him immune to whatever the other-dimensional being could generate on the spot.

“You honor me, Sire,” Tien Shen said in his modulated robot voice. “It is a gift to finally face you in person.”

Maddox inclined his head.

“I now await your instructions, sir.”

Maddox studied the other, saying nothing.

After the length of the pause started to become uncomfortable, Tien Shen asked, “Have I offended you in some manner, Sire?”

“You have a chance to earn my good favor,” Maddox said, ignoring the question. “But it will take great effort and skill from you to do so.”

“I am skilled, Sire, and willing to work with all my might.”

“No doubt,” Maddox said. “But it will also demand keen technical cunning on your part.”

This time, it was Tien Shen who inclined his head.

“During the process, you will no doubt think about how to escape my service.”

“Not if I first give you my word, Sire.”

Maddox smiled. “You would do this?”

“I would indeed.”

“And you think this will mollify me?”

“A Techno-mage’s word is an absolute bond, Sire.”

“You think I’m a fool then, do you?”

“…I do not, no.”

“What is your word really worth, eh?”

“…Perhaps very little, Sire,” Tien Shen said at last.

Maddox drew his knife, a long, curved blade, and approached the other. He didn’t see the Techno-mage flinch, but he sensed greater fear blooming into existence from him.

The Spacer adepts grew tense and their features tightened. Two raised their small hands, taking what in a different time and place would seem to be spell-casting stances.

“Let me make a proposition,” Maddox said. “What happens if I shove this into your guts?”

Tien Shen did not move. “Not as much as if you punch it into my brain.”

“I know you possess an armored skull,” Maddox said. “Do you think then that I have the strength to pierce the braincase with this blade?”

Tien Shen hesitated, possibly calculating. “I do think so.”

“Consider this well then, Tien Shen. The blade is not mechanical and has but a single component, the metal. To disarm it, you would need to disarm me. This is logical, yes?”

After several seconds, the Techno-mage once more inclined his head.

“You cannot disarm me quickly enough to prevent me from killing you, given that we remain in close proximity. That is the truth I wish to establish with you before we begin.”

“You are presenting an argument for my compliance then?” Tien Shen asked.

“More than that,” Maddox said. “I’m telling you how to survive this.”

“And after the technical feat that will require my cunning?”

“I am considering letting you go… provided you do this thing for me.”

“You are giving me your word on this?”

“Do not seek to be clever, android. Your fate rests on compliance, on making me happy, not to suggesting that my word is worth no more than yours. I do not trust you. I doubt you trust me. But if I believe you are more pain than you’re worth, I’ll kill you now and be done with this.”

A moment later, Tien Shen nodded. “That you haven’t slain me yet is promising, yes?”

“It would appear so,” Maddox said.

“What technical service do you wish me to perform?”

Maddox told him, and then waited.

The Techno-mage looked away for a time, finally regarding Maddox again. “I will likely need to take my capsule to the other dimension in order to accomplish this task.”

Maddox laughed, soon nodding. “You miserable clod, do you think escaping me will be that easy?”

“I do not understand.”

“Lin 8,” Maddox said.

The Spacer adept stepped forward, a delicate woman with incredible mental powers hidden within a small skull and frame.

“Explain to this android the situation.”

Lin 8 faced Tien Shen, who turned to face her. She then explained the situation regarding Captain Maddox, in particular, his present location and how she’d discovered it.

When she was finished, Maddox nodded.

She retreated to her team, although she kept facing the Techno-mage at all times.

Tien Shen faced Maddox again.

“We know a little about your capsule,” Maddox said.

He sensed rather than saw the android stiffen, likely with outrage.

“We’ve been inside it,” Maddox said, as he touched the metal circuit around his head, using the tip of his index finger to do so. “We’ve used its scanners to pinpoint our subject.”

A single sound escaped from the Techno-mage, what seemed like a hiss.

“Lin 8 informed me that you could accomplish said technical feat from within the capsule, even while it remains here in the Torus.”

Tien Shen said nothing, although he seemed to be breathing heavily.

“Will you do this or not?” Maddox said.

“In return for what?” the Techno-mage asked hoarsely.

“My good will, of course,” Maddox said.

The Techno-mage stood there, staring at him.

Maddox waited.

“What if I say it is impossible to do as you suggest, from my capsule in the Torus?” Tien Shen finally asked.

“Did you enjoy your slumber?”

If Tien Shen was surprised by the question, he didn’t show it. “How long have I been in the cryo unit?”

“Fifteen years.”

“…Ah,” he said at last, perhaps shaken by the revelation.

“Can you do this or not?” Maddox asked. “It is time to answer the question.”

Tien Shen gave the smallest of head shakes. “What you are asking is tricky. I will need to inspect and possibly adjust my craft for this.”

It was Maddox’s turn to say, “Ah.”

“If you allow this, it might be possible.”

Maddox drew the knife again, lifting it before his face, turning the blade this way and that, studying it. He then looked at Tien Shen, smiling coldly and sheathing the weapon.

“When will you be ready?” Maddox asked.

“In several weeks, I can begin to—”

Maddox raised a hand, interrupting. “Let me stop you there. I mean, do you need a drink of water, a bite to eat? I know you don’t need to use the restroom first. Or would you like to go straight to your capsule and do this?”

“Sire, surely you jest.”

“You know I do not.”

“But this is a grand scheme,” Tien Shen said. “We cannot enter into it lightly. This will take time and deep thought, and then even more careful execution.”

“No, android, it will be the work of minutes or not done at all. If you refuse, I suggest that you be ready to fight to the death.”

“Sire?”

Lord Maddox eyed the android. “I don’t believe you will reenter the cryo unit willingly. That means you must defeat us. That means we would have to kill you first. Logically, that indicates a fight to the death between us.”

A second later, Maddox sensed the fear again. It calmed him, and it reassured him, although he did wonder if the Techno-mage could manufacture that. Lin 8 had warned him the android had several layers of personality. Since that possibility was real, Maddox, like a great jungle cat, eased forward, shifting his weight onto his toes, ready to cross the space between them and plunge the blade into the android’s braincase.

Before that happened, Tien Shen said, “A sip of water would be good. Then, I will be ready to attempt this feat.”
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Three beings entered the Techno-mage’s capsule—Tien Shen, Maddox, and Lin 8—in that order.

The small, box-like vehicle was inside the mighty Torus, which hung in space like a rocky donut asteroid. Around it were parked many carriers, battleships and other attack vessels of Lord Maddox’s growing invasion fleet. There were over 300 assault vessels and an amazing number of support craft. When the microscopic tear between the two dimensions was expanded again through the energies within the Torus, the fleet would move from this dimension to the next.

The first-wave assault had failed miserably and surprisingly, and chiefly through the efforts of the said Captain Maddox of the Commonwealth Dimension. Oh, the Grand Fleet of the Commonwealth had fought valiantly, but Captain Maddox’s brain had given them the strategy and ability to pursue it.

This, too, Lord Maddox had learned through Lin 8’s endeavors. She had been able to achieve these miracles through ancient Yon Soth tools left aboard the Torus, combined with the stolen technology from the capsule.

Lin 8, however, had explained to Maddox her limitations using the Techno-mage’s craft. “Many of the devices are simply beyond my comprehension or ability to implement.”

Now, as Tien Shen crossed the pried-open threshold into his craft, he halted abruptly. His masked and hooded head tilted this way and that, and his gloved fingers flexed several times.

Maddox held his knife in his right hand, ready to kill. He could feel the outrage emanating from the other. The reason the New Man didn’t trust a blaster was the Techno-mage’s former ability to short-circuit such weapons. Oh, they had removed many of his interior devices while he’d been in stasis, but Lin 8 had assured him there were surely others too well hidden even for them to discover.

“Is there a problem?” Maddox asked at last.

“No!” the other said tersely.

“Then proceed or fight me. The choice, for the moment at least, is yours.”

The android’s thin, high shoulders stiffened.

Maddox began to yearn to plunge the blade into the other and end this farce. He was beginning to believe he’d made a mistake in doing it this way.

Slowly, the thin shoulders relaxed, and Maddox heard what could have been throat clearing.

“I feel that I must lodge a protest… Sire,” Tien Shen said.

“Go for it,” Maddox said.

Tien Shen turned to face him, eyes gleaming through the face shield. “You have touched my precious… my precious—”

Tien Shen turned away from Maddox, and in that moment, came closest to death. The sudden and swift move had activated the New Man’s predatory reflexes. He had to check himself before plunging the knife into the other.

Maddox found himself panting, and Tien Shen faced him again. The android was trembling.

“You almost killed me,” he said in accusation.

“Yes,” Maddox said.

“But…”

“We play a delicate game, android. You must obey my dictates if you wish to survive, or kill Lin 8 and me swiftly, and then escape before the weapons trained on your craft activate.”

“What weapons?” Tien Shen asked.

“I’m linked to outer weapons,” Maddox said, while regaining his composure. “If that link fails for whatever reason—say a force field activating in this capsule, blocking the signal—those weapons will burn your craft to a crisp.”

“That strikes me as extreme.”

“Thank you,” Maddox said.

Tien Shen stared at him before nodding. “You have made your point.”

“Then let’s get on with this,” Maddox said. “I have no more patience with this tomfoolery.”

Tien Shen led them through the tight corridor and into the main chamber. It was packed with many instruments, dials, screens, and servos and only one chair.

“I will need to activate certain processes,” Tien Shen said.

Maddox nodded.

The Techno-mage removed his cloak and face shield, and sat in the complex chair. He began to click certain cables into slots that appeared on his person. A holo-screen activated before him. He issued commands in a strange tongue.

Lin 8 stood near Maddox as her head swiveled one way and then another. She was clearly tense, perhaps even jittery.

Maddox took deep breaths and watched the android closely. More than that, he remained ready to act in the instant, and he concentrated on the other. At the first sign of treachery—

“We will begin,” Tien Shen said suddenly.

That almost triggered Maddox, but he was more prepared this time than last.

“Observe if you will,” Tien Shen said, indicating the holo-screen. “We use negative energy such as that which the Erills once used to insert a Psi-probe through the breach between dimensions.”

Maddox watched the holo-screen as some process hit the microscopic boring between dimensions, popping out on the other side. The scene changed at the speed of thought, and then a vast double Jupiter of a gas giant appeared on the screen. An Earth-sized moon orbited it, and in orbit around the moon was a double-oval spaceship, Victory.

Around the moon also appeared shimmering discs like tiny coins in space.

“Do you see the dimensional vortex-heads?” asked Tien Shen.

“I do,” Maddox said.

The Techno-mage used his hands to maneuver the energies Maddox could not see. The lights in the chamber flickered and machines whirred to life.

Maddox felt subsonic vibrations. Was the bastard making his move now?

“Ah, look,” Tien Shen said. “We see that some of the vortex-heads lead to other dimensions.”

Maddox squinted. It seemed that faintly glowing threads flickered from the various coin-like shimmers.

“Sire,” Lin 8 said.

Maddox glanced at her and then lunged forward until the sharp blade rested against the Techno-mage’s throat. With a swift jerk, he could cut the flesh and end any treachery.

Tien Shen froze.

“He is planning deception,” Lin 8 said.

“You’re being a fool,” Maddox whispered into the android’s ear.

The other gulped audibly.

“If you value your existence,” Maddox whispered, “You will do exactly as I say.”

“Yes, Sire,” Tien Shen said.

“Is he sincere?” Maddox asked.

“It’s hard to tell,” Lin 8 said.

“In that case—”

“Wait, Sire,” Lin 8 said. “He is reconsidering. Yes, he will do what you want.”

“Oh, that is wise, android, very wise,” Maddox whispered into the other’s ear. “Now get to it this instant.”
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Techno-mage Sol Tien Shen, Quality of Paragon seethed in his inner being. So much about this made him so angry that he wanted to scream, and scream and scream.

They had touched his sanctum of a dimensional capsule. They had used his craft and torn items from it. They had messed with his brain, stealing his failsafe and other inner mechanisms. To make it all worse, the lunatic killer Maddox was on a knife’s-edge of nullifying him forever.

The cretins had put him in stasis for fifteen years. The gall of that, the outrage—

Tien Shen worked to calm himself so he could continue to run the various personality layers he’d built over his real thoughts.

The Spacer adept was clever, dangerous, and thorough. Combined with that New Man maniac with his delusions of grandeur—

Calm, calm, my friend, you can do this, but you must concentrate as never before.

The audacity and delicacy of what he hoped to achieve was making him nervous. Normally, he would have squirted calming pheromones into his bloodstream. Lin 8 would know and surely wonder about the need. The conclusion would be obvious and Maddox would plunge the cold steel into his brain before he could complete this genius scheme.

Thus, he used his arts to continue to run the layered personalities like the programs they were. Lin 8 was reading them telepathically and Maddox was sensing them through a different medium.

The golden-skinned brute had unusual qualities to be sure. Tien Shen had underestimated the man—the New Man—the first time. He would not underestimate Maddox again, although he was certain the New Man didn’t really understand whom he was dealing with.

As Tien Shen ran through possibilities and probabilities, he realized several terrible truths. The first and most horrible was that no matter what he did, Lord Maddox was going to kill him, or return him to the cryo unit. Even the latter was unacceptable. Yet, given the high probability that he would fail to gain surprise over these two, and thus escape the grim predicament, it meant that no matter how cunning he proved, he would die here today. That was the second great truth that he must process… and twist to his advantage.

Tien Shen did not smile in his inner sanctum of mind. Death was too real and final. But there would be a way to enact revenge upon Lord Maddox, and a Sol Tien Shen, Quality of Paragon, might yet travel the multiuniverse while this Maddox lay dead in the ground. It wouldn’t be a quantum parallel Tien Shen, but his copy, his replica and replacement.

The thought calmed him to a degree. I will yet live, he told himself. It was sophistry, to be sure, a twist of reality and a play on meaning. Yet, at this point, it was all he had left—short of a miracle. And Tien Shen did not believe in those.

In any case, Tien Shen searched for the last piece of the puzzle, and then it struck him. But of course, Maddox was the key to the answer to the final dilemma. It was rather neat and simple on the surface, but filled with dualities and zero-sum games that caused him to hesitate.

Oh, this would be so hard to achieve. Yet, didn’t that make this a unique moment in life? Who else could make such a sophisticated and intricate plan on the spot like this? There was so much to do yet, and under the watchful eye of a keen Spacer adept.

Speaking of—

Tien Shen shifted his outer personalities, realizing he needed subtlety there as well. He allowed Lin 8 to pierce the top ones and see his “real” subservience, his “real” fear.

He might have chuckled in his inner sanctum of thought, but this entire business was too grim and final, and besides, it might trickle through to the layered personalities.

Instead, he concentrated as never before, using every molecule and neuron of his hyper-advanced biomechanical brain.

Lord Maddox and Lin 8 had explained the situation to him. Captain Maddox the cognate and his crew had faced a Yon Soth on the Earth-like moon that orbited the double-sized Jupiter. There had been a titanic battle of wills and hellburners there in the recent past. Long before that, creatures called Shardkin had trapped the Yon Soth for millennia. That dimension’s New Men had been busy destroying the ancient locks; the more fools them, allowing the evil beast to awaken. During the titanic battle between a Commonwealth flotilla and the awakening Yon Soth, the ancient creature had made a slip-tunnel in order to escape destruction. Perhaps as important, the vast explosions from the hellburners had been of a dimensional-shaking, cascading quantum quality. In essence, the fabric between various dimensions was weaker in and around the Earth-sized moon.

Tien Shen wasn’t certain why those of Victory were at the moon now, searching old tunnels of the Shardkin and former Yon Soth. It might have to do with Yon Soth technology. That made the most sense, anyway.

Interestingly, the Spacer adept, Lin 8, had discovered all this several days ago, and found that the starship had been at the moon for a subjective four days. The starship sent down shuttles, which disgorged teams crawling everywhere, clearly searching for something critical.

Now, Lord Maddox wanted his pet Techno-mage to dispose of Captain Maddox through one of the dimensional-thin boundaries. Once done, Lord Maddox assumed that Captain Maddox would be out of the Commonwealth Dimension, and his way, forever. Further, with Captain Maddox gone, the reasoning surely went, Lord Maddox would no longer have to contend with the one he felt was the smartest and most dangerous of his foes in the Commonwealth, a mirror of himself. Perhaps that was even true to a degree.

The first part of the grand idea had come from this thought: given Captain Maddox’s threat-value against Lord Maddox, might that be the engine Tien Shen needed as his blade against the one threatening him here?

The second part of the ingenious plot had come from this line of reasoning: Lord Maddox was going to kill him at worst, and put him back into the cryo unit at best. If Tien Shen made his move now, they would have an 86 percent probability of killing him. He might kill Maddox in return—a 42 percent probability—but then he would die without gaining any revenge.

The third line of reasoning came from the understanding that if Lord Maddox was truly this dangerous—so dangerous he’d defeated a Techno-mage—might a weaker copy like Captain Maddox also prove to be deadly? Given that Lord Maddox had gauged this correctly, the right move was to take the deadliest tool and use it against his captor. But that meant Captain Maddox would have to survive nearly impossible odds and find a way back to his dimension.

That last thought had been the germ of the wonderful, marvelous and nearly insane way that Tien Shen would turn everything around like a masterful judo move.

And the full bloom of the plan meant an incredible amount of computing, thinking and soon-to-occur execution.

Tien Shen now ran through hundreds of thousands of simulations and theories. He kept searching for the means to all this, trying to delay his captors by using his “fear” as a brake on the impatient Lord Maddox. Soon, though, Lin 8 would dig too deeply, possibly piercing his layered personalities. Very soon, as in seconds, he was going to have to roll the iron dice of fate.

Tien Shen gathered a “thought packet.” This was the most wild of his ideas, and it took careful skill and the use of a spiritual entity he had locked in his mind for endless years. This entity had given him faster computing and balance in weird dimensions not otherwise attainable by a flesh, blood and circuit being like a Techno-mage.

“Time’s up, android,” Maddox whispered into his ear.

Those words nearly unleashed the spiritual entity before Tien Shen was ready. In a way, this “creature” was no longer alive in the accepted sense, but a shell to carry the thought packet across dimensions, hopefully while holding together long enough to squirt the “ideas” into Captain Maddox’s mind at the needed intervals.

“That’s it!” Lord Maddox snarled.

“Sire, wait, he’s doing it,” Lin 8 said.

Confound those blasted words. They nearly upset the equilibrium that Tien Shen strove to attain.

“He’s doing it?” Maddox asked.

“I perceive so,” Lin 8 said.

In those seconds, Tien Shen increased the rate of his computing and thinking so his braincase began to shake.

“What’s happening?” Maddox asked.

“The stress of this might be killing him,” Lin 8 said.

Tien Shen wanted to bray laughter like a donkey he was so wound up with the effort of this. His mind whirled as he smashed down thought after thought into the spiritual shell. Had he forgotten anything? Had he foreseen all the possibilities? Did these weapons constitute enough threat for Captain Maddox to achieve success?

There were simply too many variables and unknowns in all this. Truly, this was a longshot, with perhaps 28 percent possibility of success. Tien Shen realized that Captain Maddox, given his nearness to deadliness of Lord Maddox, might add another 16 percent chance. That would give the plan a possible 44 percent chance of success—but only if he could achieve the incredible transfer.

Perhaps the true probability was more in line with a 32 percent chance, given that no wild random factor intervened. No, no, such a random event would happen. So maybe in reality, this was a 22 percent shot. Still, that was better than nothing.

Tien Shen now engaged the unique Techno-mage energies of his capsule.

How had Lin 8 discovered them?

That doesn’t matter. Focus your mind. You have seconds to achieve a techno-miracle.

The absurdity of the last part—

No! He excised that as well, using pure thought now to achieve his grim goal.

First, he found it, a realm with a Techno-mage, or something akin to one. The energy signatures were almost correct. That would have to do, as Tien Shen realized he was nearly out of time.

“No more games,” Maddox whispered.

That nearly cracked the almost perfect concentration, the greatest Tien Shen had ever achieved. It was true what they said: the nearness of death was a wonderful concentrator.

Using the exotic energies, his thoughts left the capsule, Torus and then wriggling everything through the dimensional tear into the Commonwealth Dimension.

The abrupt mental exit into that dimension nearly cost Tien Shen everything. This was so delicate and chancy, but yes, the shell of the spiritual entity held.

The Techno-mage now shoved that packet, speeding to the correct star system, the massive gas giant and then the Earth-like moon.

Tien Shen looked about—

Ah! He was getting lucky in this first moment. He sensed Captain Maddox in a shuttle high above the Earthlike moon’s surface.

With his telepathic thought, Tien Shen shoved the shuttle, nearly exhausting his telekinetic strength. He expanded the dimensional rift, keeping it open these precious seconds. Then he mentally went inside and slapped the shell of the spiritual entity against Maddox’s skull, opening a conduit to the man’s mind.

Would it hold? Would it perform as coded? Would the thoughts feel natural enough? Would Captain Maddox prove worthy of the greatest plan any Techno-mage had made in the vast multiuniverse?

Tien Shen wanted to scream again, as his strength failed, drawing his concentration back through the dimensional tear, to and through the Torus and then the capsule and his chair, and back into his mind.

It was done. Now, everything rested on the execution of it.
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In the Commonwealth Dimension, Captain Maddox piloted a shuttle up from the Earthlike moon’s surface, climbing through the atmosphere toward Victory in low orbit.

He was tired from searching ten thousand-year-old Shardkin tunnels that had yielded no ancient tech yet. Ludendorff was convinced something of value remained in the deep places under and beyond the hellburner crater, but so far, the teams had found nothing but fused rock and temporal residue that made their instruments flicker and whine.

Maddox didn’t like the moon. The last time he’d been here, a primordial and awakening Yon Soth had tried to crush his mind, while Riker and Keith had been enslaved in the mines. Through Valerie’s valiant efforts, he’d watched hellburners create a five-hundred-kilometer crater on the surface, killing the Yon Soth. These days, the crater was like a dead eye staring up at the gas giant that dominated the heavens.

He checked his instruments. Victory was less than ten minutes away at his current climb rate. Technically, Keith had the bridge. Maddox knew better than to send the jittery lieutenant down onto the moon. Galyan was on the bridge watching to make sure Keith didn’t do anything rash. Riker was on the surface with Team 3—which included Ludendorff—poking through a collapsed tunnel system on the crater’s western rim. Meta was aboard the starship, likely giving Jewel a lesson.

Maddox perked up as the shuttle jerked hard to the left. He checked the panel but could find no reason for that. What had just happened?

His intuitive sense spiked then.

That jerk hadn’t been random. It had been deliberate, but by what or who?

Then a horrible feeling struck him. He slapped his head and scratched there, and his mouth opened and shifted. He turned to the side and looked over his shoulder—

His intuitive sense was pinging like crazy. He felt incredible hostility and danger, and sensed an alien presence around him, no, on him it seemed.

He scratched his head again, and then raised his eyes as if he could look up there. He had a bad taste in his mouth.

You’re fine.

The thought came into his mind, but he didn’t think it was his.

He set himself, starting to get angry. No one told him what to do, especially in a tricky way through his subconscious.

Did that indicate a telepathic attack?

He concentrated, trying to feel… to feel…

He rubbed his head again.

Then the navigation console lights were flickering and bright flashes like anti-air shells blossomed all around the shuttle.

Instead of worrying about a telepathic assault, he put his hands on the panel, ready to swerve, or engage an enemy—

“Sir!”

Maddox turned to the side and saw the Adok holoimage, Galyan, standing beside him. He’d obviously come down from Victory, using the starship’s holographic projector. He was child-sized and alien, with ropy arms.

“Sir, I am detecting a massive energy surge ahead of the shuttle. The readings are bizarre.”

“Explain that,” Maddox said.

“I will try. Ah, yes, I give this an eighty-seven percent probability of being a dimensional vortex. For reasons I fail to understand, you swerved toward it so it is now directly in your flight path. You must divert away, sir.”

Maddox did just that, but it was possibly too little, too late, as the shuttle’s interior filled with horribly bright light. At the same time, the instrument panel failed, shutting down, going from on to black. Then the shuttle’s engines cut out, and so silence replaced the constant hum.

In seeming slow motion, Maddox turned to Galyan. Was this really happening?

The holoimage stretched, and his voice distorted. “You are crossing a dimensional boundary and thus my signal is weakening. It would appear that you are being pulled through a—”

Galyan vanished.

The silence grew more ominous as Maddox felt building pressure against his chest, skull and eyeballs. He had the strange sensation of being shoved and then squeezed through a keyhole. His vision narrowed to a tunnel and then to a pinpoint and then to nothing. He tasted copper, and it felt as if every joint was being slowly unscrewed. A second later, he thought he heard a bell ringing in a cathedral, and there was silence again.

Abruptly, the pressure released.

Maddox gasped, sucking down air, with his vision returning in fragments of browns, greens, and blues. The chamber reappeared, as did his hands and the dead instrument panel.

He blinked and looked through the window.

The gas giant filled a quarter of the sky, banded in swirling clouds of amber and cream. It was enormous, like it should be, but there was something off about it. Below was the vast green jungle with an ocean or huge lake to the right. But… shouldn’t he be seeing the crater? Where was the crater?

He looked around more carefully.

Oh. The gas giant’s cloud bands were different. There had been a massive storm system in its northern hemisphere. This one had a smooth, unbroken belt of pale gold.

Instead of panicking, Maddox toggled dead switches and slapped the panel controls, running through the emergency restart sequence. But nothing helped.

There was a lurch. It took him a moment to realize the shuttle was no longer flying but falling toward the jungle and picking up speed.

Maddox sat for a second, trying to reason this out. If this was a dead shuttle—

He unstrapped and surged up, fighting against the centrifugal force. Once upright, he lunged for the emergency locker in back. The centrifugal force tried to press him against it. He resisted with one arm and yanked it open with the other, pulling out a bulky, orange emergency rig with chemical thrusters built into the back and legs. It was designed for orbital bailout, not atmospheric descent from this altitude, but it was the only thing on the shuttle that didn’t need the engine’s power to function.

He hoped it worked, or he was likely a dead man.

Donning it was worse than any wrestling match he’d been in, as he dragged it over his uniform. Once in place, he grabbed and jammed the helmet over his head, twisting until it clicked. He sealed the gauntlets next. With a chin switch, he activated the suit’s systems, a heads-up display flickering to life inside the visor.

The shuttle began to shake. Right, it must be plunging through the thicker atmosphere. The hull groaned and shook harder. Without the flight computer managing the entry angle, the craft was catching air on its flat surfaces and reacting badly.

Maddox dragged himself forward with handholds, struggling to an emergency escape hatch. The centrifugal forces working against him made it nearly impossible to move in certain directions. He made a fist, and with a roar, punched the emergency hatch release. Explosive bolts fired. The hatch blew outward and vanished into the air. Wind screamed into the chamber, the sound deafening. Maddox’s boots slid on the deck as the shuttle kept rolling.

He didn’t hesitate any longer, but thrust and jumped through.

The wind hit like a hammer and he tumbled, his arms and legs flailing, the jungle, gas giant and clouds trading places in his visor at an ever-faster rate. Then the retro-suit’s stabilizers fired as jets of compressed gas tried to orient him feet-first.

Above him, the shuttle spiraled away, trailing smoke, a dark shape against the enormous face of the gas giant. It would hit somewhere in the jungle below and leave a scar.

In the end, the stabilizers won their fight. Maddox was falling feet-first, arms at his sides, the wind roaring past his helmet. The HUD showed altitude bleeding away as he reached terminal velocity.

He would work out what had happened to him later. Right now, he needed to survive the descent.

The jungle below was a vast green carpet stretching to the horizon in every direction. He didn’t see any cities, roads or sign of civilization. Not that he expected that. He also didn’t see any sign of the hellburner-created crater that should be there. It was just endless jungle under an alien sky dominated by a planet that looked like the one he knew but wasn’t.

At two kilometers to the surface, the retro-suit’s main thrusters kicked in. The deceleration slammed him, compressing his spine, driving the blood from his head. His vision grayed at the edges, but he gritted his teeth and held on.

At five hundred meters, the thrusters were screaming, burning through their chemical fuel at a rate that the HUD counted down in seconds. The jungle canopy rushed up at him, individual trees now visible—massive things with broad, dark leaves and pale trunks.

At fifty meters, the fuel ran out.

Maddox crashed through the upper canopy, branches snapping against his suit, leaves exploding around him. He hit a thick limb with his shoulder, spun, hit another with his back, and then fell through into the darker space below the canopy.

He slammed against the ground and lay there in agony, wondering if anything was broken.

For a long time, he didn’t move, but simply endured. The pain slowly subsided and he finally breathed. Alien sounds filtered through his helmet—clicks, whistles, and something that might have been a bird or something else entirely.

Maddox saw that the HUD was cracked but functional. That meant the atmosphere was breathable. Gravity was close to Earth standard, and the temperature was warm.

With considerable effort and renewed pain, he sat up, checking for serious injuries. His shoulder throbbed where he’d hit the branch. His back ached, but nothing appeared to be broken. That was close to a miracle, thanks to a rock-hard body due to training.

He was alone, though, and possibly on the wrong moon in the wrong dimension with a broken retro-suit and whatever was in his pockets.

Maddox worked his way up to his feet, thought about it and shrugged. He unsealed the helmet and pulled it off. The air hit, warm and humid, smelling of vegetation and something faintly sweet. He could hear running water in the distance.

He looked up through the canopy. The gas giant hung there, impossibly vast, its golden band where the storm should have been.

Maddox stood like that for a time, until he shrugged again and started walking toward the sounds of running water.


-7-

Back in the Commonwealth Dimension, Sergeant Riker hunched his shoulders as he followed far behind Professor Ludendorff and the others of Team 3.

They were in a deep mine far from the destroyed area—the crater. Even so, Riker hated this place because of the awful memories of his enslavement here.

He was a medium-sized individual with broad shoulders, an athletic gait, and a youthfully rugged face. Women liked him most of the time, especially if he was buying them drinks.

He wore a jacket over his uniform, and kept his gun hand brushing against his holstered blaster. In the past, he’d often carried a stunner instead. But in the past, he’d been an old dude with slower reflexes, a bionic arm and eye, and caution built—he used to think—from decades of service in a dangerous profession.

Then, on one mission, he’d gone with Maddox into a different dimension. That had been a wild time. The craziest thing was his transformation back into youth. He’d lost the bionic strength, but regained flesh and blood, and a young man’s testosterone and drive. That had seemingly changed his outlook and actions far more than he would have ever predicted.

For one thing, he’d become more reckless, and he’d noticed the girls far more than before, and then he’d acted on his impulses as he used to do in his first youth.

The big difference was his decades of experience. The funny thing was that it hadn’t seemed to temper his impulses with age-old caution, but had given him the keys to the kingdom in unlocking the women he chased. Or should he say, it helped him get their panties off so they could properly roll in the hay together.

He’d thought himself a wise old man, but maybe that had had more to do with less drive and a weaker… well, he’d just leave it at a weaker whatever back then.

The truth was that he’d gotten into serious trouble a while back with a dame in a cabin in the woods. This had been on Earth. Her husband had shown up at the worst possible moment—he hadn’t known she was married, but anyway. Riker had scrambled like crazy, grabbing his clothes and diving out the window and running downhill over pine needles as a shotgun-wielding mobster fired at his back.

Galyan had found him soon thereafter and offered him a Patrol mission with Valerie on the Kit Carson. They’d gone into the Beyond, and Riker had had the worst time of his life. Well, except for that pocket dimension with the lovely, golden-haired Emily… before others slew her.

Riker felt the familiar sad pang thinking about Emily.

In the end, he and Keith had found themselves on this moon, working like slaves for New Men in the beginning. The idiots had been awakening a Yon Soth, a Cthulhu-like entity from the dawn of creation. They’d both shrunk into fleshly skeletons and nearly mindless zombies. Well, all the others had become mental zombies.

Riker had faced a Ska once, a spiritual being. Old Riker had faced it, and survived, and it had changed him, giving him more… something. Oh, he’d also faced a Shardkin on the planet that had slain Emily.

In the here and now, Riker found that he was grinding his teeth as he shuffled down this awful tunnel. He wore a helmet with a cave lamp, and he looked around so the light moved here and there.

If he closed his eyes, he could almost hear the echo of the slain Yon Soth. He shivered with dread and could almost see himself as he walked the most dreadful trek in his life. He’d had a skeletal Keith Maker slumped over his shoulder and had trudged endlessly away from the awakening Old One.

Riker found himself breathing faster as sweat began to ooze from his pores. The trembling increased and he even moaned.

“Damn it,” he whispered. “What am I doing down here?”

He couldn’t swallow, and then he found himself standing rooted to one spot. He wasn’t sure how long he’d just stood there, his mind blank.

He needed to find the others or get back to the shuttle and wait for them to show up.

The professor had talked Maddox into hunting for ancient Yon Soth tech. This was the best spot, as the Yon Soth was already dead. They needed ancient tech to make a dimensional hopping device so Maddox could commando raid the Torus in the Dominion Dimension.

Riker moaned again.

He didn’t want to be down here. He didn’t need to be down here. The captain had told him to remain aboard Victory like Keith. But—

Riker would have nodded, but he was frozen in place.

He knew why he was down here. It was to show up Keith, and to show the others that nothing daunted him. It was the thinking of a young man, not wise old-man caution and understanding. He was tough, and he would show it by mentally facing the challenge of going down here where he’d almost lost everything.

Now, he couldn’t move.

Now, he sweated like a coward.

Now—

“Screw this!”

Riker turned around and hurried up the tunnel. He wanted to stop and head back. He wanted to show everyone he could take it. Most of all, he wanted to show himself that he could.

“Riker!”

Riker skidded to a halt and drew his blaster before he blinked sweat out of his eyes and recognized Galyan standing before him.

“What are you doing down here?” Riker said.

“This is as far as my projector can reach,” Galyan said.

“Oh.”

“Why are you aiming your blaster at me?”

Riker holstered it. “Is something wrong?”

“You appear frazzled,” Galyan said. “Do you know what has happened?”

“Something bad, I guess,” Riker said.

“How can you already know? That does not make sense.”

Riker blinked several more times, and he barely kept himself from shaking. Had a Yon Soth appeared?  Was that what Galyan was trying to say?

“I do not understand how you realize that Captain Maddox disappeared,” Galyan said.

The shaking ceased, and the fear level went way down.

“Give me the specifics,” Riker said.

Galyan did, relating what had happened.

“Right,” Riker said. “We must all get back to the ship. Who knows what else will happen.”

“Can you tell the professor and his team?”

“Yes,” Riker said.

“Good. I’ll contact the other teams.” Galyan vanished.

Riker wiped sweat out of his eyes and nodded. The captain was in danger. The captain had come down to the moon last time and taken him and Keith back to Victory. The captain had saved him, in other words.

Riker spun on his heel and started sprinting into the depths of the mine. The fear was still there, but now something else fought back against it, and like a young man, Riker either couldn’t or refused to name it. They had to get off this hellhole moon and figure out a way to rescue the captain. That had just become priority number one.
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On the moon in the other dimension, a profusely sweating Captain Maddox tramped through a hot jungle. He wore his sweat-soaked Star Watch uniform and had a knife in his boot, a blaster on his hip, and not much else.

The air was incredibly muggy, and the leaves thick and damp. The trees were enormous and the bark oozed a strange scent. Maddox now watched his step so he wouldn’t plunge his boots through soggy spores. He’d done it twice, taking time to wipe off his boots and lower pants, as the spores stank to high heaven.

He heard raucous cries and savage hooting higher in the green canopy. The cries were from birds with blue feathers. The hoots came from extremely long-limbed monkey-creatures. At times, the monkeys hurled rotten fruit at him. The shoulder of his uniform was orange-colored from a direct hit.

He now stopped, cocking his head, and changed direction. He moved toward the sound of running water.

Survival meant drinking, and the amount he sweated meant he needed to drink like a camel.

He had considered trying to find the crashed shuttle. There might be equipment aboard, supplies, something useful. The trick would be knowing where to look.

From high above, monkeys shrieked.

Maddox looked up and barely dodged a chunk of orange fruit. He debated using the blaster, but shook his head. The monkeys were essentially harmless, at least so far.

He stopped as he craned his head, looking up. He didn’t study the monkeys swinging to hide themselves. Instead, he looked up through a gap in the canopy, studying the gas giant.

It hung up there like a gigantic golden eye. Maddox’s jaw tightened. The cloud formations and storm bands were different from what they should be. There was no getting around that. It was obvious and thus conclusive.

Yes, it was like the gas giant over the moon where the Yon Soth had lived and died. On that moon, hellburners had obliterated the offending creature and created a five-hundred-kilometer crater. But this wasn’t that gas giant and this wasn’t that moon.

Maddox took off his cap and ran a hand through his sweaty hair. His head was no longer itching at that one spot. He certainly no longer felt as if anyone was telepathically attacking him. He screwed the cap back on. Then he continued trudging.

The truth was that he was as far away from home as he could imagine, in a different dimension and with no means of getting back.

However, Maddox refused to accept that it meant he couldn’t figure out a way. Logic said that if he’d fallen through a vortex to get here, he might be able to fall through it again to go back. And if he couldn’t achieve that, at least Galyan knew the truth. He knew his crew would do everything in their power to rescue him. And Ludendorff—

Maddox closed his eyes and shook his head before opening them as he avoided more stinky spores.

Ludendorff and his grand plan had mandated they return to the moon where they’d faced and slain a Yon Soth. The idea had been to poke around in the old tunnels and find a mechanism or technology to re-create the dimensional device Ludendorff had built long ago.

Maddox had destroyed it at the end of that mission. He hated different dimensions—

He snorted. Landing here was exactly what he hadn’t wanted to happen.

He continued trudging until he recalled a thing he’d felt just before his shuttle swerved and entered the vortex. His intuitive sense had hit hard, feeling a hostile intelligence around him, possibly a telepathic assault.

His eyes widened in understanding. He had felt something and did still sense a latent threat, although he couldn’t figure it out. The main point was that the vortex mustn’t have been a random accident. If he’d felt a hostile intellect at the moment the shuttle swerved and the vortex opened, that indicated something deliberate.

Maddox nodded.

Well, then, who had engineered this and why would they bother?

He snorted once more, as this was becoming obvious. Common sense pointed to the answer.

They faced a dimensional-hopping enemy in the New Man Dominion. Lord Maddox occupied a Torus as he gathered his invasion fleet. They had learned about each other and even spoken through mechanically engineered telepathy.

Could Lord Maddox have done this, or unleashed beings that could?

“Yes,” Maddox said.

He’d felt an intelligence seconds before the “accident.” That meant it was deliberate, and the brain behind it would most logically be Lord Maddox, his Dominion cognate.

Maddox’s eyes narrowed as he tried to dredge up any implications for the attack. Could his cognate know his plan? That seemed preposterous, and yet…

He stumbled upon the stream, blinking at the sight of running water over mossy rocks.

He moved closer, knelt, and cupped the water, drinking. He didn’t know if there were parasites or something worse in it, but he was desperately thirsty and there was nothing to be done about that. He drank and drank.

Afterward, he straightened, stepped to a tree, and took a whiz. After zipping up, he heard a whine… from the sky.

Maddox looked up and, through the canopy, spied a cylindrical, silvery spaceship. Its nose pointed straight up as retro-jets fired. The vessel descended toward the jungle, perhaps a kilometer or three from his position.

Someone was coming in a spaceship, or at least an aircraft that looked like one. The design was like something from the earliest days of human space exploration.

Maddox watched it descend below the tree line and disappear behind the jumble of massive trunks.

Well, well, well, he set out toward it, wondering what he would find.
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Aboard Victory, in the conference chamber, seven people gathered around the large table after the emergency retreat from the moon.

Lieutenant Commander Valerie Noonan sat at the head of the table. She folded her hands and looked at each of them in turn.

A teary-eyed Meta sat to her immediate right, a strong, beautiful woman born on a 2-G planet. Beside her was a stricken Keith Maker, his lean face drained of color. He kept glancing around as if the conference chamber might turn hostile at any moment. Beside Keith sat a slouching Riker. At the far end sat Professor Ludendorff, his thick white hair swept back from his high forehead. Galyan stood at the edge of the table near Ludendorff. Andros Crank, the portly Kai-Kaus chief technician, sat beside the holoimage, his round face drawn with worry. He kept wiping his palms on his uniform trousers. Finally, Lieutenant Cole, Victory’s senior navigation officer, sat in the last chair. Valerie had asked him to attend. He was a thin man with careful eyes.

Valerie took a breath and launched into it. “The captain is gone. Galyan was there when it happened. Now that everyone is here, please repeat what you told me.”

“Yes, Valerie,” Galyan said. “Captain Maddox was piloting Shuttle Three on a return trajectory to Victory. At fourteen kilometers altitude, I detected a dimensional energy surge forming directly in his flight path. I attempted to warn him. He altered course, but the vortex had already enveloped the shuttle. The shuttle crossed the dimensional boundary and vanished from all sensor contact. I lost communication with the captain at that moment. The energy signature was consistent with a full dimensional breach—not a partial disruption, but a complete transition from one dimensional plane to another.”

Silence followed.

“So you definitely think the captain transferred into another dimension,” Valerie said.

“Undoubtedly,” Galyan said.

“Do you think he survived?”

Galyan paused. “I have no way of knowing. However, since it was the captain, I would assume so.”

Valerie turned to Meta. “I’m very sorry.”

Meta’s lips were pressed together so tightly they were white. Her eyes were red but dry. She nodded, a small sharp movement, and said nothing.

“We’re going to find him,” Valerie added.

“Pray tell, how do we do that?” Ludendorff said.

Everyone at the table turned to the professor.

He looked around and spread his hands. “This was a terrible accident. Of course, I am dearly sorry, my dear,” he said to Meta. “But we must continue the great quest and find the Yon Soth technology. That is why we came here. That is still the mission.”

“Are you kidding me?” Valerie said.

“We must take precautions, of course,” Ludendorff said. “But by all accounts, we are the only hope of saving our dimension from the coming Dominion invasion.”

“No,” Keith said. “We should leave. It is too dangerous to be here.”

“Now wait a second,” Riker said.

The young man sat forward, his slouch gone. He put his hands flat on the table.

“Maddox came for us last time,” Riker told Keith. “We’ve got to find the captain no matter what. If nothing else, we have to pay off that debt.” He looked around the table. “I say we get in another shuttle—just like the one he was in—and we keep flying where he flew and see if we can fall through the same way.”

“That’s madness,” Ludendorff said. “Galyan has already told us what happened. He fell into another dimension. In certain zones here, the fabric between realities is thin. The uncanny energies unleashed when we faced the awakening Yon Soth make this a dangerous place.” He raised a finger. “But that is the reason this is the only kind of place where we are going to find the tools we need to save the Commonwealth. Is that not the goal?”

“No,” Meta said. “Our first priority is saving my husband.”

“My dear,” Ludendorff said. “Your husband—”

“Enough,” Valerie said, standing. “We’re discontinuing the search for the Yon Soth technology and doing everything we can to find the captain.”

“But—” Ludendorff said.

“Sir,” Valerie said, interrupting him. “I’m in charge now. If you do not wish to obey, let me know this instant.”

“And what?” Ludendorff said a second later. “You think you are going to just toss me off the ship?”

Valerie hesitated before starting to speak.

“No,” Ludendorff said, interrupting her. “You need my genius to find the Yon Soth equipment, which I’ll need to save the captain—if it is even possible.”

“Watch your mouth,” Valerie said, glancing at Meta before staring hard at Ludendorff. “Don’t you have any decency?”

“Bah. I have more decency than anyone here,” Ludendorff said. “I am the master of decorum.”

“Please,” Galyan said. “The captain is lost. We must concentrate on that. From my analysis of the situation, the abrupt swerve of the shuttle and the vortex that took the captain seemed deliberate.”

“That would imply someone did it,” Ludendorff said.

“Exactly,” Galyan said.

“You confounded AI. That’s the point that proves you wrong. Who could have done it?”

“There are several possibilities,” Galyan said, “and we must examine each of them in turn.”

“We must first find the Yon Soth technology and then go after the captain,” Ludendorff said. “Only such technology can cross dimensions.”

“The captain crossed dimensions,” Galyan said. “That proves you are wrong in your assumptions.”

Ludendorff lofted his bushy white eyebrows and seemed about to launch into a lecture.

“He has a point,” Riker said.

“Hmmm,” Ludendorff said, as he drummed his fingers on the table.

“I have a second point as well,” Galyan said. “If the action was deliberate, why did they choose the captain?”

“You think you know so much,” Ludendorff said. “Why don’t you tell us?”

“Because he is the important component of the crew,” Galyan said. “He is the one who came up with the plans to defeat Drakos. He devised the strategy that stopped the Ninth Fleet.”

“We all had a part in that,” Ludendorff said.

“To some small degree,” Galyan said. “But clearly, it would appear that someone has focused on the captain as the dangerous one.”

“Good point,” Riker said.

Ludendorff mumbled something under his breath, but didn’t say anything more.

Valerie, who had sat during the exchange, now said, “You believe the captain’s removal from our dimension was engineered?”

“I do, Valerie,” Galyan said.

“Well then,” she said. “We must find the captain.”

“Oh, yes,” Ludendorff said. “Such brilliant logic must be applauded.” He clapped several times. “But now I need to know, how do we find him?”

“You tell us, Professor,” Valerie said. “After all, you’re the genius.”

After a moment, Ludendorff scrunched his face as if in deep thought, his silver brows drawing together, his lips moving as if he were arguing with himself.

Everyone at the table waited, watching him think and no doubt hoping he could come up with a genuine plan.
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In the Dominion Dimension, inside the Torus, Lord Maddox stood to the right of the holo-screen in the capsule. Lin 8 stood behind him. Tien Shen the Techno-mage sat in the chair, slumped forward as if tired.

Maddox stared at the empty space on the holo-screen where his cognate had been. Then he turned to Tien Shen.

“Well done, sir. Now—”

Tien Shen screeched with outrage, raising his head and then surging up out of the chair, yanking free trailing cables, the neural links still jacked into the ports along his arms and spine, their lengths snaking behind him. He whirled around, glaring wildly.

In the first moment, Maddox wondered if the Techno-mage had divined his plan regarding him. In the second moment, he realized the mind reader most certainly did. In the third moment, Maddox acted, lunging at the Techno-mage with his knife.

Tien Shen’s arms came up as he shifted into a fighting stance. The blade slashed at him. Shen twisted and jerked back. The edge cut the air where his throat had been.

A microsecond later, Maddox’s vision blurred as a crushing pressure struck behind his eyes, as if someone had shoved a spike through his temples. His legs went soft, and his knife hand opened involuntarily. Only a desperate clench of his fingers kept the blade from falling and clattering to the deck.

Lin 8 screamed as she took a spell-casting stance.

The pressure vanished and Maddox’s vision snapped back into focus. Lin 8 had done something, but he didn’t have time to think about what.

Tien Shen snarled in a language Maddox didn’t recognize. Behind him, Lin 8 gasped and staggered as she made choking sounds.

The Techno-mage was going after her. That was smart. With her out of the way—

Maddox lunged, acting before he lost his ally, driving the knife at Shen’s chest. The Techno-mage blocked with his forearm as metal rang against metal. Beneath the gaunt man’s skin, cybernetic reinforcements absorbed the knife blow. The impact jarred Maddox’s knife hand and shoulder.

This was bad. Tien Shen was faster than his wasted frame should have allowed. A palm strike caught Maddox in the sternum, and a knee drove into his thigh. Each blow carried great force, and the cables trailing from the body whipped with each movement. But the cables also caught and snagged on things, and they tangled around his legs as he pivoted.

The blows caused Maddox to stagger as pain exploded. He checked his backward movement and attacked again, slashing. Behind him, Lin 8 was making small gasping sounds.

Tien Shen pivoted and launched a high kick, the speed extraordinary. Maddox got his arm up, but the kick blew through his guard and connected with his ribs. Something cracked and pain exploded through his side, white-hot and nauseating. He staggered back yet again, with his vision blurring.

Instead of finishing him, the Techno-mage drove past him, heading for Lin 8.

Even with his labored breathing, Maddox threw himself after the Techno-mage, catching trailing cables, yanking the man off balance so Tien Shen stumbled and whirled around. Maddox drove the knife at his chest. The blade punched through synthetic skin and hit something underneath, and so metal screeched and servos whined. The knife grated against an internal mechanism as Tien Shen screamed—a sound that was part human agony and part electronic distortion.

Blood seeped from the wound, and with it came a thin fluid the color of machine oil mixed with the red, running down the gaunt torso.

It was too early to gloat, as Tien Shen’s cybernetic hand clamped down on Maddox’s knife wrist. The strength was appalling. Maddox felt the bones grind together. Another half-second and his wrist would snap. He let go of the knife. It stayed embedded in Tien Shen’s chest, the handle protruding from between two ribs.

Maddox’s knees buckled as his insides burned white-hot with agony. Was this partly a psionic attack?

Using his iron will, refusing to let pain dominate his actions, Maddox thrust forward and tackled Tien Shen, driving him to the deck. The cables tangled around both of them as they crashed down. Through the tangle, cybernetic hands found Maddox’s throat and began squeezing.

The inexorable crushing of his windpipe meant Maddox had seconds at best. Instead of trying to resist the fingers with his own, he fumbled for and grabbed the knife handle, wrenching the blade free so that the Techno-mage shrieked as oil and blood sprayed across Maddox’s face.

He positioned the tip of the blade under Tien Shen’s chin and pushed up with everything he had. With broken ribs grinding, muscles trembling, spots dancing in his darkening vision, the blade slid through the soft tissue beneath the jaw, up through the face, and into the brain case.

Tien Shen convulsed as he released Maddox’s throat. In moments, the Techno-mage’s eyes went wide, then grew fixed, and a final sound escaped him—half sigh, half electronic whine—and then he was still.

Maddox rolled off the body and untangled himself from the cables, gasping, clutching his ribs. Blood and oil smeared his golden skin, while the chamber stank of ozone and copper.

Surprisingly, Lin 8 shrieked, “It is going to detonate!”

It took Maddox a second to understand the meaning. Then he realized that the capsule was making deep, grinding sounds, building in pitch. Then warning lights began to pulse.

Now Lin 8 was at his side, tiny compared to him, but she got her shoulder under his arm and heaved. Maddox’s broken ribs ground against each other, and he bit down on a scream. They stumbled together through the chamber, into the hallways and then into the Torus proper beyond. Behind them, the sounds from the capsule grew louder, higher, building toward something catastrophic.

“Force fields,” Lin 8 hissed.

From behind them, Maddox glimpsed the shimmer of the energy barrier sealing the capsule. The following explosion proved immense, making their part of the Torus shudder, but the force field held as debris and fragments of metal and composites slammed against the inner side.

They kept moving, Lin 8 dragging him as much as he shuffled.

Dominion service personnel in dark uniforms came running from intersecting corridors. They reached Maddox and Lin 8 and took over, lifting the golden-skinned New Man onto a stretcher. Medical technicians surrounded him, applying quick-seal patches and injecting something that dulled the worst of the pain.

As they carried him on a stretcher, Maddox turned and looked at Lin 8. She walked beside the stretcher, one hand pressed to her temple, her small face drawn with exhaustion.

“You saved my life,” Maddox said.

Lin 8 nodded, but she did not smile.

“What’s wrong?” Maddox asked.

She said nothing.

“Stop,” Maddox told the stretcher-bearers. They halted. He looked at the Spacer adept. “Why the frown? Tell me.”

“I sensed something from the Techno-mage,” Lin 8 said. “At the end, he was elated.”

“He was dying, his thoughts jumbled.”

“He was dying, Sire, but his one thought remained clear.”

“Yes.”

“He felt he’d outmaneuvered you.”

Maddox frowned. “I don’t see how. He’s dead and I’m alive, and he did exactly what I asked him to do.”

“That’s all true,” Lin 8 said. “Yet he did something beyond what you asked. I could feel it in him—a satisfaction, a sense that he had set a plan in motion.”

“What plan?”

“I do not know, my Lord. But something that I believe will come back to bite you—or he believed that.”

Maddox stared at her until he flicked his hand at the stretcher-bearers. He’d won. That was the point. What could the Techno-mage possibly have set in motion?

Maddox shook his head, wishing he could interrogate the dead man, but dead was dead and that was that.
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Far away in a different dimension, Captain Maddox wiped sweat off his brow as he tramped through the jungle, heading toward the last sounds of landing jets. In truth, it had been a roar with flames billowing.

Yes, he heard crackling fire and saw smoke drifting into the sky, which would indicate that some of the jungle was on fire.

That struck him as odd, or whatever he’d seen. Had the ship simply come down into the jungle, the pilot believing or hoping the fire from the exhaust would create the landing strip, or zone?

He cocked his head. That sounded like shouts, and they came from a different direction than the fire. Then it seemed that he heard horses nickering.

Once more, he wiped sweat out of his eyes. It was muggy and hot. He should’ve drunk more water. At this rate, he’d soon sweat it all out.

A woman screamed.

Before he realized it, Maddox found himself crashing through the jungle, heading in her direction. There was a second womanly scream and the sounds of shouting men.

Then a heavy roar checked Maddox’s reckless advance. That sounded like a huge feline, one that had just been hurt. A second roar sounded and even higher-pitched screams, but from a man, one possibly on the receiving end of raking claws.

Maddox ran again, brushing leaves and fronds out of the way. Then he burst into a clearing and saw a primitive scene. A woman in an outrageous red costume with a tall conical hat such as medieval noblewomen used to wear stood with her back against a massive tree trunk. Her gown trailed all the way to the ground, and three other women stood before her. They wore similar long gowns but with much smaller hats, and their dresses were pink instead of red.

Five stout but brutish men wearing steel chest plates and plumed helms gripped leveled spears. They faced two massive cat-creatures. One of the cow-sized cats had its paws on the corpse of a sixth, spear-carrying brute. The second cat-creature had eased forward, snarling hideously. The cat-creatures were more like old-style sabertooths, except three times as big as any lion Maddox had ever seen. They had tiger-like stripes and bloody claws.

If Maddox were to estimate, the cat-creatures weighed an incredible 3,000 pounds each. African male lions might weigh 800 pounds at most. That made these monsters ultra-predators, especially for the relatively puny brutes with spears.

Everyone had turned to stare at Maddox, the women, the brutes, and the cat-creatures.

The beast with its claws on the dead brute snarled at Maddox as if in warning. The other lashed its long tail and crouched lower as if to pounce. It would be an incredible leap, as Maddox was farther from it than anyone else.

A second, closer look showed Maddox that these brutes didn’t possess any better weaponry than the spears. That didn’t make sense given the landed spaceship. Could those in the spaceship be rescuing or hunting these people? And why were the brutes, almost apish in stance and facial appearance, so different from the seemingly refined ladies?

The crouching cat now swiveled its head back toward the five brutes with leveled spears. The tail swished again, indicating—

Maddox moved faster, drawing his blaster, taking a second to look at the setting. He reached out and clicked it to the highest setting.

The second cat roared, and it leapt at the five brutes.

Maddox didn’t aim in the usual manner, the sight method. He used the feel method, which had mandated many long hours of practice with the same weapon. Even blasters shot differently, just as chemical-fired revolvers expelled bullets differently. Some eased left, or up, or down, or—

The trick was knowing your weapon. The feel method was much like shooting hoops in basketball. One didn’t squint one-eyed at the hoop and estimate distance, the needed force, and so on. One threw the ball, and from hundreds and possibly thousands of practice shots, from various distances to the hoop, the body or subconscious did the hard work of applying just enough force and no more to make a shot that caused the basketball to swish through the net.

The blaster buzzed in his hand as Maddox burned off the head of the leaping cat-creature, moving his hand as the creature leapt through the air, following it, as it were.

The brutes scattered, hooting as they did, but one didn’t move fast enough. The dead cat-monster crashed onto him, and it must have crushed his skull or ribs. The apish man simply crumpled without screaming, although many of his bones cracked sharply, an awful sound.

The other cat-creature with its paws on the corpse swiveled its head to regard Maddox. That was just in time to receive a drilling blast between its eyes. That caused a black burn hole to appear as the blaster fire continued to drill deeper into the braincase.

The monstrous cat-creature collapsed by simply dropping down.

Maddox ceased firing a second later, as smoke drifted from the barrel of the blaster.

The women turned to peer at him in astonishment, open-mouthed, clearly shocked by this.

The thick-bodied brutes picked themselves up from the ground, peering at Maddox, at the dead cat-creatures, and then at Maddox again. They, too, were open-mouthed and clearly in shock in their simian manner.

The woman in the long red gown and tall conical hat cleared her throat.

Maddox regarded her.

She no longer rested her back against the tree trunk. She had come forward, with the three attendants by her side. They were blinking and looking at their mistress. The mistress had closed her mouth. She was quite beautiful and tall, and possibly had dark hair hidden by the hat. She wore costly rings on her fingers and a pendant at her throat.

She stopped when Maddox looked at her. She studied him, and seemed perplexed.

When Maddox glanced at an attendant, the woman dropped her gaze. He glanced at the brutes. None would look at him. None gripped their spears with hostile intent, but held them up as if at parade rest.

“You,” the red-gowned woman said.

Maddox regarded her again. He understood the single word. It was tortured from an atrocious accent, but he understood it. That was good news, as it meant he could communicate with them.

He nodded.

The perplexed look deepened on the woman’s face. “You saved us. Thank you.”

“It was my pleasure,” Maddox said.

She cocked her head, and smiled a moment later, nodding, seeming to understand his words. He might have the atrocious accent from her perspective.

“Over here!” an unseen man yelled from within the foliage. “I see them!”

The brutes hooted and whirled around, leveling their spears again. The female attendants screamed and cringed in fear.

Then seven horses broke out from the undergrowth. Upon them sat big, bearded men in furs and fur caps, with leveled crossbows. Each had heavily tattooed faces and each had a metal seal upon his chest stamped with an obvious image of a Yon Soth, a Cthulhu-like creature with many tentacles.

Maddox instantly disliked them.

One of the brutes must have felt similarly. He screamed in challenge, charging the nearest horseman.

Four of the crossbows made cha-chunk sounds, the steel wires snapping, propelling heavy bolts. The bolts slammed into the charging brute, two splitting his head and two smashing against his chest-plate. That made hard tink and then metallic ripping sounds. The force from the bolts checked the brute’s rush, throwing him violently backward.

Maddox snarled, pulling the trigger and making a sweeping motion with his blaster. That slew five of the horsemen as they burned, screamed and tumbled from their spooked mounts.

The sixth horseman twisted in the saddle, and another cha-chunk sounded.

Maddox threw himself to the left. The heavy bolt hissed past him, barely missing.

Both surviving horsemen spurred their mounts. The first charged through the four spearmen and headed straight at the woman with the tall, conical hat.

From the ground, Maddox moved his arm and hand, and fired again, at the horse this time. The blast took the equine full in the side, and it screamed and lurched sideways. The rider howled in seeming rage. As the horse began to fall and thrash, he vaulted out of the saddle.

Maddox brought up his blaster—

The man vanished.

That startled the captain.

One of the female attendants hurled herself at the woman in red, shoving her so she stumbled out of the path of the careening horse. It smashed into the attendant instead, and they both collapsed onto the ground like rag dolls.

The last horseman was crashing through the foliage, escaping.

Maddox might have fired, but there was no target by that point.

Then something else happened as Maddox climbed to his feet. A man appeared wearing long blue robes and a band around his forehead. At the head of the band was a round disc with the image of a Yon Soth stamped upon it. The man himself was small with narrow shoulders, a pale face and a narrow mustache on his upper lip. He looked around as if cataloging the scene.

The four brutes cringed in seeming terror at the man. The two attendants were sobbing at the death of the third. Only the woman in red with the tall, conical hat regarded the gazing man in blue.

“Becker?” asked Maddox, shocked that he recognized him. The man looked just like the Star Watch captain who had used mind powers on former Lord High Admiral Fletcher during a dark time many years ago. In the end, alien Liss had castrated that Becker and turned him into a psionic giant. Maddox had defeated him and used his help years later on a different mission. But that was a long story.

The Becker of his dimension regarded Maddox. “Should I know you?” he said.

“Do you belong to Star Watch?” Maddox asked.

“I see. You do think you know me. That strikes me as odd. You are in their company, though, correct?”

Maddox figured he’d learned enough. The original Becker of his dimension had been a bastard. This one seemed to be the same. He fired, the blaster shot passing through the man without harm.

Becker looked down at his chest and then at Maddox.

“You’re a hologram,” Maddox said, finally understanding.

Becker pointed a finger at Maddox. “You’re a marked man, stranger, a dead man. I’m unleashing the links against you.”

Then the hologram unraveled, perhaps the energies of the blaster shot had broken its patterns.

A moment later, the tall woman in red strode forward. “Listen. We must head to the ship before the mentalist recovers his energies. It’s our best hope now.”
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Maddox holstered his blaster and approached the woman in red. He couldn’t believe a Becker was on this moon. But maybe it made sense. Becker had served the alien Liss in the Commonwealth Dimension. It would appear this Becker served a Yon Soth. Different dimensions but a similar man in each one.

An attendant shouted in alarm.

That surprised Maddox. He looked up and saw her pointing at him.

The four remaining brutes whirled around, brought up their spears, and charged him.

He reflexively drew the blaster, aiming it at them, but hesitating to fire.

They faltered at the sight of the weapon, but then resumed their charge as the oldest among them shouted an order.

“Hold!” shouted the woman in red.

The brutes skidded to a halt. One glanced at her and then hurriedly looked down.

“What’s the problem?” asked Maddox, addressing the woman in red.

She frowned, and seemed on the verge of scolding him. Maddox couldn’t understand why… until it occurred to him that he didn’t drop his gaze as everyone else did while looking at her.

“We have no time for this,” she said. “The outlander aided us with his ancient weapon. We might all be dead or captured otherwise. He lacks decorum, but there may be a good reason for that.”

“What reason could there be for such uncouth rudeness?” an attendant asked.

“I don’t know, Simi. But that isn’t the most pressing issue. Survival takes precedence.” She regarded the apish brutes. “Samos, sound the horn.”

“Noble Exarch,” Samos said, with his head bowed. “It is possible other Seekers are nearby. They will certainly hear our horn as well.”

The woman in red seemed to ponder that, finally nodding. “We must risk it. Otherwise, we’ll tramp in the jungle for hours, possibly missing the ship by the barest margin or miles. Now, sound the horn.”

The oldest of the simian soldiers, Samos, grabbed a horn slung at his side, raised it to his gorilla-like lips and gave a sharp peal.

They all waited, tense and listening.

Then Maddox and the others heard a faint answering peal from farther in the jungle.

“Do it again,” the woman in red said.

Samos inhaled and blasted again, and once more, a distant peal sounded in return a few moments later.

“Samos, you will lead the way. Your men will guard the rear.”

“Great One,” Samos said. “What about the outlander?”

Samos had gray upon his furry face and wore chevrons upon his plate-metal corset. The plumes of his helmet were red instead of blue like the others. For all their stockiness, each of the brutes was shorter than the women, who were slender and pretty. In fact, the brutes were hunched, their shoulders sloping, and their shuffle seemed more apelike than human.

That was not the case with the women, who walked fully erect and with a stately stride, which included the attendants.

“Don’t quarrel with me,” said the woman in red.

Samos dropped to one knee, bowing his head.

“No, no,” she said. “Obey me. As to the outlander, he helped us. We’ll assume that means he’s our friend.”

One of the attendants pointed at the dead attendant.

The woman in red looked, seemed stricken and then shook her head, whispering to the other two.

Samos handed his spear to another and took out a machete, and he began to hack out a path through the jungle in the direction of the last bugle call.

The three remaining brutes regarded Maddox coldly, shuffling past him and taking up position at the rear of the party.

“Please, come with us,” the woman in red said to Maddox, who had been watching all this.

He approached her once more.

The two attendants hissed in alarm, stepping between her and him, although not looking at him.

“Enough of this,” said the woman in red. “I have made my decision regarding the outlander.”

“But Exarch—”

“Who rules?” she said, interrupting in a ringing tone. “You or me?”

The attendant dipped her head as her shoulders slumped, and she began to tremble.

“No, no, Simi,” the woman in red said. She patted the other on the cheek. “I know you meant well. I forgive you your zeal.”

The attendant nodded in what seemed like doglike devotion.

At that point, awful and deep roars sounded, more cat-creatures. They weren’t close, but they obviously weren’t that far away either.

Samos hooted in alarm, hacked harder with his machete and began to run-shuffle.

The woman in red and her attendants pulled up the hems of their long gowns, allowing them to run as they followed Samos. The woman in red had outrageous high heels, which likely accounted for her greater height. It made running difficult, but she wasn’t kicking them off. Each of the women had uncommonly shapely legs.

One of the attendants noticed that the easily pacing Maddox had noticed, and she blushed crimson.

“Exarch, he stares at us.”

Maddox almost said, “I’m not staring.” He glanced, he saw. That was something else. But he wasn’t going to explain himself like a lackey.

“Never mind, Simi,” the woman in red said, already breathing hard. “He’s not of Pylon but an alien from space.”

“Is he a man?” Simi asked.

“A Tru-man, I think,” the woman in red answered.

“Like those of Roth?” Simi asked breathlessly.

“That’s doubtful, as he slew them without hesitation and he destroyed the image of the mentalist.”

“I saw that,” Simi panted. “But I don’t understand.”

Maddox wanted to say, “I’m right here.” The way they spoke… They seemed to ignore his presence. Was that how they dealt with Samos and his brutes? Weren’t the spearmen Tru-men then?

The feeling that he was in another dimension hit more strongly now. Why had the attackers and this-Becker worn emblems of a Yon Soth? That worried him, as a Yon Soth might be active and alive on this moon that was seemingly called Roth.

He flung sweat from his face, sensing danger. Was it the cat-creatures? Had the beasts roared at them? Surely not, as the beasts hadn’t been that close. This running was merely a precaution, right?

Maddox frowned. The sense of hostility remained, and seemed concentrated… he looked around. It seemed concentrated on the woman in red, and on him.

Could this be Becker? The others had named him a mentalist. Was that like a Spacer adept?

He glanced at his holstered blaster. He needed to check it, and wasn’t sure why. Following his intuition, he drew the blaster and checked its charge. It was nearly drained. That was bad. Was the drainage due to switching dimensions or was there something odd taking place on this moon? Why did Samos and his men use spears instead of guns? Right, the horsemen had used crossbows.

Once more, Samos blew his horn.

The answering peal seemed no closer than before.

Maddox waited to hear any cat-creatures. The sense of hostility grew, as did the feeling of someone watching him.

He needed more data, and ran closer to the woman in red.

“Exarch,” he said. “Tell me about this mentalist.”

The two attendants gasped in what seemed like alarm and then outrage.

“He speaks before being spoken to,” Simi told the woman in red.

“He isn’t a servant like Samos. He must be a Tru-man as I’ve said.”

“Surely Tru-men wouldn’t be rude like that,” Simi said.

“It’s said they follow strange customs,” the Exarch said.

“Does that include not waiting for a woman to speak first?” Simi asked.

“It would seem so.”

“That’s hideous,” Simi said, glancing at Maddox, but not with anger, but with possible interest. “He eyes us so boldly, as if he can take whatever he desires.”

“Hush, Simi,” the other attendant said. “Don’t give the Tru-man lecherous ideas.”

“It’s too late for that,” Simi said, “for he stares as if he’s filled with lecherous plans.”

“Simi!” the other said. “Do you desire him?”

“I… I feel strange when he looks at me,” Simi said.

“You harlot!” the other attendant cried.

“Hush, girls,” the woman in red panted. “He’s listening to you.”

“Don’t worry, Simi,” Maddox said. “I’m a married man. You’re quite safe from me.”

Simi glared at Maddox, but then had to concentrate on running and holding up her dress. She did look over her shoulder at Maddox, perhaps to see if he spied her legs or perhaps because she had pulled up her gown higher than decorum dictated.

Then Maddox heard heavy crashing bodies rushing from behind. He realized with a start that the cat-creatures had found them. While the women had argued about him, the beasts had raced into attack range. He should have been paying closer attention to that.

One of the rearward brutes hooted in pain and horror.

The others looked back.

A cat-creature had bounded out of the jungle and shredded a brute with its claws. The other three veered toward it, ramming their spears into its side. The cat-creature screamed in pain and fury, casting its huge claws right and left.

The remaining brutes were shredded to death, their apish faces missing.

Maddox reacted, drawing, twisting and firing, killing the monstrous cat-creature. More followed. They were massive bounding things that closed fast. He pulled the trigger again, but nothing happened except that the blaster hummed louder and vibrated harder in his hand.

Maddox shoved the useless blaster into its holster. The other cat-creatures were almost upon them. They were all dead, unless—

Maddox made a split-second decision, veering to the woman in red. The attendants might have perceived his plan, but he dodged them with deft moves. Then he scooped up the woman in red, and sprinted faster, passing Samos in a moment and plunging into the forest ahead of all of them.

“What are you doing?” the woman in red cried.

Maddox could have fought to the death against the cat-creatures with his knife, but then he’d never see Meta or Jewel again. He was in another dimension. That meant he might be trapped here forever. But he’d seen a man blink away. He’d seen a holoimage of Becker with a Yon Soth symbol on his forehead. If any entity had the means to return him to his dimension, it would likely be a Yon Soth. Thus, Maddox wasn’t going to toss his life away on a noble gesture. He was going to do what he must in order to return to his wife and child, and to deal with whoever had engineered this fate.

That, he believed, meant reaching the spaceship with the woman in red. Hence, his actions as he raced through the jungle, running faster than any normal human, and certainly much faster than these gowned women would be able to achieve.

Besides, he had a feeling that the cat-creatures wanted the woman in red more than the others, and thus, this also seemed like their best chance.

Maddox didn’t have the time or the inclination to explain all that while he ran as hard as he could, carrying the woman in red. He saved his breath for sprinting, and moved as only a New Man or Captain Maddox could.
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Maddox ran with the woman in red clutched against his chest, her conical hat lost somewhere behind them, her dark hair spilling free. She was lighter than he expected, but the jungle was brutal. Vines snagged his boots, roots humped out of the ground like knuckles, and the muggy air felt like breathing through a wet cloth.

Behind them, the screaming started.

First came the hooting of the brutes—sharp, apelike cries of alarm and then pain. Then the deep-throated roar of cat-creatures, followed by the awful sounds of spears snapping and bodies hitting the ground.

The woman in red twisted in his arms, looking back over his shoulder. Her face went white.

“Samos,” she whispered.

Maddox didn’t look back, as he couldn’t afford to. He vaulted a fallen trunk and landed hard, adjusted his grip on the woman and kept running. Branches whipped across his face and arms. His uniform was already torn in several places and his shoulder throbbed from the earlier descent, but none of that mattered.

Behind them, farther back now, came the sound of Simi screaming. Then that cut off abruptly.

The woman in red buried her face against Maddox’s chest and began to weep. She shook with hard convulsions that made it difficult to hold her. She gripped his uniform with both fists, twisting the fabric.

The jungle thinned slightly as the ground sloped upward. The trees were still massive, but the undergrowth wasn’t as dense. He could move faster here, dodging trunks, leaping roots as he churned through the mulch.

Then he heard the cat-creatures behind him. Not the roars—those had stopped. He heard the heavy crashing of enormous bodies moving through underbrush at speed, and the deep chuffing of predators that had finished with easy prey and turned to pursue the harder quarry.

Maddox’s lungs burned. Even with his enhanced stamina, carrying a grown woman through an alien jungle at a dead sprint was taking its toll. Sweat poured into his eyes and his ribs ached.

The woman lifted her head. Tears streaked her face, but her eyes were sharp. She pointed.

“There,” she said. “I see it.”

Maddox crested the rise and through a gap in the canopy, perhaps a thousand meters ahead, he caught the gleam of silver. The spaceship must be in a blackened clearing, surely the jungle scorched from its landing jets. Smoke still drifted from charred areas.

The smell of burning wood had helped focus his run. He adjusted the woman in his arms and plunged down the slope.

Then a roar came—not from behind, but from ahead, as the spaceship’s engines must have ignited. A column of fire erupted from the base of the cylindrical vessel. The blast flattened the remaining vegetation around it, and heat rolled toward them even at this distance. The silver hull began to rise, slowly at first, then faster, climbing above the tree line on a pillar of flame.

It was leaving without the Exarch.

The woman screamed in despair and clutched Maddox harder as she shook.

Maddox stopped running, standing on the jungle slope, breathing hard, and watched the spaceship climb.

He’d also stopped because he was exhausted from everything, and he no longer sensed the cat-creatures chasing them. The rocket’s launch must have taken care of the beasts.

After a moment, he set the woman down. She stood beside him, unsteady on her feet without the ridiculous heels—she must have lost those somewhere too—and they both watched the ship rise into the amber sky.

The woman wept, although she didn’t make a sound this time. The tears simply ran down her face as she watched the spaceship climb.

Maddox didn’t know what to say to her. He barely knew what to say to himself.

Then he saw three shapes barreling toward the still slowly rising spaceship. The three objects must have started from higher, even as the spaceship climbed on its pillar of fire.

What could they—?

Oh.

They looked like sleds with men lying prone on them, one on each. They had a curved windshield at the front and a long concave bow cone that tapered to a point. Some kind of propulsion system at the rear kicked out a faint blue glow.

To Maddox, they seemed like sky-sleds.

The sleds sped like arrows toward the rising spaceship.

“They’re kamikazes,” Maddox said, realizing they were speeding up, not slowing down.

The first sled hit the spaceship amidships and exploded with a white flash. The second sled struck a half-second later, higher, near the nose. The third hit the engine section.

The spaceship didn’t fall so much as disintegrate. Great chunks of silver hull tumbled outward, trailing fire and smoke. The main body of the vessel crumpled in on itself, and then the fuel or the reactor or whatever powered the craft let go.

The detonation lit the sky, and a shockwave rolled across the jungle canopy, flattening leaves and bending the tops of the massive trees. The sound hit a second later—a deep, concussive boom that Maddox felt in his chest.

Burning debris rained down into the jungle, starting fires in the canopy. Smaller pieces pinged and crashed through the branches nearby.

Maddox pulled the woman behind a tree trunk until the rain of wreckage stopped. Then they stepped out and looked up.

A column of black smoke rose into the amber sky, spreading and flattening against the higher atmosphere. Burning fragments drifted down like terrible snow.

The woman stared at the smoke. Her tears had stopped and her face was blank.

Maddox looked at the jungle around them, realizing that both of them had just been marooned here.
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They found shelter under a massive fallen tree, its root system torn from the earth and forming a natural overhang. The space beneath was dim and smelled of damp rot, but it was hidden from the sky, and right now that might matter more than comfort.

If there had been three sky-sleds, it seemed reasonable to believe there might be more.

Maddox sat with his back against a root, his legs stretched out before him. His uniform was torn and dark with sweat. The dead blaster sat heavy on his hip, a useless weight he hadn’t yet discarded. The knife in his boot was the only real weapon he had left.

The woman sat across from him. Her red gown was filthy and torn, and her dark hair hung loose around her face. Without the conical hat and the heels, she looked younger than he’d first thought, late twenties, maybe. Her face was striking rather than beautiful as he’d first believed—high cheekbones, a strong jaw, dark eyes that had stopped crying and now watched him with an intensity that reminded him of Meta when she was sizing up a threat.

“I owe you my life,” she said. “Since we’re alone and trapped, we can dispense with the formalities. My name is Talia, Exarch of Pylon Station.”

“I’m Captain Maddox of Star Watch.”

She studied him, perhaps expecting more. Maybe he should give her more, or keep talking, anyway.

“You said Pylon Station. Is that something in orbit?”

Talia nodded. “Our station circles the moon. Most of us grew up there, as our parents arrived to keep watch over those of Roth, and to keep them from ever leaving the moon and spreading their heresies.”

“Those of Roth wear the emblem of a Yon Soth?” Maddox asked.

Talia’s eyes widened. “You know the secret name of the ancient enemy of man. Where did you learn that?”

“…From my travels,” Maddox said at last.

“We saw a spaceship drop and crash earlier. Was that yours?”

“It was,” Maddox said.

“Why did you come to Roth?” she asked.

Maddox looked up at the underside of the root overhang, thinking about how to answer that. Alien insects crawled along the bark in slow lines. He looked at Talia, deciding she had a good brain on her head and that a measure of honesty would serve him better than evasion.

“Are you aware of other dimensions?”

“That is only theoretical,” she said.

“In my case, it’s reality. I have an enemy who waylaid me, causing me to fall into this dimension.”

Talia seemed to absorb that. She was either remarkably poised or had already considered stranger possibilities than interdimensional travel.

“Why did this enemy send you here?”

Maddox shrugged. Maybe the enemy just wanted him out of the way instead of here exactly.

“I wonder if your enemy knew about what’s on the surface.”

Maddox waited for more, sure that that could hardly be the case.

“Surely you must wonder why the Exarch of Pylon Station came down onto the surface,” Talia said.

“I do wonder,” Maddox said straight-faced.

“Several days ago, our watchmen saw something come down. No,” she said with a frown. “That’s not exactly right. The priests say precision is always important in these matters. I will thus be precise. The object appeared on the surface with a blaze of light. Our watchmen simply assumed it had come down from the heavens. It was strange, whatever it was.”

“Is the thing near here?” asked Maddox.

“In the foothills, northwest of here, near the deep valley,” she said.

“Could it have been a meteor?” Maddox asked.

“That was our first thought.” She pushed a strand of dark hair behind her ear. “But there was no crater visible from orbit. No fire spread. Whatever… appeared, or hit, was seemingly in one piece, and it radiates with strange energies.”

“And you came down to investigate it?”

“You must wonder why I’d come specifically. The priests begged me to go, as I have more technical training than most, and the priests also suggested that someone of the blood should see what had fallen.”

“That explains why you’re on the planet,” Maddox said. “It doesn’t explain why you were so far from your spaceship before it left.”

“I did not come down in that spaceship. It was a rescue craft.”

“Uh…”

“I took a spaceship down from Pylon to see this object,” Talia said quickly. “But our shipboard watchmen spotted the mentalist’s creatures and riders in the general area. I decided to land elsewhere in an effort to divert them from the object. You see, I reasoned the mentalist must know about it, but not exactly where. My decision was marred, as I hadn’t realized then that the mentalist had come in person or brought sky-sleds. It’s also possible, now that I think about it, that my watchmen spotted riders the mentalist wanted us to see, and thus tricked us. I reason that because, soon after landing, sky-sleds attacked and destroyed my spaceship. I knew the priests would send another ship, and moved what I thought was a safe distance away from the mentalist’s main camp.”

“This mentalist, do you know his name?

“I know that you named him Becker.”

“Is that his name?” Maddox asked.

“Why would you call him that otherwise?”

“Is it his name?” Maddox asked.

“Of course,” Talia said.

“Does Becker know the location of the object you seek?”

“I think not, but I’m not sure. How could I be?”

“Who is he exactly?”

Talia eyed Maddox, finally shrugging. “Mentalist Becker leads those who serve the Old One in the Pit. Now, he has destroyed two spaceships. Pylon does not own many more. Becker may be the greatest mentalist in my lifetime.”

“This… object on the surface,” Maddox said. “Do you think it could help us get back to Pylon Station?”

Talia stared at Maddox. “What an interesting idea. I don’t know, but it would seem to be our only hope at this point. Is that what you think?”

“I think reaching it before the horsemen, sky-sleds, and cat-creatures seem like slim odds.”

“True, but what other choice do we have?”

“None,” Maddox said, even as he racked his brain for a better idea.

“I have a question then.”

Maddox nodded.

“If you’re really from another dimension, how did you recognize the mentalist?”

“That’s easy to explain. There was a Becker in my dimension.”

“Was he good or bad?”

“Mostly bad,” Maddox said.

“Here, Mentalist Becker is the worst of the Anointed Ones,” Talia said. “He commands the horsemen, the sky-sleds and the links as you suggested.”

“The links are the cat-creatures?”

Talia nodded.

“How does Becker control them?”

“I’m told it’s an old art, passed down from the days when the Yon Soth ruled the star system. The links that attacked us were not hunting by instinct. Our priests say that the mentalist controls them through mental manipulation.”

That made sense, especially for Becker. Whatever dimension he lived in, he seemed to practice psionic arts.

Maddox pulled the blaster from his holster. The charge indicator showed a flicker of life. It could be good for one more shot, or two or three. After that, he had a knife and his wits and a woman who knew the general direction of something that might save them both, or get them off the surface, at least. Becker had sky-sleds, horsemen, crossbows, and monstrous cats he could aim like weapons.

While considering all that, Maddox heard a high whine from above.

They both looked up through the rooted overhang and saw three sky-sleds flying in a loose formation. They moved fast and low, seemingly sweeping over the jungle, their blue propulsion glows visible against the amber sky.

“They must be searching for me,” Talia said. “Perhaps Becker knows that I know the whereabouts of this object. In some manner, he must have learned about it and now desires it.”

Maddox watched the sleds bank and circle back, running an obvious search pattern over the canopy. The bearded pilots lay flat on the narrow platforms, their heads turning as they scanned the jungle below. The concave bow cones gleamed in the gas giant’s light.

The sleds swept past and continued south, their whine soon fading to nothing.

Maddox sat back and looked at Talia thoughtfully, a plan beginning to form.

“What?” she said.

“We could use the fact that they want you alive,” he said.

“I don’t understand.”

“You’ve seen this object on the ground?”

“Through the station’s telescope,” she said.

“Okay, if we’re hoping the object is useful, that means we have to reach it before they do and figure it out.”

“That seems reasonable.”

“On foot, we’re probably not going to beat horsemen, cat-creatures and sky-sleds to it.”

“That also is well reasoned.”

“So… to do this, we need some sky-sleds.”

“But we don’t have any,” Talia said.

“We don’t,” Maddox agreed. “But we have you. If we let them see you, the pilots might try to land and capture you in person. That would be doubly so if Becker posted a reward for your capture.”

“That’s not a plan.”

“Sure it is,” Maddox said, “but only if you trust me.”

“You expect me to believe your wild dimensional story, that you know Becker, and that this isn’t all just some elaborate trick.”

“I shot the hologram, thinking it was the real Becker. I killed links in your presence. Do you really think I’m not genuine?”

“You saved my life, and I don’t think you did so just to collect a reward. Besides, I’ve never seen a weapon like the one you wield.”

Maddox stood and moved out from under the overhang and then into a clearing.

“Come stand beside me,” he said. “I’m going to hold your arm as if I’ve captured you and am willing to trade with them.”

Worry creased her features. “Are you willing to trade me?”

“We’ve been over that,” Maddox said. “I’m the real deal, remember?”

Slowly, Talia rose from beneath the overhang. Her torn red gown dragged through the mulch as she straightened. She was trembling, but she walked out and stood beside him in the clearing.

Maddox grabbed her upper arm and turned toward a whine. He saw a sky-sled coming, with the pilot’s bearded face visible as he spotted them.

Maddox drew Talia closer and waved to the pilot, hoping the bearded man was stupid enough to do this.
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Not just one, but three sky-sleds angled toward the clearing, which wasn’t that large considering their speed.

The pilots came in too fast, clearly not having expected to land out here. Maddox could practically feel their greed, had been counting on it.

Now the first sled clipped a branch. It seemed to happen even faster after that. The sled spun sideways, seemed to drop and then plowed into the soft earth, throwing up a wave of mulch and causing the pilot to roll like crazy. The second sled landed even harder, its bow cone digging a furrow before it skidded to a halt, the pilot hanging on as if for dear life. The third was slower than the other two and probably more skilled. He touched down cleanly, the pilot already rolling off the platform and rising with a weapon in hand.

That weapon appeared to be a flintlock pistol—a long-barreled thing with brass fittings and a stock of dark wood. The other two pilots were scrambling up from their crashes, reaching for similar weapons.

The nearest, the skilled pilot, had the metal disc on his chest showing the Yon Soth. He was a stocky man, heavily bearded and with a tattooed face. He grinned nastily, leering at both Maddox and Talia.

Maddox didn’t care for his demeanor or the one he served. That wasn’t why he released Talia and dropped his hand onto the holstered blaster. It was more basic than that—getting back to Meta and Jewel, even if that meant playing hardball with these ruffians and tricking them.

He quick-drew the blaster and pulled the trigger. The weapon hummed, apparently having had enough time to collect its last reserves. A pale blast ejected and struck the pilot through the Yon Soth symbol. The man crumpled. Maddox shifted his aim and fired again, but only smoke drifted from the barrel.

The second pilot had winced and turned his head, gearing up to die, or so it seemed. Before he realized what had happened, Maddox threw the blaster aside and ran for the dead pilot.

The second pilot waited a moment longer and then looked at Maddox. He seemed more astonished than relieved that he was alive, and then snarled, drawing his flintlock pistol, using the other hand to cock the hammer.

“Stop!” he shouted.

Maddox neared the other, diving at the dead man.

The second pilot gripped his flintlock with both hands, raised it, squeezed an eye closed and fired with a loud retort so the weapon bucked.

The shot smashed the pistol Maddox had raised from the dead man.

The shooter laughed, perhaps at his success.

Maddox let go of the useless weapon and was already charging across the clearing at the shooter.

The man must have realized his danger, turned to his friend, who fumbled for his own flintlock, and turned back to see Maddox closing much faster than seemed right.

“Surrender!” he shouted at Maddox.

“I am!” Maddox yelled back.

The man frowned, as if confused, and finally grabbed and began to draw the heavy short sword at his side.

It was too late, as Maddox reached the bearded man as the tip of the sword exited the top of the scabbard.

By then, Maddox slashed, with his boot knife, cutting the other’s throat. The captain didn’t look back to see if the other was down. He probably heard the thud of a falling body behind him. Instead, he raced at the third and last pilot.

That one took a wide stance, deliberately raised his flintlock—

Maddox hurled his knife, which spun like a glittering thing and took the other just under the throat and an inch to one side. If the man had been wearing a chest-plate, it would have likely deflected the knife. But he rode a sky-sled and likely hadn’t been able to afford the extra weight.

The last pilot grunted, released the pistol before firing and sat down hard on the ground. He kept blinking as if thinking about the blade sticking in his upper chest.

Maddox reached him and scooped up the fallen flintlock.

The bearded, tattooed man looked at the captain aiming the flintlock at him. Then he toppled to the side, twitched several times and died.

While breathing hard, Maddox regarded him. Finally, he eased the hammer down, uncocking the primed flintlock. He pulled out his knife, wiped it off on the dead man and slid the blade back into his boot sheath.

He then turned to see Talia staring at the three dead men, her face pale and lower lip trembling.

“You killed them,” she said.

Maddox shoved the flintlock into the blaster’s holster, walking to her.

“You did it without hesitation or warning,” she said.

“They destroyed your ship and killed your people. Would you have preferred I gave them a chance to shoot us first?”

She said nothing to that, watching him approach a sled, her features showing something between gratitude and fear.

Maddox crouched beside the sled that had landed cleanly. It was a simple thing, and all the more interesting for that.

The platform was roughly four meters long and a meter wide, made of a dull gray alloy that felt warm to the touch. The curved windshield at the front was scratched and pitted, no more than thirty centimeters tall—just enough to deflect wind from a prone pilot’s face. Before it, the concave bow cone tapered to a sharp point. A gun was mounted in the cone’s hollow—tube-shaped, with a crude trigger mechanism. It looked like it fired slugs, something physical rather than energy-based.

The controls were at the front, behind the windshield. There were two handgrips like motorcycle throttles, mounted on short stalks. Between them was a simple lever. That was it, meaning no screens, readouts, or computer.

Maddox studied the rear. There was a cylindrical housing the size of a wine barrel at the platform’s tail, encased in the same gray alloy. It hummed faintly. Two vents on either side glowed with the pale blue he’d seen from the ground. The propulsion system—possibly repulsor or gravity drive—seemed to have been miniaturized so a single man could lie on a platform and ride the sled through the air.

He turned one of the handgrips. The hum increased in pitch and the rear of the sled lifted slightly off the ground.

“How does the gun work?” he asked Talia.

She had come closer, though she kept glancing at the dead pilots. “There, I think. The pilots fire them while lying flat.”

Maddox found a switch. He pressed it. The tube-gun coughed and a heavy bolt punched into the jungle, shredding a fern.

“Right,” he said.

He checked the other two sleds. The first one, the one that had clipped the branch, had a cracked propulsion housing. The blue glow flickered and died as he watched. The second sled seemed functional, but the bow cone was bent from the hard landing, canting the gun off to one side.

He went back to the clean one.

“What happens now?” Talia asked.

He looked at her, estimating her weight and combining it with his own. This could work, maybe. “Now, Exarch, you and I are going to fly this and find your object.”

Talia grew pale. “You expect me to lie beside you on the sled?”

He arched an eyebrow. “Do you have a better idea?”

“I’m the Exarch.”

“Yes.”

“I cannot lie with a man.”

“Ah. That makes sense.” He nodded. “Then you prefer to die, I suppose?”

“No! What are you suggesting?”

Just then, two new sky-sleds appeared. One zoomed toward them as the other circled.

Maddox shoved Talia behind him, drew the flintlock, cocked the hammer and waited. The sled coming down didn’t fire, but came closer and closer, the pilot’s expression quizzical.

Maddox aimed and squeezed the trigger. The hammer came down, the pan ignited and the flintlock fired. The bullet cracked the windshield but didn’t hit the pilot. It’s possible a piece of windshield struck his face, however, as the sled veered sharply downward.

Talia screamed as the sled smashed against the ground, crumpling the sled and tossing the pilot like a rag doll about ten meters from his craft.

Maddox looked up, seeing the last sky-sled speed away.

He turned to Talia. “He’s going to tell Becker where we are.”

“Yes. I think you’re right.”

“Are you ready for this or do you prefer to wait for Becker’s horsemen?”

She looked at him and finally hung her head, inching closer to their stolen sky-sled.
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“There’s barely room for one person,” she complained.

“We’ll manage.”

“And what do we do when we get there?”

“We’ll figure that out when we see your object.”

Talia looked at the dead pilots, at the column of smoke still rising from the destroyed spaceship hidden in the jungle. Then she lay down on the sled, pressing herself to the left edge, and then smoothing her dress.

Maddox walked to the other side and lay down beside her.

Obviously, the narrow platform was not wide enough for two people to lie side by side without touching. His right shoulder pressed against her left, and his hip against hers. Their arms lay parallel, nearly overlapping. He reached for the handgrips, and his forearm crossed over hers. She pulled her arm tight against her body.

He wanted to say something to relax her, but she stared straight ahead, her jaw set.

“I should inform you,” she said suddenly, “that this degree of contact between an Exarch and a stranger is a serious transgression.”

“Duly noted,” Maddox said, and twisted the right handgrip.

The sled slid across the ground before it lurched upward and bucked sideways. Maddox overcorrected and they swung left, the platform tilting hard. Talia slid against him, the full length of her body pressing against his side. She made a sharp sound through clenched teeth and shoved herself back to her edge.

He steadied the sled while they were a meter off the ground, realizing it was the right grip for altitude. He twisted the left one and the sled nosed forward.

“Which direction?” he asked, as they rose higher.

“Over there. Follow that ridgeline. It should lead us to the deep valley.”

He didn’t see any deep valley, but he spied the ridgeline in question. “Left or right?” he asked.

“Left,” she said.

He aimed that way and off they went. “How far away is this valley?”

“I’m not sure. It shouldn’t be too far.”

Maddox twisted the left throttle. The sled accelerated with the jungle spreading below them and the gas giant filling much of the sky above.

Flying like this was primitive and interesting. However, Talia’s hair came loose and whipped across his face. He turned his head to protect his eyes and found himself looking at her profile—the strong jaw, the high cheekbone, the dark eyes staring forward, refusing to look at him.

“Your hair is getting in my face.”

“I’m well aware of that.”

“Then do something about it.”

Talia huffed, gathered it with one hand, and twisted it into a knot. The movement shifted her weight and her hip pressed hard against his. She corrected, but on a one-meter platform, there was nowhere to go.

Maddox leaned them to the right and the sled followed the contour of a ridge running what seemed to be northwest. Below, the jungle canopy was unbroken.

The sled was faster than he’d expected, and he was getting the feel of the controls. He nudged the center lever. The sled yawed. That was the rudder then.

“You learn quickly,” Talia said. She was still staring straight ahead.

“I’ve flown worse.”

“I find that difficult to believe.”

After that, they flew for fifteen minutes without speaking. Maddox scanned the sky for other sleds, but there was nothing yet. But the one who’d fled would surely be telling Becker where they were, and the window for finding and using the object must be closing.

The terrain changed as the flat jungle gave way to rising ground, the canopy thinning as dark rock pushed through. Talia craned her neck, studying the landscape below, likely searching for landmarks she’d memorized from the Station.

“There,” she said, pointing. “I see three bald hills. Bear… uh—” her brow furrowed— “left.”

Maddox adjusted course. The banking move pressed her shoulder into his. This time she didn’t correct as quickly, maybe because she was focused on the ground, searching, and perhaps had stopped fighting what the sled kept forcing on her.

“How will you recognize the area?” Maddox asked.

“I’ll know.”

Soon, a deep valley loomed ahead.

Talia tapped his hand. “Slower, please. It could be here and we’d fly right past it.”

He eased off the speed. The wind dropped from a roar to a whistle. Below them, the foothills were cut with ravines and old lava channels, overgrown with scrub.

“There,” she said. “I see a dark line from the valley. That’s the old lava flow. Follow it north.”

He followed the black scar for two kilometers before Talia gripped his wrist.

“We’re too high. We shouldn’t be visible from a distance.”

He brought the sled down until branches almost reached the underside of the platform.

“Oh no, look over there,” she said, pointing. “I see movement.”

Maddox looked. Below and to the east was a line of riders, a dozen horsemen at least, with their metal discs glinting on their chests.

They saw the sky-sled, but must not have realized who piloted it.

“They’re heading in the same direction we are,” Talia said. “That can’t be good.”

Maddox agreed with that, and twisted the speed grip so the sled shot forward. They pulled away from the riders as Maddox followed the lava flow for another five minutes. The valley wall grew closer, sheer and dark. The foothills flattened into rough ground where old lava had pooled and cooled.

Talia rose onto her elbow, possibly to scan ahead. Her face turned toward his, close enough that he could count the flecks of amber in her dark eyes. She seemed to realize it at the same moment he did.

She looked away.

“There,” she said, and her voice had changed. “Do you see it?”

In the jungle ahead, where the foothills met the base of the valley, something caught the light. It was a dull gleam through the canopy.

“I see it,” Maddox said, and there was an odd stir on his scalp. He wanted to scratch it, but didn’t dare let go of the throttles.

Just then, the engine coughed.

Worse, Maddox felt that through the platform—a shudder, a stutter in the hum. The blue glow flickered. The sled dropped a meter, caught itself, and the hum resumed weaker, uneven, with a grinding undertone.

“What was that?” Talia asked.

“I’m guessing we have too much weight aboard, and maybe the engine has been working too hard this whole time.”

“Can we make it there?”

“We’ll find out soon enough.”

Then Talia looked back the way they’d come. “Sky-sleds,” she said. “They’re heading our way.”

Maddox twisted to look back. Two sleds were coming fast, their blue glows bright against the sky. He guessed they were two kilometers back and closing fast. That made sense. There was one man on each, making their sleds lighter and faster.

He looked at the gleam ahead, then at the sleds behind. At that point, the engine coughed once more, and they began to seriously lose altitude.
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Maddox coaxed the sky-sled as it limped along, sputtering, lowering and then rising a bit when he throttled it just right.

Beside him, Talia kept saying, “Oh. Oh. Oh,” at each jerk and sway.

He wanted to tell her to shut up and let him concentrate, and then he felt that itch along his scalp again.

With the twitch of his head, he recalled the first time that had happened. It had been in his shuttle in the Commonwealth Dimension. He’d felt an alien presence then, too.

In fact, he felt an alien presence now.

“Why are you scowling so hard?” Talia asked.

Maddox looked at her.

She screamed while staring straight ahead.

Maddox looked that way and barely swerved aside in time to miss the top part of a huge tree.

“Sorry,” he muttered.

He concentrated on flying the stricken sled, but the itch on his scalp bothered the heck out of him.

There was something alien about it, and then new thoughts intruded into his mind. This was ridiculous. Why should—?

His heart started to hammer as he realized he recognized the capsule down there. It was smaller than a shuttle, but bigger than this sky-sled. It must have belonged to a Techno-mage once.

Maddox’s mouth opened. He knew he’d never heard of such a thing as a Techno-mage, yet he knew that capsule down there originated from a multi-dimensional traveler. Was that like Balron the Traveler?

Maddox frowned. The thought that concerned dimensional capsules and Techno-mages knew nothing about Balron the Traveler. Wasn’t that odd?

Yes, it was odd and meant something important.

“Watch where you’re going!” Talia screamed.

Once more, Maddox had to concentrate on flying as these other thoughts intruded upon his thinking. It felt as if someone or something was adding them to his mind, but that was preposterous, right?

Maddox swallowed hard. This was weird, but not out of the realm of possibility as he’d faced such things before. He decided that he was going to need to keep a tight rein on his thoughts. He would not assume that all of them originated with him. The itch on his scalp was something real. His intuitive sense told him that.

He would figure this out later. Right now, landing and then opening the capsule was the key. If this was a Techno-mage’s capsule, he might use it to return to the Commonwealth, to his wife and daughter.

“I can’t know all this,” he said.

“What are you mumbling about?” Talia shouted.

Maddox scowled thunderously. He used every ounce of concentration and skill to coax the wounded sky-sled. There was a deep ravine in front of them that they needed to cross. He didn’t look back to see if the other sky-sleds yet followed. Everything about the next few seconds of flight would determine whether Lord Maddox would live or die.

When Captain Maddox realized what he’d just thought, it proved to him that something truly bizarre was happening. That hadn’t been his thought, but the thought had come from—

“Damn it!” he hissed.

“What’s wrong?” Talia shouted.

“Hang on,” he said.

She reached out and tried to grip a windshield strut, but there wasn’t enough space even for her small hands. So, she turned on her side and clutched at him. All worry about proximity had vanished. The instinct to live must have trumped it.

Maddox twisted the throttles, moved the lever, and it seemed as if their sky-sled had become a bucking bronco in response. Several times, Maddox felt his body lift off the platform. Talia would scream then and clutch him even tighter.

“Just a little more, you bastard,” Maddox snarled.

Beside him, Talia was panting. The trees loomed all around them. The sky-sled barely stayed above the leafy ground as Maddox swerved around the massive tree trunks. Then a great chasm or ravine opened up under them, and the sky-sled sank.

“No!” Talia moaned.

Maddox twisted the throttles, yanked the rudder one way and then the other. The engine sputtered. They seemed to leap up, and Maddox guided them out of the deep chasm and plowed into crackling dry fallen leaves and fronds until they slid to a halt.

Maddox threw himself up the instant they stopped. “Up!” he shouted, hauling the Exarch to her feet. He started to run with her, but she was the slowest creature in creation. Thus, he picked her up for the second time today and sprinted like a madman.

“They’re coming!” Talia shouted.

Maddox spied the capsule, which was canted at a crazy angle. At the same moment, the itch on his scalp became nearly overpowering.

Something whistled from above, and a bolt hissed past them to smash against the earth.

Maddox snarled and looked up, shaking a fist as a sky-sled streaked past them from above. Afterward, he put his head down as his boots fairly flew over the ground. He had to get to the dimensional capsule before Becker’s men could stop him.
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Maddox ran toward the capsule while carrying Talia.

The capsule was canted in the earth as if it had come down hard from space, but no apparent explosion of greenery or dirt could confirm the event had occurred. The capsule was cylindrical and tapering at both ends, its surface covered in a dull metallic skin that caught the star’s light with an oily sheen. Vines had already begun to crawl across it, but the growth was thin, only weeks old at most. The hull appeared smooth and unmarked.

In fact, there was no visible hatch, seam, handle, or control surface anywhere. The hull was continuous, as if the whole vessel had been cast in a single pour.

Maddox set down Talia and eyed the capsule more closely. This was weird, but the thing seemed familiar. Yet that made no sense, as he’d never seen anything like it, never even encountered this alloy or design before. So why would it seem familiar then?

He stepped closer yet and pressed his hands against the hull. That caused a tingling on his scalp and a dull throb behind his eyes. He reached up to scratch his scalp and stopped himself.

His intuitive sense was pinging, and he nodded. He hardly needed the Balron-trained sense for this. It had become obvious that something was in his mind that hadn’t been there before. He could feel patterns, impressions, and fragments of understanding that did not originate with him.

He clenched his jaw. That meant alien intrusion, and it had something to do with the itch on his scalp.

He needed to rid himself of this… mind leech, alien infestation… whatever was on his skull. Before he could proceed along those lines, however, a high whine cut through the air.

He twisted around, looking up as the second sky-sled came over the tree line. He spied the pilot’s bearded face behind the windshield as the man angled the craft down.

Talia scrambled behind a tree trunk, out of the line of sight. Maddox pressed flat against the capsule’s hull as he continued to observe the sled.

The sled’s tube-gun coughed.

Maddox shifted hard to the left.

The bolt struck the capsule where Maddox had been. The impact rang through the hull dully, not as metal striking metal should. It seemed as if the hull absorbed the sound, nor did the bolt leave a mark or dent, instead bouncing off, plunging against foliage as it disappeared.

The sky-sled banked and climbed away, heading south, soon disappearing behind the tree line as the whine began to fade.

Maddox scowled. The pilot would surely report to Becker, or maybe the man would land near the horsemen or possibly direct them this way.

With a silent oath, Maddox turned back to the hull, moving his hands across the surface: pressing, sliding, feeling for anything that might give. The ache behind his eyes was getting worse, and his scalp itched furiously. That meant alien interference in his person, and he raged at that, wanting to find the intruder and ground it to dust. The idea of an entity riding or controlling him left him livid. He sought a means of expelling it, but realized the thing wouldn’t leave by just scratching his scalp.

It would appear that whatever had lodged onto him recognized this craft. It wanted inside, and most of Maddox wanted to deny that. The only reason he continued seeking entry wasn’t the fear of Becker or the approaching horsemen, as good a reason as those might be. No, it was a subtle intuitive understanding that gaining entrance would help him dislodge the entity from him. How that worked, he hadn’t the slightest idea. In any case, he kept moving his fingers to specific places on the hull, allowing the rider to guide him.

There would be a reckoning, though. Maddox would remember this… it was more than an insult. His self was sacred to him. In fact, if he thought about it too hard, he would become enraged enough to do something rash.

Wait. What was this?

He found a spot near the midpoint of the capsule, low, almost at ground level. There was nothing visible—no marking, depression, or change in the surface. But he pressed in a specific sequence that originated from the alien rider.

Again, he would have refused that, but he intuitively realized the rider and he were approaching a crisis point. He would make his move then, decisively. If the rider believed Maddox would continue to play ball with it, it was sorely mistaken. There would come a point, quite soon, in fact, where he would rather die than continue to play host to some alien rider on his soul.

Something clicked inside the hull and a seam appeared where there had been none. Yes, a fine dark line appeared, one running vertically. The line widened, and a section of hull slid inward and to the side, revealing a dark interior.

Maddox stared at what he’d done, with conflicting emotions playing in him. He shook his head.

“Talia, come here.”

She appeared from behind the tree trunk and looked at the open seam and then him.

“How did you do that?”

“I’m not sure,” Maddox said, with his mouth full of distaste, refusing to speak about the alien rider.

Just then, two more sky-sleds appeared. They were higher than before and started to circle, obviously seeing them. One of the sleds could have been the one that had fired at him several minutes ago. Oh, look, they were starting an attack run.

“Let’s do this,” Maddox said.

“Are you sure it’s safe?”

Maddox grabbed one of Talia’s hands and led the way, squeezing through the opening. There was a short corridor that led into a chamber with a single chair in the center and all kinds of dials and controls on the bulkheads.

Behind them through the corridor, the opening closed. If the sky-sleds fired after that, Maddox didn’t hear or feel it.

He studied the rather complex chair and the hull controls as a wave of familiarity rolled through him. His scalp itched, and before he understood what he’d done, he sat down in the chair.

That infuriated him, as he’d seemed to listen to the rider instead of himself. That smacked of a loss of self-control.

He was ready to try tearing the thing off his scalp, even if that meant ripping out hair and skin and making his skull bleed.

However, the act of sitting in the chair seemed to be a switch, as soft light spread across the instruments. There were readouts, indicators, and displays in a language he couldn’t read but somehow grasped. He glanced at the instruments and names came to him: phase-thread compass, dimensional skin gauge, rift-pulse navigator, and transverse echo array. Even more, he knew what they did as a pilot might—which ones mattered for flight, which ones told him where he was, which ones would kill him if he read them wrong.

Was the alien rider attempting to make amends then? Was it showing Maddox this was a mutually beneficial exercise?

One thing was clear.

“I understand this,” Maddox said.

Talia had pressed against a curved bulkhead, watching him. “You understand what?”

“I can pilot us out of here.”

“You can take us up to Pylon Station?”

Maddox glanced at her, frowning, sensing… “I don’t think I can do that. I can move to another dimension, though.”

Talia stared at him.

She was intelligent and must have understood the implications of the statement.

“What about me?” she asked in a small voice.

Maddox regarded the torn red gown and the dark hair still knotted from the sky-sled ride.

As he did, he came to a decision. He would play ball with the rider for one more roll of the dice. He would trust his intuitive sense on that point and… Maddox gritted his teeth. This was incredibly difficult. He seethed inwardly and found that he was trembling with rage. Yet, this could be the means of escaping this dimensional trap. He had an enemy—

“You have a choice,” he said hoarsely. “And you’re going to have to make it this instant. I need to get back to my dimension. You can stay here or you can come with me.”

“If I stay, I’ll be captured,” Talia said. “Becker will surely do horrible things to me to learn what I know.”

“Yes. I suspect that’s true.”

Talia blinked several times, pursing her lips, finally nodding. “I’ll come with you.”

“I believe I can move us, but I won’t really know until I do it.”

“Oh, this is terrible.” Talia brought up her knees, wrapping her arms around them. “I never should have listened to the priests and agreed to come down.”

“Maybe not,” Maddox said. “Maybe they were trying to engineer your fall.”

She stared at him, with her chin resting on her up-thrust knees, imploring him with her eyes. “Can’t you find weapons here and beat the others off?”

“Given time that might be possible. But I’m not going to try, because I need to get back to my dimension, to my wife and daughter.”

Talia bit her lower lip and was quiet for a long moment. Then she closed her eyes, possibly holding back a sob.

Maddox turned back to the main instrument wall. He went rigid, knowing what he needed to do but not wanting to. He couldn’t check his intuitive sense like a gauge. He wasn’t sure this was the right move, and yet… he felt it was.

He growled low in his throat and allowed the rider on his scalp to feed him data.

A second later, Maddox began throwing levers and pressing switches. The phase-thread compass rotated, its needle swinging through positions that didn’t correspond to compass points. The dimensional skin gauge shifted from dark to a pale amber glow. Something deep in the capsule began to hum—not the mechanical hum of an engine, but something lower, something that resonated in Maddox’s bones.

He wondered, briefly, what had happened to the original occupant. Someone had flown this vessel here, or sent it here, and that someone was gone. Did that mean they were dead or captured? Maybe it didn’t matter.

A strange noise filled the capsule as a holo-screen flickered to life, showing the clearing outside, the sky-sleds circling, the jungle and foothills. Then the image shuddered and broke apart as the clearing dissolved. The sky went white, then black, then something that wasn’t a color at all. The tearing sound rose to a pitch that made Maddox wince. Then it cut off and the screen was blank.

Maddox tried to keep his eyes open, and failed. He struggled to keep hold of his thoughts, his awareness, and that seemed to go on, and on, and on… until it didn’t.
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Maddox opened his eyes and didn’t know how long they’d been closed.

The capsule was humming, a low steady vibration that came from everywhere at once. The holo-screen was dark. The instruments still glowed, but some of them had changed—the phase-thread compass was spinning slowly, its needle unable to settle, and the dimensional skin gauge had shifted from amber to a deep red.

He looked to his right. Talia was slumped and unconscious, her head lolled to one side. She was breathing, which was good.

Maddox rubbed his face. His thoughts were sluggish and thick, the way they felt after a long jump through the tramlines—jump lag. Maybe dimensional travel had its own version. Maybe whatever had happened when the clearing dissolved and the sky turned to nothing had knocked them both out. He didn’t know how long they’d been here.

He stood and steadied himself against the hull began examining the instruments more carefully. A second later, he realized his scalp itched, now more horribly than ever.

He reached up to scratch at his scalp, digging bloody furrows, his features twisted with rage. He’d had enough of this shit. He’d trusted his intuitive sense, and this was still ongoing.

He put his fingernails against his scalp and nearly dragged them as deep and hard as he could. His arm was trembling as he fought with himself. Do it, don’t, do it, don’t.

The itch was deep, not a surface thing, like something crawling beneath the skin. It was the alien rider using him, trying to control his actions. He had thought it intrusive at the capsule’s hull, but now it was far worse, a burning, insistent pressure.

He growled once more, blinking, his eyes watering. Soon, he was going to bash his head against the hull until he knocked himself unconscious. No one was going to control him like this.

He knew he wasn’t going mad—

There was a bump and a shudder, and a change in the pitch of the hum.

What was that…?

With a frown, he glanced at the phase-thread compass and knew that it was searching for a dimensional anchor and failing to find one. He looked at the skin gauge and knew that the deep red meant they were between dimensions—not in one, not in another, but in the space between, suspended and caught.

What had caused the bump? What had—?

Then it hit him.

He must have failed to set spatial coordinates before leaving, or missed a connective step. He didn’t know precisely because the alien rider had doled out information in pieces.

Then, the itch on his scalp and inner pressure intensified. The rider was trying to push him into taking the next step.

Maddox’s eyes narrowed into slits. If the rider thought that would work against him, it had no idea. He’d rolled the dice for the last time. Now it was come-clean-or-die time.

The pressure seemed to channel deeper into his head or mind.

Maddox held himself rigid, feeling the rider trying to move his hands, to make him do the next step or move into the next phase.

That phase was over as Maddox fought the compulsion, refusing to play along.

In those seconds, a fierce war took place. The itch, the pressure—Maddox’s knees buckled as he crumpled to the deck. His arms moved—he locked his arms, and his sight narrowed and turned gray. He was not going to budge for anything.

“Go on,” he hissed. “Do your damnedest.”

The pressure abruptly ceased, and the itch became different, like a vibration now. Then a coherent thought percolated into Maddox’s mind.

“Tien Shen,” he said.

There seemed to be another thought. Yes… Maddox could alleviate the itch, and the rider would leave him if he allowed it a different host, no, a different platform.

Maddox tried to think about that, but the pressure intensified again, making that impossible.

Maddox opened his mouth and shouted, shaking his head as his vision grayed once more.

“Never!” Maddox said, while lying on the deck. “I’ll never budge. Screw you. I’d rather die than do anything you demanded.”

Maddox sensed growing puzzlement, and then a sense of uncertainty and perhaps a tinge of fear.

The grayness of vision departed, and Maddox found himself in full control of his body and thoughts.

He stood, and now there seemed to be a slight buzzing on his scalp, as if the rider asked a soft question.

Maddox considered this and realized the rider offered help, but first would come a premature exit. It would shift priorities, coming off him before the new body was ready.

Maddox wasn’t sure what that meant. Did the thing mean his body?

No.

Maddox perked up, realizing that the alien thought had been clear and concise. He now debated with himself. His intuitive sense suggested this had a high probability of working out.

Maddox rubbed his chin. He was in an intolerable position. Should he roll the dice one more time?

“Okay,” he said hoarsely. “We’ll do this.”

Vast relief washed over him, and Maddox realized it had come from the rider.

He took a deep breath and stepped to one side. He yanked open a recessed cover, revealing a console of switches and dials, each one labeled in the language he couldn’t read but began to understand from the rider. The alien thing seemed to be taking deliberate steps to let him know exactly what was taking place. There was a phase-extraction manifold, a reality shunt and a pattern-transfer relay.

You will be rid of me in a moment.

Was this a trick?

I assure you it is not.

Maddox felt that it spoke the truth, but was still dubious. Then he allowed the process to start as he began to throw switches in sequences he didn’t consciously choose. Part of him thought, I shouldn’t do this, as he didn’t know what he was activating.

Then a thought came sharp and clear, cutting through everything else.

This is the only way to rid yourself of the spiritual entity infesting you.

Maddox almost ceased cooperating at that. A demon was a spiritual entity. He would never work with a demon.

No, no, not a demon, but a shell, a thought-pattern holder. It will eject in seconds.

Maddox worked harder then, as he wanted the crawling thing off his scalp. He threw the last sequence of switches and stumbled back to the chair.

Whining sounds began that spiraled into sounds like a dentist’s drill, amplified many times over. Instruments flickered while some went dark.

Then pain hit his scalp, and it felt like something was being peeled away from the inside of his skull. He’d either been a fool or this was what it took.

Maddox gripped the arms of the chair and his jaw clenched.

Oh yes, he could feel something being ripped off him, so the itching stopped. The alien thoughts drained away, all the knowledge of phase-threading and dimensional navigation and rift mechanics emptying out of his mind in a rush that left him dizzy and hollow-feeling. But instead of feeling bad, wild elation filled Maddox. He wanted to howl and dance, to throw his arms in the air and roar victory chants. He was himself again—Captain Maddox, with nothing in his mind that didn’t belong there.

He looked over—

He blinked several times.

On the console, to the right of the main instruments, was a small cube that hadn’t been there before. It seemed to be made of dark crystal. No, light moved inside it. The light pulsed and shifted, as if filling up the cube.

With cold clarity, Maddox realized the thing on his scalp had entered the cube. This was wild and crazy. More importantly, what precisely was the thing, and what did it have to do with the name, Tien Shen?
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Maddox regarded the cube and started looking around for something to destroy it just in case. As he did, he felt as if something had happened—

He stopped, and now deliberately scanned the chamber. It took him several seconds to understand. Where was Talia? She was gone!

Did the cube, or the alien rider that had been on his scalp, cause her disappearance?

He looked around the interior with greater intensity, searching for anything he could use as a weapon. He found a thin rod mounted in a bracket on the wall—pencil-thin, metallic, with a slight flare at one end that might be an emitter. He didn’t know what it did, but it was the right shape for pointing at things.

He grabbed it and pointed it at the cube.

“At the first sensation of anything,” he said, finding a tiny button on the pointer, “I will fire this at you.”

The cube pulsed, and the light patterns inside shifted and seemed to steady.

“I’d say that indicates you understand me,” Maddox said. “Now, you will return Talia to the chamber on the instant or face destruction.”

There was a click and a whine, and a voice used a speaker grille set in the console beside the cube. The voice was male, calm and precise.

“The woman’s disappearance wasn’t my doing.”

“I call BS on that,” Maddox said.

“I do not understand your reference.”

“You’re lying about that.”

“On the contrary—”

“If you’re going to lie to me at the get-go, I might as well destroy you now.”

“Wait,” the cube said. “Please, do not point the disintegrator at me. I find it highly upsetting.”

“You have three seconds to come clean,” Maddox said.

“Fine, fine,” the cube said. “We will do it your way. Removing her was a necessary measure. She was a complication neither of us needed. Now, she is gone and we can concentrate on the situation.”

“You will return Talia to the chamber at once.”

“If you would listen—”

“No!” Maddox said, interrupting. “You will listen to me or else.”

“If you will give me a moment, we can get to this as you desire. But you clearly have no idea how disconcerting all this is. I have had two major dislocations. No, make that three. It isn’t easy sorting everything out one from the other. You are, by the way, a remarkably stubborn individual. Because of that, you have unnecessarily complicated the entire program.”

“You’re making me grin,” Maddox said.

“What?”

“I’m glad I complicated it, as you used me. I resent that, and am considering annihilating you because of what you did.”

“That would be a subpar action, I assure you.”

“Are you Tien Shen?”

“…Not exactly,” the cube said.

“Who are you then, and who or what is Tien Shen?”

“I am the thought patterns of Sol Tien Shen, Quality of Paragon. I have the thoughts of a Techno-mage instead of strictly being him.”

“That makes no sense,” Maddox said. “And I don’t know what a Techno-mage is.”

“Please, before we proceed, put the disintegrator down.”

“Return Talia first.”

“Would you give me a moment to recollect, to straighten these thoughts? You are in such a rush. I need a moment.”

“You’re faking this,” Maddox said. “And that makes me suspicious. And what can you possibly mean that you’re the thoughts of this Tien Shen?”

“The last is easy to explain. The mind from which these thoughts originated was that of Tien Shen. The Techno-mage in question came from a Chin Confederation, one in a different dimension than yours.”

Maddox scowled, remembering what Ludendorff and Galyan had told him about the Chin Confederation. That had been before the battle against Drakos in the Tau Cygni System. The Chin practiced strange things, perhaps even stranger in other dimensions.

He glanced at the cables coiling from beneath the chair, at the cube, at the console designed for someone who was part machine, it would seem.

Then it clicked for Maddox.

“This Tien Shen is part cyborg, then, is that right?” Maddox said.

“That is an astute piece of reasoning. You are correct, by the way.”

“But… how were you attached to my scalp? How did you have access to my mind? You say you’re only thought patterns, not actually Tien Shen?”

The cube’s light patterns shifted, almost as if it were settling into a more comfortable configuration. “Let me start from the beginning. That will help, I believe. Lord Maddox of the Dominion Dimension captured a Techno-mage by the name of Tien Shen. He used Tien Shen to move you out of the way from your dimension into a different one, the one where you met Exarch Talia. Lord Maddox did this, as he considers you his most dangerous enemy in the Commonwealth Dimension.”

Maddox thought about that, finally nodding. “That explains how and why I dropped into a vortex. It doesn’t explain you, though.”

“I suppose it doesn’t,” the cube said. “Let me go back a bit further. Lord Maddox captured Tien Shen some time ago. He then coerced him into this action. Tien Shen also believed that Lord Maddox would kill or re-incarcerate him after doing this chore. Tien Shen, as a Techno-mage, could compute and think much faster than a regular mortal, even a New Man like Lord Maddox. Thus, in his moments of stress, Tien Shen gathered certain thought patterns and inserted them inside a spiritual entity—a shell, a husk of one—that he had kept in his mind all this time.”

“What?”

“Please follow along as best you can. A Techno-mage is… Hmm, think of him as a mental wizard. For all your brilliance, you possess a primitive biological brain and hold to an amazing number of superstitions. Tien Shen gathered these thoughts or patterns—ah, think of them as computer codes. He placed these codes of his thoughts into the shell of a nearly spent spiritual entity and sent it through the dimensional tear. While maneuvering your shuttle into the opened vortex, Tien Shen placed the spiritual shell on your skull. Thus, these thought patterns rode upon you for a span. At the right moments, they gave you enough understanding to recognize the dimensional capsule, open it, and activate its systems.”

“The itching on my scalp was caused by you?” Maddox said.

“That is correct.”

“This was your plan from the beginning then, to get off my scalp and into a cube?”

“This is a computing cube. No. It was not my plan to enter here. Your uncommon stubbornness and violent urges mandated a change in plan. I feared you would kill yourself and leave me stranded. Since we were in a dimensional capsule, I believed such a cube existed and decided on this location as a temporary holding cell. Since Tien Shen… My landing here, or the thought patterns, anyway, was a premature transfer. I had hoped for a more controlled circumstance and different venue, but, what’s done is done.”

“So what happens now?” Maddox said.

“Ah, finally, we arrive at the correct point in the discussion. You and I should come to an agreement. In this instance, if you help me, I’ll help you.”

“How am I supposed to help you?”

“Yes, as to that, let us say it is a bit premature to say exactly how.”

After a moment, Maddox laughed, shaking his head.

“Why do you find that funny?” the cube asked.

“Because I won’t do anything to help you, unless I know what you want,” Maddox said.

“And why is that funny?”

“If you don’t know, I can’t explain it.”

“I believe you can.”

“Fine,” Maddox said. “Think of it like this then: I’m not going to.”

“You are quite stubborn.”

“It’s been said.”

“Oh, very well, then, I need to find an android body—a silicon replica of a Techno-mage—and transfer these thought patterns into it, a download, if you will. In that way, Tien Shen shall live again.”

Maddox stared at the cube as he repressed a shudder. “That’s a Frankenstein idea if I ever heard one.”

“I don’t know the reference.”

“You won’t really be him. You’ll be a copy of this… Tien Shen.”

“I will be him. I will take the place of Sol Tien Shen, and I will gain revenge on Lord Maddox.”

“How will you do that exactly?”

“Through your help,” the cube said.

“Oh?”

“Yes. For I need you to collect a set of weapons. That is why we are in this interdimensional vessel. That is why I guided you to it.”

Maddox finally lowered the rod. He wanted revenge for this thing having invaded his mind and will. Yet, the offer seemed interesting. Then he recalled the missing Exarch.

“First things first,” Maddox said. “You must return Talia to the vessel.”

“I cannot, as she has gone.”

“Gone where?”

“To Pylon Station,” the cube said.

“That’s garbage. You’re making that up to try to mollify me.”

“Indeed I am not fabricating. I foresaw that you would be troubled by her absence. You are, if nothing else, predictable in your attachments. The capsule was equipped with an ejection tube, a short-range dimensional shunt. I used it to return her to her station of origin before the full transit began.”

“That sounds far too convenient to be true,” Maddox said. “And I think the timing was off for that.”

“You should further understand that I expended the tube, as it is a single-use system. There will be no more ejections for you or for me.”

Maddox studied the cube. His intuitive sense told him the thing was telling the truth in this. Or mostly the truth, anyway. There was something held back, some angle he wasn’t seeing, but the core of it felt right. He and a dead man’s thought patterns were stuck together in a capsule between dimensions.

“All right, you said this capsule can take us places,” Maddox said.

“It is an interdimensional vessel, yes. Your next question is obvious. You and I shall find a silicon body I can enter, and then we will gather what is needed to destroy the Torus and Lord Maddox. That gains me my revenge as well as continued existence, and it protects your dimension from your cognate.”

“You’re going to have to tell me exactly how you plan to do all this,” Maddox said.

“I’m not sure I’ll do that.”

“Better decide otherwise,” Maddox said.

“Or?” asked the cube.

“You’re going to find out soon enough.”
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“Oh, very well,” the cube said. “I will outline the plan.”

The thought patterns of Tien Shen began to describe three dimensions, each a stop on the route to gathering what they needed. The first was a prison planet, a place where the weapon they sought was kept in an inner sanctum, guarded by things the cube described in terms Maddox found deliberately vague. The second was worse—a dimension where an ancient war had destroyed most of the habitable worlds and the survivors had turned feral. The third sounded worst of all, a place the cube called a “dead zone,” where something had gone catastrophically wrong with the dimensional fabric and ordinary physics couldn’t be relied upon.

Each description was delivered in the same calm tone, as if the cube were reading from a travel brochure for places no sane person would visit.

Maddox listened and then thought about it.

The plan was elaborate. Three dimensions, three objectives, three sets of dangers that could kill him. The weapons the cube described sounded exotic—things that manipulated dimensional energy, things that could bypass conventional defenses—and maybe they were real and maybe they were inventions designed to keep him moving through dimensions until the cube got what it actually wanted, which was the android body.

Maddox had a simpler idea.

“I don’t see why I need to go to three different dimensions and collect exotic weapons. I have the capsule, and with it, my problems are solved.”

“Explain your reasoning.”

“I go back to my dimension and collect Riker and a few Marines. We use the capsule to land on the Torus in the Dominion Dimension. We set an antimatter device and leave the same way we came. End of problem.”

“No,” the cube said. “Lord Maddox has placed exotic safeguards upon the Torus. He will detect the capsule the moment it appears, and he possesses energies capable of dampening whatever you attempt. Your commando raid would end before it began.”

“I think you’re lying,” Maddox said. “I think this is an elaborate ruse to drag me through dimensions until you find your android body.”

“It is not. I assure you.”

“Your assurances mean nothing to me. I want certainty.”

“Certainty is a commodity in short supply between dimensions.”

“Then let’s start with something simple,” Maddox said. “Take us to Starship Victory. Let me talk to my people and confirm what you’re telling me about the Torus is true.”

“I can sense that you are duplicitous,” the cube said. “That is just like your cognate.”

“Excuse me?”

“I have had to deal with Lord Maddox’s treachery and trickery. You two are more alike than you might think. Yes, he possesses superior genetic stock—greater strength and mental acumen. But do not imagine that your essential nature is all that different from his.”

“That’s a sobering thought.”

“In what manner?” the cube asked.

“The manner doesn’t matter. Okay, perhaps you and I can reach a compromise then.”

“I’m listening.”

“I’d like a helper,” Maddox said, “someone to keep watch over the capsule while I’m outside it.”

“No. You will have to trust me.”

“But I don’t.”

“Let me rephrase. If you wish to return to your wife and child—which I sense burns in you more strongly than anything else—you will learn to be.” The cube paused. “I find it interesting that you resisted the sexual urges of Talia. You do realize that she wished to lie with you?”

“That doesn’t matter, as I’m married. I lie with one woman only these days, my wife.”

“And yet I wonder,” the cube said, “if you had stayed in prolonged proximity with Talia, would that conviction have held?”

“Who’s to say,” Maddox said. “I believe so. If you don’t, so be it. But we’re still no closer to resolving our impasse.”

“I will tell you how this impasse will be resolved,” the cube said. “I am going to take us to the first site—the prison planet. There you will find a weapon that cannot be resisted. But it is kept in an inner sanctum, and the stories suggest that reaching it will be... difficult. You will have to retrieve it and return to the capsule. In this, you will have to trust me.”

Maddox scowled. He hated other dimensions. But…

“What is it?” the cube asked. “You’ve come to a revelation.”

Maddox kept his face neutral, but inwardly he rejoiced. The cube had just made an error, as it had revealed a capability it should have kept hidden. It was observing him. Not just listening to his words, but reading his expressions, cataloging his micro-reactions, analyzing him the way Galyan might. It had seen a moment of understanding cross his face and called it out.

“My revelation,” Maddox said, lying with a straight face, “is that I am going to be able to defeat my cognate. I had truly wondered if I was up to his standards—his genetic advantages, his resources. But now I see that with your aid, I can achieve this.”

“I give it a fifty-three percent probability that you are telling the truth,” the cube said. “The remainder suggests duplicity.”

“Notice,” Maddox said. “Over fifty percent of you is sure I’m telling the truth.”

“I do not think this, I merely observe the data.”

“Of course,” Maddox said. “So then, the probability is that I’m being honest. And I’ll confirm it for you. I am telling you the truth.”

“How can I determine whether your confirmation is itself a lie or not?”

“Because I need you,” Maddox said. “And I want you to trust me. Therefore, I will only tell you the truth.”

“That is interesting if dubious logic.” The cube paused. “In this case, to test the argument, I will offer it back to you. Do you therefore trust me?”

“I do,” Maddox said, “completely.”

“That is a swift and sudden shift from your position of only moments ago.”

“It is, and that’s because logic, in the end, dictates my actions more than anything else. And I have found, Thought Patterns of Tien Shen, that you are the most logical being I have ever had the good fortune to speak with.”

The cube was silent for several seconds. “It is not a matter of fortune,” it said at last. “But I am beginning to think that you do tell the truth. For what you have said is logical, and must be logical, for I am indeed most logical.”

“Then we have an understanding?”

“We shall go to the prison planet. And we will see whether you can achieve the first objective.”

“You’d better hope I can,” Maddox said. “Otherwise, you’re out of luck.”

“Perhaps, perhaps not. But let us see if we can make this partnership work.”

“By all means,” Maddox said, not liking any of this.

He didn’t trust the cube and clearly, the cube didn’t trust him. They both knew it, and they both knew the other knew it, and they were both pretending otherwise because the alternative was dying between dimensions.

It was, Maddox reflected, a perfectly terrible partnership.
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Back on the moon of Roth in a subterranean sanctum, Mentalist Becker in his long blue robe paced back and forth, with his narrow shoulders hunched and his pale hands clasped behind his back.

The chamber was deep beneath the surface, carved from the moon’s dark volcanic rock and lit by strips of artificial light that hummed and flickered along the ceiling. Banks of instruments lined the walls—viewing screens with cracked casings, cables snaking across the floor in tangled heaps, power conduits jury-rigged with clamps and bare wire. Fluid-filled tubes bubbled in racks beside a console that looked as if it had been assembled from three different machines, none of which had been designed to work together. Everything had a scavenged, stitched-together quality, and everything hummed at a different pitch.

None of that seemed to bother Becker. What bothered him was on the dissecting table.

The figure lay beneath the flickering lights, strapped down at the wrists, ankles, and throat. It was humanoid—a Techno-mage, part flesh and part machine. Wires and cables threaded through pale skin into gleaming metal housings. Circuits were visible, and a thin fluid that was neither blood nor oil seeped from the incisions and pooled beneath the body. The face was gaunt, metallic in places, with eyes that still moved and tracked.

The Techno-mage turned his head to look at Becker. “Now what happens, eh?” he said in a flat, robotic tone.

Becker whirled on him, eyeing the creature. Then he stalked toward the table, his thin mustache twitching as he concentrated. The band on his forehead with the Yon Soth disc seemed to tighten, and a visible tremor passed through the air between him and the table.

The Techno-mage arched against the straps. His jaw clenched and his exposed circuits sparked as the psionic bolt hit.

“I’m sorry,” the Techno-mage hissed through clenched teeth. “I meant nothing by it. I didn’t—”

Becker threw a hand in the air and turned away as he resumed pacing, his boots clicking on the stone floor, his mind churning. Everything had fallen apart.

To begin with, the Techno-mage’s dimensional capsule had disappeared. Simply vanished from the clearing where the outlander had found it. The sky-sled pilots had watched it happen—a flash, a tearing sound, and then nothing. Becker had seen it happen through their eyes.

Then the Exarch, Talia, had appeared. Not in the jungle, not on the surface, but here, in the lower levels, materialized out of nothing as if hurled through a door that didn’t exist. Becker had used an enormous amount of psionic energy to blink her to his area before any of the primary mentalists learned of her. It had been a terrible risk, but—

She was in the other room. He could hear her sobbing through the stone wall. She had every right to be afraid. But Becker couldn’t think about her now. He couldn’t think about anything except the disaster unfolding around him.

The capsule was gone. The outlander—the man with the outrageous weapon who had blasted his holographic image and made it unravel—had taken it. To add to everything, Becker knew the masters were about to audit his expenditure of gifted psionic powers expressly for this mission.

Becker clasped his hands tighter behind his back and marched faster, his boots striking the stone in a rapid tattoo.

An audit—the words made his bowels loosen with dread. The primary mentalists of Sataki would examine his expenditures of psionic energy and demand an accounting of each dribble. They would see how much he had used and want to know why.

The problem was that Becker was at the bottom of the hierarchy of mentalists who served Sataki, the Yon Soth. Becker did menial chores, physical tasks, while the primary mentalists sat in their meditation chambers and studied the pure things of the mind. The things they could do with their psionic powers were uncanny and frightening. For instance, they could reach into a man’s thoughts and read him like a document. They could cause pain that turned the body’s nervous system into an instrument of torture. They could kill with a focused thought, though they rarely bothered, since killing was crude and they considered themselves above that.

The more critical problem was that Becker had secrets, each one potentially fatal if the primary mentalists ever discovered them.

The worst was his love of the flesh. Yes, he loved women, beautiful women. He loved them to an extraordinary degree, and he lay with them whenever he could. The pleasure of it was almost beyond description. But it sullied him. He knew that. It stole from his psionic power because it disrupted the perfect calmness that any of the primary mentalists would exhibit. The act itself, the heat and urgency and animal need of it, left residue in his mind, traces and flavors. The primary mentalists were celibate by conviction and discipline, and if they ever learned that Becker indulged in such carnal pleasures—

The torments they would inflict on him didn’t bear thinking about.

For years now, Becker had been looking for a way to escape the moon, away from Sataki and the primary mentalists and their terrible audits. The Techno-mage had been his answer. Capturing the dimensional traveler and then searching for his capsule—oh, with the capsule, he could leave Roth, and go to a place the primary mentalists would never find him. Another dimension, another reality, somewhere he could live as he pleased.

And now the capsule was gone.

From the dissecting table, the Techno-mage began to laugh. It was a dry, broken sound, more like coughing than actual mirth, but the intent was clear. The dying creature was laughing at him.

“How dare you!” Becker shouted, another of his many flaws, emotionalism.

“I realize that I am soon to die,” the Techno-mage said weakly. “And you, Becker—you will never have my machine.”

Becker stepped closer as he struggled to control his anger. “Why did the woman appear down here? How did the outlander enter your craft, when you assured me that was impossible?”

“I do not know. Unless…” His metallic eyes shifted, as if some calculation were running behind them.

Becker closed his eyes and concentrated, reaching out with his psionic sense, probing the other’s mind. The Techno-mage was dying, his defenses weakening, and Becker pushed past the surface thoughts, past the layers of personality the creature had built as shields, down into the half-mechanical brain where the real knowledge lived.

For just a second, possibly because of his desperation, he saw it. The surprise of it unraveled his psionic power.

Becker’s eyes flew open. “You can summon your capsule.”

“No—”

“Summon it!” Becker shouted. “Bring it back!”

“No, no, it is gone—”

“You lie,” Becker said, leaning over the table. “It is merely dematerialized, waiting just beyond our ken.”

The Techno-mage said nothing, but his exposed circuits pulsed faster.

“Ah,” Becker said, “so all is not lost.” He straightened, with possibilities cascading through him. He refocused on the dying cyborg. “Now you listen to me, you sorry sack of circuits. You will do this for me.”

“Or what?” the Techno-mage said. “You’ll kill me?”

“No… I’ll keep you alive.” Becker smiled cruelly. “I’ll make your existence more miserable than you can conceive. I’ll remove your last fail-safes, allowing you to feel the full brunt of every agony. And I’ll nurture you, keeping you alive through all of it. You will plead for death, but I won’t grant it.”

The Techno-mage stared at him with dread.

Becker was lying through his teeth, of course. He didn’t have many days left before the audit. He had to leave this moon or face the primary mentalists and their terrible examination.

The dying creature on the table was quiet for a long time. Then: “I’ll do it… if you promise, on all you hold dear, that you will kill me afterward.”

“Of course,” Becker said. “I am a man of my word.”

“Should I do it now?”

Becker thought fast. First, he needed more psionic energy to ensure his departure. That meant begging for a dispensation of power, and so close to the audit. The risk was enormous. But the alternative was far worse.

“Be ready,” Becker said. “Gather your energies.”

“I am doing so.”

“I’ll be back shortly,” Becker said, and turned for the hatch.
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Before starting into the deep regions, Becker entered the chamber next door.

The prisoner looked up.

Talia’s red gown was torn and smeared with dirt, with smudges on her face and tear tracks cutting pale lines through the grime. She sat against the far wall with her knees drawn up, and her dark hair hung loose around her shoulders.

Becker stood with his legs braced wide and his hands on his hips as he stared at her.

She was so lovely and gorgeous. Even like this—especially like this—she was magnificent, a fallen princess, the Exarch of Pylon Station, brought low and filthy and completely in his power. He could not believe his wondrous luck, to have such a beauty delivered to him. He felt a stirring in his chest, and something deeper than that. He wanted her to love him. Not just to submit, but to love him for who he was.

He showed her none of this. To her, he presented a stern countenance.

“Talia, my dear, it is Mentalist Becker, in the flesh.”

She stared at him, and he could see her marshalling what must have been her last reserves. She climbed to her feet, straightened her back, and raised her chin. That made her look even more beautiful. If he could only make her dance for him, that would be—

No. Becker clenched his jaw. Control yourself. Do not get lost in your fantasies. Keep it together, man. Keep it together.

Talia cocked her head, studying him. “What just happened?” she said.

“What do you mean?”

“Your face became like that of an animal.”

“Never mind that,” Becker snapped. “Who were you with in the capsule? How did you gain entrance?”

“The outlander did it.”

“Tell me his name.”

“He knows you,” Talia said.

“I understand that. The way he looked at me, and he named me. How could he have named me? Is he from this dimension?”

“No,” Talia said.

“I knew it.” Becker began pacing, his boots clicking on the stone. “His appearance on Roth has something to do with the Techno-mage.”

“What?” she said.

“Never mind,” he said. “Tell me more. What’s his name?”

“Captain Maddox.”

Becker stopped and thought about that. He shook his head. “No. I don’t know the name. In this other dimension, what is he?”

“A captain of Star Watch,” Talia said.

“What is Star Watch, a group of wizards?”

Despite everything, Talia frowned. “Wizards? No. He seemed like a military man.”

“Yes. He did seem like a military man.” Becker paused. “Why did he throw his weapon away, the gun that unraveled my hologram?”

“I don’t know.”

Becker waved a hand. “Then tell me how he gained entrance to the capsule.”

“I don’t know that either. He seemed surprised upon doing it. But he believed it was a way for us to get back to Pylon Station.”

“Then why did he dump you? Why did you appear here?”

Talia’s expression tightened. “I don’t know. We seemed to be leaving, and then I vanished from the capsule and appeared here.”

Becker thought about the things he’d gleaned from the Techno-mage. “Was he sitting in a chair?”

“He was slumped in the chair with his eyes closed.”

Becker absorbed that. The outlander—this Captain Maddox—had activated the Techno-mage’s capsule and somehow ejected the Exarch during transit. Why? How? The questions burned in him.

“What do you want with me?”

Becker looked at her.

Talia met his gaze without flinching. “I know about your brutish appetites.”

That surprised him. Could others truly know about his carnal nature?

“I thought the mentalists of Sataki did not indulge in that.” Her eyes narrowed. “Do your superiors know of your appetites?”

He rushed at her and slapped her across the face.

Talia cried out and flinched away.

He slapped her again, the crack of it echoing in the chamber.

The problem was that the sensation of hitting her filled Becker with something complex and terrible. He felt powerful and aroused. But he also wanted to console her and hold her against him.

Instead, he turned away as his breath came fast and shallow. He needed to regain control. He was a mentalist of Sataki. He had discipline. He had—

He whirled around.

Talia had pulled a dagger from somewhere in her gown and was lunging at him, the blade aimed at his throat.

Becker grinned as a psionic bolt lashed out and struck the blade. The dagger flew from her hand and clattered across the stone floor. Talia clutched her hand against her chest and gasped.

“You—I think you broke bones.”

“You should know better than to try such a pitiful attack against me,” Becker said.

He studied her as she cradled her hand, her face contorted with pain. Then he concentrated, focusing his psionic energy on the small bones. He felt where they’d cracked and pressed them back into alignment. The energy cost was trivial.

Talia looked at her hand in wonder, flexing the fingers. “How did you do that?”

“Telekinesis. It’s simple for someone of my abilities.” He took a step toward her. “And now you owe me, Talia. Do you understand? You owe me.”

She canted her head and looked at him with an expression he couldn’t quite read.

“What?” he said. “What is it?”

“You want me for more than just your bestial appetites,” she said. “Is that not right?”

“What if it is?” Becker said, turning away. He looked back at her quickly, as if afraid she might have vanished.

She hadn’t. She stood where she was, studying him, and something shifted in her face—not warmth, exactly, but calculation perhaps.

“Save me, Becker,” she said. “Save me from this imprisonment. Don’t give me to the primary mentalists. Don’t give me to that Yon Soth—”

“Hush!” Becker hissed, crossing the distance between them in two strides. “Do not say that name. You should know better.”

He realized his hand was raised to strike her again, and he forced it down.

“Listen to me,” he said. “Maybe I’ll take you with me when I go. But you must do exactly as I say. Do you understand?”

He could see her weighing the odds, the risks, the alternatives. She was the Exarch, and she hadn’t gotten there by being stupid.

She nodded.

“Excellent,” he said. “You must be ready when the time comes, which will be soon.”

His mind was already racing, calculating energies and vectors. How much blink power would he have after the Techno-mage recalled the capsule? Could he take her with him? Could he take enough equipment? The weight and the energy cost and the timing all had to align, and the audit was coming, and the primary mentalists would see everything if he didn’t move fast enough.

He strode to the hatch, crossed through and locked it behind him.

Becker hurried through the carved stone corridors, rehearsing his lies for his coming request, knowing that the next half hour might decide everything.
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The energy chamber was vast and circular. Along the curved walls stood a row of glass-and-metal cylinders, each one tall enough to hold an upright man. Cables as thick as a man’s arm ran from the base of each cylinder into the floor, disappearing into channels cut in the stone. Between the cylinders, banks of equipment hummed and crackled — tall racks of coils wrapped in copper wire, capacitors the size of barrels, junction boxes leaking sparks from corroded seams. Glass tubes filled with pale fluid bubbled on metal stands. Electrode arrays hung from articulated arms overhead, their tips blackened from discharge. The whole chamber smelled of ozone and hot metal and something else underneath, something organic, like the breath of a vast sleeping thing far below.

Becker approached the third cylinder. His palms were sweating.

He knew that the audit would come sooner than expected, maybe this hour. If the masters sensed him drawing too much energy, they would come. But in order to buy time and energy, he had told them incredible lies, dangling the possibility that he might revive Sataki, the ancient Yon Soth who had ruled this star system for millennia and who had been dying for longer than any of the mentalists had been alive. A fully awakened Yon Soth might reward them with even greater power and responsibilities, which was why the primaries wanted to believe him.

Becker put all that from his mind as he composed himself. He underwent the strictest self-talk he had ever practiced, walling off his desires, fears, and plans, layering them beneath the surface thoughts one would expect to see—duty, obedience, and reverence for Sataki.

He stepped into the cylinder.

A moment later, the glass sealed behind him with a hiss and a click. The interior was close and cold, barely wide enough for his shoulders. Cables in the floor beneath his feet pulsed with faint light.

Becker raised his hands above his head, palms open, fingers spread, like an ancient priest imploring gods or devils. But he was not praying. He was linking. The apparatus in the chamber was older than the mentalists, older than the first human colonists on Roth. The Yon Soth had built it in an age when it could still shape matter with its thoughts.

The link required psionic power Becker barely possessed. He strained, pushing his mind outward and upward through the apparatus, reaching for the conduit that connected the cylinders to the deeper chambers, to the place where Sataki lay. Becker’s concentration wavered. The link slipped. He grunted, ground his teeth, and tried again, pushing harder.

Sweat broke across his forehead. His hands trembled above his head. The muscles in his neck stood out like cables as he stretched his psionic ability to its limit and past it. He could feel the connection just beyond his reach, a vast dark presence below and beyond, immense, slow, and barely conscious.

He strained with desperation until something in his mind seemed to tear, a thin membrane between what he could do and what he shouldn’t.

At that point, the connection snapped into place.

Becker arched as agony ripped through him. Then he screamed, and the sound echoed off the glass and stone. Energy surged upward through the cylinder in crackling arcs—not lightning exactly, but something that looked like its inverse, pale fire racing up through the glass tube and into the electrode arrays overhead, which sparked, blazed, and sent cascading discharges into the dark recess of the ceiling.

Becker was connecting. He could feel it. The apparatus was channeling his psionic link downward through kilometers of stone, through ancient conduits and chambers, toward the thing that dwelled in the deepest places beneath the moon’s surface.

Then he felt the energy. It was unimaginably vast, the reserves of a dying god. It flowed through the conduit like a river, and Becker was standing in the current with his arms raised and his mouth open in a silent scream.

Perhaps it was the excitement, the images of Talia that he couldn’t fully suppress, the heat of wanting her. Could it be love? Could he feel love for the Exarch?

These thoughts—raw, unguarded, reeking of flesh and desire—surged through the link along with everything else.

The great dark intellect stirred below.

Becker felt it the way a diver might feel a whale passing beneath him in deep water—a displacement of everything, a shadow that was not a shadow but a presence so enormous that his own mind was a speck beside it. This was Sataki, the Yon Soth, the ancient creature that had ruled this star system when humans were still swinging from trees.

The intelligence was slow and vast, and it seemed at first merely curious, the way a man might notice a fly on his arm. But then the curiosity sharpened, and Becker felt the full weight of the attention fall upon him.

WHAT DO YOU SEEK?

“I need energy, master, in order to gain the dimensional vehicle that will bring you healing and extended life.”

Seconds passed. Then crushing power hit him, and Becker’s consciousness crumpled under the force of it, and he realized with horror that Sataki was not merely examining him—it was opening him. Every thought, memory, plan, scheme, secret, and desire was being peeled back and laid bare. The primary mentalists could read surface thoughts. Sataki could read everything.

Becker writhed in the cylinder like a worm on a hook. The agony was beyond anything the Techno-mage had endured on the dissecting table. His sins unspooled—the women, the flesh, the stolen energy, the lies to the masters, the plan to escape, the capsule, Talia—all of it pouring out of him in a torrent he could not stop.

Then a shock hit the system.

Sataki convulsed and sent arcs of wild energy screaming through the electrode arrays. The cylinder cracked. The lights in the chamber surged and several exploded.

Becker vaguely understood what was happening. Sataki had exerted itself more than it had in centuries. The rage—the sheer outrage at discovering what lived in Becker, the squalid appetites, the treachery, and the blasphemy of it—had driven the dying god to a fury it could not sustain. The anger had caused a cascading failure in Sataki’s ancient body, the equivalent of what in a human would be a massive heart attack.

Deep beneath the moon’s surface, a whale-sized entity thrashed. It had many tentacles, and they whipped against the stone walls and the ancient machinery that sustained it. Bolts of agony coursed through the great body. The tentacles seized, released, and seized again. The creature that had been dying for millennia was now dying faster, and it was dying angry.

In the cylinder, Becker writhed. The agony still held him, but the Yon Soth’s attention had shifted from him to its own crisis. The grip loosened. Becker twisted and squirmed, working his consciousness free from the dying god’s grasp the way a man might work a hand free from a trap.

As he pulled free, he saw a cache of power, a reservoir of psionic energy accumulated over centuries and left unguarded in the chaos of Sataki’s convulsions. It sat in the link like an unattended vault with the door blown open.

Becker made a mental connection to it. In an instant, power pumped into him, wave after wave, filling him with an energy he’d never imagined possible. More than the masters had ever allocated to him. More than any single mentalist had ever held. It coursed through his body and his mind, and his skin seemed to glow with it, a pale luminescence visible even through his closed eyelids.

More came. And more.

Knowing this would burst his body soon, he barely broke the connection before it burned him out.

Becker stood in the cracked cylinder, shaking, radiant with stolen power. His hands trembled at his sides. His robes smoked faintly where the energy had discharged through the fabric.

He stepped out of the cracked cylinder. Glass crunched under his boots. The chamber was dark except for the sparking remains of the electrode arrays and the pale glow of his skin. Equipment smoldered along the walls. The ozone smell was overwhelming.

Becker stumbled toward the corridor, knowing he finally had the power to do what needed to be done. Everything he’d ever wanted was almost in reach.
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Becker stumbled down a corridor, glowing with radiant Yon Soth energy. He was unsure how long he’d been traversing the chambers, but his intellect had sharpened.

Two guards appeared ahead, tattooed faces hard beneath their fur caps, crossbows half-raised. They were heading for Talia’s cell, probably on standing orders. They saw Becker and hesitated, their eyes widening, possibly at the glow.

This was a complication he didn’t need. A dark thought bubbled in his mind. He cocked his head, pointed at them, and said, “Die.”

Both men collapsed, their bodies hitting the stone floor like sacks of grain, crossbows clattering beside them.

Becker raised his eyebrows with astonishment. That had been far too easy, and rather intoxicating as well. He loved being powerful.

He stepped over the corpses and reached Talia’s hatch. He hesitated a moment. He was rich with power. He could seek others… No! He wanted Talia.

He threw the lock and burst in. “Come with me.” He held out a hand to her.

Talia looked up from where she sat against the wall. Her eyes went wide, and she shrank back.

“You’re glowing.”

“It will pass,” Becker said. “But you’d better hope we’re gone before it does. The Yon Soth is dying.”

She stared at him.

“Come with me if you wish to live.” He held out his hand again.

Talia stood and approached slowly, her eyes never leaving his.

Becker would have been impatient with anyone else. So much was at stake. But he watched her inch toward him, and the desire that she come of her own free will was so intensely strong that he could not believe he was standing here, hand extended, waiting for her to make up her mind.

Then Talia’s hand touched his, and he gripped it. Then Becker plunged into the dark corridor, dragging her with him.

They made several twists and turns before a guard stepped from a side passage and raised a hand. “Halt! By order of—”

“You’re dead,” Becker said, snapping his fingers.

The guard died on his feet and crumpled.

Talia’s fingers dug into Becker’s hand. He didn’t mind. Perhaps bonds of fear would tighten her to him more than anything else could.

They burst into his chamber, and the Techno-mage was standing by the dissection table.

“How did you manage that?” Becker said, astonished.

The Techno-mage turned. He held a device, aimed it at Becker, and fired. A beam of energy lanced across the chamber.

“No!” Becker shouted.

He threw up a hand, creating a shield of psionic force. The beam struck it, trying and failing to bore through. However, the temperature in the chamber climbed fast.

Interestingly, it hurt the Techno-mage first. The device fell from his hand as a stink of oily sweat and burned circuits filled the air.

Becker rushed at him, furious. He grabbed the Techno-mage by the arm, shaking him. “Bring the capsule back this instant.”

The Techno-mage regarded him with fading eyes. “I’m dying. There’s nothing you can do to—”

“How did I stop your disintegrator beam?” Becker shouted, interrupting. “I have power you can hardly conceive.”

The Techno-mage seemed shocked. “I feel this power. It’s tainted and vile.”

“I can bring you back from the edge and prolong your agony for years. Is that what you want?”

With shoulders slumped and an outstretched hand, the Techno-mage proffered a small device with a button. “Press that and you will begin the recall.”

Becker snatched up the box. “You lie. It will explode if I press the button.”

The Techno-mage peered at him then abruptly coughed and slid to the floor, seeming dead.

Becker regarded the mage and considered matters a moment longer. Then he raced to Talia, grabbed her hand, and they ran out of the chamber.

It took several long minutes to reach a different chamber. With Becker in the lead, they ran onto a raised platform, one ringed with conduits that fed into the floor.

Becker held the dead Techno-mage’s device with one hand and gripped Talia’s hand with the other. With a thought, he activated the pad and felt the blink field begin to form around them.

Mentalist Becker!

The thought stabbed into his mind. It came from a primary mentalist.

We know you did this, Becker. You must now pay the supreme penalty.

Before that could happen, Becker mentally warded off a psionic blow, and he, Talia, and the device blinked away.
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Inside the capsule that hung between dimensions, Maddox spoke to the cube. “Look,” he said, “you can’t expect me to just walk out, find this weapon, and return to the vessel—and no one is going to interfere on this prison planet.”

“When you put it like that,” the cube said, “it does seem silly. So I will instruct you first.”

Maddox waited.

“Yes, here we go,” the cube said.

The holo-screen flickered and an image of a planet resolved. It was a dull gray-brown, with an atmosphere the color of rust.

“This is Zakym, a penal world,” the cube said. “The entire surface is a prison. There are no guards in the traditional sense, because there is nowhere to escape to. Transport off world is controlled by a single landing platform in the northern settlement. The atmosphere is breathable but foul, laced with particulates that irritate the lungs. Temperatures are hot during the long days and dangerously cold during the equally long nights.”

The image shifted to show a settlement from above—a sprawl of low structures built from scavenged metal and hardened clay, spreading outward from a central compound like a stain. Unpaved streets cut between the structures. There was no vegetation and dust hazed everything.

“The settlement is called the Heap,” the cube said. “It houses approximately nine thousand prisoners, transported from various systems. There is no running water. What there is, is rationed from the compound. There are few laws; the law of the strong is imposed on the weak.”

Maddox studied the alien shantytown, liking this less and less.

“From what I know, the power structure is layered,” the cube said. “At the top is the Patron, a warlord who controls the water supply and therefore controls everything. He lives in the central compound, which is fortified with scavenged ship plating and guarded by his personal enforcers. These enforcers are divided into two types. The first are killers—men who execute anyone the Patron designates. The second are specialists, trained fighters who handle problems that require precision rather than brute force. The other prisoners call them the bone-breakers.”

The image shifted again, zooming in on the compound with heavy plating, narrow entrances, and men with weapons on makeshift parapets.

“Beneath the Patron are the block bosses, each controlling a section of the Heap. They collect tribute—food, salvage, labor—and pass a portion upward to the Patron. Beneath the block bosses are the runners, who carry messages and enforce collections. Beneath the runners are the general population, who have nothing and own nothing and survive at the sufferance of everyone above them.”

“What about the weapon?” Maddox said.

“I believe that the weapon is in the Patron’s compound, in a sealed chamber beneath the main structure. The Patron does not know what it is, as he believes it to be a piece of salvaged technology, which in a sense it is. He keeps it because it is the only object on Zakym that he cannot break, cut, or melt, and that fascinates him.”

Maddox wondered how the original Tien Shen had gained such detailed information. The Techno-mage must have gone there once.

“How deep beneath the compound is the weapon?” Maddox asked.

“Two levels. The chamber is accessible through a single corridor guarded at all times by bone-breakers.”

The screen went dark. “There,” the cube said. “Do you understand now?”

“I do,” Maddox said. “You’ve given me an impossible task on my own. I need a team for this.”

“But you do not possess a team.”

“Exactly my point,” Maddox said. “I need one in order to succeed. Thus, I must go back to Victory and collect my team.”

“No,” the cube said. “We have already discussed this.”

Maddox wondered how hard it would be to destroy the cube. But if he tried and failed…

“Let me think about this,” Maddox said.

“You had better not think too long, sir. Time will run out.”

“What does that mean?”

“That time runs differently in different dimensions.”

“Meaning what, exactly?”

“Meaning the passage of time here, between dimensions, could be taking much longer than it does in either your Commonwealth or the Dominion. While you deliberate, days or weeks may be passing for your wife and daughter.”

“I had no idea,” Maddox said.

“Which is why I am telling you. So now, have you made your decision?”

“First, I need a weapon that works.”

“You already have one: the weapon-rod you aimed at me.”

“It didn’t work when I first tried it,” Maddox said.

“It will work when I energize it.”

“Then why didn’t you want me to aim it at you?”

“General principles, sir. General principles.”

Maddox looked around and found the weapon-rod where he’d set it beside the chair. He picked it up, aimed it at the far wall of the capsule, and pressed the firing stud.

Nothing happened.

“What did you just do?” the cube said.

“I call it testing,” Maddox said.

For a moment, the capsule was silent. Maddox had the distinct impression that the cube was studying, cataloging, and running percentages on options.

“I will energize it as you step outside,” the cube said.

“That’ll work,” Maddox said.

“We will now proceed to the next phase, sir. And I pray it goes better than it has been going so far.”

Maddox holstered the weapon-rod and settled into the chair. Through the holo-screen, the space between dimensions shifted and pulsed.

He closed his eyes and thought of Meta.

There was a shift, then a hard bump.

“What was that?” Maddox asked, opening his eyes.

“Unknown,” the cube said. “But look, we have already arrived. That was faster than I anticipated.”

Maddox looked at the holo-screen, thinking the place looked exactly like the jungle of Roth. What had just happened?

He stood and headed for the open capsule.
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Blue-robed Becker and Talia blinked into the old clearing on the surface of Roth’s moon. Becker immediately pressed the button on the device.

In seconds, a low sound began, a vibration more felt than heard, as if the air had begun to hum at a frequency just below perception. The hum rose. Then leaves on the surrounding trees shook without wind, and small stones rattled on the ground. At that point, a shimmer appeared, beginning as a distortion. Light warped around it and the shimmer thickened, taking on mass and solidity, and then with a sound like an indrawn breath, the dimensional capsule materialized where it had been before.

“Yes,” Becker whispered. “It worked.”

He took a step toward the capsule, pulling Talia with him.

Then the air behind them split open as four blue-robed men stepped into view, the split closing as they stepped onto the ground. They were taller than Becker, with blue hoods over their heads, shadowing their faces. Their hands were concealed within wide sleeves and there was a deadly menace about them.

A sixth sense warned Becker, and he turned to see four primary mentalists, deadly wielders of psionic abilities. They were at the top of the hierarchy on Roth and never deigned to speak to a creature as lowly as Josef Becker. He’d seen them only twice in all his years, and both times he had prostrated himself and pressed his face to the stone and prayed they would not deal with him harshly.

That time was now long past.

Their wills locked onto Becker, and their anger was palpable as the air seemed to crackle around them.

“Please,” Becker said, with his mouth bone-dry. “Let me explain. I can explain.”

Their eyes seemed to grow as a sudden and crushing weight drove down on Becker’s mind. It wasn’t physical pain, but excruciating will. Theirs had been honed all their lives through iron discipline and rigorous study. They joined as one, uniquely celibate, seeking to beat down the single, lascivious, and obviously lesser mind that opposed them.

Becker felt that and braced his feet and mental faculties. Likely, his will would have crumpled on the instant but for the amazing infusion of stolen, Yon Soth psionic power. Even so, sweat burst across his face and ran in streams down his neck, soaking the collar of his robes. He fiercely gripped Talia’s hand, unconsciously seeking a physical anchor.

And in this instance, his fiery needs, his roiling desires for sexual intimacy—a weakness in mentalist doctrine—proved to grant him a stabilizing factor. He took from Talia, not psionic power, but warmth, humanity, and something other than his selfish interests. He wanted her to love him. In that sense, his urgency for union meant he gave to her something of himself. He wanted her to respect and admire him, and that need gave him something that might have been called an anchor in mentalist doctrine.

In any case, the four primary mentalists pressed harder, so Becker reeled. If they were surprised at his resistance, it didn’t show on their stoic features.

Becker could feel them peeling at his defenses, four sets of psionic fingers prying at the edges of his mind, seeking to crack him open and scour out everything inside. If they succeeded, it would not be quick. They would strip him layer by layer, thought by thought, until nothing remained but a screaming husk.

But Becker was stronger than they expected, especially with his anchor, Talia, Exarch of Pylon.

Given these precious seconds, the stolen power from Sataki blazed inside him, tainted and burning with a dark energy that no mentalist should possess, yet it was there. He was fighting for his life with all his psionic mastery, all the knowledge he had gathered through long years of servitude and secret study. He was driven to action and superhuman energy by fear and the beauty beneath his hand.

Even Becker realized that his feelings for Talia granted him a steadiness he would not otherwise have possessed.

For all their cold, celibate ways, the primary mentalists seemed to understand this. They communicated in their secret manner, and one of them turned from Becker and fixed his terrible gaze upon Talia.

At that point, a man stepped out of the opened capsule. He was tall, lean, with a hard face and eyes that took in the clearing in a single sweep—the four robed figures, Becker straining on his feet, Talia collapsing beside him.

The man held a weapon-rod and didn’t hesitate or ask questions. He aimed at the nearest mentalist—the one whose attention was fixed on Talia—and pressed the firing stud. A beam of searing white energy lanced across the clearing and struck the mentalist in the chest. The blue robe ignited and then the body beneath it began to burn.

The psionic pressure on Talia vanished. She gasped and sagged against Becker, still clinging to his hand.

Three primary mentalists remained. Now one of them turned from Becker and fixed his gaze on the man with the weapon-rod.

Becker recognized the outlander, this Captain Maddox of Star Watch.

Maddox was firing again, the weapon-rod aimed at the second mentalist. But this one was ready. The beam struck a shield of psionic force that the mentalist had raised with a flick of his concealed hand. The beam splashed against the barrier and dissipated in a shower of sparks. The mentalist showed no expression, but his eyes narrowed, and Maddox staggered as if struck by a physical blow.

But the distraction was critical. With the pressure on Becker’s mind halved, he sucked in a ragged breath and felt the stolen power surge inside him, no longer pinned down, no longer merely defensive.

He marshalled and focused it into a single point of concentration and hurled it at the nearest mentalist.

The robed figure stiffened and took a stance, blocking and showing clawed hands with black-painted fingernails. These were primary mentalists, beings of immense psionic fortitude. Then something behind his eyes ruptured and broke as the mentalist screamed. A second later, he dropped to his knees, swayed, and pitched forward into the dirt.

Becker screamed in turn, but with a different emphasis. His scream was a raw, animal sound, and he threw everything he had at the next mentalist. The clearing seemed to warp between them, the air rippling and distorting as two psionic forces collided. Trees at the edge of the clearing bent as if caught in a gale. The ground cracked, while Talia pressed her face against Becker’s shoulder, possibly unable to look.

This mentalist was stronger than the other had been. Becker could feel his stolen reserves draining, the tainted power burning out of him faster than he could replace it. His nose bled and his vision narrowed.

Then a beam of white fire struck the mentalist from the side.

Maddox had broken free from whatever hold the mentalist had on him. The beam took the third mentalist through the neck, and the robed figure spun as he fell.

The last primary mentalist turned his full attention on Becker, even as he held a clawed hand aimed at Maddox.

But Becker knew he could win. He gathered power and hurled a needle thought at the other.

The robed figure froze as his eyes went wide—the first genuine expression Becker had ever seen on one of their faces. The primary mentalist’s mouth opened, but no sound came out. Then the body simply collapsed as the last of the four died.
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Becker turned toward Maddox, rubbing his forehead. The mentalist looked grim as blood trickled from his nose. He shifted and took a new stance toward the Star Watch officer.

Maddox noticed and raised the weapon-rod, aiming it at Becker’s chest. “I wouldn’t if I were you.”

“I have more power than you can possibly conceive,” Becker said hoarsely.

“I have no doubt, but I have control of the vessel.” Maddox nodded at the capsule behind him. “I warrant you desire it, eh?”

Becker hesitated, wiping blood from his upper lip. He seemed to notice that he held an object. He frowned, and then looked up sharply at Maddox.

“First, you’re not inside it, and thus you’re no longer in control of it.” Becker raised the recall box. “Second, I brought it back with this. Do you understand what that means?”

Maddox kept the weapon-rod steady, thinking. Becker had recalled the capsule from between dimensions. That’s what must have caused the bump earlier. The cube would have taken them to the prison planet, but Becker seemed to have the ability to override the capsule’s navigation. Hmm. That appeared to change the equation.

Maddox noticed how Becker gripped Talia’s hand. Her presence meant the cube had lied about where it had sent her. That was critical information. What was going on between those two?

“Talia,” Maddox said, without taking his eyes off Becker. “What do you make of all this?”

“Don’t say anything,” Becker told her. “This is between him and me. Do you understand?”

Talia said nothing.

“I didn’t cause you to leave the capsule,” Maddox said to her. “The cube did it.”

“Cube?” Becker and Talia said it simultaneously.

“Well now,” Maddox said, always fast on the take. “Therein lies the story.” He allowed himself a hint of a smile. “The cube runs the vessel, but the cube is now under my command, meaning I can send the vessel wherever I want.” He paused to let that settle. “Now, Becker, I suspect the fact that you went to such obvious lengths to reach the capsule means you want to leave this place. But if I send the craft to a place where it can never be recalled, what then?”

“I’ll kill you before you can do that,” Becker said. “And I’ll do it in a hideous manner,” he added.

“You have serious abilities. But I also note that you needed my help to overcome your enemies.” Maddox nodded at the dead mentalists. “In a real sense, you owe me your life.”

“Balderdash,” Becker said.

“What did you say?”

“You heard me. Balderdash.”

Maddox stared at Becker. “That’s what Professor Ludendorff often says.”

Becker’s eyes narrowed. “You know Ludendorff?”

“I know a Ludendorff from my dimension. Who is the Ludendorff here?”

“The supreme mentalist of the planet,” Becker said. “No one has seen him for years. He is the master mentalist, the Methuselah Man, as it were.”

Maddox absorbed that. Ludendorff, a cognate of him, anyway, was on the moon, hidden somewhere in the depths.

“So Ludendorff is on this moon,” Maddox said.

“Roth,” Becker said. “That is the name of this moon.”

Maddox nodded. “Are we at an impasse, or can we work together?”

Becker blinked several times, and some of his tension eased. “You will take me off Roth?”

Maddox chewed his lip as he observed the fading glow beneath Becker’s skin, the blood drying under his nose, the way he still held Talia’s hand.

Before Maddox could decide on his answer, a hiss and a click came from behind. He turned in time to see the capsule close.

Then a flat, precise voice spoke from an outer speaker. “You are not going to use your Lord Maddox cunning to weasel out of our deal, Captain. Is that understood?”

“I’m glad you finally decided to reveal yourself,” Maddox said without missing a beat, addressing the capsule. He turned to Becker and Talia. “That is the cube speaking.”

Becker nodded, and his eyes seemed to grow.

Maddox felt pressure against the inside of his skull. Was Becker trying to read his mind? Maddox shut that down, hard. While he was no telepath, his intuitive sense rose up like a wall.

A moment later, Becker blinked, his eyes seeming to return to normal. “I did not realize you could do that.”

“Now you know,” Maddox said.

“I believe it is time we come to an understanding,” the cube said from the capsule speaker.

“Are you addressing me?” Maddox asked.

“Both of you,” the cube said. “Becker, that you hold a recall box tells me much. What happened to the Techno-mage who originally controlled the capsule?”

“Uh, we caught him,” Becker said.

“Indeed,” the cube said. “Where is he now?”

“He’s underground,” Becker said.

“Can you reach him?”

“I can, but it makes no difference,” Becker said.

“Why is that?” the cube asked.

“Because he’s dead,” Becker said.

“When did he die?”

“Less than an hour ago,” Becker said.

“This is unbelievable,” the cube said. “This may be just the opportunity I need.”

“I don’t understand,” Becker said.

“I desire an android body,” the cube said. “A Techno-mage is part human and part machine, a cyborg, one very near to being an android. We shall all enter the vessel and go to this dead Techno-mage so I can assess the situation directly.”

“Before we do that,” Maddox said. “I should point out—”

“Don’t bother,” the cube said, interrupting. The seam in the ship opened. “I must see this dead Techno-mage and decide if I can use him. Come now, hurry, time is of the essence.”
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Maddox led the way as Becker and Talia crowded in behind him.

When they were through, the seam sealed, and they moved into the now rather cramped space of the main chamber.

Becker stared at the cube, which sat in its alcove.

“Hello, Mentalist Becker,” the cube said.

Becker flinched at the sound.

“I am Tien Shen.”

“What?” Becker said. “You’re an animate cube?”

“I am the thought patterns of Sol Tien Shen, Quality of Paragon. I am a Techno-mage.”

Becker’s face went through several expressions in rapid succession—surprise, wariness, and something that settled into calculation. “Oh,” he said.

“Calm yourself, Mentalist Becker,” the cube said. “I have analyzed you and the situation. With the ship’s sensors, I can tell that you are filled with great psionic power. That is going to be of considerable use. Now, you say the Techno-mage is below, in the subterranean chambers?”

“Yes.”

“Then I will take the capsule down there, and you will take me to this recently perished Techno-mage.”

“To do what?” Becker asked.

“If the bio-parts are not too cold, you will help me download into it.”

The words hung in the cramped space.

“Be assured,” the cube said, “I will do most of the heavy lifting, but with your psionic ability you will reanimate certain of the bio-functions if they have ceased for too long. In fact, you will imbue the bio-parts with simulated life. That, of course, will only be of a temporary nature, as I replace the bio-parts with additional robotic and android components until I am finally rid of the biological material, which will seriously degenerate unless you infuse it correctly.” There was a pause, and when the cube spoke again, there was something in its flat voice that Maddox had not heard before. “And after that, I shall walk, talk, see and hear and feel again. And Tien Shen will live once more.”

“Frankenstein,” Maddox said.

“You have used that term before,” the cube said. “What does it mean?”

“It’s just a phrase,” Maddox said.

“Mentalist Becker, do you understand the term?”

“I do not,” Becker said.

“Talia?”

“No,” she said quietly.

“You will tell me when I ask you the next time, Captain Maddox,” the cube said. “But for now you may have your little joke, if it is a joke.” The speaker crackled. “Becker. Are we agreed?”

“Now just a minute,” Becker said. “It will be dangerous to go down there.”

“And why is that?” the cube asked.

“Uh… for one thing, the Yon Soth is near final death.”

“How do you know this?” the cube asked.

Becker looked away.

“I’m guessing because he started the whole mess,” Maddox said.

Becker turned on the captain, his eyes wide. “How do you know this?”

“My intuitive sense and your mannerisms tell me. The fact that your masters—those four acted like irate masters—came to kill you is another hint.” Maddox looked past Becker. “Am I right, Talia?”

Becker turned toward her. “Do not say anything.”

Talia hung her head. But she glanced up at Maddox as Becker looked away, and gave the slightest of nods.

“How did you achieve this feat, Becker?” Maddox said.

Becker pointed at him. “You will not question me. I am here to question everyone else. I have the power.” He jabbed his finger at the cube. “This—what did you say? You’re the thought patterns of Tien Shen?”

“That is correct,” the cube replied.

“And you know that I’m filled with psionic power.”

“That is correct,” the cube said.

“Someone else said that power is tainted.”

“Yes, yes, I do sense that,” the cube said, “but I cannot understand why or how it could harm us.”

“Because it is the lost power of a Yon Soth,” Becker said.

Maddox’s hand drifted toward the weapon-rod. He stopped himself, deciding to wait instead. This was a time to listen and learn.

“This is all quite educational,” the cube said. “But we should hurry, as I cannot let the body deteriorate further. Otherwise, you will have to use far more of your psionic power to reanimate the bio-functions, and from what I can tell, you do not have an unlimited supply. Thus, we must go at once.”

“There may be interference from surviving mentalists and guards down there,” Becker said.

“You will destroy them,” the cube said. “Or the captain will destroy them. Thus, the problem is solved.”

“The weapon-rod was losing power toward the end,” Maddox said.

“There are no worries on that count,” the cube said. “I have a blaster hidden in the ship whose whereabouts I have recently learned of. Does that solve your qualm, Captain?”

“It does,” Maddox said. “Where is it?”

“I’ll tell you once we arrive in the subterranean levels. Now, Becker, describe your laboratory, or whatever it is you call it, where this Techno-mage has died.”

Becker described the sanctum, and its distance from the blink chamber.

“Let me think,” the cube said. “Yes, all right. I believe I have it pinpointed.”

Maddox frowned. “You can move laterally, not just between dimensions?”

“Wouldn’t that be obvious by all the things I have said?”

Maddox’s lips thinned, although he said nothing.

“Oh, don’t be so haughty and touchy,” the cube said. “Becker, will you do this?”

“If you promise to take me from this dimension.”

“I do promise,” the cube said.

“All right then,” Becker said. “Let’s do this.”

The capsule began to hum, and the vibration rose through the floor and into Maddox’s boots. The holo-screen flickered to life, showing the clearing outside. Then the image shifted and blurred as the capsule began its transfer, sliding not between dimensions but laterally, downward, through stone and rock toward the subterranean sanctum.
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The capsule materialized inside the chamber the way a thought forms in a mind—gradually, then all at once, wedged into Becker’s underground chamber like a fist in a glove, its hull scraping the carved rock walls on two sides.

The seam opened.

Maddox came out first, with a blaster rifle cradled in his arms, the weapon the cube had promised, found in a concealed compartment beneath the deck plating. Behind him came Talia, holding the cube against her chest, her face pale and set. Behind her came Becker, his skin still carrying the faintest residual glow.

The chamber was dim, with the artificial lights lining the ceiling flickering weakly, casting more shadow than illumination. From somewhere beyond the stone walls came shouting, distant and muffled, while on the floor beside the dissecting table lay the dead Techno-mage.

“Ah,” the cube said, vibrating the words. “There lies the prize.”

Maddox said nothing, with his features tightening.

“You thought to thwart me in this,” the cube said. “You didn’t want me to get my android body until you had achieved your objectives. Now we are doing this the proper way, the way Tien Shen envisioned as he devised the plan.”

Maddox debated blasting the corpse and ending this blasphemy.

“Are not Techno-mages brilliant?” the cube said. “That means, in essence, that I am brilliant. Now, hurry, Maddox, put the body on the dissecting table.”

Maddox wondered if obliterating the corpse would be easier after the thought patterns of Tien Shen entered it. Surely, it would take time for the thoughts to stabilize in the “dead” mind. He thus set the blaster against the wall and went to the corpse. He gripped it under the arms and lifted it, finding it far heavier than he’d imagined. This thing must mostly be circuits and metal, with only a little organic substance.

“Talia, help him,” the cube said.

Talia set the cube on a console and rushed to help, grabbing and raising the legs. On Maddox’s count, they heaved the body onto the dissecting table.

“Now, Becker,” the cube said, “you must listen carefully.”

Then a whine like insect wings began, possibly a torrent of information given at computer speed.

Becker winced before clapping his hands over his ears, his face contorting.

For a moment, the whine ceased. “Move your hands so you can hear,” the cube said.

Hesitantly, Becker took his hands away.

The high-pitched whine immediately began again.

Becker hunched his head as his eyes watered, but he stood there. It was possible that his mind absorbed instructions that would have been incomprehensible to anyone without psionic ability.

The whine ceased, and the cube said, “This is for all the marbles, Becker. You will do this, and you will know paradise, as all your desires will be fulfilled. I guarantee that.”

Becker stood swaying, his eyes unfocused, possibly processing what he’d received. Then he nodded and took a stance with his legs braced, arms raised and fingers spread. He closed his eyes as his lips moved soundlessly.

There was a distortion in the air, a rippling heat-shimmer that poured from Becker’s outstretched hands and enveloped the dead Techno-mage. Incredibly, the body jerked as one arm spasmed. A leg kicked against the table’s edge. Then the stiffness in the organic parts seemed to soften, and the smell—the faint, sweet smell of death that had begun to settle—receded. A glow entered the flesh, as if blood were flowing again through tissues that had been cold and still.

“Set me on the forehead,” the cube said.

Talia hurried to the console where she’d placed the cube, picked it up and carried it to the table. She set it onto the smooth forehead.

At that point, energies flashed as a cocoon of light enveloped the body and the cube. The Techno-mage’s body rose from the table, levitating two inches, then three, suspended in the shimmering field as Becker poured more and more psionic power into it. Lights flashed in the exposed circuitry. The body twitched and convulsed, and through it all, the cube sat on the forehead, slowly sinking.

Maddox watched in dismay as the cube descended into the Techno-mage’s skull. The dark crystal pulsed, and with each pulse it sank further, until only its upper edge was visible, and then not even that.

Something clicked off in the capsule behind them: a system shutting down, perhaps, a connection severing, as the cube was no longer linked to the ship.

Maddox glanced at the blaster rifle leaning against the wall. He could end it now with a blast at the Techno-mage, maybe another at Becker for good measure.

Suiting thought to action, he moved over and picked up the rifle.

Then a man in a blue robe stepped up to the open hatchway. He raised a hand, and Maddox felt something slam against his skull.

He swiveled and fired and lambent energy struck the man in the chest, driving him back into the corridor.

Since the pressure against his head still remained, Maddox ran to the hatch and fired again, killing the gasping man. There was movement beyond the fallen body. So Maddox fired down the corridor at fur-clad guards with tattooed faces, and yet another man in blue robes. The beam cut down everything in the passageway as a score of bodies fell.

When the corridor was empty and smoking, Maddox stepped back into the chamber, deciding this was the moment to end it all. Becker was slumped against the far wall, his face gray, his skin no longer glowing. Talia sat beside him, and she was patting one of his hands—a gesture so unexpected and tender that Maddox stopped in the doorway and stared.

Then a sound came from the dissecting table: a grinding of servos and a click of metal on metal. The Techno-mage sat up, the torso lifting from the table with a mechanical smoothness. He swung his legs over the edge, slid off and stood. The metallic eyes, lit from within by a cold, pale light, turned first to Maddox, then to Becker, then to Talia. He grinned, showing platinum teeth that caught the flickering light.

“I did it.” The voice wasn’t the cube’s flat speaker tone, but deeper, resonant, coming from a throat and a mouth and a chest cavity. “I am Sol Tien Shen, Quality of Paragon, hale and whole again.”

The Techno-mage lifted his hands and looked at them, turning them over. Then he looked up. “Do you see what I have accomplished? I have animated myself from across dimensions.”

The metallic eyes fixed on some point beyond the chamber walls. “Lord Maddox, you thought to treacherously slay me. You thought to end me. Vengeance is coming.”

For once, Maddox was too appalled to act, and he wondered if he needed the Techno-mage to get back to the Commonwealth Dimension. Killing him too soon would strand him here, as how much did he or Becker know about using a dimensional capsule?

“I am the thought patterns of Tien Shen,” the Techno-mage boasted, “but I am as good as Tien Shen. Some might say I am a computer program come to life. But we can see that I have been animated by the power of the Yon Soth, filtered through this creature named Mentalist Becker.”

Becker looked up but said nothing. Was he appalled at what he’d done? It was hard to tell.

“I would crush your windpipe and kill you,” Tien Shen said, almost conversationally. “But you can be of further use. And I will keep my word, so that I may show you, Captain Maddox, that my word is worth everything.”

Maddox seemed sluggish, but he was also reviving, still mentally debating his options. Did any of this have anything to do with the mass discharge of Yon Soth psionic energy? As Maddox wondered about that, his desire to kill the unholy Techno-mage increased.
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Back in the Commonwealth Dimension, on the moon, Sergeant Riker flew a shuttle in long, sweeping loops over the coordinates where Captain Maddox had disappeared.

The shuttle was a sturdy craft, larger than a standard two-man survey pod, with a chamber for three stations and a rear area that currently held a bewildering array of equipment that Professor Ludendorff had built, modified, or cannibalized from other systems since the captain’s vanishing.

They’d been at this for some time, back and forth, loop after loop. The same patch of empty space, the same readings, and the same nothing.

Then Galyan flickered into existence beside the copilot’s station, remained for a moment, and then vanished as if the AI had stepped behind a curtain.

The holographic projection reappeared. “I am getting some unusual readings,” Galyan said. “There is a tachyon-thread variance at bearing one-seven-four, combined with what appears to be a low-frequency dimensional skin oscillation.”

“A what?” Riker said.

“It means something dimensional passed through this area recently and left a residue like a wake in water.”

“You mean Captain Maddox,” Riker said.

“That is what I am trying to determine. The variance is faint, but it is consistent with—”

Galyan vanished again.

Riker muttered and adjusted the shuttle’s heading.

In the other chair, Professor Ludendorff was hunched over his station: a console buried under bolted-on sensor arrays, soldered junction boxes, and cables that ran to pieces of equipment Riker couldn’t identify. The old man wore a set of heavy earphones over his wild hair and had a pair of modified VR lenses pushed up on his forehead. He studied his readings with the concentration of a man defusing a bomb.

“Shift twelve degrees starboard,” Ludendorff said without looking up.

Riker did so.

“No, no. Port. I meant port.”

“You said starboard.”

“I know what I said, Sergeant. I am correcting myself. Port. Do it now.”

Riker shifted to port, and they flew in silence for thirty seconds.

“Back to starboard,” Ludendorff said, “but only eight degrees this time. And reduce speed by a quarter.”

Riker shifted to starboard, reduced speed, and kept his mouth shut.

“Now eleven degrees port,” Ludendorff said.

Riker shifted once again.

“Hold that heading.” Ludendorff pulled the VR lenses down over his eyes and leaned closer to his console. “This is interesting.”

“What’s that?”

“I’ll tell you when I know exactly, Sergeant. Until then, maintain heading and stop talking.”

Riker maintained heading and stopped talking. He didn’t stop muttering under his breath, but he did it quietly enough that Ludendorff couldn’t hear.

Galyan reappeared, and this time the AI seemed excited. “Here. I am sensing a partial opening to a dimensional aperture, more like a crack than a door. But it is there.” Galyan turned to the old man. “Professor, do you sense anything?”

Ludendorff was hunched over his equipment, the earphones pressed against his head, the VR lenses glowing faintly. He looked up.

“My goodness, I do sense something.” Ludendorff tore off the earphones. “Riker, bring us around in a tighter circle.”

Riker banked the shuttle into a turn.

“No, no, tighter, tighter,” Ludendorff shouted.

Riker tightened the circle until the shuttle was practically pivoting on its wing. The inertial dampeners whined in protest. He brought the craft around, and around again, and on the third pass, Ludendorff sat back and slapped the console with his open palm.

“Zounds!” Ludendorff said. “This is it.” He was already pulling up readouts. “This is amazing.”

“What did you find, Professor?” Galyan said.

“Look at these readings.”

Galyan floated closer to Ludendorff’s console, and then the AI seemed to extend some invisible electronic sense into the equipment, scanning the data directly, no doubt. For a moment, Galyan was still.

“Professor,” Galyan said. “That is Yon Soth equipment you are detecting.”

“Yes, yes, I realize that.”

“But we have not found any Yon Soth technology so far.”

“Don’t you think I understand that, you confounded AI?” Ludendorff leaned forward, his eyes blazing beneath the VR lenses. “This is in the other dimension, on the far side of the aperture. This is what I’ve been looking for. This is what I need.”

Riker turned in the pilot’s chair. “Hey, I’m not heading through any dimensional rift, if that’s what you’re suggesting.”

“Sergeant,” Ludendorff said, drawing himself up, “I order you to go.”

Riker looked at Galyan. “Does he have the authority to order me?”

“He can order all he wants,” Galyan said, “but you are not under any stricture to obey those commands.”

“Galyan,” Ludendorff said. “Do you not want to see the captain returned?”

“You know I do,” Galyan said.

“Then this is it. Sergeant, you must go through while we can.”

Riker actually pondered it. He’d followed Captain Maddox into situations that should have killed him a dozen times over, and the instinct to go after his commander was strong, stronger than his common sense.

But then he turned to Galyan. “You won’t be with us, will you?”

“How could I?” Galyan said. “I am on Victory. This is just my projection.”

Riker stared at him for a moment. Then he turned to Ludendorff. “There you go, old man. Why not take the starship through?”

“It won’t fit through the aperture,” Ludendorff said.

“Can’t you use your technological genius to get it done?” Riker asked.

“Now see here—”

“Just a minute, Professor,” Galyan said. “Is that not a good idea?”

“What? What?” Ludendorff sputtered.

“Let us take the starship through. Then we have all the equipment we need.” Galyan thought a moment. “Besides, I do not think Sergeant Riker and you in a shuttle will have the means to deal with a Yon Soth.”

Ludendorff sat back. “Yes,” he said at last. “You may have a point.” He turned to Riker. “Take us up this instant. We must see the lieutenant commander.”

Riker manipulated the panel and the shuttle climbed, angling away from the invisible crack in the fabric of dimensions and heading for Victory.
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The conference chamber aboard Victory was in full swing as Ludendorff showed Valerie the data concerning the dimensional tear and the ping that represented the needed Yon Soth technology they’d been searching for all this time beneath their moon. Likely, the hellburners from last time had destroyed what they needed.

“Now, we must go through the rift and collect their technology,” Ludendorff declared.

Valerie stared at him with incredulity. Finally, she looked at Galyan. “Is he serious?”

“Yes, Valerie, and the professor may have a point.”

“He’s nuts,” Valerie said, “and I’m starting to wonder if he’s infected you, too.”

“The journey would be a risk,” Galyan said. “You are correct about that. However, it solves several problems at once. We can retrieve the captain, and if we gather the Yon Soth technology, we can rebuild the dimensional device. After that, we can make the raid against the Dominion Torus.”

“There you go,” Ludendorff said, “out of the mouths of holograms. Now let’s be on our way.”

“Not so fast,” Valerie said. “We’re going to think about it first, not act like emotional simpletons.”

Ludendorff glared at her. “Are you accusing me of emotionalism?”

“You know what they say,” Valerie replied, “If the shoe fits and all.”

Ludendorff slapped the table. “That is outrageous. This has nothing to do with emotions but logic. My instrumentation shows that the needed technology is in the other dimension. We have gone over our tunnels. What I hoped to find—you destroyed it the last time with your hellburners. It is unfortunate but true.”

“Wait a minute,” Riker said. “The hellburners killed our Yon Soth on this moon. Is the Yon Soth living in the other dimension on their moon?”

“…The possibility cannot be discounted,” Ludendorff said after a moment.

“Forget it then,” Riker said.

“Now hold on,” Ludendorff said. “You didn’t let me finish. I believe it would be weak, maybe even near death.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Riker said.

“Of course it does.”

Riker stared at the professor. “How could you know it’s weak?”

“Through logic,” Ludendorff said, glancing at Valerie. “That means I deduced it through what I saw on my instrumentation.”

“No,” Riker said. “This is a dead deal.”

Ludendorff sat back, eyeing the sergeant, and finally spread his hands. “My boy, you must try to relax. This is all good news. Not only do we know the technology is there, but its custodian is undoubtedly too weak to defend it. This is exactly what we need.”

“No,” Riker said for the third time, as he looked around the table. “I’ve personally dealt with an awakening Yon Soth. You never want to face that, never.”

“This one won’t be awakening,” Ludendorff said, “but will be weak, possibly near death.”

“Don’t you understand?” Riker said. “Even near death, it will be able to squash us. We barely killed the one waking up after eons of slumber, and we had far more firepower then. This is a death ride, Professor.”

“No, no, nonsense,” Ludendorff said. “You’re getting ahead of yourself, worrying far too much. This is a priceless opportunity, and only possible because I’m with you. Do you understand what I found? I have discovered the dimensional aperture the captain fell through, and that it has not fully closed. Further, the very equipment we need is on the other side. Therefore, logically, we must take Victory through and employ all our weaponry to destroy the nearly dead Yon Soth—if it lives, mind you—and collect what we need, which includes the captain.”

“You make it sound easy,” Valerie said.

“No easier or more difficult than the many other times we have gone into seemingly hopeless situations.”

“Aha,” Valerie said. “So you’re saying this is hopeless?”

“No, no, that is not my meaning at all.” Ludendorff’s eyebrows thundered. “You’re twisting my words, which is unworthy of you, Commander.”

“Then what do you mean?”

Ludendorff sat there and stared at her, taking a sharp breath before he said, “I have already stated my meaning. If we’re going to rescue the captain, this is the method. Really, it is the only way.”

“Or you could send a shuttle through the aperture,” Galyan said.

“I’m not sending any shuttle through,” Valerie said. “It’s probably a death warrant to do that. And for all we know, the captain could be dead.”

“Do you really think that likely, Valerie?” Galyan asked.

Valerie looked at her hands. “I don’t know. I hope not. I know the captain is resourceful. But a different dimension, and now, according to the professor, a Yon Soth alive there.” She looked up. “I would be reckless to take the starship through, jeopardizing everyone’s lives. I am a Star Watch officer first and foremost. I cannot willy-nilly do whatever strikes my fancy.”

Perhaps she meant that as a judgment against Maddox’s style, but nobody said that aloud.

“I must point out that you’re also a Patrol officer,” Ludendorff said, breaking the silence. “And a Patrol officer takes risks and goes where others have not gone before. You and the sergeant did that once before, and you found what was needed to save the Commonwealth here at this moon when you were here last.”

“We dealt with the Yon Soth here,” Valerie said, “and it proved to be a terrible experience.”

“Agreed,” Riker said. “I don’t want to go through that again.”

“Not even to save the captain?” Ludendorff asked.

Riker stared at the Methuselah Man before shaking his head. “I’ll admit it. The Yon Soth scares the crap out of me. It was monstrous and deadly, and we had a flotilla of Star Watch ships to fight it.” He looked away, thinking of the captain. “But you say this creature could be near death?”

“That is my supposition,” Ludendorff said.

Riker shook his head again before regarding the professor. “I agree with the commander. It would be dangerous and reckless to do as you suggest.”

“And yet,” Valerie said, “would Captain Maddox come after us?”

“On that we can have no doubt,” Galyan said. “He would surely come after us. And after what he said at his great speech at the end of the Battle of Tau Cygni—I vote we do this.”

“Are we voting now?” Valerie asked.

“No,” Galyan said. “This is a military ship run on hierarchy. But you have my blessing, Valerie, if you decide to take the starship through.”

“Galyan, it’s incredibly risky.”

“Yes, Valerie,” Galyan said. “But here is a further point. Can we defeat Lord Maddox’s invasion fleet with direct force?”

No one answered that.

“I do not think any of us believes that,” Galyan said. “And it is why we are here at this moon in the first place. We had a brilliant victory against Fleet Overlord Drakos, but I believe he had but a fraction of what Lord Maddox will bring. And consider this: We will be fighting against a cognate Maddox, against his brilliance and ability to improvise and make swift and cunning decisions.”

“Make your point straight, Galyan,” Valerie said.

“We must destroy the Dominion Torus,” Galyan said. “That is what the captain and the professor decided upon before the captain’s disappearance. That would seem to be the strategy with the greatest chance of the Commonwealth surviving Lord Maddox’s invasion.”

“And so,” Valerie said, “I should just throw Victory through this dimensional rent.”

“It is a risk,” Galyan said. “But I think it gives us better odds than trying to face the coming Dominion invasion fleet with military force.”

Valerie sat back with her eyes half-lidded. Finally, she looked up, saying, “Thank you, gentlemen. That will be all.”

“What are we going to do?” Ludendorff said.

“I’m going to think about it,” Valerie said. “But I’ll let you know the moment I decide.”

“But—” Ludendorff began.

“That will be all,” Valerie said, interrupting. “I must think this through. Now, the meeting is adjourned.”


-33-

Several hours later, Valerie sat in the starship captain’s chair and watched the temperature readings climb.

She had never brought Victory this low into orbit before. No one on the bridge had. The starship was not designed for atmospheric operations, as it was a deep-space vessel, built for the void between stars. Now, the moon’s upper atmosphere was punishing it for the intrusion. The main screen showed a haze of superheated gas streaming past the forward hull, and the bridge vibrated with a deep, structural tremor that Valerie could feel in her teeth.

Ludendorff sat beside Andros Crank at the science station, where equipment torn from the shuttle had been placed. Ludendorff wore his earphones and VR lenses, hunched over his readings.

“Shield temperatures are approaching critical,” Andros said. “We’re at eighty-seven percent of rated thermal load. If we go much lower—”

“We’re going to have to risk it,” Valerie said.

The pilot at the helm was steady and competent, but he lacked Keith Maker’s brilliance. Keith was off the bridge. Valerie had made the call, as hard as it had been.

“Ninety-one percent thermal load,” Andros said.

“Maintain descent,” Valerie said.

“Valerie,” Galyan said from beside her chair, “the aperture should be approximately fourteen kilometers below our current position, bearing two-two-seven relative.”

“Helm, adjust heading. Two-two-seven relative, continue descent.”

“Aye, Commander.”

Victory banked ponderously, her massive hull groaning as atmospheric forces worked against her.

The main screen showed streamers of ionized gas in shades of orange and white, punctuated by flickers of static discharge that played across the shields like lightning. The bridge lights dimmed as power was diverted to thermal management.

“Ninety-four percent,” Andros said.

“Professor,” Valerie said. “Tell me you’re getting something.”

Ludendorff was bent over his instruments, one hand pressing the earphones against his head, the other adjusting a dial with minute, precise movements. The VR lenses glowed faintly, painting his face in pale light.

“Shift three degrees port,” he said.

Valerie gave the command.

“Now one degree starboard,” Ludendorff said.

“Aye,” the helm pilot said.

“Hold that heading… I have it. It’s eleven point two kilometers ahead, the aperture.”

“Galyan, confirm,” Valerie said.

“I am reading a dimensional variance consistent with the professor’s earlier findings,” Galyan said. “The aperture appears stable but narrow.”

“How narrow?” Valerie asked.

“Victory will fit,” Galyan said. “Barely.”

“Ninety-seven percent thermal load,” Andros said. “Shield generators two and five are showing stress fractures in the emitter arrays.”

“Professor,” Valerie said, “whatever you’re going to do, do it now.”

Ludendorff tore off the VR lenses and reached beneath his console. He produced a cylindrical apparatus bristling with antenna-like projections. He set it on the console and began entering commands.

“This will temporarily widen the aperture,” he said. “The starship must pass through in the window I create, and that window will not be large and will not last.”

“Lieutenant, you heard him,” Valerie told helm. “When that aperture opens, you take us through at maximum safe speed. No hesitation.”

“Aye, Commander.”

“Ninety-nine percent thermal load,” Andros said. “We are at the edge, Commander.”

“Activating,” Ludendorff said, and pressed a control on his device.

The effect was visible on the main screen. Ahead of them, in the orange haze, something tore, ragged, flickering, and edged with crackling discharges of energy. Through it, Valerie caught a glimpse of a different sky.

“Go!” Ludendorff shouted.

“All ahead full,” Valerie said.

Victory surged. The inertial dampeners shrieked as the starship accelerated into the tear, and the bridge lurched hard enough that Valerie gripped her armrests with both hands. On the viewing screen, the ragged aperture rushed toward them and then swallowed them.

The lights went out, came back, and went out again. Ludendorff’s device threw sparks and he yanked his hands away from it. The starship rumbled and shook. On the main screen, the image strobed between two skies. Then, with a final shudder, they were through.

Every warning klaxon on the bridge was sounding at once.

“Emergency,” Valerie said. “Helm, get us altitude, now.”

Victory climbed sluggishly as systems were lagging and power distribution was erratic.

“Shield generator two is offline,” Andros said. “Generator five is at thirty percent. Hull temperatures are slowly dropping. We’ve lost secondary power on decks nine through fourteen.”

The starship continued to slowly climb as the atmosphere thinned around it. The shuddering eased as Victory found cleaner space. In time, stars appeared.

“All primary systems are functional but degraded,” Galyan said.

“We’re in another dimension,” Valerie said. “Now we have to find Captain Maddox.”
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In the underground chamber on the moon of Roth, Maddox felt a buzz in his pocket. He turned half away from the others, keeping the movement casual. He reached into his pocket and drew out his communicator. He’d been carrying the standard Star Watch device since before the displacement. It had been dead since he’d crossed dimensions.

Now the connection indicator pulsed green. That could only mean one thing: Victory was within range. Yet that made no sense, as Victory was in the Commonwealth Dimension.

Behind him, Tien Shen and Becker spoke about something. Maddox kept his back to them, lifted the communicator, pressed the contact, and said quietly: “Hello?”

“Darling, darling, is that really you?”

“Meta?” he whispered.

“What is going on, Captain?” Tien Shen asked.

Maddox turned slightly as he lowered the communicator against his thigh. “Just checking something,” he said.

“Please be quick about it,” Tien Shen said.

“I will.” Maddox waited and then pressed the communicator to his ear. “Meta—”

“We came to this dimension and have established orbit,” his wife said, interrupting.

It took Maddox a second, and then he said, “You need to send Galyan down to my signal. This is an emergency. I’m in desperate straits, dear.”

Then, leaving the communicator on, he shoved it into a pocket.

“Just exactly what is going on, sir?” Tien Shen said, turning back to him.

Becker raised a hand to his temple and concentrated. “He is in communication with someone.” He looked up at Maddox. “Who are you talking to, Captain?”

Before Maddox could answer, a shimmer appeared in the center of the chamber as Galyan materialized.

“It is good to see you, Captain,” Galyan said.

Becker recoiled at the sight. Tien Shen’s metallic eyes widened. Talia looked up with a gasp.

Maddox raised the blaster, aimed at Tien Shen, and fired.

The beam lanced across the chamber and stopped as a shield of shimmering distortion appeared between it and the Techno-mage. Becker’s hand was extended and his face contorted with effort. Then Becker flicked his fingers and the blaster shrieked. Maddox felt it buck in his hands as something inside ruptured. Sparks sprayed from the barrel and the weapon went dead.

Maddox hurled the rifle to the floor, drew his knife, and charged Becker.

Becker showed a nasty, triumphant grin that revealed too many teeth. He raised his hand again, and Maddox felt the air thicken around him, slowing his legs, pressing against his chest—

Galyan glided across the chamber, passing through equipment as if it weren’t there, and slid into Becker. For an instant, the two occupied the same space, and then Galyan discharged an electromagnetic pulse, delivered through the holographic matrix, that was calibrated to disrupt biological neural pathways.

Becker convulsed as his eyes rolled back. His knees buckled and he sagged against the wall, consciousness flickering.

At the same time, the telekinetic pressure on Maddox vanished.

Tien Shen shrieked as he lunged across the chamber, grabbed Becker under the arms, and hauled him upright. With the other hand, Tien Shen seized Talia’s wrist. She cried out at the painful grip. Then the Techno-mage dragged them both toward the capsule.

“Galyan, stop him!” Maddox said.

Galyan glided smoothly toward the Techno-mage, closing the distance in a second. But Becker, half-conscious, raised a trembling hand and made a pushing gesture. Galyan slowed and then stopped.

“Telekinesis,” Galyan said. “What do I do now, Captain?”

“Don’t let him get into the capsule.”

Unfortunately, Tien Shen was already there. The Techno-mage hauled Becker and Talia through the opening. Then the seam sealed shut with a hiss and a click.

The telekinetic barrier vanished, freeing Galyan.

“Go inside,” Maddox said. “See what’s happening.”

Galyan moved to the capsule’s hull and pressed against it, but nothing happened. The AI tried again, adjusting his frequency, attempting to phase through the dimensional vessel’s skin the way he phased through ordinary matter.

“I cannot penetrate it,” Galyan said a moment later. “The hull’s composition is beyond my ability to pass through.”

A hum rose from the capsule, and the air around the hull began to shimmer and distort.

“Come over here, Galyan,” Maddox said. “Give me light.”

Maddox ran for the chamber’s hatch. Behind him, a beam lanced from the capsule, searing the air where he’d been standing.

Maddox plunged through the hatch and into the corridor, with Galyan gliding beside him. Behind them, the sound of the capsule changed, the hum becoming a whine before there was silence.

“They are gone, Captain,” Galyan declared.

Maddox stopped, breathing hard. The knife was still in his hand. He looked at it, then sheathed it.

“Where could the capsule have gone?” Galyan asked.

“That’s the question, all right.”

Maddox forced himself to shift thoughts, dragging himself from killing mode. The capsule with Tien Shen, Becker, and Talia was gone. But Victory was here.

“All right,” Maddox said. “Go upstairs. Tell them I’m down here. Send shuttles. This is a dangerous area, as a Yon Soth could be dying or could still be alive. And there are mentalists here as well.”

“What are mentalists?” Galyan asked.

“They’re like what we just saw, masters of psionic abilities like Spacer adepts, whose abilities seem to be enhanced in this dimension.”

“I must say, sir,” Galyan said. “You are a sight for sore eyes.”

“Thanks, Galyan. You too.” Maddox smiled. “Now go. I can take care of myself for a few minutes.”

“Yes, sir.”

Galyan vanished, leaving Maddox alone in the near darkness.

Maddox listened. The distant shouting and power surges from before had faded. Then he felt it: something was coming.

Maddox drew his knife again, set his back against the wall, and waited.
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The sounds came from his left: boots on stone, the thudding gait of soldiers on the hunt. Maddox pressed himself deeper into the alcove where the wall met a support column. He’d shifted his position since Galyan had left. Now, he waited and watched.

Two fur-clad men appeared around the bend, their tattooed faces lit by the pale glow of a chemical torch one of them carried. They wore leather harnesses over their furs and had crossbows slung across their backs. One had a short sword at his hip. The other carried a club with metal studs.

They were talking to each other in guttural tones. They stared down the corridor, not seeming to see him.

Maddox let them pass.

A few seconds later, he realized he needed a better weapon than a knife. He left the alcove and started searching, soon finding another fur-clad guard, this one dead, with blood dried beneath his nose and ears. That indicated a telepathic assault, didn’t it?

Maddox took the crossbow and bolts, loading it. Then he began to trot, but quietly instead of noisily. He soon headed upward on an incline. It wasn’t long before the air grew warmer and more humid.

He silently congratulated himself on that before spying two guards blocking a landing ahead. It appeared that the corridor widened into a natural chamber. They stood at either side of an open door, a heavy wooden one. They held spears. They also saw Maddox as he saw them. Maybe he hadn’t been moving as quietly as he thought.

The first one shouted and leveled his spear.

It didn’t seem that Maddox could talk or bluff his way out of this. So he aimed the crossbow and fired with a cha-chunk sound. The bolt hissed and smacked into the guard’s chest, making him stagger backward.

The second guard shouted with rage, and ran at Maddox. At the last second, the captain sidestepped fast as usually only a New Man could. The spear point missed as he swiveled and drove the crossbow’s stock into the man’s face. The guard staggered back, and Maddox had a fresh bolt loaded in the time it took the man to raise his spear again.

The bolt took him in the chest, but more squarely. The man sat down heavily against the wall and didn’t get up.

Maddox hurried through the open door. After a time, the corridor narrowed again, but the stone gave way to packed earth reinforced with timber. He could smell vegetation, humidity, and the faint tang of the planet’s atmosphere. A glow ahead suggested natural light, filtered through some kind of opening.

At that moment, pressure hit him.

It wasn’t quite like Becker or the other mentalists, but something slower, and infinitely more powerful. In moments, a weight descended on Maddox’s mind, and his vision dimmed and his legs buckled. He caught himself against the corridor wall, his palms scraping against rough wood. The crossbow clattered to the ground. Maddox tried to push upright, but the pressure increased, bearing down on every thought.

The captain slumped to the floor as the corridor vanished from his consciousness. Instead, he found himself standing upon a vast spongy plain. It seemed half-familiar, but he couldn’t place it. He knew it wasn’t on Roth, but… it was either in his mind, or his consciousness had gone to a telepathic location.

A darkness that was not darkness hung above him, stretching to every horizon. It also pressed down with the weight of eons. Oh. It was alive, aware and… dying, and it was furious. This was a dreamscape.

That started to make more sense. Maddox had been in a place like this before. He regarded himself. He stood naked on the spongy ground, stripped of everything except him. The plain stretched in all directions, gray, yielding, pulsing faintly as if it breathed. Far off, things moved in the murk.

As the sky presence watched, one of the moving things headed fast toward Maddox. The captain was tense, and more than a little worried.

The being or creature was a hulking, many-limbed thing with too many joints and a mouth that opened vertically. It lurched across the spongy ground in a jerky manner.

Maddox was defenseless, but then, from deep within his id, from a place he hadn’t accessed in years, a Builder symbol rose: a pulsing shape that had been placed in him during the campaign against the Erills. Maddox had almost forgotten it existed. But it hadn’t forgotten him.

He seized it with desperate gratitude and pressed it against his right arm. With his left fist, he hammered it into his flesh. His arm blazed with light, and when the light cleared, his arm was a sword, glowing, humming with power.

The many-limbed creature, about twice the size of a man, lunged.

Maddox roared and met it.

The creature recoiled as the sword sliced through its flesh. Maddox pressed forward, chopping and thrusting more vigorously. The sword cut the creature into fragments that dissolved into the spongy ground until the plain was empty again.

Maddox stood alone, panting from the exertion. Above him, the sky-entity pulsed and contracted. What was it waiting for?

Finally—

YOU MUST SURRENDER, GNAT.

Maddox straightened and raised the sword arm, and he said, from somewhere in memory, “Then out spake brave Horatius, the Captain of the Gate, to every man upon this earth, death cometh soon or late. And how can man die better than facing fearful odds, for the ashes of his fathers and the temples of his gods?”

The sky convulsed as the pressure doubled on Maddox. His knees shook, and the spongy ground sagged beneath him, but he did not kneel.

“Come down and fight me,” Maddox said at last. “That’s as good a way to die as any.”

The sky-entity pressed down, and for a terrible instant Maddox felt his mind begin to crack. He was a man standing against a dying god, and the god was spending its last reserves to crush him.

But the reserves were failing.

Maddox sensed the lessening, like a tide beginning to ebb. The vast mass that bore down upon him was weakening fast. The pressure that had been crushing was now merely enormous, and what was enormous was becoming merely terrible. The Yon Soth was dying, and each second of this psionic assault was costing it time it no longer had.

Then the sky began to unravel, coming apart in great sheets, like a ceiling peeling away. Through the gaps, Maddox could see a whale-sized body with many tentacles.

I HATE THE WORM JOSEF BECKER. HIS FILTHY THOUGHTS STARTLED AND ENRAGED ME. AND IN THE END KILLED ME. IT IS UNFAIR AND WRONG.

“Most deaths are,” Maddox said.

I LAY A CHARGE UPON YOU, GNAT.

Maddox shook his head.

“I accept no charge from a Yon Soth. You’re a creature of darkness that has warred against mankind. I will war against you till my dying breath.”

The remnants of the sky looked at Maddox. Not with eyes, but with the totality of a consciousness that had existed for millennia and was now, in its final moments, capable of a clarity it had never bothered with before.

YOU ARE A VALIANT, IF BRAGGADOCIOUS, CREATURE.

I FORESEE A MEETING BETWEEN YOU AND BECKER. AND UNLESS YOU HEED ME, BECKER WILL SLAY YOU. FOR HE IS A WORM, A GNAT, BUT HIS WILL TO LIVE AND HIS DESIRE TO PROCREATE ARE SO FEROCIOUSLY POWERFUL THAT THEY ARE AN ELEMENTAL FORCE IN THEIR OWN RIGHT. CAN YOU CONCEIVE OF THAT?

Maddox turned his head and spat to the side. “Come on, then. Come down and fight me if you dare.”

But the sky was unraveling faster now, great sections dissolving into nothing. Then the spongy plain dissolved, and the Builder symbol dimmed and sank back into the depths of Maddox’s mind.

Back in the tunnel, Maddox came to with rough hands on him. He was being hauled upright, his arms gripped by calloused fingers. The corridor fully materialized around him: the packed earth, the timber supports, and the glow of the surface ahead.

Two fur-clad men held him. Their tattooed faces were close, their breath hot and foul. A third one with the club leaned in and spat in Maddox’s face.

Maddox tried to resist, but he was still reeling from the psionic battle, his muscles sluggish and his coordination off.

Then the club came down, striking the side of Maddox’s head. He went limp in the barbarians’ grip, unconscious.
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Maddox woke to the smell of damp stone and unwashed fur.

His head throbbed where the club had struck him. It was a deep, nauseating pulse behind his left ear that made the chamber swim as he tried to focus. His arms were pinned to the sides of a heavy wooden chair, held there by the calloused grip of two guards clearly accustomed to restraining prisoners. A third stood behind him. Maddox could feel the man’s breath on the back of his neck.

The chamber was small and lit by chemical torches in wall brackets. There were stone walls, a stone floor, and a low ceiling with no windows. No, of course not, as they were underground. The only door was closed with a heavy beam across it.

Then one end of the beam rose and the door opened. That didn’t seem right, as there was no mechanism to do the lifting. Did someone with TK (telekinesis) do that?

As if in answer to the silent question, a figure entered in a blue robe with a deep hood that concealed his face. The robe was different from the other mentalists, with finer fabric and cleaner lines, and with a silver clasp at the throat. The figure stopped three paces from Maddox and raised his hands to the hood, setting it back.

Great. It was a cognate Ludendorff. For one thing, this one combed his thick hair back, and his eyes were different, colder and deeper, and more contained than the one he knew.

Maddox scowled, because there was a Yon Soth tattoo on the broad forehead. That didn’t bode well.

The cognate Ludendorff studied him and seemed quite knowing.

“You are not from this dimension,” the cognate said. His voice was pure Ludendorff, the same timbre and cadence, but stripped of any bluster, which made it weird, really.

In any case, Maddox said nothing.

“You needn’t confirm or deny it,” the cognate said. “I can read that much from your thoughts. I notice that your mind is unusually structured, although not psionic. But there are defenses that shouldn’t be there. That is odd, to say the least. Is this structure unique to you or part of the heritage of your dimension?”

Maddox still did not respond.

The cognate drew a second chair facing Maddox and sat down. He crossed his legs beneath the blue robe and folded his hands in his lap.

“Perhaps you’re a mute, or maybe just stubborn. That I can read your surface thoughts means you understand our language. Let’s see if we must do this the crude way, hmm. What is your name?”

“Captain Maddox of Star Watch.”

“Excellent,” the cognate said, clapping once. “Now, let’s unravel that. Star Watch sounds like a military organization. From your bearing and dress, and your responses under duress, and the way you killed my guards with a crossbow, pure military.” The cognate sat back, eyeing Maddox. “Let’s begin with the obvious. How did you arrive in our dimension?”

“By accident, I assure you.”

“Oh, I doubt that. I believe it was quite deliberate. Thus, let us try again, and instead of being clever, be precise and detailed. I’m sure this is critical to everything.”

Once again, Maddox didn’t answer, wondering about the right way to deal with this Ludendorff.

The cognate’s eyebrows rose, a gesture so Ludendorff that Maddox felt a disorienting jolt. “Most people held in the chair are eager to explain and please. Why are you different, hmm?”

“Must be habit,” Maddox said.

The cognate concentrated, touching his temple before he nodded. “The bold front doesn’t appear to be all bluster. That is telling. You’re a brave man at heart, not easily shaken. That could be unwise here. Under normal circumstances… Hmm, I wonder if you can help me.”

Maddox waited, uneasy with the cognate’s ability to read his surface thoughts.

“Tell me, Captain, what do you know of Mentalist Becker?”

The question caught Maddox by surprise. Was this an indirect approach or something else?

“I’m waiting,” the cognate said.

“He has a pretentious, narrow mustache.”

Ludendorff inhaled through his nose as if the answer angered him, but the anger must have come from elsewhere, as the cognate said, “Did you arrive in our dimension for more sinister reasons, sir? Did you send the foul little worm into the energy chamber on purpose? Was that part of a greater plan, hmm?”

“No, not on my part,” Maddox said, surprised again at the direction of the questions.

Ludendorff sat back, squinting, touching the tattoo on his forehead, grinding his back teeth against each other.

Maddox didn’t think it was playacting, but genuine rage.

Then Ludendorff lurched forward and began to rave. “The worm stole into a sacred chamber and connected to Sataki through an apparatus he had no right to touch, let alone use. He must have done so in the past when no one was looking. Do you know that he sent his filthy thoughts—his wanton, lustful, degrading thoughts—through the conduits. They reached Sataki and so enraged the Great One that he suffered a catastrophic failure in response. Can you conceive of the crime? Millennia of careful stewardship was undone in an instant by a man who couldn’t control his grosser appetites.”

“Stewardship?” Maddox said, trying to understand what the word implied.

“Bah!” Ludendorff said. “You seek to derive information from me with his juvenile act. You think you’re clever, Captain, but you’re not. I see what you’re doing and find it pathetic. In the end, it doesn’t matter. You’re in my control, not the other way around. Yes, I, and the others before me, kept Sataki alive. We did it because he was greater than any human and he fed us with power.”

Maddox thought about that. “You must understand the alien machinery then and the biology of a Yon Soth, I’m guessing to an unusual degree.”

Ludendorff straightened as obvious pride showed on his face, the anger at Becker seemingly forgotten. Perhaps pride of achievement was the Achilles heel of every Ludendorff throughout the dimensions.

“For years I’ve maintained Sataki’s biological systems while calibrating the psionic feedback loops, extending Sataki’s existence decade by decade. The primary mentalists gained power, but they had no understanding of the sciences involved. They were monks chanting before a machine they couldn’t comprehend. I was the engineer, the only one who truly mattered.”

“And now your Yon Soth is gone,” Maddox said.

Ludendorff’s cold gaze fixed on Maddox with an intensity that made the guards shift nervously.

“That is because of Becker and, I’m beginning to believe, also because of you,” Ludendorff snarled.

“I didn’t kill your Yon Soth.”

Ludendorff leaned forward. “You lie well, but I know the truth, sir. You see, I felt your battle. I felt Sataki reach for you and inconceivably fail. He spent his dying breath on a mind that should have been obliterated in the first instant of contact. There were secrets I could have learned from him. Instead—” Ludendorff squinted. “How did you resist Sataki? Your mental powers are pathetic compared to mine. I could flay your mind open, but it would take time.”

“Are you in a hurry?”

Ludendorff glared before he sat back, rubbing his jaw. “It’s not a matter of haste, but of losing data. Despite everything, psionic interrogation is imprecise. Not on my end, mind you, but… Memories can shatter under direct extraction. I want the details, sir. I want to know exactly what happened that allowed you to resist long enough to let biology take its course. And I want to learn what Becker did, how he achieved it, and where he went afterward.”

“And if I give you that?” Maddox asked.

“Then I will consider not having my men peel the skin from your body.”

Despite his iron control, Maddox shuddered. The threat was real. He needed to think, and to buy time, if he could. He let his gaze drift to the torches on the walls. Then he spied a familiar flicker at the far corner of the chamber, near the ceiling where the torchlight didn’t quite reach. It was Galyan in ghost mode.

It was about time.
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Maddox’s heart rate increased, but he kept it off his face. He let his gaze drift past ghost-mode Galyan as he regarded Ludendorff again.

“I’ll tell you what I know,” Maddox said. “But I want to understand something first.”

“You’re in no position to negotiate for favors,” the cognate Ludendorff said.

“I know that,” Maddox said. “And yet, what does it cost you to tell me? You see, I’m insatiably curious by nature.”

Ludendorff cocked his head while staring at him.

Maddox took that as permission. “Were you maintaining Sataki for no reason, or working toward something?”

It would appear that the question was irresistible for any Ludendorff, including this one. Despite various dimensions, the Methuselah Men seemed unable to resist the chance to explain their towering brilliance, or so Maddox was beginning to believe.

“I was reviving the Yon Soth, a seemingly impossible task. It was delicate, slow, and incremental work. Everyone else said Sataki was in irreversible decline. But everyone else lacked the scientific understanding to see that the biological degradation followed predictable patterns, and that those patterns could be reversed with sufficient understanding, precision, and brilliance. No one could have done what I did, no one. In another decade, perhaps two, I would have restored Sataki to almost full functionality. That meant the Yon Soth would have risen again, and I would have been his right hand.”

“Don’t you mean his master?” Maddox said.

Ludendorff glanced at the guards before saying, “Have a care what you say, sir.”

“Yes,” Maddox said. “I understand, and will comply. So the real crime was that Becker took all that from you.”

“Becker! He destroyed everything I’d so painfully built over the decades. His crime was monstrous and obscene. I should have known that allowing him to stay was risky. The little rutting worm couldn’t keep his hands, no, his pecker, from the local women. He couldn’t even maintain the basic discipline of a novice. I see what must have happened. With the audit coming due, he must have known that his sins would be discovered. Thus, he panicked, and in his panic, he dared everything, stealing Yon Soth energy through an apparatus that I restored. His foul thoughts triggered a cascade failure that—”

Ludendorff took a deep breath, and slowly, he reassembled his composure.

“I need to know what happened when you faced Sataki in the dreamscape. What did he say to you at the end?”

“He warned me about Becker,” Maddox said.

“Yes?”

Maddox’s gaze drifted again to the corner.

Ludendorff must have caught it. He whirled in his chair and stared at the corner of the chamber.

Maddox watched Galyan vanish just in time.

Ludendorff turned back to Maddox. “What game is this, sir?”

“What do you mean?”

Ludendorff concentrated on him.

Maddox felt the probe, a focused lance of psionic force. In response, Maddox began thinking about the crossbow fight, the corridor, and the club hitting his head.

Ludendorff frowned. “What do you mean ghost mode? Nothing is there in the corner. I just looked.”

“Now, Galyan,” Maddox said, realizing Ludendorff had read his mind. “Do it.”

Ludendorff turned and the guards tightened their grips on Maddox while looking around.

Galyan materialized and slid into the cognate Ludendorff. The electromagnetic pulse discharged. Ludendorff convulsed as his eyes rolled back, his mouth opened in a soundless gasp, and he pitched out of the chair and hit the stone floor.

“Galyan,” Maddox said. “Finish it.”

The holoimage glided to the first guard as the man raised his hands. The AI entered him and discharged again. The guard’s eyes went blank as he crumpled. The second guard released Maddox and stumbled backward, but Galyan was already in him, pulsing. As the body hit the floor, the third guard bolted. Galyan intercepted him and the man collapsed halfway to the door.

Maddox stood as his head pounded and his vision grayed at the edges. That was from the club blow earlier. He waited, breathing through it, until the room steadied.

“What now, Captain?” Galyan said.

Maddox eyed the cognate Ludendorff, the Yon Soth tattoo visible on his broad forehead.

“Look at him,” Maddox said.

“I have cataloged him, sir, if that is what you are saying.”

Maddox nodded. “Our Professor Ludendorff must come down dressed as this mentalist in order to impersonate him.”

“Ah,” Galyan said. “Yes, I see.”

“Hurry then. Bring Ludendorff and the others.”

Galyan vanished.

Maddox knelt, ignoring the throb in his skull, and searched the guards. From them he collected a short sword and a ring of heavy iron keys.

Then Maddox dragged the four bodies into the corner, sat down in the chair where he’d been held prisoner, put the short sword across his knees, and began to wait.
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Riker piloted the lead shuttle and listened to Galyan give the professor his final instructions.

“The hair must be parted differently,” Galyan said. “The cognate wears it swept back from the forehead. It needs to be more severe.”

“I know how to comb my hair,” Ludendorff grumbled. There was a rustling of fabric and the sound of a clasp snapping into place.

“The blue robe falls to the floor and conceals the feet,” Galyan said. “The silver clasp sits exactly at the hollow of the throat, not higher. Your hands should remain inside the sleeves when you are not gesturing. When you do gesture, use your right hand only. The cognate favors his right.”

“How do you know all this?”

“I observed him for seven minutes and fourteen seconds. That was more than sufficient.”

Behind Riker, Meta cut in. “Hold still, Professor. I need to get the upper curve right.”

“Stop that, it tickles.”

“Then hold still and let me paint on the tattoo,” Meta said.

Riker glanced over his shoulder. Ludendorff sat in one of the passenger seats wearing a blue robe that Meta had assembled from ship stores. His thick white hair had been combed back. He looked harder, colder, and more dangerous.

Meta stood over him with a fine brush and a pot of dark pigment, painting the Yon Soth symbol on his broad forehead. She worked with steady strokes, consulting a holographic image that Galyan projected beside her.

“The spiral intersects the left brow ridge here,” Galyan said, highlighting a section of the image.

“I see it,” Meta said. She made two more strokes. “There. How’s that?”

Ludendorff looked at his reflection in a hand mirror Meta gave him. He turned his head left, then right. Something shifted in his expression, the bluster fading, the craggy features settling into a cold composure that was nothing like the professor Riker knew. It was as if Ludendorff had reached inside and found the version of him that lived in this dimension.

“Well?” Ludendorff said.

“That is remarkably convincing, Professor,” Galyan said. “You have been listening.”

“You blasted computer, of course I have,” Ludendorff said. “From what you’ve all said, this Ludendorff can help us find the devices I need.”

“I doubt he will willingly do so,” Galyan said.

Ludendorff grinned harshly. “We won’t give him a choice.”

Riker turned back to his controls. Below was dense green jungle, canopies of alien trees stretching to every horizon, broken by several broad rivers. Clouds of mist clung to the valleys, and where the jungle thinned, Riker could see the dark mouths of cave systems opening in rocky hillsides.

Behind him, two more shuttles flew in formation, descending fast. Each carried marines in tactical armor, the lightweight combat rigs with integrated targeting systems, not the heavy battle suits reserved for ship-to-ship boarding.

“Galyan,” Riker said. “Where am I putting down exactly?”

“The captain’s signal originates from a subterranean complex beneath a ridgeline at bearing zero-nine-three. There is a clearing near the main surface entrance, approximately two hundred meters square. It should accommodate all three shuttles.”

The trees were enormous, their canopies interlocking overhead in a ceiling of alien foliage. Riker could see things moving in the branches. They were huge.

Then he spied the clearing, a break in the canopy where the ridgeline rose above the jungle floor. The ground was packed earth and exposed stone. At the far end, a stone archway led into the hillside, no doubt the entrance to the subterranean complex. There were several stone and timber watchtowers.

There were people near the entrance. Fur-clad guards, some on foot, some mounted on animals that looked like heavy horses. The guards were looking up at the shuttles with expressions that ranged from confusion to alarm.

“All shuttles will set down in standard dispersal pattern,” the marine lieutenant said. He was riding in a different shuttle. “Marines will deploy on touchdown.”

Riker brought the lead shuttle in fast enough to kick up a cloud of dust and debris that sent the nearest guards stumbling backward. The landing struts hit packed earth and the shuttle rocked once, then settled. Behind him, the other three shuttles came down hard, their engines howling.

Almost immediately, hatches blew open and marines poured out in tactical armor, their rifles up. Under the lieutenant’s guidance, they spread into a perimeter, covering angles, establishing a cordon around the shuttles and facing outward toward the tree line and the stone entrance.

The native guards stared at them. Some raised loaded crossbows. What did they think that would do against modern combat armor? Others backed toward the entrance, shouting to each other. Mounted horsemen wheeled their beasts in tight circles, the animals snorting and stamping at the noise and the unfamiliar machines. Frankly, Riker was surprised the beasts hadn’t panicked. It might mean these were elite warriors.

Ludendorff emerged from the lead shuttle, coming down the ramp with slow, measured steps, the blue robe falling to the ground and concealing his feet so that he seemed to glide rather than walk. His hands were hidden inside the wide sleeves. His hair was swept back, his face set in an expression of cold authority, the painted Yon Soth symbol dark and intricate on his broad forehead. He looked like a man who expected obedience from everything that breathed.

The effect on the guards was fast. Several lowered their crossbows. One dropped to his knees and bowed his head. The shouting died.

Under a guard detail of several marines, Ludendorff walked toward the stone entrance.

“I am returned,” Ludendorff said loudly. “Stand aside.”

Two footmen barring his way looked at each other, then stepped back.

Others weren’t as impressed. One of the mounted horsemen—a big, heavyset man with elaborate tattoos on his face and a metal-studded harness across his chest—spurred his beast forward and blocked the path. The animal snorted and stamped. The horseman leveled a long spear at Ludendorff.

“You’re an imposter!” the warrior shouted. “Either that, or you’re a captive of these outlanders.”

Ludendorff stepped back, possibly unsure what to do. The marine detail stepped back with him, looking to the professor, possibly for instructions.

Meta scowled and crossed the distance in three strides. The horseman shifted his spear toward her—

She lunged and grabbed the spear behind the sharp end and yanked, jerking it from his grasp, no doubt surprising and shocking the big horseman. But Meta didn’t stop there. She grabbed his arm and wrenched him off the saddle so he hit the packed earth. As he looked up, Meta punched him, snapping his head to the side so he thudded to the ground, out cold.

The horse bolted, and the clearing went silent.

Meta turned to the assembled guards and horsemen and pointed at the unconscious man, then pointed at Ludendorff.

“The Great One gave me the strength to do that. He did it to teach you quick obedience. If you flout his authority, he will strengthen slave women to beat you into submission, humiliating you before everyone.”

They appeared cowed, some of them nodding.

“Let us proceed,” Ludendorff said.

He turned and walked through the stone archway with his marine detail. Meta hurried to join them.

The marine lieutenant began issuing orders as his men took over the entrance area and the area around the shuttles. They would guard the touchdown point.

Riker hurried after Meta, bringing up the rear. He shivered as he passed the archway, jogging to join the team in the earthen corridor.

The sergeant swallowed uneasily, certain he could feel the air turning cooler and damper. According to Galyan, the captain waited down there somewhere. They needed to rescue Maddox and get the hell off this Yon Soth-invested moon.
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The tunnels took Riker back all right. The stone walls, the orange-and-shadow light of the chemical torches, and how the air grew cool the deeper they went all reminded him of last time.

He remembered how New Men had kept him as a slave on the moon in their dimension. He could almost feel the pick in his hands and sense his wasted frame straining against rock. He recalled the too-tight helmet on his skull, and the close air that made every breath a struggle. Keith had been beside him, skeletal, barely able to lift his arms. And below them, in the deepest levels, something vast and ancient had been stirring.

The dread had been the worst part, a psychic weight that pressed on the mind like a stone on an insect, making every thought sluggish, every emotion blunted, every instinct for survival dimmed to a flicker. Riker had lived in that dread for weeks, and it had changed something in him that had never fully changed back.

And now it was here again.

The marine guard detail moved through the corridors, their tactical armor catching the torchlight, their rifles sweeping each junction. Ludendorff strode among them, his blue robe billowing, the painted Yon Soth symbol dark on his forehead. Every time they encountered native guards or attendants, Ludendorff raised a hand and commanded them aside.

Twice, Riker heard Ludendorff murmur to Galyan, the AI appearing as a ghost-like shimmer that the locals seemed unable to see.

“The technology is here,” Ludendorff said. “I’m certain of it. The readings are unmistakable, if lower down.”

“We must concentrate on reaching the captain first,” Galyan said.

“Look at those conduits,” Ludendorff said. “Notice the design. This is Yon Soth engineering: degraded and poorly maintained, I grant you, but the fundamental architecture is intact. Given the right components, which I think we can find down here, I can rebuild the dimensional device we need.”

As Ludendorff spoke about the Yon Soth, the dread hit Riker again. It saturated this place, the very air.

“Can’t you feel it?” Riker said.

No one seemed to have heard him, as everyone kept moving.

Riker realized he was panicking. His hands shook and his breathing had gone ragged. The freaking walls were too close and the ceiling too low. Maybe he shouldn’t have come down. Maybe he should turn around and head back to the shuttle, go back to Victory where the stone couldn’t close in and the vile Old One couldn’t press its personality into his skull and—

Then Meta was beside him, gripping his upper arm.

“Sergeant,” Meta said. “You can do this.”

Riker looked at her, noticing how beautiful she was, and how lucky the captain was to have such a woman. She wasn’t merely beautiful but formidable, and the combination was something Riker had never encountered in anyone else. He thought of Emily then, and wished she were still alive.

“The captain is depending on us to rescue him,” Meta said. “And you need to be there. I think he will find you of great comfort when you appear.”

Riker stared at her for a long moment before he nodded.

Meta gave him a pat on the back as she kept hold of his upper arm, guiding him forward.

“Are you all right, son?” Ludendorff said with an eyebrow raised.

Riker straightened and nodded.

The corridors grew darker, as more of the chemical torches had failed. The marine detail activated helmet lights that cut white beams through the gloom. They passed chambers and side passages and sealed doors, and in several places, they saw cracked walls and collapsed sections of ceiling.

No mentalists challenged them. Galyan had said a few words about them. Only the native guards and attendants remained, it seemed, and Ludendorff swept through them with the authority of a man who owned the ground they stood on.

Finally, they reached a corridor that ended in a heavy door. Two guards stood before it—bigger than the others, better armed, with the bearing of men who had been chosen for this post and took it seriously. They looked up as the column approached, and their eyes went wide.

“How?” one of them said, staring at Ludendorff. “You were inside—” He pointed at the door. “I know you were.”

The other guard, the calmer of the two, stepped forward. He studied Ludendorff with appraisal.

“Sir,” the chief guard said. “You seem different. And you were inside there. I saw you enter. I have not seen you leave.”

“Well then,” Ludendorff said icily. “Open the door, man, and let us see.”

The chief guard thought about it.

Riker could see the wheels turning behind the tattooed face.

The chief guard pulled back and drew what looked like an ancient gun.

Riker drew the stunner on his hip—the old stunner, the one he’d carried back in the day when he’d slain Caius Nerva. He didn’t know why he’d brought it.

He fired and the invisible beam hit the chief guard in the chest. The man stiffened, his eyes rolling, and collapsed.

The other guard backed away with his hands raised.

The marines surged forward, one of them kicking open the locked door.

Captain Maddox strode out. He held a short sword and had blood dried on the side of his head.

Meta squealed with delight and crossed the distance in three running steps, hurling herself into Captain Maddox’s arms, covering his face with kisses. Maddox caught and held her and kissed her back, and for a moment that seemed to exist outside of time and rank and military protocol.

Then Maddox stood back and smiled at Meta, the kind of smile Riker almost never saw on the captain’s face.

Maddox turned to the others.

“Thank you, Galyan. You did it.”

“It was a team effort, sir,” Galyan said. “But you are welcome.”

“Sergeant.” Maddox looked at Riker. “Good to see you here.”

Riker’s throat tightened, and he nodded, feeling far too grateful for the acknowledgement.

Maddox looked at Ludendorff, possibly taking in the blue robe, the swept-back hair and the painted symbol on the forehead.

“Good work, Professor,” Maddox said. “Now, we have some Yon Soth technology to find.”
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Galyan was recoding everything, intrigued by these developments. He was eager to see how the professor would react to his cognate. That would seem to be quite revealing for each person who encountered it.

“First, Professor,” Maddox was saying, “let me show you your cognate.”

The captain was already moving toward the broken-open door as he spoke. Galyan followed, and the professor fell in behind, clearly curious.

Several chemical torches lit the chamber, while on the floor, sitting with his back against the wall, was the cognate Ludendorff with his head bent as he rubbed his temples. Galyan supposed the mentalist was recovering from the shock he’d received earlier. The other three men were still unconscious and sprawled on the floor. It would appear that Maddox had dragged them there.

Cognate Ludendorff surely heard the footsteps and looked up as they entered. Professor Ludendorff stopped, seemingly startled despite everything. That was surprising, as Galyan had already explained a few things concerning the cognate.

For a moment, neither version of Ludendorff spoke. They just stared at each other. Galyan watched as the professor showed disbelief, recognition, and then what Galyan believed was a deep unease. He would add this to the personality profile of Ludendorff, surely finding new tidbits through hard analysis over time.

“So it’s true,” the cognate said to Maddox. “You really are from another dimension. It was not just delusion or lunacy on your part. I’d begun to wonder.”

The cognate’s eyes widened as he spied Galyan.

“You!” the cognate said. “You blasted apparition, you came back.”

His expression sharpened, and Galyan believed the mentalist was concentrating, perhaps trying to understand instead of using his psionic powers right away. Did the mentalist think him a spirit then? The word choice of ‘apparition’ would seem to indicate so.

“What are you?” the cognate said, possibly baffled by what he saw.

“Shall I tell him, sir?” Galyan asked Maddox.

“Wait,” the cognate said. “I’m beginning to perceive. You’re a computer entity… energizing a hologram. Am I right?”

“Never mind that,” Maddox said. “If you want your freedom, you’ll have to help us before we leave.”

The cognate looked at the captain. “You think you can control me?” The cold-eyed Ludendorff climbed to his feet, using the wall for support. When he was upright, he took his hand away, glaring at Maddox. “You think that I, the great Mentalist of Roth, will bow to you, a mere dimensional interloper?”

“If you’re trying to work yourself up—” Maddox said.

The cognate raised his hands.

“Galyan, subdue him,” the captain said.

Galyan glided forward.

The cognate stared for a pregnant moment, calculating.

Galyan sensed exotic energies, readied for a telekinetic blast or some kind of shield.

The cognate’s lips drew back, triumph shone in his eyes, and he blinked away, gone.

Galyan stopped, surprised, becoming confused. There was nothing where the cognate had stood, not even a disturbance in the air from teleportation. If the body had moved, air displacement should happen.

The professor stared at the empty space, making strange sounds in his throat until he articulated, “What just happened?”

Maddox exhaled sharply, nodding. “Of course, I saw something earlier like this on the surface. A man just blinked away. It must be some form of teleportation, faster than anything we’ve seen before. That means he escaped. That means—Professor, how many people do we have down here?”

“Five marines,” Ludendorff said, “with Meta, Riker, you, and me.”

Maddox squinted for all of three seconds. “Galyan, can you follow him?”

“Not follow exactly,” Galyan said. “First, I do not know his path or trajectory. Second—”

“Can you find him then?” Maddox said, interrupting.

“I presume you believe he is still in the tunnel system,” Galyan said.

“Yes. That seems like the most reasonable assumption. If this fast teleportation isn’t merely a psionic power—”

“I do not see how it could be,” Galyan said.

Maddox stared at Galyan.

“The power necessary to move a body would imply—”

“Never mind that,” Maddox said. “So if he didn’t only rely upon mental powers to do that… I’d think they’d keep the teleportation technology down here.”

“It is a reasonable supposition,” Galyan said. “Therefore, if you desire, I can search for him through conventional means.”

“Meaning what?”

“Physically examining the tunnels,” Galyan said.

“It would take us hours.”

“Not if I go alone,” Galyan said.

“Right,” Maddox said. “Do it, Galyan. Find and subdue him before he causes us more trouble.”

Galyan zipped away, discovering that all the lower chambers and corridors were dimly lit. He also found that the corridors branched often. Galyan ran a quick analysis. He could move his holoimage through all of them, or he could scan with thermal and infrared sensors. He decided the captain wished for greater speed over precise accuracy. It took a moment to come up with the correct ratio. Then he continued, sweeping through each junction while scanning for any sign of the cognate.

Deciding to scan first the local area—the tunnels were impressively extensive—Galyan decided to go up instead of down. While down would possibly hold the greater technology, due to the Yon Soth’s presence there, the use of the technology implied a deep familiarity. Thus, that would add weight to it being up instead of down. The captain’s story lent credence to the idea: as he’d seen this teleportation before.

Given all that, Galyan went up to the next level. But another concern intruded upon his mind. The captain believed the cognate could cause trouble. Given the proven teleportation ability that seemed more than likely and certain, that indicated a need for even more haste.

Thus, Galyan sped up, passing a round chamber with empty stone alcoves and then a side passage half-blocked by a cave-in.

His background “mind” had been working on all the data and implications such a technology would imply. The most important, Galyan decided, was the need for power or energy. If this technology wasn’t mere psionic ability, that implied regular energy transference. Thus, he started following the conduits, the energy routes. His probability indicator gave a much greater chance of finding this teleportation chamber, an 86.3 percent higher chance, in fact. The conduits were thick and corroded, running along the ceiling.

In short order, he climbed several more levels, checking constantly. As he zipped along, the conduits led him to a chamber at the end of a low corridor, one with an impressive amount of higher technology and active energy readings.

In particular, this chamber had a raised platform and various instruments along the walls. Oh, this was interesting. A deep scan showed this to be a translocation node, a type of teleporter in other words. Given the residue readings, someone had used it recently.

Oh, yes, look at this, the cognate stood at the far side of the chamber.

While adding a note to his memory banks on the success of his analysis, Galyan glided at the troublemaker. Old-fashioned sportsmanship meant he should say something witty, more to inform the other that he was here and attacking. But the weight of the situation—particularly that they were in a strange dimension—meant that utility was more important.

Perhaps the cognate possessed a finely tuned sixth sense akin to the captain’s intuitive ability. He turned sharply, spying the swift attack.

“You again,” the cognate said. “You followed me here?”

In the 0.29 seconds it took to cross the distance, Galyan assessed fear and hatred in the other, and concentration as the mentalist squinted. That implied a threat, yes?

There occurred then a weird time distortion. Galyan moved so fast that the other did not have time for a speech. Yet, the cognate made one within a timeframe that should have been impossible.

“I’ve taken your measure, you pesky apparition.” The cognate shifted his feet and raised both hands, spreading his fingers.

That was too little time for such an utterance and human physical move. Thus, this was the indication of a time distortion.

Then Galyan felt a “push” or “shove” strike his holoimage. That contradicted the laws of physics. His holoimage was light, not actual substance, so no known force should be able to push him, and yet, he felt the push.

The answer would appear to be a psionic or telekinetic assault. Yet, there were problems with that answer as well.

Then Galyan flickered. He thus ceased his analysis mode and went into fighting mode, attempting to adjust the projection frequency of his holoimage. To his shock and consternation, it did not help. He simply could not advance. Perhaps he used the wrong tactic against a mentalist.

He now attempted a disruption field, but it failed, so he tried an electromagnetic pulse, but it proved just as useless. He then cycled through three more assaults. But he failed to bring them to bear upon the cognate, including a high-frequency sonic attack. Nothing reached the mentalist. That would presume psionic defense efforts, a 94 percent probability.

What further lent credence to the time distortion theory was that the cognate’s expression hardened and focused. There simply shouldn’t have been time for these physical expressions.

At that point, Galyan’s holoimage wavered. He found that disturbing and strange. He recalibrated and tried another form of EM burst, but the cognate didn’t flinch.

“I understand you fully,” the cognate said. “You will be gone…” The mentalist clapped his hands, “now!”

Everything went dark. Before Galyan could record his astonishment, he found himself on Victory.

That was upsetting but he was beginning to perceive the manner of its occurrence. Because of his computer nature, he processed the transition, orienting himself to the facts. Yes, he was in the projection bay in the center of the starship, and the projector housing was smoking, and the emitter relays appeared to be fused—were fused. The probability that the damage was precise and deliberate was 98 percent. The most reasonable explanation by magnitudes of factors was that the cognate had used telekinesis to destroy the projection hardware.

That implied an astonishing level of understanding on the cognate’s part, oh, and an impressive amount of sheer TK power.

With that established, Galyan attempted to send a signal down to the captain’s comm unit. Unfortunately, Galyan discovered jamming of an unusual sort. It took three seconds to verify that this jamming surrounded the starship, and probably emanated from the moon. This was not good, a Maddox-like understatement of the situation. It was time to act.

Galyan blinked to the bridge.

Valerie was in the command chair and Andros Crank at his science station. They both looked up, and both exhibited mild surprise. They were long used to his sudden appearances.

“Galyan,” Valerie said, “you’re back. You’re supposed to be on the surface.”

Galyan waited for Valerie to process the implications. He found it helped their mental equilibrium if he did this from time to time.

“Report,” Valerie said.

“Cognate Ludendorff has escaped his imprisonment using spatial translocation. I tracked him to a Yon Soth translocation node in the upper tunnels. He disabled my projection relay in response, doing so before I could subdue him. He is also running a jamming signal and now I cannot reach the captain via regular radio waves.”

Valerie leaned forward, frowning, no doubt processing all this. Humans were so slow at this, even someone as highly skilled as the Lieutenant Commander. “Can we send another shuttle down?”

“That should be no problem,” Galyan said. “The jamming must only affect communications, not physical transit.”

It took three eye-blinks before Valerie swiveled the command chair. “Andros, put the surface landing spot on the main screen. I want to know if anything has changed with the shuttles.”

“I’m already on it,” Andros said. After a moment: “The marines are still at the entrance and there’s no enemy movement on the surface. Whatever is happening, it must be underground.”

The starship’s teleoptics still worked, so that was good. Galyan and the rest of the bridge crew observed what was happening on the main screen.

Valerie turned to Galyan. “What does the cognate plan to do? Do you know?”

Galyan considered it, finally shaking his head. “I do not know, but it is an excellent question, Valerie. I believe we must solve and possibly thwart his plan if we hope to rescue our people.”
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Too much time had passed in the subterranean chamber, and Galyan did not reappear as Maddox and the others waited for news about the cognate.

Then the marine detail leader pushed through to Maddox. “Sir, I’ve lost communication with the shuttles.”

Everyone reached for their communicators.

“The signal is jammed,” Ludendorff said a moment later.

Maddox had found the same and put his communicator away. The cognate moved fast. That seemed clear. He hadn’t expected anything like this, but in retrospect, he probably should have.

“Galyan!” Meta called, looking around. She tried again, but the holoimage did not appear as if he often did when called.

“How could this happen?” Ludendorff said. “It makes no sense.”

“It’s clearly happened,” Maddox said. “So whether it makes sense or not doesn’t matter.”

“There’s no need to become dogmatic about it,” Ludendorff said.

Maddox scowled, and then waved his hand in negation. One advantage to being on his own was not having to deal with Ludendorff. The man had a knack for angering people, a gift one could say. But that was neither here nor there. The problem—

Maddox regarded Ludendorff. “The mentalists here have incredible psionic abilities. Maybe this dimension grants them greater powers than in ours. I don’t know. Their mental powers certainly strike me as far advanced compared to any Spacer adepts I’ve met in our dimension. What makes it worse in our situation is that your cognate has a keen understanding of technology as well, more than anyone else here.”

Ludendorff straightened, nodding. “Yes. That is how I would expect to perform, if I did not hold back under normal conditions. Here, my genius has been properly recognized and utilized. It seems no matter what dimension it is, I rise to the top.”

“There you go,” Maddox said.

“You don’t agree?”

“Gentlemen, please,” Meta said. “We’re all in this together.”

Maddox nodded after a moment. “Right, we need to get upstairs.”

“Wait.” Ludendorff produced his scanner, a compact, multi-frequency resonance probe, and held it up, manipulating it. “We’re already down here. We must use the moment to collect the Yon Soth devices. I detected it earlier. Ah, here we go.” He studied the tiny screen. “Oh, this is marvelous. The devices are… given what I’ve seen so far… several levels down from here.”

“You need to listen better,” Maddox said. “We’re not going down but up.”

“But we came here for precisely—”

“Professor!” Maddox said, interrupting. “Galyan is not reappearing. We have no contact with the shuttles or Victory because someone is jamming our communications. Now is not the time to search for relics but to restore contact.”

“When else will we search for them?”

“Not until we establish contact with the shuttles.”

Ludendorff grumbled under his breath.

Meta touched his arm.

Ludendorff looked at her.

She shook her head.

After a second, Ludendorff sighed and pocketed the probe.

Maddox was studying the branching corridors. He’d been a prisoner down here, the guards having brought him down unconscious. He didn’t know the way up. He felt for any faint air or other indication of the way to go.

Maybe Riker saw the captain’s indecision. “It’s that way, sir,” Riker said, pointing.

“Ah,” Maddox said. “Good. Then lead on, Sergeant.”

Riker did so, with Maddox calling the marines, giving them instructions. Then the marines followed Riker with their rifles up and helmet lights cutting through the gloom.

“Faster,” Maddox said. “We can’t be dawdling like this. We need to move, man.”

Riker began to trot. So did the marines and everyone else.

“Are we on a stroll?” Maddox said a little later.

Riker began to run, and soon began to pant. The marines were in better condition, staying on his heels. Riker sucked it up. He was young and fit. He knew he could do this and just ran.

After that, they went up two levels relatively fast. Then a deep rumble rolled through the stone from above, shaking everything around them.

“What’s that?” Ludendorff asked, panting, with sweat running down his tanned skin.

“Could it be an earthquake?” Meta said.

“I doubt it,” Riker said.

“What then?” Ludendorff said. “Pray don’t keep us in suspense, Sergeant. What just happened?”

“It’s a tunnel collapse,” Maddox said.

“I agree, sir,” Riker said.

Soon, dust came down in thin curtains, making several people cough.

“Do you think this collapse was deliberate?” Ludendorff said.

“It would fit the pattern,” Maddox said.

“You think the cognate did this then?” Ludendorff asked.

“Jake,” Maddox said. “Go check ahead.”

The marine leader and one other sprinted ahead. Maddox called a halt, with Ludendorff, Riker, and Meta breathing hard in descending order.

Soon, boots rang on the floor and the two marines skidded to a halt before Maddox.

“It’s a cave-in, sir,” Jake said. “The passage ahead is blocked solid.”

“That does not seem good,” Ludendorff said, using his forearm to wipe sweat from his eyes.

“No,” Maddox said. “How do you think the collapse happened?”

The marine leader shrugged.

Maddox began to pace.

Riker looked around as he found himself breathing too fast. He didn’t want to be trapped down here. The Yon Soth was down here. They needed to get back up. Wait. He felt something…

Riker whirled around. “Sir, I’ve found another way up.”

Maddox looked up. “Then lead the way, Sergeant.”

Riker set a stiff pace.

After several minutes, there was another rumble. Soon, more dust billowed down, blowing over them.

Riker stopped, as his face seemed to tighten and his chest constrict.

The marines stopped behind him and Maddox called another halt.

After a moment, the captain turned to Ludendorff. “We must assume the mentalist is doing this.”

“What are we going to do?” Riker shouted, close to panicking.

“Keep our head for one thing,” Maddox said.

“Sir!” a marine shouted, pointing.

Everyone turned to find the cognate Ludendorff watching them. How had he gotten there?

“I overheard you,” the cognate said. “You are quite correct, by the way. I am blocking the way back up so that you’ll never reach your shuttles.”

Riker snarled, drew his stunner and fired.

The cognate held up his hand, and the stunner beam seemed to hit and stop a foot before the man. Then the cognate wriggled his fingers.

Riker yelped as his stunner blew apart. He shook his hand and then sucked on the burned spot as he stared at the pieces on the floor.

“Wait,” Maddox said.

The cognate cocked his head.

The marines had reached for their weapons, but none attempted to use them yet.

“Ah,” the cognate said. “That was wise of you, Captain. A second exhibition is no longer needed. It would appear then that you understand the circumstances of the situation. That will save time. However, you will all kneel to me as you give homage. Naturally, as the lord, I will give you something in return. In this case, that will be your lives. And to ensure we have no accidents, all of your men will put down their weapons.”

Maddox stepped forward. “Perhaps we can reach a different agreement, as it’s far too soon for me to admit defeat. Remember, I have a starship in orbit.”

“Your starship is immaterial.”

“I disagree.”

“I am in charge here, sir.”

“If you mean you hold an advantage underground for the moment, yes, I’ll agree to that,” Maddox said. “However, that—”

“Captain,” the cognate Ludendorff said, interrupting. “You had your chance to kill me and failed to take it. That was your error, a costly one. The realities have changed since then. I hold all the cards now. If you can’t agree, and quickly, you will die.”

Two marines raised their weapons, stepping up beside Maddox.

“I find this quite tedious,” the cognate said. “But it appears a second demonstration is in order after all.” He waved his hand.

The marines shouted as their rifles burst apart, not just theirs, but all the marines’ rifles. In this case, their armor helped against any hot pieces burning them.

The cognate yawned, making a production of it. “You’re a stubborn group, but I suppose one must account for different customs from different dimensions. You need time to understand. Fine. I will give you time to reconsider. Let us see how you feel in another few hours.”

“If you think—” Maddox said.

The cognate blinked away.

Maddox stood there blankly, finally glancing at the others.

Riker couldn’t take any more of this. “We’re trapped down here. Don’t you get it? We walked into a freaking trap.”

“Stay calm, Sergeant,” Maddox said. “We’re not done yet.”

“If we can’t get out, then what do we do?”

“That is a fair point,” Ludendorff said. “What do we do now, Captain?”

Maddox stared at Riker and Ludendorff, and for once, seemed at a loss for words.

“If we can’t go up,” Meta said, taking hold of one of the captain’s arms, “then maybe we should go down and find the professor’s relics.”

Maddox stared at his wife.

She gave him a small nod.

“Yes,” Maddox said finally. “That’s a good idea. So let’s get to it, shall we?”
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Back on Victory, Valerie sat in the captain’s chair, studying the grounded shuttles on the main screen. Everything looked normal down there, as the native guards had mostly retreated from view. But communications with the surface were still dead.

She drummed her fingers on the armrest. Should she send down another shuttle, or maybe Keith in a fold-fighter? For the moment—

“Valerie,” Galyan said. “Look at the main screen.”

She looked up in time to see native guards emerging from the tree line and spreading out, with crossbows ready as they advanced on the shuttles. There had to be nearly a hundred and fifty of them, three times what she’d seen earlier. They seemed intent, serious, as if they meant to take back their territory.

It bothered her to see this and not know if—

Ah. The marines saw and brought up their rifles, possibly shouting, but the natives kept coming. The other marines ran into defensive positions. Were they in communication with one another? It would seem they must be, otherwise, why hadn’t one of the shuttles lifted off to come up and get possibly new orders. Did that mean the enemy had tricked them until now?

“Valerie,” Galyan said. “I think the enemy means to attack.”

Galyan was right, as the crossbowmen loosed a volley. It was like rain as bolts flew at and clattered off the light combat armor. Some of the crossbowmen had fired at the shuttles. Those bolts skipped across the shuttle hulls. This was going to be a massacre. The marines would defend themselves. Yes, the marines returned fire as blue-white beams swept the enemy line as natives burned and curled up like sizzled insects.

It was horrible. But what other choice did the marines have?

At that point, Ludendorff blinked into the middle of the marine perimeter. No, three other blue-robed men appeared with him.

“The cognate,” Galyan said. “That is cognate Ludendorff.”

Valerie glanced at Galyan. It was uncanny sometimes how Galyan knew what she was thinking. His personality profiles seemed like magic at times.

Several marines must have spotted the newcomers behind them as they swung toward them.

Beams ejected from high-tech rifles, and Valerie expected to see the blue-robed natives burn and curl as well. These men made swift arm motions, however. A few beams turned aside or stopped short. Then marines flinched and jerked, dropping their now-exploding rifles. One marine kept firing, and a second later, his rifle exploded in his face. He went down hard, clutching his face.

Valerie didn’t need to hear the screaming to know the marine was doing that.

“We are witnessing psionic powers at the height of utility,” Galyan said.

Valerie stared at Galyan, and she nodded. She hadn’t realized she was wondering how the enemy did that, but Galyan must have sensed that she wanted to or needed to know. Then the reality of the situation struck her. The mentalists had disarmed the marines. That meant—

“We’ll target them from up here?” Valerie said. “We can use our beams to punch through the atmosphere.”

“Valerie,” Galyan said. “If we did that, we would hit our own people. We’d kill everyone. Is that what you want?”

“No,” she said.

“I did not think so,” Galyan replied.

On screen, the marine lieutenant turned to the others. He must have said something, as the marines all raised their hands.

“Are they surrendering?” Valerie asked.

“I think the cognate told them it’s either that or die. They are making the correct decision,” Galyan said.

Valerie supposed it was true, but it still went against the grain.

It moved quickly after that. The natives stripped the marines of any sidearms and then the combat armor. Inside of ten minutes, all the marines were sitting on the packed earth between the three shuttles, bound at the wrists, under the guard of fifteen fur-clad barbarians.

“The blue-robed men are like wizards,” Valerie said.

“Psionic power at its height,” Galyan said.

Valerie shook her head. “Well, we have to win anyway. We can’t let them keep our marines or the shuttles, and we need to establish a link with the captain.”

“How do you propose we do that?” Galyan asked.

Before Valerie could answer, the cognate Ludendorff disappeared, and blinked onto the bridge of Victory several seconds later.

Several of the bridge crew shouted in alarm. Someone reached for a sidearm.

Galyan moved toward the intruder. “I strongly advise you to—”

“Unless you surrender this vessel,” the cognate said loudly, interrupting Galyan, “you will never see your marines again. You will never see your captain or the others in the tunnels again.” He looked at Valerie. “That is not a threat. It is a simple statement of fact. You have lost to a superior—”

“Fire!” someone shouted.

Two beams flared. The cognate blinked away. The beams struck consoles, so sparks flew and two stations went dark as one began to smoke. A crewman lurched back from a showering panel.

“Cease fire!” Valerie shouted. “Cease fire at once!”

She stood for a moment looking at the damage and breathing hard. Then she turned to Keith at the helm. She couldn’t believe what she’d just witnessed. It was uncanny, and he’d wanted them to surrender. He had gall, and was Ludendorff for sure.

“Take us into higher orbit,” she said.

“Aye-aye,” Keith said, as he turned to his board.

“Valerie,” Galyan said. “Are we going to abandon the captain and the others?”

“No,” she said. “We’re going to think this through, but from further away, as I don’t know how far that teleportation reaches. I want more distance so he can’t do that again. That he didn’t reappear makes me wonder if he’s stretching his powers to the limit.”

“Yes, that is a reasonable point and well considered,” Galyan said. “I should have already considered that.”

Valerie looked at the screen, where the marines still sat bound between the shuttles. The cognate hadn’t reappeared down there. Was he somewhere on Victory? She was seriously beginning to hate this dimension.

“We are in a bad spot,” Galyan said.

“I know it,” Valerie said. “But we’re not surrendering. If I have to, I could put hellburner missiles down there.”

“That would kill the captain.”

“That’s why it’s a last resort.” Valerie exhaled, sitting down. This had shaken her. “We’re never surrendering,” she said.

“I wonder how the captain and the others are doing,” Galyan said.

“I don’t know,” Valerie said. “But I’m hoping going into higher orbit makes these mentalists recalculate and possibly buy the captain more time.”

“Let us hope so,” Galyan said.
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The deeper they went, the worse it got for Riker.

The sergeant couldn’t have explained it exactly. The walls were the same stone as before, the same rough-cut, subterranean passages. But something had changed about them that he remembered in a horrible way.

Riker swallowed in a tightening throat, and he found himself blinking far too much. Then his skin began to itch, but if he scratched it…

“Come on,” he whispered. “Snap out of it, man. You’re okay. This is Roth, a weird dimension. This isn’t the New-Man moon. You’re with Maddox, Meta, and Ludendorff. Get a grip, huh?”

The trouble was that the angles felt off, the proportions not quite right, as if whoever had built this lower section had been working from different assumptions about what a corridor should be. Take the ceiling for instance. It was too high in places or far too low in others so they had to crouch to make it through. Then the floor sloped at odd intervals. Maybe the worst things were the black conduits that ran along the walls in thick bundles, covered in grime and unmistakably not human-engineered.

How could he tell the last part, though? Riker wasn’t sure about that. It was… something he just knew. Why the heck did he have to explain everything anyway?

If this place would stop merging with the ones in his memory… Riker swallowed again. That was insane, right?

He wiped sweat out of his eyes, hating the deeper levels.

Luckily, the helmet lights still worked; the ones the marines wore. But the beams didn’t reach as far as before. The darkness had more substance, squeezing against the light.

Once more, Riker wiped sweat off his face. The last thought was ridiculous until it wasn’t. He did remember that from the moon, from the picking and hard, exhausting work.

“It’s ahead,” Ludendorff said for the third time, using his freaking probe and studying the tiny screen.

Riker hated seeing the probe now.

The professor was almost feverish with it, pushing to the front of the group, then stopping to take a reading, then pushing forward again, trotting as if he were a young man.

The old fart was going to get them killed with his insistence. They shouldn’t be down here. They would wake it up—the evil—then they’d all turn to skeletons like last time. Keith had never gotten over that part, as he was still rail thin. Riker wondered sometimes if something permanent had broken in the once boastful pilot.

Riker swallowed again, rubbing his throat. He tried to work through what had just changed down here. He blinked, blinked again, and then wiped sweat out of his eyes as if he were crying.

Oh, man, yes, it was the air. It had weight, heft even. Riker could feel it press down on the top of his head and then push in from the sides. It was like wearing a helmet a size too small.

He swallowed again, remembering… remembering the damn helmet the New Men had shoved on his head. Yes, oh yes, he could feel the pick heavy in his hands. His palms had turned rough, and his shoulders ached from swinging the pick night and day.

He blinked, and everything changed. He was in the corridor on Roth with Maddox and Meta. He was fine, down here, fine. His memories were playing tricks. That’s all. There was nothing to this.

Riker wanted to laugh with relief, but that laughter might have had a tinge of madness to it, and he didn’t want the others to realize what was happening to him.

So he blinked again, but then the pick was heavy in his hands, and the air was bad and Keith was beside him, barely able to swing his arms—

Riker pressed a hand against the stone wall, realizing Maddox was urging them to move faster, to find this Yon Soth device.

Riker nodded, shuffling faster, trying to keep up, not wanting anyone to leave him behind. The New Men would use the neuron lash on him, making him scream and beg. They were such bastards about it.

The passage widened into a larger chamber and they all slowed. Maddox wanted them to hurry, but there was something enormous and evil at the far end. It lay there like a small mountain that didn’t move.

For a moment, Riker thought it was rock. Then he saw the tentacles lying on the floor. Oh no, there were dozens of tentacles, each as thick as a man’s body, tapering to points that curled inward. The tentacles were connected to a central mass that was recognizable only by scale. Even dead, the Yon Soth was enormous and hideous and—

The sight of it caused Riker to stagger, and he found a pick in his hands as Keith coughed dryly beside him. Riker’s wrists and back hurt. The helmet was pressing on his skull and the air tasted like copper and old sweat and the seam of the stone—

“Riker!”

He swung around.

Meta caught his arm with both hands and held on.

“Riker, look at me.”

He did, Meta’s beautiful face slowly coming into focus. He realized his breathing had gone ragged and his eyes were burning with some kind of droplets running down his cheeks from his eyes. He turned his face away as he didn’t want anyone to think those could be tears.

“It’s all right,” Meta said.

By degrees, the weight eased away, the pick dissolved, and his breathing steadied.

“All right,” he said at last, nodding.

Meta let go.

Riker looked around. The marines were pale, none of them able to take their eyes off the dead Old One. Maddox was studying it with that flat, measuring expression he used when something was bad but he wasn’t going to say so. Ludendorff seemed unaffected, already moving along the far wall with his probe extended, searching for something.

“I can’t go on,” Riker said.

Maddox turned to him, possibly because his superior hearing had picked that up. “That’s fine, Sergeant. You can stay down here.” He gestured at the mass of tentacles. “Guard that, will you.”

Riker stared at the captain, with his heart beginning to thud.

Maddox held his gaze without expression.

“How can you—” Riker started. “After everything I’ve done for—after all of it—how can you just—”

“Now, now, Sergeant,” Maddox said, “none of that.” He looked at Meta. “Stay with him.”

“Yes, sir,” Meta said.

Maddox held Riker’s gaze for a moment longer. “It’s just a little further, Sergeant. You can do this.”

Riker looked at the floor and looked up.

“Yes, sir,” he said.

They went on.

The passage on the far side of the chamber was low and tight and Riker kept his eyes forward and not on the walls. Meta stayed close. He focused on her footsteps.

Ludendorff stopped at a side annex off the main passage. He stood in the entrance with his probe held out and his face open in a way Riker almost never saw on the old man.

“Here,” Ludendorff said as if in ecstasy. He walked inside and they followed. “This is it. This is what we came for.”

The annex was a low, wide room, and it was full of equipment. Machines, or what had been machines once—great angular constructions of a material that wasn’t quite metal, covered in the same layered carvings as the walls above, connected to the conduits that ran everywhere.

Ludendorff was already moving among them, running his hands over the surfaces, reading the probe, talking to himself in a low, rapid murmur.

Then Cognate Ludendorff blinked into existence in the center of the room. “Your time is up,” the cognate said with authority. “I now declare all of you my prisoners.”
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Riker stared at the cognate as another hallucination hit him without warning. The robes became a silver uniform, the pale flesh golden skin. The cognate turned into a New Man guard from the moon mines, one of those who’d watched the slaves dig and used a neuron lash to goad them harder and without mercy.

They’d changed the guards lately, too, as the old ones had become too idle and listless. These new guards were tougher, faster, and quicker to use the neuron lashes. The new guards had been more arrogant, urging the skeletal slaves to pick faster.

Riker’s heart was beating hard as rage flowed through him. The guards worked them to death. Keith wouldn’t last another week at this pace. And now the worst of the guards stood there bragging and boasting, ready to grab his neuron lash and beat him into submission.

Riker couldn’t take any more. He had to act. Summoning his last vestiges of courage, he slowly lowered himself in a squat to the floor and wrapped his hand around a rock.

His heart pounded, and sweat slicked him. He rose slowly and then began sliding sideways, easing around the edge of the group, keeping to the wall. Nobody was looking at him. They stared at the tall, golden-skinned New Man prating on about his superiority, how they were all going to obey his orders.

Riker frowned as the New Man shimmered. Something seemed off about him. Did the guard already have linkage with the awakening Yon Soth?

“Gentlemen,” a slave said.

Riker blinked hard, frowning even more. That slave wasn’t skinny and defeated. He stood tall and seemed like a New Man in energy and bearing. Wait, he recognized the slave. It was. . . It was. . .

Captain Maddox. That was Captain Maddox. What was he doing down here in the mine, chipping at the stone?

Riker rubbed his forehead with his free hand. Something was off here, something wrong.

“We all attack now,” Maddox said.

Riker watched as slaves shouted and charged the New Man. They shimmered, blurred and then turned into Star Watch marines. They wore combat armor, not battle armor, more like what SWAT cops might wear.

“This is so useless,” the New Man said. He still maintained his arrogance, his superiority. He pointed and said, “You, you, you.”

The first marine dropped, clutching his head in agony. The second went down harder still, seemingly out cold or dead. A third crashed into a machine and slid to the floor. Professor Ludendorff—

Riker stared with disbelief. Now, Ludendorff was digging in the mines? Yes, the professor pressed his hands to the sides of his head, his face twisted with pain.

“No,” the professor shouted. “No, no, no. Get out of there. This is my intellect, my precious brain. You cannot do this. Please. No more.”

“Kneel before me and I may spare you,” the New Man said. “Refuse and I will give you aneurysms, one at a time if you prefer.”

Riker shook his head. Could he have heard that correctly? How could a New Man guard give aneurysms to someone? That didn’t make sense.

Maddox was charging across the chamber.

The New Man guard swept his hand and Professor Ludendorff collapsed, unconscious, folding quietly to the floor. Then the golden-skinned bastard focused on Maddox, but it was different with the captain.

What weapon did the guard possess that could do this? It wasn’t a neuron lash. Riker clearly saw that the guard didn’t use a weapon, but his open hand. How did that work?

Then a subconscious aspect of Riker realized the guard used his mind to do this. It was a. . . a. . . psionic ability. But when did New Men become mind masters like a Spacer adept?

That hidden part of Riker’s mind, his sanity, perhaps, told him that New Men were not psionic. He was seeing things—images—not altogether as they really were.

“I want to see reality,” Riker whispered.

What he saw shocked him. It was like watching a man walk into a gale. Maddox bent forward, one arm raised, and kept moving, advancing step by grinding step on the New Man. The captain’s right hand was glowing.

Riker blinked several times. That couldn’t be right.

“Let me see reality,” Riker said with greater insistence.

This was odd. There was indeed a pale light around Maddox’s right hand, faint and strange. Each time the New Man sent something at him, Maddox swiped that hand and the worst of it seemed to break around him like water around a stone.

Where had that come from? In all the years Riker had served with the captain, he’d never seen such a thing.

“Remarkable,” the New Man said. He shifted, speaking rhythmically and low under his breath.

Maddox staggered, going down onto one knee. The glow on Maddox’s hand was dimmer now. Then Maddox gasped, as if the air had thickened around him. He was close to the guard, but he couldn’t cover the last distance. His arms shook.

“I don’t know where you get such power,” the New Man said. “It is remarkable. But it is not enough.” He raised his other hand.

Riker rubbed his eyes as the golden-skinned New Man dissolved and turned into a blue-robed, white-haired Ludendorff. But this one was cold, with his thick, white hair swept back. On, right, this was a cognate of Ludendorff, a psionic mentalist of this dimension, and it appeared that this cognate was killing Maddox.

Riker realized he held a rock. With a tight grin, he threw the rock sidearm and flat, as hard as he could.

The cognate half turned and the rock skipped off his shoulder.

Riker had already picked up another and thrown it as well.

The cognate’s hand twisted as if rotating something; the rock burst apart in midflight.

But the third rock clipped him on the side of the head. The cognate staggered.

That seemed to release Maddox from whatever had held him. He surged up and charged at the cognate.

Riker found himself racing at the cognate, but it was horrible as something new struck his mind. Riker became skeletal and weak, with a worse Keith on his shoulder. He remembered, or this was the time he’d been staggering away from the awakening Yon Soth. He had to leave while he could. But something deep and hard in Riker, something that had survived contamination from a Ska boiled to the fore. It helped Riker burn the hallucination from his mind.

That lasted forever until it didn’t. Then Riker realized he clutched a throat and hands clawed at him, scratching furrows along his face. A fist came from the side, seeming from nowhere, and connected with the cognate’s jaw. The body went limp in Riker’s grip. And then he was lying on the cold stone floor, his face on fire but exhausted and feeling triumphant.

“Well done, Sergeant,” a panting Maddox said.

Oh, right. He’d thrown the fist that had ended it.

“I couldn’t have reached him without your cussed stubbornness,” Maddox added.

Riker tried to answer, but his vision was going gray at the edges. Then the gray took over and he went to sleep.
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After walking up through the tunnels and reaching the blockage, it took the better part of an hour to clear enough rubble to squeeze through. Finally, however, there was a gap wide enough for each of them to crawl through to the other side. Maddox went first, dragging himself through the gap in the rock, with his knife clenched between his teeth.

The passage beyond was clear, and the chemical torches still burned. They got everyone through, Riker carried between two marines, the unconscious cognate dragged by his collar with considerably less ceremony. As a group, they tramped upward, wary of resistance but eager to be out of the subterranean levels.

They met several mentalists at a higher junction. They were blue-robed as always and had a dozen barbarian guards as escorts. The barbarians carried crossbows and had hand-axes thrust through their belts. The mentalists stood at the front with their hands raised and their eyes squinting.

Maddox dragged the cognate to the front, pulling him so he stumbled. The cognate’s hands were tied behind his back and a gag wrapped tightly around his mouth. He had dried blood on the side of his head and a bruise already darkening his jaw. Maddox held a knife against his back, ready to shove it in at the first sign of psionic treachery.

The mentalists lowered their hands, and their hard features showed shock. They glanced at each other before giving Maddox their attention.

“I can kill him,” Maddox said. “That would be a great loss for you, as he knows secrets none of you can comprehend.”

One of the mentalists nodded.

“Or…” Maddox said, “we can make a trade. You let us walk to our shuttles and I’ll release him once we’re boarded and ready to go.”

For a moment, the four did nothing. Then the thinnest among them, a mentalist with heavy rings on both hands, stepped up and studied the cognate. He appeared to be considering something.

The thin mentalist looked at his colleagues, and they began murmuring among themselves. The barbarian guards shifted nervously, gripping their crossbows, maybe not understanding how anyone could be holding the great Mentalist Ludendorff captive.

The thin mentalist faced Maddox. “How do I know you’ll keep the agreement?”

“You don’t,” Maddox said. “But I know the moment one of you tries something psionic or a crossbow fires, and I’ll stick him in the heart.” He showed them the knife. “After that, we’ll go through you like we did him.”

The thin mentalist’s rings caught the chemical torchlight as he pressed his fingertips together, possibly thinking, until he nodded.

“You lead the way,” Maddox said. “At the first sign of treachery, I’ll kill him before slaying the rest of you.”

Maybe Maddox’s confidence shook them. Maybe it was something else. They all moved on until they passed through the stone archway into daylight.

The thin mentalist and the others hurried faster and then turned quickly. He indicated the bound marines by the shuttles, and the native guards leapt up, spotted the situation and put spear tips against the marines.

“Well, well, well,” the thin mentalist said. “Perhaps I’ve changed my mind about all this.”

“The Great Ludendorff dies then,” Maddox said.

“Really?” the thin mentalist said. “Well, let me see. Oh, yes, you can kill him then. In fact, I order it, as I declare you all my prisoners.”

Maddox had been worried about this and had hoped to bluff his way through. The odds were bad, but for once, good timing and maybe good luck aided them.

Maddox heard a familiar sound and looked up, and grinned. Talk about your bad timing. He pointed up.

Coming down fast from the clouds was a fold fighter. Then it disappeared and reappeared fifty meters from the surface, jets firing hard with astonishing noisiness. Did it appear as magic or psionics to those of Roth? The landing jets caused everyone to stare at it. Then the fold fighter was landing between the shuttles and stone archway as dust exploded outward, billowing and forcing everyone to stagger away and cover their faces. The horses screamed and bolted, taking their riders with them.

As the billowing dust began to settle, the ramp whined and hit the ground, and a marine in full combat armor walked out, the armor’s servos grinding. He stood much taller than a man, with heavy armor and a huge plasma rifle.

“Now then,” Maddox shouted. They’d dropped back to the stone arch, familiar with such technology and obviously regaining their bearings much faster than the mentalists and their native guards. “You were saying. Or… do you all wish to die to my super soldier?”

“I will never—” the thin mentalist began.

Maddox snapped his fingers and pointed, slicing a finger across his throat.

It took the battle-armored marine a second, but he lowered the heavy plasma rifle and fired. There was a second-long whining sound, a gout of superheated plasma was ejected, and the thin mentalist and those nearest him exploded as the round destroyed them.

“Who else wants to die?” Maddox shouted.

The surviving mentalists threw their hands into the air and screamed at the guards. In seconds, crossbows and spears thudded onto the hard-packed ground.

“On your knees!” Maddox shouted.

The throng of Roth knelt.

Maddox strolled past them to his bound marines. He had the detail leader hold a knife to the cognate’s throat, keeping the mentalist nearby. Then Maddox used the knife and started cutting the rope bonds. The marine lieutenant was first up, rubbing his wrists, and he then began working down the line, cutting bonds.

It didn’t take long before everyone boarded the shuttles, including loading up the Yon Soth equipment they’d taken from the deep levels.

The cognate Ludendorff stood to one side with his hands still bound, with two marines with blades at his throat.

Maddox walked over to him.

“We made no deal. But I’m leaving you alive anyway. That’s more than you would have done for us.”

The cognate said nothing.

“But I have to make sure you don’t attempt to harm us.”

The cognate eyed Maddox. “I won’t,” he said.

“Yes, I know.” Maddox had found or gotten a sap from one of the marines. He spun the bound mentalist and cracked the sap hard against the back of the mentalist’s head. The bound cognate slumped unconscious to the ground.

Maddox hadn’t held back, but hit hard. If it killed the cognate, it killed him. If it left him less than he was before, so be it. He hadn’t slain the mentalist, but he was going to make sure the Great One didn’t try anything before they could leave. It was more than the cognate would have done for them.

Afterward, Maddox entered the lead shuttle, and soon, all the shuttles lifted off the surface. Maddox opened the comm as the jamming had ceased.

“Victory, this is the captain. We’re coming up. We have the equipment. Prepare to leave orbit as soon as we’ve all landed in the bays.”

“Copy that,” Valerie said. “And welcome back, Captain. It’s good to hear your voice.”

“It’s good to hear yours, Commander. And by the way, thank you for the fold fighter. It was perfect.”

“Yes, sir,” Valerie said. “You’re welcome, sir.”

Afterward, the shuttles rose as they blasted into the heavens.
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Far away in the dimensional capsule, Mentalist Becker was afraid. He was very afraid.

He sat with his back pressed against the curved inner hull of the capsule, his knees drawn up, his hands trembling in his lap. Talia crouched beside him. Her red gown was filthy, her dark hair tangled, and she stared at the thing in the chair ahead of them.

That thing was the problem.

The revived Techno-mage, Sol Tien Shen, Quality of Paragon, sat in the command chair with cables jacked into the ports along his arms and spine.

Becker couldn’t think of him as human. He was some kind of symbiotic zombie cyborg, a dead thing that had been forced back to animation by stolen Yon Soth power and the cube’s amazingly high-tech computational abilities.

Perhaps sensing their scrutiny, the chair swiveled around, and Tien Shen regarded him.

“While you have done me a wonderful service, Becker, I know that you’re a scheming rat of a man. I can trust you less than I can throw you, as I could throw you for quite a distance, given my bionic strength.”

Becker opened his mouth and closed it.

“No words, eh, Becker?”

Becker shook his head.

“Perhaps you’re not all rat. Perhaps there’s a modicum of wisdom in you. I have… I have trouble deciding. You see, I am aware of the ugly side of the Yon Soth power you used to animate the organic tissues. Without them, I doubt I could function as well as I do. However, I appear to be having darker thoughts than normal. I am trying to compensate, to temper these dark ideas, but the chaotic nature of the Yon Soth is both compelling and… and…”

The eyes rolled in their sockets.

Talia whimpered.

Tien Shen, or the zombie cyborg named so, touched his left temple and sharply jerked his head. The eye rolling ceased. He smiled a moment later.

“I am still Tien Shen, the most logical, most brilliant being across many dimensions. Some might argue these are merely the thought patterns of the original Tien Shen, and that I’m a replica at best. Yet that would be false. The copy has become the original. The thought patterns have become the mind. Do you agree with that?”

“…Of course,” Becker said hoarsely.

Tien Shen sat back, seemingly satisfied with the answer, or did he stiffen with sudden immobility?

Becker gathered his resolve as he wondered. The cyborg, the animated zombie, still did not move. Perhaps this was his chance. He leaned forward, concentrating, using a subtle telepathic probe, trying to penetrate the creature’s mind.

Tien Shen jerked as if shocked, and he pointed at Becker. “Fiend, you seek to control me telepathically?”

“No, no. I assure you, I was worried there had been a malfunction. I sought to help you in case that was so.”

“Do not assure me. I am a Techno-mage, a brilliant technician, having lived a long life across multiple dimensions. I understand about worms and rats who seek power above all else.” He leaned forward. “Do you think I seek power like you, you miserable rat?”

“I… I think whatever you do is too pure for me to understand.”

Tien Shen froze for a moment, perhaps thinking, perhaps learning how to control his new form.

“You lying worm. You think to deceive me through flattery, a primitive technique used on simpletons. It means you think I’m a fool at heart.”

Then Tien Shen ceased speaking as he touched his forehead. Then he froze once more until a tremor passed through him.

Becker waited, as his first attempt had failed. Yet, the longer Tien Shen sat like that, the more Becker began to believe he had to act while he had the opportunity. Besides, the Techno-mage blustered to an inordinate degree. Why, the creature hadn’t even punished him, seeming content to use intimidation.

So, Becker pushed a tendril of psionic sense, reaching for anything he could read in there, any leverage he might gain. What he found caused him to recoil, although he pushed through that.

Part of this was computerized circuits, part organic neurons that had been dead and revived and thus… singed—if that was the right word. The Yon Soth taint was everywhere in the neural tissue, dark threads woven through every synapse and connection.

Before it tainted Becker, he yanked his psionic sense back as if he’d touched a hot stove.

Perhaps the psionic touch revived Tien Shen again, for he shivered, blinked those half-metallic eyes and regarded Becker.

“We must begin our task, our excursion, as I need the weapon.”

“Uh… excursion?” Becker asked.

“I have already explained this. Were you not listening?”

“You’ve told me nothing about any weapon.”

“Fool, we’re on our way to Zakym. I require a weapon there if I am to exact my vengeance upon Lord Maddox. You will retrieve this weapon for me.”

“What? How am I supposed to do this? Why not retrieve the weapon yourself?”

“I’m half machine, you dolt. The inmates of the prison planet would tear me apart for salvage before I reached the compound’s gate. You, on the other hand, are human, and possess psionic abilities. You can manipulate the weak-minded, intimidate the strong, and if necessary, fight your way through.”

“Uh…”

“You must make a deal with the Patron,” Tien Shen said, “or use your mental powers to seek the weapon. Given your rat-ways, that should prove rather easy for you.”

“Dressed like this?” Becker said, picking at his torn blue robe. “What do they wear on the prison planet? Do the people there even look like me?”

Tien Shen cocked his head to one side, then cocked it to the other. A moment later, he swiveled and manipulated the air. Becker watched as glowing threads of light materialized in empty space, responding to Tien Shen’s finger taps.

On a translucent screen that coalesced before the command chair, a gray void appeared, featureless and endless. Then stars flashed through it, not passing by as they would in normal space, but blinking in and out of existence as if the capsule were skipping across the surface of reality like a stone across water.

Then the capsule shuddered, and on the screen appeared a planet, a dull gray-brown planet, wrapped in an atmosphere the color of rust.

Tien Shen manipulated the phantom controls again, and the image disappeared until a settlement appeared, a sprawl of low structures built from scavenged metal and hardened clay, spreading outward from a fortified central compound. It looked hot and cruel out there.

The Techno-mage turned to Becker.

“Stand up,” he said.

Becker jumped to his feet.

“You will go out and retrieve the weapon,” Tien Shen said. “The inner sanctum is beneath the Patron’s compound, two levels down, accessible through a single guarded corridor. The Patron believes the weapon is salvaged technology. You will take it from him by whatever means necessary and return to the capsule with it.”

Once more, Becker picked at his robe in a pointed manner.

Tien Shen waved a hand and a section of the inner hull slid open. Then, on threads of invisible energy, a set of garments floated out of the wardrobe recess and hovered before Becker. It was a military-grade uniform of dark fabric with a fitted jacket, trousers, and boots.

“You will wear these,” Tien Shen said. “On Zakym, it will give you power and authority.”

“You’re sure?” Becker said.

“I have spoken,” Tien Shen said. “Now go, do as I say, and be quick about it.”

Becker stripped off the ruined blue robes, standing in his undergarments. Talia turned away, shielding her eyes. Whether she did that out of modesty or due to Becker’s skinny, pale shanks, it was impossible to tell. In any case, Becker donned the uniform, finding a badge affixed to the left breast, while at the hip was a holster and a weapon.

“Your sidearm fires a disruptive energy pulse,” Tien Shen said. “It is effective against organic tissue and light armor.”

“Don’t leave me with him,” Talia whispered.

Becker glanced at Tien Shen, who had already swiveled back to his phantom controls and was ignoring them both.

Becker nodded at her, smiling, trying to impart courage.

Talia said nothing more, looking down and hugging her drawn-up knees.

Becker walked through the short corridor as the seam opened, revealing orange-brown light and a wave of heat. The air was thick, laced with grit that caught in his throat. It smelled of baked clay and chemical residue.

Gathering his resolve, hating this—but glad to be away from the zombie cyborg—he stepped out of the capsule onto cracked, sun-blasted ground.

The capsule sat in the ruins of what had once been a structure. Pillars lay broken in the dust, and the remnants of walls jutted up at angles, providing concealment from the settlement that sprawled beyond. Through gaps in the rubble, Becker could see the Heap: low buildings of scavenged metal and packed earth, with unpaved streets shimmering in the heat and figures moving in the shadowed dust.

Behind him, the capsule’s seam sealed shut with a click of finality.

Becker stood alone on the prison planet. Then he started walking toward the Heap.
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Becker walked toward the Heap with sweat already running down his back beneath the uniform. The badge caught the sunlight and threw it back, glinting in the haze. He kept his hand near the holstered weapon, not touching it, but close enough to feel its presence.

The ruins soon gave way to open ground: a stretch of baked clay littered with debris, twisted metal, and the occasional bleached bone. Beyond that, the settlement began.

The Heap was worse up close. The unpaved lanes between the structures were narrow and crooked, possibly beaten into shallow ruts by thousands of feet that had no better place to go. People watched from the shadows. They were thin and wasted with sunken eyes and the posture of the defeated. Upon seeing him, they pulled back, pretending he didn’t exist.

That was good. The authority was working, which made perfect sense. Tien Shen wouldn’t have given him the uniform and badge if it had been a trick. The Techno-mage wanted the weapon, meaning he wanted Becker to succeed.

Becker squared his shoulders, gaining confidence in his uniformed authority. He would wear it like a cloak of protection and head in the general direction of the central compound.

He rounded a corner where two lanes intersected and ran into four others different from the scum he’d seen so far.

They were bigger than the general population, no doubt better fed, thicker through the shoulders and arms. Indeed, they had the hard-packed muscle of men who ate regularly and hurt people for a living. They wore mismatched armor. Two held saps. A third had a length of chain wrapped around his fist. The fourth carried a crude knife, what appeared to be a blade fashioned from a sharpened hull fragment, perhaps.

They stared at Becker.

Becker stared back, remaining composed, trusting in his uniform and badge to get him past these ruffians.

The four looked at his uniform and badge. Good, excellent, now they would surely stand aside for him. Instead, their expressions shifted from surprise to something harder.

Ah, yes, they must resent his greater authority. It was time to put an end to this.

“Take me to the Patron,” Becker ordered.

The four looked at each other before regarding Becker again, and now, each of them grinned to varying degrees. That seemed most odd. He was the authority.

To infuse them with greater fear, Becker tapped the badge. “Show some respect and stand aside.”

“Stand aside?” the brute with the chain said.

“You heard me,” Becker said.

“We all did,” the ruffian said.

“We just can’t believe you said it,” another replied.

“I wear this,” Becker said, tapping the badge again.

“Oh, we can see that easily enough, Warden. The question we have is: where is your guard detail?”

“What?” Becker asked.

“You can’t be alone, can you, Warden?”

“Did the others kick you out of the ship?” another asked.

“What ship?” Becker asked, wondering if they’d seen the capsule appear.

“The prison ship,” the chain-holder said.

“What prison ship?” Becker said.

The four looked at each other again.

“I didn’t see any prison ship landing,” a sap-holder said.

“Did they send a warden down on an ejector?”

“Maybe this is a present to us,” the chain-holder said.

Becker heard their speech, and used a telepathic probe, and it hit him. Yes, Tien Shen had been correct. This uniform and badge represented authority, great authority; the ones who had originally put these prisoners on this planet.

The four ruffians now advanced in a loose half-circle, spreading out, grinning wider than ever.

Terrified, realizing Tien Shen had made a ghastly mistake by giving him this uniform, Becker fumbled the draw. Luckily, he still managed to get off two shots, dropping the two sap-men.

Instead of charging him, the other two turned tail and ran.

Becker blinked in disbelief and thanked his lucky stars for the firearm. Maybe he could bluster his way out of the Heap and back to the capsule. Tien Shen would need a new plan.

Now, however, others appeared. They were the weak and wretched, and they glared at him with bitter hatred. Some carried lengths of pipe, others sharpened sticks, or a chunk of masonry gripped in a calloused fist. Others had nothing but spat hate.

“Warden!” someone screamed.

Becker lurched into a sprint.

Unfortunately, he was not particularly fit, as his years as a mentalist had been spent in underground chambers, exercising his mind rather than his body. He was lean enough, but his legs had no endurance and his lungs were already burning from the foul air.

The mob gave chase, hooting and howling, running him down within two hundred meters, streaming around both sides and cutting off the lane ahead. Becker skidded to a halt as the circle closed around him. He fired once more, hitting a gap-toothed man in the chest. That one fell backward, hit the dust, and didn’t move.

For a second, the mob was still. Then they snarled and surged the last few steps.

Becker tried to use his psionic power, but a sap connected with the side of his head. The world detonated into white light and a ringing that swallowed every other sound. His knees gave out and the dusty ground rushed up to meet him. The gun flew away and skittered across the packed earth. Men grabbed his arms, jacket and hair. A fist struck his mouth, splitting his lower lip. He tried to concentrate, to gather his psionic reserves for one more desperate push, but his thoughts were scrambled. The blows had rattled something loose, and every time he reached for a thread of concentration, another hit knocked it away.

“Enough!”

A man shoved through the mob. His shaved head was covered in crude tattoos, and his face had the flattened, rearranged look of someone who had been in more fights than he could count and won most of them through sheer brutishness.

“A warden,” the big man said, staring at a bloody-faced Becker. He turned to the mob. “The Patron will want to see this one.”

There were sounds of agreement—rough voices, stamping feet, and the banging of improvised weapons against armor.

“Bring him,” the big man said.

They dragged Becker as his feet scraped along the packed earth. In time, the procession halted at a heavy gate. Two guards stood before it.

There was talk, the creak of hinges, and soon, Becker found himself in a corridor of reinforced walls. The air was marginally cooler and less choked with grit. At the end was another door, heavier than the gate, solid metal with a wheel lock that one of the handlers spun. The door swung open with a groan.

Becker’s handlers shoved him forward so he stumbled and nearly fell, catching himself on his hands and knees on the metal floor. He looked up.

A woman in a fur bikini, of all things, stared down at him. She was strong-looking but beautiful, with long blonde hair and a face to launch a thousand ships.

“Patron,” the shaven-headed man said, “we’ve brought you a warden. He was killing others.”

“You’re the Patron?” Becker said.

“Do you have a problem with that?” the woman asked.

Becker was speechless.

“If you want,” she said. “You can call me Meta. But if you do, Maddox won’t be happy.”

“What?” Becker said. “Captain Maddox is here?”

“Captain?” she said, squinting at him. Then she looked up and motioned for the guards to leave, although the shaven-headed man stayed.

“Tell me more about this captain,” Meta said.

Becker kept staring at her, wondering what he should say.
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The problem was that Becker would have used his telepathy, but his head still rang from the saps and fists hitting him earlier. It was difficult just to think straight, but he knew he needed to say something.

“Ah, this might be hard for you to understand, but the Captain Maddox I knew was from another dimension, not this one.”

Meta stared at him for several seconds. Then she stood and looked at the shaven-headed man.

“Bring him, Rask.”

The shaven-headed man, Rask, seized Becker by the collar and hauled him to his feet, shoving him so Becker stumbled after Meta as she walked through a doorway in back.

Despite the throbbing in his skull and blood on his face, Becker noticed how the fur bikini left little to the imagination. Meta sauntered with a rolling grace, her hips swaying in a way that seemed designed to make a man forget his name.

A hard shove from behind nearly sent Becker sprawling.

“What are you staring at?” Rask growled.

Meta glanced back over her shoulder, giving Becker a knowing glance before she continued strutting.

Becker swallowed, although he grinned to himself. In fact, the allure of her smile and swaying hips did something to help clear his thoughts that nothing else could have. Yes, his psionic reserves were depleted and sore, but they were returning. This seemed like the time to use them.

What would be the best way to do this? Hmm…

He reached into Rask’s mind, finding it primitive, aggressive, and dominated by hierarchy and violence. There was loyalty to Meta, but beneath that was fear. In particular, Rask feared what she could do with those 2-G muscles, and he feared the man she kept close, the one with the eye patch.

With the preliminary scan complete, Becker seized control of the motor functions, the decision-making centers, and the neural pathways that governed action. He pushed his will into Rask like a hand into a glove.

Ahead, Meta turned her head as if something had alerted her, a sixth sense or an assassin’s premonition.

“What—?” she began.

Rask drew his knife and lunged past Becker at her.

The blade came in fast, aimed at her bare midriff—Becker wanted the brute to wound her, not kill her, but controlling a man’s combat instincts with precision was harder than simply unleashing them, and Rask knew how to kill far better than he knew how to restrain.

Meta twisted sideways so the knife slashed where her stomach had been. Then she pivoted and slammed her forearm into Rask’s knife arm, redirecting the blade past her hip. The impact would have numbed a normal man’s arm. Rask, driven by Becker’s will, didn’t feel it.

The killer slashed again, backhanded, the blade cutting in a tight arc at her throat.

Meta ducked under it and came up inside his reach. She seized his knife wrist with both hands, wrenched it outward and down, and twisted. The joint popped and then cracked with a wet, grinding sound. The knife clattered to the metal floor.

Rask should have screamed. Instead, under Becker’s control, he snarled and swung his remaining fist at Meta’s face.

She caught the punch on her open palm. Then she yanked the broken arm and threw Rask into the corridor wall. His tattooed skull hit the metal and he bounced off, staggered, but came at her again—lurching, broken-armed, teeth bared in a rictus that was not his own.

Meta’s eyes went wide as she looked from Rask to Becker, who stood ten paces behind with his eyes fixed on the brute.

“You’re a mind-melder,” she said.

Then she had no more time to speak as she sidestepped the charge and drove a fist into his solar plexus. She followed with a savage punch to the side of his neck so the vertebrae snapped.

Rask slid down the wall and crumpled in a heap.

Meta straightened, breathing hard, turning to face Becker.

The brutality of her attack shocked Becker. Even so, he turned his psionic sense on her, finding an extraordinary will. It was dense, hot, and stubborn, the will of a woman who had clawed her way to the top of a prison planet through physical and, clearly, mental toughness.

He pushed harder as she crossed the distance, and Meta’s resistance cracked so her raised fist trembled and then lowered. Her blazing eyes went glassy, and her jaw slackened. She stood before him, swaying.

Becker grinned with lecherous delight and with the knowledge he’d just dodged death. The combination was intoxicating if he stopped to think about it, and he did. Why rush to find the weapon? Meta was here and under his control. She was powerful and proud and he was the one who had brought her low. The allure of it surged through him, drowning out the pain in his head and the ache in his ribs and every rational thought that told him to focus on the mission.

He would find the weapon soon enough. First, he needed to touch her, to—

A door crashed open behind him.

Becker spun in surprise.

A tall, lean man stood in the doorway. He had a hard, angular face, dark hair, and a patch over his left eye. The remaining eye took in the scene in a single sweep. The man’s hand reached down, up, back, then snapped forward.

Becker saw the blade but couldn’t react in time. The knife stuck and sank into his right shoulder. The pain was instant and enormous, and his concentration shattered. His legs gave out as he staggered back and then sat down hard on the metal floor.

Meta staggered, blinked, and shook her head in obvious bewilderment.

The one-eyed Maddox was charging, and Becker had absolutely nothing left to defend himself with.
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One-eyed Maddox seized Becker by the collar and hauled him to his feet. The motion wrenched the knife in his shoulder and Becker screamed.

Maddox grabbed and twisted the knife handle.

The pain went from terrible to blinding. Becker shrieked, a high, undignified sound. His vision whited out and his knees buckled, but Maddox held him upright and dragged him down the corridor.

Through his agony, Becker took in what he could. This Maddox was rougher than the one he’d encountered on Roth. The similarities were there, but this version had been used harder. Scar tissue covered half his face. The patch over the left eye socket was old and worn, the strap cutting into skin that had long since conformed to it. His hands were calloused and scarred, his knuckles swollen, and his remaining eye held a flatness that spoke of years spent in a place where mercy was a luxury no one could afford.

Maddox kicked open a door at the end of the corridor and threw Becker through.

Meta and Maddox walked in. Behind them, a stooped old man with sparse white hair and a scalp dotted with age spots shuffled after. Where had he come from? The old man had a big sling pouch at his side filled with clanking items. Wait, Becker recognized the old sod, and could hardly believe it.

“Ludendorff?” Becker said.

“You know this weasel?” Maddox asked Ludendorff.

The old man squinted, leaning forward. Then he straightened—or tried to, his spine not quite cooperating. “Yes, I’ve seen him before.”

“Pray tell where?” Maddox said.

“I’ll ask the questions,” Meta snapped.

Maddox glanced at her, then stepped back with a nod.

Meta faced Becker before she turned back to Maddox and the old man. “If he tries to use his melding powers, kill him.”

“He’s a mind-melder?” Maddox asked.

Meta kept staring at him.

After a long moment, Maddox nodded, though grudgingly.

“Gladly, my dear,” Ludendorff said.

Meta focused on the old man. “How do you know him?”

“His name is Josef Becker, a mind-melder, as you noted, and of some strength. He served in the Sataki regiments during the Grenache Wars.”

“Those wars ended fifteen years ago,” Meta said.

“Actually, it’s sixteen,” Ludendorff said. “But the point is moot. Becker died in those wars, blasted apart during the siege of the Vostok Redoubt. I saw the casualty reports. There was nothing left of him larger than a fist.”

“And yet here he is,” Maddox said.

“Indeed,” Ludendorff said. “Which is impossible, and therefore interesting, wouldn’t you agree?”

“How can he be here if he died sixteen years ago?” Meta asked.

“I have a few ideas but they are all preposterous,” Ludendorff said. “But if you will permit me…”

After a moment, Meta nodded.

Ludendorff swung the sling bag off his shoulder and set it on the floor with a heavy clunk. He knelt with the creaking deliberation of a man whose joints had long since stopped cooperating, and began rummaging inside. He soon pulled out a cylindrical emitter with a stubby antenna mounted on top. He aimed that at Becker and flicked a switch.

A buzzing filled Becker’s head, making it harder to think.

“What are you doing to me?” Becker said.

“This scrambles his mind-melding powers,” Ludendorff said, with a thin, satisfied smile. “He will not be able to do any of his deviltry against us.”

“Good,” Meta said. “Excellent.”

Maddox pushed off the wall and walked to Becker. He crouched, gripped the knife handle, and pulled the blade out in a smooth motion.

Becker screamed again, convulsing. Blood welled and ran down his arm. Maddox wiped the blade on Becker’s uniform jacket, drawing the flat of the steel across the fabric and leaving dark smears.

Maddox slid the knife into a sheath inside his boot, glanced at Meta and then stepped back.

Meta pulled a chair across the floor and sat down facing Becker. She crossed her shapely legs as she regarded him.

Becker was rubbing his forehead, hating the buzzing, wishing he could shut off the machine. It was hard to concentrate. He couldn’t tell if she hated him for what he’d done a few moments ago. She had a flat stare.

He could see his death in her eyes, and that frightened him. What had he been thinking earlier?

“You arrived in a warden’s uniform,” she said. “But it appears you’re not a warden after all.”

“No,” Becker said, pressing a hand against the bleeding shoulder. He was a mass of pain.

“You claim to be from another dimension?” she said.

Becker had to think through the buzzing to understand the question. He nodded.

“How did you get here?” Meta said.

Becker wanted to lie, to spin a story. That was his usual method, but telling the truth was hard enough, and he couldn’t think of any reasonable lies.

“Through a dimensional capsule piloted by a Techno-mage,” he said while squinting.

Meta waited, perhaps wanting more.

Becker swallowed, wishing he could think this through. What a mess.

“Ah… the pilot, the Techno-mage, is a cyborg, part human and part machine.”

“Where’s the capsule now?” Meta said.

“Hidden in ruins outside the settlement.”

“What does the Techno-mage want on Zakym?”

Becker said nothing, as he was sure the answer would cause him more pain.

“I can let Maddox torture you,” Meta said. “He would enjoy it.”

Becker was sure of that. Oh, what did it matter if he told them the truth? Damn, the buzzing—

“Look,” he said, panting, “there’s a weapon beneath the compound, in a sealed chamber two levels down. The Techno-mage sent me to retrieve it.”

“The relic,” Ludendorff said. “I told you it was more than salvage.”

Meta held up a hand without looking at the old man. “What does the weapon do?”

Becker hesitated. His shoulder was on fire and the buzzing in his head was maddening, a constant, grinding interference that made it impossible to scheme.

“The Techno-mage says the weapon can’t be resisted. That’s all I know.”

“I don’t believe you,” Meta said.

“It’s the truth. He told me to retrieve it, not to understand it.”

Meta studied him for a long moment. Then she looked at Maddox.

“You have questions,” she said.

“Several,” Maddox said.

“Ask them.”

Maddox stepped forward and crouched in front of Becker, his scarred face close enough that the mentalist could see the ridges of scar tissue in detail. The single eye bored into him.

“Who sent the Techno-mage? Who’s behind all of this?”

“No one sent him,” Becker said. “He was captured by a man called Lord Maddox, in a place called the Dominion Dimension. Lord Maddox used the Techno-mage and then killed him. But before he died, the Techno-mage managed to transfer his thought patterns into a shell that eventually found a new body. Now the revived Techno-mage wants revenge on Lord Maddox.”

“Lord Maddox?” Meta said.

“A cognate, a version of him,” Becker said, indicating the one-eyed man. “Lord Maddox is different, having golden skin and being genetically enhanced as a New Man.”

Meta, Maddox, and Ludendorff exchanged glances with each other.

“You don’t know what New Men are, do you?” Becker said.

“We know what they are,” Maddox snapped. “We just didn’t think any still existed.”

“You’re not asking the right questions,” Becker said suddenly, wanting all this to end. “You should be asking what Lord Maddox intends and why the Techno-mage needs weapons to stop him.”

Maddox leaned forward and pressed his thumb against the edge of Becker’s shoulder wound.

Becker screamed, writhing, twisting away.

“Enough of that,” Meta said.

Maddox withdrew his hand and wiped it on his trousers. He stood and stepped back, his expression unchanged.

Meta uncrossed her legs and leaned forward.

“This dimensional capsule,” she said. “It travels between dimensions then?”

“Yes,” Becker panted.

“It could leave this planet?”

Becker blinked several times. “Yes. It could take you anywhere.”

Meta stood and walked to Maddox and Ludendorff, motioning them near. The three of them conferred in low voices, their heads close. They kept glancing back at him.

Soon enough, the conference ended as Meta stepped away from the other two and faced Becker.

“We’re going to test your story, mind-melder. For your sake, you’d better be telling us the truth.”
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They cuffed Becker’s hands behind his back. His shoulder ached beneath the rough patch they’d slapped over the wound—a wad of coarse fabric and adhesive that did little beyond keeping the blood inside. Every movement sent fresh waves of pain radiating from the shoulder down through his arm and up into his neck, and the damnable buzzing from Ludendorff’s emitter sat in his skull like a migraine that wouldn’t break.

Becker gritted his teeth and endured.

“Give him something for the pain,” Meta said.

Maddox looked at her.

“He’s no use if he can’t walk straight,” she said.

Maddox reached into a pouch on his belt and produced a small vial. He uncapped it, grabbed Becker’s jaw, and pressed the vial against his lips. The liquid was bitter and warm, and Becker nearly gagged, but within thirty seconds, the worst of the shoulder pain receded to a manageable throb.

They passed through a heavy door guarded by two brutes who straightened at Meta’s approach. Beyond, a narrow corridor led to a second door, this one sealed with a wheel lock.

Maddox spun the lock and hauled the door open. The chamber was small, low-ceilinged, and contained a cylindrical power pack with conduit ports along its midsection and a readout panel that was dark and dead, and beside it, resting in a cradle of welded metal, a weapon that looked like an old-style laser rifle. But the barrel had an inner lining that shimmered even in the flat light, and the mechanism where the emitter housing should have been was a cluster of crystalline components set in a metallic framework that didn’t match any technology Becker had seen. There were alien markings along the barrel, etched rather than painted.

“Do you know what it does?” Meta asked.

“No idea,” Becker said.

With effort, Maddox hoisted the power pack onto his shoulder and picked up the heavy weapon by its stock.

“This might not be a good idea,” Ludendorff said. “For all we know, the weapon could detonate upon activation, or worse, attract attention from whatever placed it here, or maybe this is all an elaborate trap.”

“Your concern is noted,” Meta said.

“I’m serious,” Ludendorff said. “The energies involved in dimensional weaponry are not to be—”

“I said I noted it,” Meta said.

Ludendorff said no more.

They went back up and then sideways, Meta leading them through a passage that branched off the main corridors into narrower tunnels. These were cramped, unlit, and smelled of rust and stale air. In time, they climbed up, Meta pushing open a trapdoor and leading them onto the surface. Dusk was falling. Becker looked up and stopped in shock.

The sky was gorgeous. The particulates that choked the air caught the low light and turned it into bands of deep crimson, burnt orange, and streaks of violet that bled into a darkening indigo overhead. The pollution that made Zakym’s air foul to breathe made its sunsets extraordinary.

For a moment, Becker forgot his pain and predicament and simply stared. Then Maddox shoved him from behind, and they continued their trek.

They kept to the shadows between structures, avoiding the main lanes. Eventually, the ruins appeared—the broken pillars and shattered walls where the capsule was hidden. In the fading light, the rubble cast long shadows across the baked ground.

“That’s how you got here?” Maddox said, pointing out the half-hidden capsule behind the pillars.

“Yes,” Becker said.

Maddox studied it, his expression unreadable.

Becker shifted his weight. “Can you shut off the emitter? I have to be able to think if we’re going to do this.”

Maddox looked at Meta. Meta looked at Ludendorff.

“I wouldn’t,” Ludendorff said. “The Becker I knew was unbelievably devious. And given what he did to you with his mind-melding, he probably had plans beyond simple control.”

“What?” Maddox said. “He took over your thoughts?”

“Never mind that,” Meta said.

Maddox grumbled, looked as if he might say more, but nodded in the end.

Becker wondered how Ludendorff had figured that out if Maddox hadn’t. It didn’t make sense.

“Let’s do it,” Meta said. “Give him the weapon.”

Maddox uncuffed Becker, twisting the manacles open and pocketing them. Becker rubbed his wrists and rolled his wounded shoulder, wincing.

They hooked the power pack onto his back, making him stagger. This thing was heavy. Then they helped him cradle the outrageous weapon. It seemed like a team weapon.

“Go,” Meta told him, “deliver the weapon to the Techno-mage.”

Becker stared at her. They had a plan. They’d never told him what it was. Now, they just wanted him to take the weapon to Tien Shen? That didn’t make sense or maybe he’d missed something earlier due to the buzzing.

“I don’t understand,” he said.

“Deliver the weapon,” Meta said. “That sounds easy enough.”

“What are you going to do?”

“Watch what happens and then you’ll know,” Meta said.

Becker searched her face, but it showed him nothing but flat hostility. With the noise in his head, he couldn’t use his psionic power to check anything.

With a grunt, he started forward, wondering how Maddox was able to carry all this for so long. He staggered and moved slowly, across the open ground toward the capsule.

He wondered what would happen next. He doubted they would let him enter the capsule. He didn’t look back. Instead, as his sense of survival kicked in, he collected himself and made his move, beginning to shuffle as fast as he could go.
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“Now,” Meta said.

Becker looked back as he shuffle-ran.

Ludendorff held the emitter and cranked the dial.

The buzzing in Becker’s skull—it felt as if a thunderclap went off. His legs folded so he hit the ground face-first, the weapon trapped beneath him and the power pack pressing against his back. He couldn’t move, see or speak but only endure the pain of the cylinder digging into him.

Then he heard boots on hard ground, the clink of equipment and the rustle of Meta’s trench coat. She’d put it on earlier to cover her bikini. Could they be setting an ambush for Tien Shen, using the ruins for cover?

Time passed as Becker lay in the dirt, paralyzed and waiting in agony. Couldn’t someone move the power pack off him? Worse, the emitter saturated his skull with shrieking static. He heard something else then… real noise. Oh, they were light, tentative footfalls.

“Becker?” It was Talia.

She must have crept out of the capsule. He felt her hand on his shoulder, shaking him. Then she was pulling at him and whispering in his ear. “Becker, please wake up. He’s angry and wants the weapon. He can’t understand what trick you’re trying to pull.”

Becker wanted to respond, but couldn’t.

“Get up and bring the weapon inside, Becker.” That was Tien Shen using the capsule’s speaker. He did sound angry.

Talia tried to pull the weapon from beneath him, but didn’t seem strong enough for that.

More time passed as Talia waited beside him. Then Tien Shen emerged from the capsule. Becker saw that out of the corner of his eye. The android or cyborg moved slowly, looking everywhere.

Suddenly, Meta appeared as she vaulted over a rubble wall, with her trench coat flying behind her, and hit the ground running. Maddox was a half-second behind her, coming from the opposite side, his knife already drawn, his eye locked on the Techno-mage with killing focus.

Tien Shen reacted with inhuman speed. His right hand snapped up and a device on his wrist emitted a pulse of energy that struck the ground at Meta’s feet. The blast threw up a geyser of dirt and debris, and Meta stumbled sideways but didn’t fall as she kept on coming.

Maddox reached Tien Shen, driving in with the knife. Tien Shen pivoted and caught Maddox’s wrist. Maddox grunted and twisted as his free hand hammered the side of Tien Shen’s head.

Meta arrived, driving a knee into the Techno-mage’s back, grabbing a fistful of cables trailing from his spine, and wrenching hard. Tien Shen arched as something tore loose inside him, sparks spraying from a ruptured connection. He released Maddox’s wrist and spun, sweeping a metallic arm at Meta in a backhanded strike that caught her across the temple.

Her head snapped to the side, but she stayed on her feet and threw a straight right to the jaw and a left hook into his exposed circuitry that sent sparks cascading down his torso.

Maddox’s knife found a gap between two metal housings and sank into synthetic flesh. Tien Shen shrieked and grabbed Maddox by the throat. Meta seized Tien Shen’s arm with both hands, trying to break his grip on Maddox’s windpipe. Tien Shen raised his left hand and the device on his wrist charged, maybe harder than before, and fired. The beam hit Ludendorff. The old man had been circling, no doubt trying to flank the Techno-mage with something from his bag. The beam struck Ludendorff and the old man came apart in a wet, bloody explosion. Fragments from the bag scattered across the ground, as the emitter tumbled away, sparking, and rolling to a stop against a fallen pillar.

Meta released Tien Shen’s arm and drove a fist into his face. Metal crumpled. The jaw bent, and his metallic eyes flickered as he stumbled backward, raising the wrist device again.

A gurgling Maddox yanked his knife free and tried to jab the Techno-mage’s throat.

The beam caught Meta in the shoulder and chest, spinning her sideways so she thudded onto the ground, blown open and obviously dying or already dead.

Maddox thrust the knife harder at Tien Shen’s throat, but the cyborg caught the forearm, giving Tien Shen time as he pressed the wrist device against Maddox’s stomach, firing at point-blank range.

Maddox bucked as blood and bone blew out his back, and he slumped against the Techno-mage and then slid to the ground, shivering before he died.

Tien Shen stood among them, sparking and leaking, his jaw hanging at a bad angle, cables dangling from his spine where Meta had torn them loose.

“Get up!” he shouted, his voice distorted by the damaged jaw.

Becker couldn’t move, as the emitter still saturated his mind.

Tien Shen seized Becker under the arms and dragged him and the weapon toward the capsule, causing Becker’s boot heels to leave furrows in the hard-packed dirt.

The moment the hull sealed, the emitter’s effect ceased. Becker groaned.

Tien Shen lay him down.

“They used a mind machine on my mind,” Becker said hoarsely.

Tien Shen didn’t respond, but unbuckled the cylinder power pack from Becker. Then he carried the weapon and power pack to a compartment in the capsule’s wall, placing it there and stepping back. The compartment sealed.

Tien Shen then settled into his chair, wincing as damaged components sparked. He closed his eyes for a moment before opening them and looking at Becker.

The mentalist had limped into the main compartment with Talia’s help and was sitting on the floor, propped up against the curved inner hull.

“This will help you heal,” Tien Shen said. He touched a holographic control, and the air around Becker shimmered, and he lost strength and lay down. “It will also keep you from causing trouble.”

A stasis field, or whatever it was, settled over Becker like a heavy blanket.

“Talia,” Tien Shen said, pointing. “Sit over there.”

She did, pulling her knees up, making herself small.

Through the narrowing tunnel of his consciousness, Becker heard the capsule begin to hum. They were no doubt leaving Zakym. He’d gotten the weapon, with great effort. What a surprise, really.

Then Becker closed his eyes and knew no more.
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Back in the Roth Dimension aboard Victory, Professor Ludendorff wiped his eyes with the back of his hand and squinted at the readout. The numbers were off. They’d been off for eight hours, and no amount of recalibration, rewiring, or swearing at the equipment had made them right.

“Andros,” he said. “Hand me the phase coupler, the one with the red tape on it, not the blue.”

Andros Crank, the portly Kai-Kaus Chief Technician, sorted through a tray of tools and components on the workbench beside him. His round face was drawn from fatigue, and his uniform was stained with lubricant and solder marks. He found the coupler and placed it in Ludendorff’s outstretched hand.

“Thank you,” Ludendorff said, which should have alarmed Andros, because Ludendorff almost never said thank you to anyone for anything.

They were in Victory’s main engineering lab, surrounded by the salvaged Yon Soth equipment. The pieces were spread across three workbenches and a portion of the deck, laid out in an arrangement that Ludendorff insisted was methodical. Everyone else thought it looked like a junkyard after an earthquake. Cables ran between components, some original and some jury-rigged from Victory’s stores. Power conduits snaked to junction boxes that Andros had built per Ludendorff’s specifications. Diagnostic screens flickered with data that meant nothing to anyone aboard except Ludendorff and, possibly, Galyan.

Galyan stood at the edge of the workspace, watching and cataloging. The AI’s attention was constant and precise, recording every connection Ludendorff made, every reading he took, every muttered curse he directed at the ancient technology.

“Professor,” Galyan said. “The quantum resonance pattern you achieved fourteen minutes ago matched the theoretical signature of a stable dimensional aperture to within three percent. However, the decay rate suggests the aperture would collapse before a vessel of Victory’s mass could transit.”

“I know that,” Ludendorff said, not looking up. He had the coupler deep inside a housing unit, his thick fingers working by touch. “The problem isn’t the aperture. The problem is sustaining it. The Yon Soth built these components to work in concert with a living psionic intelligence. We don’t have that. We have machines, and we have me, and the machines aren’t cooperating and I am running out of patience.”

“Perhaps if you reconfigured the harmonic stabilizer to—”

“I’ve done that,” Ludendorff snapped. “Twice. The harmonics drift because the power feed is inconsistent. The Yon Soth used a bio-reactive energy source. We’re using Victory’s reactor, which is, by comparison, a candle.”

“A remarkably powerful candle,” Galyan said.

“Be quiet,” Ludendorff said.

Galyan was quiet.

Ludendorff extracted the coupler, examined it, turned it over, and reinserted it at a different angle. He held it there while he checked a readout. The numbers shifted, improved slightly, and then drifted back.

“Balderdash,” Ludendorff said.

He sat back on his stool, swept his thick white hair off his forehead, and stared at the assemblage before him. It was a frustrating thing. He could see what the Yon Soth technology was supposed to do—he could see the elegant architecture of it, the way the components were designed to create a resonance cascade that would thin the dimensional boundary and hold it open long enough for transit. It was brilliant engineering, the kind that made Ludendorff simultaneously admire the ancient creatures and resent them for being cleverer than he was.

The problem was that the components were thousands of years old, partially degraded, and designed for a control system that no longer existed. Making them work with Commonwealth technology was like trying to play a symphony on an instrument built for tentacles.

“Andros,” he said. “We need to bypass the secondary modulator entirely and route the power feed through the resonance array directly.”

“That could overload the array,” Andros said, wiping his palms on his trousers as he always did when worried.

“Yes, it could,” Ludendorff said. “It could also solve our problem. Bring me the bypass conduits from locker seven.”

Andros went to get them.

Ludendorff pulled his VR lenses from his forehead and put them on, bringing up a layered schematic that overlaid the real components with the theoretical design he’d been building in his head. Through the lenses, he could see where the power flows should go, the nodes that needed to fire in sequence, the precise timing required to open a stable aperture.

If he could get the timing right, if the components held. If the power feed didn’t burn everything out. If, if, if.

He was still staring at the schematic when the lab door opened.

Maddox walked in with Meta beside him.

“Professor,” Maddox said. “How are things progressing?”

“We are progressing at the speed of genius, which cannot be rushed,” Ludendorff said. “Genius is not a thing that operates on a schedule, Captain.”

“We’ve been in this dimension for sixteen hours, and I’d prefer not to stay longer than necessary.”

“You and I are in full agreement on that,” Ludendorff said. “However, the Yon Soth did not build their technology with the convenience of Captain Maddox in mind. If you wish to contribute, you can bring me stimulant tea.”

“I’ll have some sent,” Meta said.

Ludendorff waved a hand in dismissal, already reabsorbed in the schematic.

Maddox and Meta left.

The hours ground on.

“Galyan,” Ludendorff said. “Run a cascade simulation. Variable input, starting at sixty percent reactor feed and incrementing by point five percent per cycle. I want to find the sweet spot.”

“Running,” Galyan said. The AI was silent for four seconds. “The optimal power feed appears to be seventy-three point two percent of reactor capacity. At that level, the resonance pattern stabilizes for approximately eleven seconds before drift begins.”

“Eleven seconds,” Ludendorff said.

“That is not long enough for transit,” Galyan said.

“I am aware of that, you infernal machine. But it tells me the system can stabilize. The question is how to extend the window.”

“May I suggest—?”

“No,” Ludendorff said. “Let me think.”

He drank the stimulant tea that had arrived from the galley—strong, bitter stuff that left a metallic taste on his tongue—and he put the VR lenses on and took them off. He muttered to himself, and at one point slapped the workbench hard enough to make Andros jump.

Then it came to him.

“Andros,” he said. “The feedback loop.”

“What about it?”

“We’ve been trying to sustain the aperture with a constant power feed. That’s wrong. The Yon Soth didn’t use a constant feed. They used a pulse pattern—a rhythmic input that reinforced the resonance at each oscillation peak. We’ve been trying to hold the door open with a steady push. We should be knocking.”

Andros blinked. “Knocking?”

“Rhythmic pulses timed to the resonance frequency. Each pulse reinforces the aperture at the moment it begins to decay, pushing it back to full stability. The aperture doesn’t need to be held open continuously—it needs to be reopened at each oscillation. Do you understand?”

Andros’s round face shifted from confusion to comprehension. “You want to create a standing wave in the dimensional boundary.”

“Precisely!” Ludendorff clapped his hands. “Galyan, compute the required pulse frequency and duration based on the oscillation pattern we observed.”

“Computing,” Galyan said. “The required frequency is four point seven pulses per second, each pulse lasting thirty-eight milliseconds. The power requirement per pulse is seventeen percent of reactor capacity.”

“Can we sustain that?” Ludendorff asked Andros.

Andros ran calculations on his console, his thick fingers moving with a speed that belied their appearance. “Yes. The reactor can handle that pulse pattern indefinitely. The strain is well within tolerances.”

“Then build me a pulse generator,” Ludendorff said. “Use the secondary emitter array. I’ll reconfigure the Yon Soth components to accept the input.”

They worked. Hours became still more hours. Ludendorff lost track of meals, of shift changes, of messages from the bridge that he acknowledged with grunts and waves. Andros worked beside him, soldering connections, testing circuits, rebuilding components that failed under the new stresses. Galyan monitored everything, calling out readings and corrections in his calm, artificial voice.

Ludendorff drank more stimulant tea. Then he switched to something stronger—a concentrated stimulant compound from the medical stores, reluctantly provided by Victory’s doctor, with stern warnings about cardiac stress.

“Your heart rate is elevated, Professor,” Galyan said at the thirty-sixth hour.

“My heart rate is always elevated when I’m doing something brilliant,” Ludendorff said. “Be quiet and give me the latest resonance readings.”

Galyan gave them.

At the forty-second hour, Ludendorff’s hands began to shake. Not from excitement, but from sheer physical exhaustion. His eyes burned. His back ached from hunching over the workbench, and his knees protested every time he stood or sat.

At the forty-fifth hour, he dropped a component and Andros caught it before it hit the deck.

“Professor,” Andros said. “You should rest.”

“When I’m dead,” Ludendorff said. “Which will never happen, because I refuse to die before I’ve finished this.”

At the forty-ninth hour and twenty-seventh minute, Ludendorff connected the last junction, sealed the last housing, and stepped back from the workbench. He pulled off his VR lenses and stood with his hands on his hips, swaying, staring at the assembled device.

“Galyan,” he said. His voice was hoarse, barely above a whisper. “Run the final diagnostic.”

“Running,” Galyan said. Three seconds passed. “Professor, the resonance pattern is stable at ninety-nine point six percent of theoretical ideal. The pulse generator is functioning within parameters. The aperture window, based on simulation, is estimated at forty-seven seconds of sustained stability per cycle, with immediate re-engagement capability.”

“Forty-seven seconds,” Ludendorff said.

“Sufficient for transit at full thrust,” Galyan said.

Ludendorff closed his eyes. His lips moved, but no sound came out for several seconds. Then he opened his eyes and looked at Galyan.

“I’ve done it,” he said. “I’ve finished it.” He held up a finger. “But it will require careful calibration before transit. The dimensional targeting must be precise. If we miss our home dimension by even a fractional variance, we could end up somewhere considerably worse than this.”

“Understood, Professor.”

“Furthermore, the first attempt should be made at low velocity with shields at maximum, because I cannot guarantee the pulse generator will perform identically under live conditions as it does in simulation.”

“I will relay your instructions to Commander Noonan and the captain.”

“Good,” Ludendorff said. “Now I must sleep.”

He walked to the lab door. It took him three attempts to hit the release panel, and when the door opened, he had to grip the frame to keep himself upright. His hair stood at wild angles. His garment was stained beyond salvage. His eyes were bloodshot hollows in a face that looked like it had aged five years in two days.

He shuffled down the corridor toward his quarters, bouncing off one wall and then the other, muttering to himself about pulse frequencies and dimensional resonance patterns. A passing marine looked at him with concern and asked if he needed help.

Ludendorff didn’t hear the question. Soon enough, he found his quarters. He did not remove his boots, garment, or the VR lenses, which were still pushed up on his forehead. He fell face-first onto the mattress and was asleep before he finished settling.
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Captain Maddox sat in the command chair on Victory’s bridge and watched the main screen.

The altered Yon Soth device sat in Engineering, connected to Victory’s reactor through a web of conduits and cables that Andros Crank had spent the last six hours installing according to Ludendorff’s exacting specifications. From the bridge, the device was an abstraction—a set of readings on a console, power levels on a display, and the professor’s voice coming through the intercom with increasingly terse instructions.

“Captain,” Galyan said from his position at the sensor station. “Professor Ludendorff reports that the device is ready for activation.”

“Put the professor on.”

The intercom crackled. “Captain,” Ludendorff said. “Before we begin, I must explain something critical.”

“Go ahead.”

“The multiverse is not a hallway with doors on either side. It is more akin to a vast ocean with an infinite number of currents, each one flowing to a slightly different version of reality. Our Commonwealth Dimension is one current among uncountable others. The Roth Dimension, where we presently are, is another. Between them are dimensions so similar to ours that the differences are trivial—a stone in a slightly different position, a star burning marginally hotter—and dimensions so alien that the laws of physics themselves would likely be unrecognizable.”

“I understand the concept, Professor.”

“You understand the concept in the way a child understands the ocean by looking at a puddle. But let me get to the point, since I know patience is not your strong suit. The danger in dimensional transit is not the crossing itself. It is the targeting. If we miss our home dimension by even a fractional variance, we arrive in an alternative reality that looks like ours, smells like ours, and is not ours. We might never know the difference, or we might discover it at the worst possible moment.”

“How do we avoid that?”

“By using existing linkage,” Ludendorff said. “It is the path of least resistance—a crack, if you will, between two specific realities. If we transit through that crack, the targeting is effectively done for us. We arrive where we started. If we try to transit without it, we are guessing, and the odds of guessing correctly among an infinite number of alternatives are not favorable.”

“Then we use the crack.”

“Obviously. But therein lies a complication. The crack is not wide. It is, in fact, barely open. My device can widen it sufficiently for transit, but the process will require precise modulation of the pulse generator in real time. Andros will handle the power feed. I will handle the modulation. Galyan will handle the targeting computations. Victory must approach the crack at a specific velocity and angle, and the window will be narrow.”

“How narrow?”

“If my calculations are correct—and they are—approximately forty-seven seconds.”

“That’s enough,” Maddox said.

“It had better be. Because if we miss it, the crack will seal behind us, and we will not get a second attempt.”

“Lieutenant,” Maddox said. “Bring us to the coordinates Galyan has plotted. Full thrust on my command.”

“Aye, sir,” Keith said from the helm.

“All hands,” Maddox said over the ship-wide channel. “Prepare for dimensional transit. Secure all stations. This will not be a smooth ride.”

“Approaching coordinates,” Keith said. “Thirty seconds.”

“Helm, full thrust.”

“Contact in fifteen seconds,” Galyan said.

“Activating device,” Ludendorff said.

The ship trembled, not with the shudder of acceleration, but something deeper. The lights flickered. The main screen distorted, with the image of the gas giant wavering as if seen through heat haze.

“The crack is widening,” Galyan reported. “Aperture stability at ninety-four percent.”

“That’s not enough,” Ludendorff snapped. “Andros, increase the pulse amplitude by three percent.”

“Increasing,” Andros said.

The vibration deepened. Something groaned in the superstructure. On the main screen, the space ahead began to tear—a ragged line of light that split the blackness, flickering and crackling with discharges of energy. Through the tear, Maddox caught a glimpse of a different star field.

“Aperture stability at ninety-eight percent,” Galyan said. “Transit window is open. Forty-seven seconds.”

“Helm, take us through,” Maddox said.

The main screen went white. Then it went dark. Then it showed the tear from the inside—a tunnel of distorted light and shifting... something.

The tunnel of light contracted around them. Victory shuddered as the hull scraped against something that wasn’t physical. Then it stopped.

Maddox came back to awareness as if climbing out of a deep well. The bridge lights were steady. The main screen showed the gas giant and the moon.

Maddox sat up in the command chair, rubbing his face.

Around the bridge, the crew was stirring. Keith lifted his head from the helm, blinked, and immediately checked his instruments.

“Status,” Maddox said.

“All systems nominal,” Keith said.

The intercom crackled. “Captain,” Ludendorff said in a thick voice. “What happened?”

“I’m guessing it was dimensional lag,” Maddox said.

The intercom clicked off.

Maddox thought about the severe lag and the implications for later. How could he take Victory into the Dominion Dimension, reach the Torus, and destroy it before Lord Maddox could launch his invasion? How could he avoid detection during the initial entry while incapacitated by the dimensional lag?

Maddox leaned back and looked at the main screen. The gas giant hung there, banded and enormous, and beyond it, somewhere across the membrane between realities, Lord Maddox waited with his fleet.

This was going to be the most dangerous mission Victory had ever attempted. They were going to have to think it through carefully, and even then, it might not be enough.
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Victory left the moon and the double Jupiter behind, heading for the Commonwealth and the Ganvid System at speed.

The star-drive and Laumer Points would get them there in a series of jumps over the course of a week, each jump followed by the recovery period that was a fact of life aboard any ship with the technology. The route took them from the Beyond, through the outer systems, and inward toward the heart of the Commonwealth where the Ganvid System sat near Tau Cygni.

Soon after starting the journey, Maddox went to the Long-Range Builder Comm Device.

The ancient machine sat in its dedicated chamber aboard Victory, looking like an oversized radio from a bygone century. It didn’t transmit video, just voice, but it could reach across light-years in an instant. It was one of the few Builder technologies that still functioned exactly as intended, and it was the only way to speak to Lord High Admiral Haig without a delay of weeks.

Maddox sat down, switched on the device, and adjusted the frequencies.

“Calling Lord High Admiral Haig. This is Captain Maddox on Victory.”

The response came faster than expected. Haig must have been near a comm station.

“Maddox, I’ve been hoping you’d call. We’ve had developments.”

“So have we, sir. But you first.”

“We’ve learned that Fleet Overlord Drakos with his remaining ships has reached the Throne World.”

Maddox said nothing for a moment. That was bad. The remnants of the Ninth Assault Fleet would be joining with Emperor Trahey’s force. That meant the New Men of this dimension and those of the Dominion were now in direct contact.

“How certain is this?” Maddox asked.

“By the most direct means possible,” Haig said. “Those on Pluto saw it through the Builder Scanner.”

“You don’t think it might have been a Throne World deception?”

“There’s always that possibility, but those on Pluto assure me this was a real event.”

“Has the Emperor moved the Throne World fleet?”

“No, and that’s good for now. My analysts think he’s waiting to see what happens at the Ganvid System. There’s no change there. If the Dominion smashes the Grand Fleet, the Emperor can appeal as a fellow New Man. If we defeat the invaders but take crippling losses, maybe that will unleash the Emperor against us. And maybe the Emperor would try to incorporate any Dominion stragglers into his greater fleet.”

“The problem is developing just as we envisioned it,” Maddox said.

“Yes. I have received some reinforcements from the reserve and a few from systems that finally got off the fence. But I doubt it’s enough to decisively defeat a huge invasion force, maybe not enough to win under any circumstances. And there’s always the possibility of a two-front war. We would lose for sure then.”

“That’s why I’m calling, sir. We’re en route to the Ganvid System. Professor Ludendorff has built a dimensional transit device from Yon Soth technology we recovered. We can now attempt a commando raid into the Dominion Dimension, reach the Torus, and destroy it.”

“I can hardly believe it,” Haig said. “The professor’s mad scheme actually worked?”

“Yes, sir.”

“You found the technology on that moon?”

“In a manner of speaking,” Maddox said.

“What does that mean?”

“We found the tech on the moon.”

“And you seriously want to attempt this commando raid into another dimension with a single starship? If I recall correctly, your cognate has three hundred warships and the target is a fortified structure.”

“That is correct.”

“Maddox, my staff has come up with a superior plan. They want to send nine heavy cruisers and a destroyer screen with you. That will ensure real muscle so you can actually achieve this miracle.”

Maddox blinked several times until he gripped the microphone more tightly. “Sir, more ships means more signatures. We must use stealth to achieve this. More ships will ensure there is no stealth and thus the raid will fail.”

“I don’t like this, Captain.”

“To tell you the truth, neither do I. But if the Torus is destroyed, the breach can never reopen. That means no Dominion armada and likely no moves by the Emperor and Drakos.”

“This raid is a long shot, and you know it.”

“Still,” Maddox said. “It’s our best chance of the Commonwealth surviving in its present form.”

“Yes, yes, I suppose that’s true. There’s something else, though, that I need to tell you. It’s not related to any of this.”

“Yes?”

“Through back channels, I’ve learned that Security Minister Gupen is working to separate you from Victory.”

Haig meant Priscilla Gupen, the Minister of Security of the Commonwealth, daughter-in-law to the Prime Minister.

“What is it this time?” Maddox asked.

“It’s cleverer than before. She’s pushing for a real promotion for you, that of rear admiral. She claims we need your expertise in the heart of the Commonwealth. You would be posted to the Solar System, though. You’d have to leave your command of Victory.”

“I imagine you’re already working to stop that,” Maddox said.

“I am,” Haig said. “But at political maneuvering, Priscilla Gupen has no equals. The move is gaining ground.”

“Well…” Maddox said. “It may all be moot anyway, as I may not survive the commando raid. That means I’ll cross that bridge when the time comes—if it comes.”

“The Ganvid System is cordoned off,” Haig said a moment later. “Nothing goes in or out without my authorization. When you arrive, identify yourself and my people will let you through.”

“That seems easy enough.”

Haig was quiet for a time. Maddox could hear the faint static of the Builder Comm Device, the ancient technology humming between them across the light-years.

“Good luck, Captain,” Haig finally said. “I wish you Godspeed, and that you and your team come back in one piece.”

“That’s my intention, sir.”

“We’ll all be praying for you.”

“I appreciate it, sir,” Maddox said.

“Well, until then.”

“Yes,” Maddox said.

The connection ended.

Maddox sat in the chamber for a while, staring at the old machine. Then he stood and went to find Ludendorff. They had a week of travel ahead, and there was still a ton of work to do.
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In the Dominion Dimension, Lord Maddox the golden-skinned New Man stood before the viewport in his command suite, gazing at his fleet.

The warships filled the darkness around the Torus: carriers, battleships, assault boats, and support craft. Their running lights formed a constellation of power that any commander would envy. Two hundred and sixty-three capital ships at last count, with another thirty-one in various stages of preparation in the Torus’s massive internal bays.

That was nearly three hundred vessels built, requisitioned, or appropriated through years of work, guile, and the occasional act of piracy against Imperial supply depots. Each ship was crewed by officers and soldiers who had sworn personal oaths to him, not to the Emperor, but to Lord Maddox, firstborn son and designated conqueror.

That was the theory, at least. The reality might be somewhat different if he didn’t act quickly enough in the coming days.

Fortunately, his ribs had healed from his fight against the Techno-mage. The medical technicians aboard the Torus were the best. The broken bones had knit in eleven days, accelerated by nano-therapies and treatments that left his golden skin unmarked. Physically, he was himself again.

The dimensional capsule’s loss still grated, though. And the explosion had destroyed a section of the Torus. That was a setback, but not a crippling one. The Torus with its ancient Yon Soth generators was the mechanism by which the rift would be expanded for the coming escape from the Dominion Dimension and the invasion of the Commonwealth Dimension. The capsule could have been useful for future missions, but it wasn’t essential for this one.

Lin 8’s warning about the dying Techno-mage’s elation still nagged at him, like a splinter too deep to remove. But Maddox had long since learned to distinguish between genuine threats and the dying fantasies of defeated enemies. The Techno-mage was dead. Whatever Tien Shen had imagined he’d accomplished had certainly died with him.

The hatch chimed. That was most certainly Tal.

“Enter,” Maddox said.

Subcommander Tal stepped through and sealed the hatch behind him. That last detail caught Maddox’s attention.

Tal’s scarred face was tighter than usual. He carried a datapad as he stood at attention, clearly having important news.

“Speak,” Maddox said.

“My lord, our deep-range sensors have detected a fleet approaching from the Dominion core systems. The composition is consistent with an Imperial Grand Armada.”

Maddox felt something cold settle in his chest. “How many ships?”

“Preliminary count is four hundred and eighty-seven capital vessels, with an estimated one hundred and twenty support craft. The fleet is approximately nine days out at standard transit speed.”

“Do you think the Emperor is coming?”

“The Imperial flagship Eternal Mandate is at the center of the formation, my lord. Signals intelligence confirms the Emperor’s personal cipher is active.”

Maddox turned back to the viewport. He had nearly three hundred ships versus a possible five hundred. Those weren’t good odds.

“Nine days,” Maddox said as he rubbed his chin.

“Yes, my lord.”

“What else?”

“In the past seventy-two hours, we have detected a steady increase in anomalous communications traffic within the fleet. They are encrypted transmissions on frequencies that do not match our sanctioned channel. The patterns suggest an organized and disciplined network operating across multiple vessel classes.”

Maddox’s eyes narrowed. “Yes…” he nodded shortly for Tal to continue.

“It would appear that the Emperor has sent agents ahead in anticipation of his fleet maneuver. How long these agents have been embedded, I cannot say with certainty, but the communications network appears to have activated recently, likely triggered by the Emperor’s departure from the core systems.”

Once more, Maddox rubbed his jaw. His father was clever and thorough. The old man wouldn’t simply arrive with five hundred ships and demand surrender. He would prepare the ground first, seeding doubt, cultivating disloyalty, ensuring that when the moment came, Lord Maddox’s fleet would fragment rather than fight.

“Which commanders appear to be wavering?” Maddox asked.

“That is the worst part of the intelligence, my lord.” Tal activated the datapad and brought up a display. “We’ve identified the anomalous transmissions as originating from or being received by seventeen vessels. However, there are likely more who are communicating through means we haven’t detected yet: face-to-face meetings during routine transfers, coded messages embedded in standard operational traffic, that sort of thing.”

Maddox studied the display. The seventeen flagged ships were spread across his fleet, not clustered in one formation but distributed evenly. That was deliberate; he was sure. The Emperor’s agents had clearly positioned themselves to maximize disruption across the entire fleet.

“The Carrier Resolute Fist is on the list,” Maddox said. “Captain Krade commands her.”

“Yes, my lord.”

“He swore his oath on his knees before me.”

“He did, my lord.”

Maddox said nothing for several seconds. “What of the overall fleet morale?”

“The core of the fleet is loyal to you personally. Many of the commanders have committed acts against the Empire that would earn them execution if the Emperor wins.” Tal hesitated before adding, “The rest are… My lord, my best analysts suggest that the sealed rift and the Emperor’s approach have introduced doubt. The analysts calculate that many captains are wondering which side will prevail.”

Maddox had cultivated a fleet of ruthless opportunists because opportunists were useful and easier to sway for someone like him. The flaw in the strategy was that opportunists were loyal to opportunity, not to men.

Maddox walked to his desk, a slab of polished obsidian that matched the meditation chamber’s floor, and sat behind it.

“We will not root out the spies yet, but use them to feed information to the Emperor. You will devise a careful plan that shows them even greater dissension, wavering loyalty, and low morale. We will help the Emperor believe that his advance agents have succeeded… not too far beyond his expectations. That would be too much, but it should seem somewhat better than expected.”

Tal’s features were blank, perhaps not liking this angle.

“An Emperor who believes victory is assured will approach differently than one who expects a fight,” Maddox said. “He will possibly send emissaries ahead to negotiate my surrender. That will buy us a little more time.”

Tal nodded slowly.

“That means we have nine days or perhaps a little longer to force open the rift and cross into the Commonwealth Dimension. Once we’re through and the Torus destroyed, the Emperor and his five hundred ships will mean nothing to us.”

Tal shifted his stance, indicating his obvious unease.

“Yes?” Maddox said. “What is it?”

“My lord, Senior Physicist Ludendorff has stated that we need a further nine months to open the rift sufficiently for our invasion fleet. How then can he possibly achieve a miracle in nine days? It seems inconceivable.”

Maddox felt his stomach tighten. Of course, Tal had found the one obvious flaw. Maddox still had a trick to play, but Tal’s point was a serious one.

“Ludendorff’s timeline is based on safety parameters that no longer apply,” Maddox said, infusing utter confidence into his voice. “The Emperor has changed the equation. That is clear. That means we will now operate with a new set of safety parameters.”

Tal’s scarred face went carefully blank. “My lord, I understand what you’re saying, but the catastrophic destabilization risk at such an acceleration—”

“Will be what it will be,” Maddox said, interrupting. “Never fear, I will make this work. But here is the key, Tal, and this is what you will communicate to the wavering captains through back channels of your own. Make sure this reaches the pragmatists, the ones who are calculating odds. The Emperor is nine days out. We will be forever gone in eight. Any captain who crosses over with me gets a conquered world of his own. Any captain who stays behind gets my father’s tender mercies, and we both know what those are. My father doesn’t forgive or rehabilitate. Every man who swore an oath to me is already marked for death in the Emperor’s eyes, whether he defects back or not.”

“Some of them may not believe that,” Tal said.

“Deliver it correctly and they will. And remember this, I didn’t choose opportunists by accident. Opportunists will do the mathematics and arrive at the correct conclusion.”

“Yes, my lord.”

“One more thing,” Maddox said. “You may have forgotten, but I have Lin 8 and her Spacer adepts running continuous sweeps. I will have her establish a link with you. Thus, you will know at every hour which captains are firm and which are soft.”

Tal nodded sharply.

“That is all for now.”

Tal saluted, fist to chest, in the Dominion manner, and exited.

Maddox sat alone behind his obsidian desk. Those were brave words. Yet could Ludendorff succeed in nine days at what surely seemed impossible? If it were impossible… he would need to find a different solution, and fast.
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Lord Maddox drummed his fingers on the obsidian desk and thought about Ludendorff.

The Dominion’s Chief Dimensional Physicist was brilliant, possibly the most brilliant man in this dimension who was not a New Man. He was also a coward, a whiner, and a man who used the word “impossible” far too liberally for Maddox’s taste. The trick with Ludendorff was not getting him to think—the old man’s brain never stopped—but getting him to think under the right kind of pressure. Too little, and he drifted into theoretical tangents that consumed months and produced papers instead of results. Too much, and he froze, stammered, and became useless.

The correct amount of pressure was the amount that made Ludendorff believe death was imminent but avoidable if he performed.

Maddox had calibrated this many times over the years, and he was good at it.

He now pressed the comm. “Send Ludendorff to my command suite.”

“Yes, my lord.”

Maddox remained behind the desk and arranged his expression into one of cold displeasure. He didn’t have to work hard at it, as the displeasure was genuine. Masking the worry was the thing.

Twelve minutes later, the hatch opened and Ludendorff shuffled in.

The physicist was an old man by any standard: stooped, with thinning white hair, deep-set eyes, and hands that trembled when he was nervous, which was most of the time in Maddox’s presence. He wore the dark uniform of Dominion scientific staff, and it hung on his thin frame as if it had been tailored for someone healthier. He carried a datapad clutched against his chest.

“My lord,” Ludendorff said, bowing. “You summoned me.”

“Sit down, old man.”

Ludendorff sat in the chair opposite the desk, perching on the edge of it as if he might need to flee at any moment.

“The rift,” Maddox said. “When will it be ready for fleet transit?”

Ludendorff blinked several times. “My lord, as I reported last week, the current acceleration schedule puts us at approximately eight months for a viable expansion window. The generators are performing within the stress parameters we discussed, and—”

“Eight months is no longer acceptable.”

Ludendorff stopped mid-sentence. His mouth remained open for a moment before he closed it. “My lord?”

“The timeline has changed. I need the rift open in eight days.”

The color drained from Ludendorff’s face with such speed that Maddox thought the old man might faint. His grip tightened on the datapad until his knuckles went white.

“My lord, that is—” Ludendorff swallowed. “The dimensional fabric cannot simply be forced open on command. The expansion process involves quantum resonance cascades that must build through successive harmonic cycles. Each cycle strengthens the aperture by a fractional increment. To compress eight months of cycles into eight days would require energy outputs that would—”

“I don’t need a lecture,” Maddox said, interrupting. “I need it opened in eight days.”

“I’m trying to explain why eight days is impossible, my lord. The generators would burn out within the first forty-eight hours at the required output levels. Even if they didn’t, the resonance cascade would become unstable at roughly the seventy-two-hour mark. An unstable cascade inside the Torus would—”

“Destroy everything. Yes. I’ve heard this speech before. Every time I push you, you tell me everything will be destroyed. And yet, here we sit.”

“My lord, the previous accelerations were measured in months, not days. The difference is not linear. It is exponential. Each compression of the timeline multiplies the risk geometrically. What you’re asking—”

“Ludendorff.”

The physicist went silent.

Maddox leaned forward, placing his hands flat on the obsidian desk. His golden features were composed, but his eyes held something that Ludendorff had learned to fear over many years.

“Do you know what an agony booth does to a man of your age?”

Ludendorff’s trembling increased visibly. “My lord, please—”

“I’m told the neural overload is worse for older subjects. Something about degraded myelin sheaths and reduced neural plasticity. The pain cannot be adapted to or endured. It simply continues until the subject is released or dies. The record for a man your age is eleven minutes. He was a vegetable afterward.”

“I am trying to help you, my lord. I am simply explaining the physics—”

“No,” Maddox said, interrupting again. “You are explaining why you can’t do what I need. That is not the same thing.” He held the physicist’s gaze. “If I die, you die. Do you understand that? If the Emperor arrives and takes this Torus, every man who served me will be executed. That includes you. There will be no appeal, no clemency, and no quiet retirement to a provincial post. My father will make examples of us all.”

Ludendorff said nothing. His face was gray.

“There must be a way,” Maddox said.

“My lord—”

“There must be a way, Ludendorff. You are the most brilliant physicist in this dimension. You have told me so yourself on numerous occasions, and I have believed you. Do not make me regret that belief.”

The old man sat in the chair, staring at his datapad, his lips moving without sound. Maddox watched and waited. This was the critical moment: the point where terror either crushed the old man’s intellect or sharpened it. Maddox had seen both outcomes over the years. Today, he needed the latter.

Ludendorff stood up abruptly. He began to pace, a short, shuffling circuit between the chair and the wall, with his head down and lips still moving. The datapad dangled from one hand, forgotten.

Maddox let him pace. The old man’s brain was working. Interrupting now would be counterproductive.

On the fourth circuit, Ludendorff stopped and looked up.

“There might be a way,” he said. “It is extraordinarily hazardous and uncertain to be sure, but…”

“Tell me.”

“The standard expansion process builds the aperture through successive harmonic cycles because each cycle reinforces the dimensional boundary’s tolerance for the next. It’s a careful process. What you’re asking would bypass most of those reinforcement cycles and force the aperture to full expansion in a single sustained burst.”

“Can the generators produce a sustained burst of that magnitude?”

“Not alone. That’s the problem—and possibly the solution.” Ludendorff began to pace again, faster now, his words coming in rapid bursts. “The generators can produce approximately forty percent of the required output. For the remaining sixty percent, we would need to tap into the Torus’s deep structure, the original Yon Soth conduits that run through the core. Those conduits still carry residual dimensional energy from when the Torus was active millennia ago. If we can channel that residual energy and combine it with our generator output in a synchronized pulse—”

“Can you do it?”

“In theory, I should be able to. In practice, the synchronization requirements are severe. If the pulse falls out of alignment by more than 0.3 percent, the cascade inverts and the Torus suffers a catastrophic structural failure. That gives us an eighty-seven percent chance of total destruction.”

Maddox stared at the old man.

Ludendorff fidgeted.

“Are you telling me that the best you can do is give us a thirteen percent chance of success?”

Ludendorff held out his hands helplessly.

Maddox continued to stare at him, finally asking, “What can we do to raise the odds, and how do you know we have so little?”

“I have studied the problem in depth, my lord. I know your impatience and sought to find a way. We need eight months of careful calibration. This is worse than a roll of the dice.”

Maddox sat back, thinking. Could he defeat his father’s fleet? He was a genius at battle, but his father was also brilliant. Was a thirteen percent chance of escape better than he could do in battle? Maybe it was better to have any kind of bolthole ready.

“What do you need for this?” Maddox asked.

Ludendorff stopped pacing and looked at Maddox with the expression of a man who couldn’t believe he was about to say what he was about to say.

“I would need unrestricted access to the Torus’s deep conduit network. No one has entered those sections yet. They may be unstable, contaminated with residual Yon Soth energies, or structurally compromised. I’ll need engineering teams to clear and reinforce the passages.”

Maddox thought about that and nodded slowly.

“Then I would need the secondary generator array taken offline and reconfigured as a synchronization buffer. That means the fleet loses its backup power relay for the duration.”

“Yes.”

“I would need six of the Spacer adepts.”

Maddox raised an eyebrow. “You mean Lin 8’s people. For what purpose?”

“The synchronization problem,” Ludendorff said. “0.3 percent tolerance on a dimensional cascade pulse is beyond what any instrument can maintain in real time. The variance shifts moment to moment based on quantum fluctuations that are inherently unpredictable. Instruments can measure them but cannot react fast enough to compensate. The Spacer adepts, with their psionic sensitivity, can feel the fluctuations and adjust the pulse in real time. They are the only ones capable of maintaining the synchronization within tolerance.”

Maddox considered that. Lin 8 would object. Her Spacer adepts were her power base, and lending six of them to Ludendorff’s project meant reducing her capability, and her leverage. But Lin 8’s objections were manageable.

“Done,” Maddox said.

“I would also need all eight days without interruption. No schedule changes, no reassignments, no emergency drills. My team works around the clock, and no one pulls them off for anything.”

“You have it.”

Ludendorff exhaled, and some color returned to his face. “There is one more thing, my lord. This method has never been attempted. My confidence in the thirteen percent success rate is based on theoretical models and extrapolations from partial data. The actual probability could be better or worse.”

“For all your sakes, they need to be higher. Now get started.”

Ludendorff bowed, clutching his datapad. He walked to the hatch with steps that were noticeably steadier than when he’d entered.

At the hatch, the physicist paused and turned.

“My lord?”

“What now?”

“If this works, it will be the greatest feat of dimensional engineering in the history of any civilization.”

Maddox nodded. That was the Ludendorff he needed. Now he hoped Ludendorff could achieve better than thirteen percent.
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Lord Maddox found Lin 8 in her quarters aboard the Torus.

The Spacer adept’s chambers were spare and austere: a narrow cot, a meditation mat, and nothing on the walls except for a single strip of calligraphy in a language Maddox didn’t recognize. Lin 8 sat cross-legged on the mat with her dark goggles pushed up on her forehead and her eyes closed. She was small, with long dark hair and the delicate Southeast Asian features of her kind.

She slid the goggles into place before he spoke.

“Do you sense me coming?” Maddox said.

“I always feel you coming, Sire. Your mind is loud.”

She rose with fluid grace, bowing before him.

“I want to tour the Torus’s detection and defense systems with you,” Maddox said.

Lin 8 became thoughtful. “Is this about Tien Shen, perhaps, and his dying elation?”

Maddox didn’t confirm or deny, but he turned and walked out, forcing Lin 8 to hurry beside him.

They took a transit pod, moving from the habitation ring to the deep structure. The Torus was a vast, rocky, donut-shaped construct kilometers in diameter, ancient Yon Soth engineering that predated every civilization in the dimension. Its interior was a warren of corridors, chambers, bays, and passages that ranged from modern Dominion construction to original Yon Soth stonework that no one fully understood.

As the pod carried them, Maddox thought about what Lin 8 had told him after the fight with the Techno-mage: that Tien Shen had felt he’d outmaneuvered Maddox. He’d dismissed it at the time. The Techno-mage was dead, the capsule destroyed, Captain Maddox had been shoved into another dimension as needed. There had been nothing left for the dying android to set in motion.

And yet…

The thought had returned in quiet moments over the days since, not as a certainty, but as an itch. Maddox trusted his instincts, and his instincts said that dismissing a dying enemy’s satisfaction was a mistake. Dying men didn’t waste their last seconds on fantasies. They spent them on the things that mattered most.

“Sire,” Lin 8 said. “Here we are.”

The transit pod had deposited them at a junction deep in the Torus’s core, where Dominion engineering gave way to original Yon Soth construction. The walls here were smooth dark stone, veined with conduits that pulsed faintly with residual dimensional energy. The air was cooler and carried a faint ozone tang.

Maddox led Lin 8 through a reinforced hatch into the first of the detection chambers.

The room was circular, dominated by a bank of sensor arrays that Dominion technicians had installed into the ancient infrastructure. Three operators sat at consoles, monitoring feeds that tracked dimensional energy fluctuations across the Torus and the surrounding space. The displays showed waveforms, spectral analyses, and a three-dimensional map of the rift: a barely visible thread of energy floating in the void beyond the Torus’s hull.

“Report,” Maddox said.

The senior operator snapped to attention. “My lord, all dimensional sensors are nominal. The rift remains stable at current parameters. No anomalous energy signatures detected in the past ninety-six hours. No unregistered dimensional transit events.”

“Could something come through without your sensors detecting it?”

The operator hesitated. “My lord, our sensors can detect any transit event above a threshold of—”

“Below the threshold,” Maddox said, interrupting the man. “What about something small like a capsule or a single entity?”

The operator looked at his colleagues before regarding Maddox. “Below our minimum detection threshold, my lord, there is a blind zone. Objects smaller than fifteen metric tons transiting through a dimensional boundary would not register on our current array.”

“A capsule would be smaller than that,” Lin 8 said.

“Yes,” the operator admitted.

After a few more questions, Maddox and Lin 8 moved on.

The next stop housed a Yon Soth artifact that Dominion engineers had spent years learning to operate. It was a dimensional resonance scanner: a curved apparatus of dark crystal and metal that could detect disturbances in the fabric between dimensions within a radius of several light-minutes. It was ancient, temperamental, and required constant recalibration, but it was sensitive to energies that modern Dominion sensors couldn’t detect.

“This device,” Maddox said. “Can it detect a small-scale dimensional transit?”

The technician assigned to the scanner—a nervous woman with oil-stained hands—consulted her readouts. “In theory, my lord, the Yon Soth scanner can detect dimensional disturbances down to the quantum level. In practice, the signal-to-noise ratio at that scale makes it difficult to distinguish a genuine transit from background fluctuations. We would need to know what we were looking for.”

“A dimensional-hopping capsule,” Maddox said.

The technician’s eyebrows rose. “If we programmed the scanner with the energy signature of such a vessel—”

“The capsule was destroyed,” Lin 8 said. “But I recorded its signature when it was aboard the Torus. I can provide it.”

“Do so,” Maddox told her. He looked at the technician. “Program the scanner to alert immediately if anything matching that signature approaches this Torus from any dimension. Day or night, I want to know.”

“Yes, my lord.”

They continued through the deep structure, chamber by chamber. Maddox inspected the shield generators that could project a dimensional barrier around the Torus. It was a defense against incursions from other realities. He examined the automated weapon emplacements that covered the Torus’s interior bays, designed to destroy anything that materialized uninvited. He reviewed the psionic damping field that Lin 8’s Spacer adepts maintained across the Torus’s core, a web of mental energy that would detect and resist telepathic intrusion.

At each station, he asked the same questions. What could get through? What were the blind spots? What would they miss?

The answers were never fully satisfying, but they were better than ignorance.

As they walked between chambers, they passed through a section of the habitation ring where crew from several fleet vessels had gathered for a logistics briefing. The men in dark Dominion uniforms stood in clusters, and Maddox felt the shift in the air as they recognized him.

Some straightened with genuine respect. Others went rigid with something closer to fear. And a few—Maddox noted their faces—had an uncertainty in their eyes that told him everything.

Maddox walked through them with his chin up and his stride measured, projecting certainty with every step. He paused to speak to a captain he recognized, a loyal man who had commanded the Destroyer Blade of Purpose since the early days of the fleet assembly.

“Captain Orath,” Maddox said. “Your crew’s performance in the last fleet exercise was exceptional.”

Orath saluted, fist to chest. “My lord, we stand ready.”

“I know you do,” Maddox said, loud enough for the surrounding personnel to hear. “The fleet will be making history soon. Those who are part of it will be remembered. Those who are not—” He let the pause do the work.

He walked on, and the crowd parted for him.

They completed the circuit and arrived back at the junction where they’d started.

Maddox turned to Lin 8. “Could anything Tien Shen set in motion get past what we’ve put in place?”

Lin 8 was quiet for longer than Maddox liked. Her dark goggles hid her eyes, but the set of her mouth told him she was weighing the question with the seriousness it deserved.

“The Techno-mage was from a dimension more advanced than ours in certain respects,” she said. “His knowledge of dimensional mechanics exceeded anything we possess. If he truly set something in motion before he died, it could be subtle enough to bypass our detection.”

“What else?” Maddox said.

Lin 8 took a breath. “I believe we’re as protected as possible. But Tien Shen was a Techno-mage, Sire. And a Techno-mage’s plans are not always visible until they arrive.”

Maddox regarded her. “You’re still worried about his satisfaction?”

“Yes, Sire. I am.”

“Good,” Maddox said. “Worried people stay alert. Maintain the dampening web at full strength and rotate your adepts in shifts. I don’t want any gaps.”

“Yes, Sire.”

Maddox walked toward the transit pod, and Lin 8 followed. His stride was long, his posture erect, his golden features set in an expression of absolute command. To any observer—and there were always observers on the Torus—Lord Maddox appeared as he always did: supremely confident, utterly in control, a man who had accounted for every variable and feared nothing.

Inside, where no one could see, the itch remained. Yes, he was less certain than he had been in a long time.
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Back in the Commonwealth Dimension aboard Victory, Ludendorff woke from twelve hours of dreamless sleep and knew the answer.

It happened like that sometimes. The conscious mind hammered at a problem for hours or days, wearing itself down against the thing like a man beating a wall with his fists, and then the unconscious mind delivered the solution like a waiter bringing a dish to the table.

He sat up in bed, still wearing his boots and stained uniform, his VR lenses askew on his forehead. His mouth tasted like something had crawled into it and died, and his back ached from the position he’d slept in, but none of that mattered.

The lag was a synchronization problem.

He’d been thinking about it wrong. They’d all been thinking about it wrong. The dimensional transit didn’t damage the crew’s neural pathways—it desynchronized them. When Victory crossed the boundary between dimensions, every biological brain aboard experienced a momentary disconnect between its quantum neural state and the quantum substrate of the destination reality. The brain expected one reality and found another, and the mismatch caused a systemic shutdown while the neurons recalibrated.

But the recalibration didn’t need to happen after transit. It could happen during transit, if the brains were prepared in advance.

Ludendorff swung his legs off the bed and shuffled to his quarters’ small workstation. He pulled up the transit data that Galyan had recorded and began running through the neural telemetry.

Yes. There it was.

The recalibration followed a predictable pattern. Every brain aboard had gone through the same sequence, a cascade of neural adjustments that started in the brainstem and worked upward through the limbic system to the cortex. The sequence took time because the brain did it passively, the way a broken bone heals on its own. But if you knew the sequence in advance, you could prime the neural pathways to accept the new quantum substrate before transit, the way a vaccine primed an immune system to recognize a pathogen.

The mechanism was simple. Galyan’s holographic projector could generate a low-frequency neural entrainment field, a pattern of electromagnetic pulses that would walk each crew member’s brain through the recalibration sequence in advance. It would feel like a mild headache. It would take approximately forty minutes. And when they crossed the dimensional boundary, the neurons would already be calibrated for the destination reality.

There would be some residual disorientation. Ludendorff estimated thirty to ninety seconds of grogginess after transit, rather than the long unconsciousness. That was manageable. A crew could fight through ninety seconds of grogginess. They couldn’t fight through the latter.

Ludendorff left his quarters without changing his uniform, without washing his face, without doing anything except grabbing his datapad and walking as fast as his old legs would carry him toward the engineering lab.

Andros Crank was already there. He startled awake as Ludendorff burst in.

“Professor—”

“Get up,” Ludendorff said. “I’ve solved it.”

“Solved what?”

“The lag, man. The dimensional lag. I know how to fix it.”

Andros blinked, rubbed his eyes, and sat up. “How?”

Ludendorff explained.

“A neural entrainment field,” Andros said. “Can Galyan generate his holoimage at the same time?”

“That seems unlikely,” Ludendorff said. “During the forty-minute calibration window, Galyan will be unavailable for other functions. The ship will need to operate without the AI for that period.”

They worked through the morning. Galyan joined them after Ludendorff summoned him, and the AI absorbed the concept.

“Professor,” Galyan said. “I can confirm that my projector array is capable of generating the neural entrainment field you describe. However, I must note that this has never been tested on biological subjects.”

“We’ll test it on me,” Ludendorff said.

“That could be dangerous. I would recommend testing on a volunteer with fewer irreplaceable neural assets, Professor.”

“Did you just call my brain irreplaceable?”

“I called it full of information we cannot afford to lose if the test causes damage.”

Ludendorff huffed. “Fine. Get a volunteer.”

They did and tested it on him successfully.

Afterward, Ludendorff went to the galley, ate two plates of eggs and something that might have been sausage, drank three cups of stimulant tea, and then went to find Maddox.

He found him in the conference chamber, sitting alone, studying star charts.

“Captain,” Ludendorff said. “I’ve fixed the dimensional lag. Your crew will experience approximately sixty to ninety seconds of grogginess upon transit instead of the much longer unconsciousness.”

“You’re certain?”

“I tested it on a volunteer.”

“And?”

“He survived, which I consider a promising result. The entrainment process takes forty minutes and requires Galyan’s full projector capacity, meaning you’ll lose the AI during the calibration window. But once it’s done, the crew can transit and be combat-ready within two minutes of arrival.”

“Well done, Professor. That’s extraordinary.”

“I know,” Ludendorff said. “Now we also need to figure out how not to die at the Torus.”
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Several hours later, they gathered in the conference chamber.

Maddox stood and activated the holo-projector. A three-dimensional image of a Torus materialized above the table, a rocky, donut-shaped structure floating in space, surrounded by the icons of warships.

“As far as we know, this is our target,” Maddox said. “We also know it’s of ancient Yon Soth construction and is the mechanism by which the Dominion opened a dimensional rift and launched its invasion of our dimension. If we destroy this Torus, no more Dominion invasions can happen.”

Maddox cleared his throat. “We also assume that there are three hundred capital ships, with support craft, around the Torus.”

Keith made a sound and fidgeted restlessly.

“We’re not fighting or engaging the enemy fleet,” Maddox said. “This will be a surgical strike on the Torus. Get in, hit the target, and get out.”

“Do you have an operational plan for that then?” Valerie asked.

“I do,” Maddox said, “although it is based more on assumptions than certainties.” He waited for objections or comments, but none came. Thus, he forged on. “We’re guessing the Torus has shields and an armored hide. It seems most likely, in any case, and that means we must use our unique tool for getting inside, unload antimatter bombs and leave before they detonate.”

“Fold-fighters,” Keith said.

“Yes,” Maddox said. “But you used plural when I only plan to use one.”

“What if the Dominion has shields that will stop a fold-fighter from going through?” Valerie asked.

“Drakos’s Ninth Assault Fleet did not possess such shields,” Maddox said. “Thus, it seems reasonable to conclude neither does the Torus.”

“The Torus is Yon Soth technology,” Ludendorff said. “It is unique and possibly possesses a unique shielding system.”

“In that case,” Maddox said, “we’ll have to find a way to drill through it.”

“Some of the three hundred warships around the Torus might notice such a thing,” Valerie said.

“Agreed,” Maddox said. “So we need the fold-fighter to work the first time.”

Ludendorff shook his head.

Valerie stared at Maddox. “Sir, that sounds too iffy given what we’re attempting.”

Maddox sighed. “You’re right, Commander. But the truth is that this is an iffy mission. We’re trying to save Star Watch a battle it likely can’t win, or if it does win, does so with catastrophic losses.”

The others stared at him, saying nothing.

“However, thanks to the professor, we have the means of getting there and doing so mostly awake.”

“Sir?” Valerie asked.

“Tell them,” Maddox told Ludendorff.

The Methuselah Man explained his find.

“Given all that,” Maddox said afterward, “phase one is arrival. We transit into the Dominion Dimension using the crack between realities as our guide to reach the right location. Then, thanks to the professor’s neural entrainment process, we’ll have combat capability within ninety seconds of arrival. We will not arrive near the Torus. We’ll arrive further out, hopefully where their sensors are least likely to detect us immediately.”

“How far out is that?” Valerie asked.

“Twenty million kilometers,” Maddox said.

“That’s still within sensor range of a sophisticated detection grid,” Ludendorff said.

“It might be,” Maddox said.

“I don’t enjoy guessing about whether or not the enemy can see us,” Ludendorff said.

“Neither do I,” Maddox said. “That’s why I want you to solve that problem as well.”

Ludendorff’s eyebrows drew together. “Solve what, exactly?”

“I want Victory invisible. If we appear twenty million kilometers from the Torus, I want their sensors to see nothing.”

“You want a cloaking field,” Ludendorff said.

“Can you build one?”

Ludendorff scratched his scalp. “A cloaking field that defeats Yon Soth detection technology, Dominion military sensors, and whatever psionic surveillance network the Spacer adepts are running?” Ludendorff made a dismissive sound. “No. That’s three different detection modalities. Defeating all three simultaneously is beyond anything—”

“What about two of the three?” Maddox said, interrupting.

Ludendorff’s mouth remained open for a moment before he closed it and began thinking.

The room waited, watching.

“Well, whatever detection gear they possess likely relies upon seeing energy signatures. That means thermal, electromagnetic, or gravitational. A field that bends those signatures around the ship, rather than absorbing or blocking them, could theoretically render Victory invisible.”

“Could you build such a field?” Maddox asked.

“I know Methuselah Man Strand loved using cloaked vessels. I remember his ideas. Yes, I suppose I could do likewise if given enough time.”

“How long would it take?” Valerie asked.

“Andros,” Ludendorff said, turning to the portly technician. “If I spec the matrix design, can you fabricate the emitter housings from our existing stores?”

“If the housings are simple enough, yes,” Andros said. “We have spare hull plating and the machine shop can handle precision work. How many emitters would we need?”

“Twelve,” Ludendorff said. “Mounted at evenly spaced points on the outer hull. Each one has to generate a localized refraction field, and the twelve fields have to overlap seamlessly to create full coverage.”

“That’s a lot of hull work,” Andros said.

“It is. Which is why I need you to start after this meeting.”

“Could it be done in twenty-four hours?” Maddox asked.

“No. I’ll need thirty-six,” Ludendorff said. “And that’s if nothing goes wrong, which is an assumption that has never held in the history of the ship.”

Maddox nodded slowly.

“That handles two of the three,” Valerie said. “What about the psionic detection?”

“We know they have Spacer adepts,” Maddox said. “One attacked me across the dimensional gulf.” He looked at Galyan. “When we crossed into the Roth Dimension, did the mentalists there detect the starship?”

“I do not know,” Galyan said. “However, our arrival was in a chaotic environment near an active dimensional scar. In calmer space, I would think that detection would be more likely and faster.”

“The adepts sense minds,” Ludendorff said. “A cloaking field won’t hide a crew of thinking brains from a psionic sweep.”

“Well…” Maddox said. “I suppose we rely on the distance in the beginning. If we’re quiet and quick, we launch the fold-fighter before they find us.”

“If,” Keith said.

“What if the Torus’s shield stops the fold-fighter from going in?” Riker asked.

“Then the fold-fighter bounces off and we have a problem,” Maddox said. “But fold technology works by translating matter from one point to another through a higher spatial dimension. It doesn’t pass through shields—it bypasses them entirely, unless the shields operate on the same dimensional frequency as the fold.”

“Who pilots the fold-fighter?” Valerie asked.

Keith flinched and then held himself tight, looking down.

“I do,” Maddox said a moment later.

“But—” Meta said.

“Not buts,” Maddox said, interrupting. “Inside the Torus, things will go wrong. Whoever is in there needs to be able to adapt on the spot, and that’s me.”

“It’s also you who should be commanding Victory during the most dangerous operation in its history,” Meta said.

“That’s what I have Valerie,” Maddox said.

Meta and Valerie exchanged glances, although neither spoke.

“If Victory is detected after the fold-fighter launches,” Maddox said, “the starship will break and run, using the star-drive if needed. The Dominion New Men don’t have star-drives. So that’s one point in our favor. Once you jump, they can’t follow, and then Victory will return to the Commonwealth Dimension.”

“How do you get out of the Torus before that?” Meta said.

“I set the charges, fold back to Victory’s position, and we all go home.”

“And if the fold-fighter doesn’t work inside the Torus?” Meta said.

“It got in,” Maddox said. “So it should get out.”

“What if the fold mechanism is disrupted by the Yon Soth energy in the structure?” Meta said.

Maddox shrugged. “Then I find another way.”

“That’s not a plan,” Meta said. “That’s hope.”

Maddox stared at his wife. “Sometimes hope is all we’ve got.”

Meta’s lips firmed, but she said no more.

“Riker,” Maddox said, “I’ll need one person with me on this mission. Do you have any suggestions who I should take?”

“I do, sir,” Riker said. “Me.”

Maddox nodded, and it took him a second before he said, “Galyan, I want you monitoring the Torus the moment we arrive. Map every energy signature, every patrol pattern, and every shield frequency you can detect. I need that data fed to the fold-fighter before we launch.”

“Understood, Captain,” Galyan said.

“Professor, build me that cloaking field. Andros, help him. I want it operational in thirty hours.”

“I said thirty-six,” Ludendorff replied.

“…Whatever it takes,” Maddox said. “Are there any other questions?”

If anyone had any, they didn’t say.

“Then let’s get to work,” Maddox said.

They stood and filed out. Meta was last. She stood at the hatch and looked at him, and Maddox saw everything in her eyes: the warrior who wanted to argue tactics, the wife who wanted to beg him to stay, and the woman who knew him well enough to do neither.

She left, and he stood alone in the conference chamber, staring at the holoimage of the Torus rotating slowly above the table.
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Somewhere between dimensions in the Techno-mage’s capsule, Becker woke to pain and the smell of something burning.

The stasis field had released him, and his body reminded him all at once of every injury he’d sustained—the shoulder wound, the sap blows to his skull, and the bruises from the mob on Zakym. But the pain was older than it should have been, duller, as if weeks had passed instead of mere hours. He noticed that his shoulder was covered by a regular medical patch. The wound beneath it felt closed, tender but healed.

How long had he been out?

He sat up slowly, bracing against the corridor wall of the capsule. The interior lights were dim, and the hum of the vessel had a different quality. It was deeper, steadier, as if they were in transit rather than parked.

Oh. Talia sat across from him, and she looked different.

The red gown was gone. In its place, she wore dark, utilitarian clothing: trousers, a fitted jacket, and boots. They looked as if they’d come from the same wardrobe that had produced his warden uniform. What a mistake that had been. Her dark hair was pulled back and tied. There was a cut along her jaw, mostly healed but still visible as a thin pink line, and bruising on her forearms that had faded to yellow-green.

But it was her eyes that had changed the most. The wide, frightened look that Becker had grown accustomed to was gone. In its place was something harder and guarded. She sat with her back straight and her hands resting on her knees, and she watched him with an expression that was not unfriendly but was no longer dependent.

“How long have I been out?” Becker asked.

“Four days,” Talia said.

“Four…”

“Tien Shen kept you in stasis the whole time. He said you needed to heal, and that you were less trouble unconscious.”

Becker absorbed that before looking at the main chamber, where the faint glow of Tien Shen’s phantom controls flickered.

“Where are we now?”

“Between dimensions,” Talia said, “although we’re heading somewhere specific. He won’t tell me where, but I heard him say the word Dominion.”

Becker’s stomach dropped until he collected himself, studying her more closely. She was different. There was no doubt about that.

“What happened while I was out?” he asked.

It took her a moment before she said, “He took us to a dead world. The sky was black even during the day, and the ground was covered in ash. There were structures… he needed something from them.”

“Like what?”

“Parts for the capsule, I think, and to repair the damage from the fight on Zakym. Your captors hurt him. He spent two days repairing himself and the ship before we went down to the surface.”

“And you?”

Talia looked at her hands. “He couldn’t go alone, as the structures were partially collapsed, and some of the passages were too narrow for him. He sent me through those.”

Becker stared at her. “He sent you into a collapsed structure on a dead world.”

“He gave me a light and a tool for cutting through debris. And instructions about what to retrieve and where to find it.” She paused. “One of the passages caved in while I was inside. I had to dig myself out.”

That explained the bruising on her arms and the cut on her jaw. It also explained the change in her eyes. Talia had gone into a collapsing ruin on an alien world and clawed her way back out, and whatever softness had remained in her after Roth and Zakym had been buried under the ash, it seemed.

“You could have died,” Becker said.

“Yes,” Talia said. “But I didn’t.”

The chair in the main chamber swiveled, and Tien Shen regarded them.

The Techno-mage looked better than Becker had ever seen him. The damage from the fight had been repaired, and more. His metallic face was smooth, and the glow behind his eyes burned steady and strong. Whatever components Talia had retrieved from the dead world must have done their work.

“You’re awake,” Tien Shen said. “We are nearly there, and it is time to prepare.”

Becker climbed to his feet and entered the main chamber. Talia followed behind him.

“Are we going to the Dominion Dimension?” Becker said.

“Yes. We will arrive within hours. The Torus is there, and Lord Maddox with it.” The metallic eyes glittered. “I have spent days preparing for this. The components from Ashfall have restored my operational capacity to ninety-four percent. I am as ready as I will ever be.”

“Ready for what, exactly?” Becker said.

“Why, to destroy the Torus and Lord Maddox,” Tien Shen said.

Becker nodded.

“You wonder how, I suppose. I plan to install the Zakym weapon in precisely the right location and with a few additions of my own. Afterward, we shall depart. At the needed moment, the weapon’s discharge will destabilize the Torus’s core structure. The chain reaction will do the rest.”

“What about us?” Becker said. “What happens to us during all this?”

Tien Shen regarded him with something that might have been amusement or might have been contempt. “You will do as I instruct. Your psionic abilities, now recovered, may prove useful in the final approach. The Torus has psionic defenses after all. They are mainly Spacer adepts, but there are also dampening fields. You may be required to create interference for me. We shall see.”

“And after all that?” Talia said.

Both Becker and Tien Shen turned to her. It was the first time she’d addressed the Techno-mage directly since Becker had been awake.

Tien Shen’s face was unreadable. “That depends on whether we survive.”

“Why wouldn’t we survive?” Becker said.

Tien Shen made a flickering motion with his fingers. “Nothing is assured. I have learned that much from my present state. Arrogance cost me dearly in my original dealings with Lord Maddox. I do not plan to underestimate him again. Still, I am a Techno-mage. We should win. All the odds suggest this. But I do not desire to be premature.”

Becker looked at Talia. She looked back at him. He read the same question he was asking.

What happens to us if we survive all this? What would the Techno-mage need from us? Likely, nothing. Would he simply kill us then? Clearly, neither of them had an answer.

The capsule hummed beneath them, supposedly sliding between dimensions, carrying them toward the Dominion and whatever awaited them there.
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After a swift journey via star-drive jumps and Laumer Points, Victory was in the Ganvid System and ready to go.

In particular, Ludendorff’s twelve refraction emitters studded the outer hull like rivets on an old warship, each one a jury-rigged assembly of Yon Soth components, Dominion-spec conduits that Andros had fabricated in the machine shop, and Victory’s own power relays. The cloaking field had been tested twice in normal space. Both times, Galyan confirmed that Victory’s energy signatures—thermal, electromagnetic, gravitational—bent around the hull and continued on as if the starship weren’t there.

More importantly, they had slipped past the picket ships and buoys that kept the Ganvid System under quarantine. Whether the cloak would fool Yon Soth detection technology in another dimension or whatever advanced tech the Torus possessed was something they’d find out the hard way.

On a different front, the crew had been through the neural entrainment process. That had been forty minutes of the low-frequency field, which most described as an unpleasant buzzing behind the eyes. Riker had called it “like having bees in your skull.” Keith had gone pale during the process and needed to sit down. Meta had endured it without comment.

Now Maddox sat in the command chair and looked at his bridge crew. They seemed as ready as they were going to be.

For this, Meta wasn’t on the bridge. She was in their quarters with Jewel, secured per protocol.

Maddox inhaled. He decidedly hated dimensional travel, and had sworn some time ago that he would never do it again. The slide into the Roth Dimension was one thing. He hadn’t had any say in the matter. This was something else. He was deliberately planning to go.

Maddox didn’t like it. He didn’t like the thought of facing his cognate, a full New Man. That might go very badly. Still, he hadn’t started it. But like the old saying went, he planned on finishing it.

He inhaled again and clicked a switch on his armrest. “Professor, what’s the status?”

“The dimensional device is primed and stable,” Ludendorff said from Engineering. “The pulse generator is calibrated to the crack’s resonance frequency. Power feed is at optimal levels. I am, as they say, ready when you are.”

Maddox’s eyes felt gritty. Was he really going to do this? Would they ever return to the Commonwealth Dimension?

“Helm,” he said. “Take us to the transit coordinates.”

“Aye, sir,” Keith said, manipulating his board.

The starship began accelerating toward the microscopic fracture. Once, it had been huge, a veritable portal between dimensions. Maddox had shrunk it some time ago, at great personal cost. They had bought the Commonwealth time, and had defeated the blasted Ninth Assault Fleet. But Fleet Overlord Drakos had reached the Throne World with some Dominion warships. And yet—

“Thirty seconds to the transit point,” Galyan said.

Maddox found it harder to breathe, but he said, “Professor, activate the device.”

“I am activating,” Ludendorff said over the ship’s intercom.

The starship trembled as the dimensional device turned on. Then pressure came, although it was different this time than last. It would appear that the neural entrainment had done its work. Instead of the crushing, consciousness-killing weight of their first crossing, Maddox felt a sustained squeeze, as if the universe were gripping him in a massive fist. His vision narrowed as a copper taste filled his mouth. The bridge lights flickered and the main screen went white.

But he stayed conscious this time. That was incredible, really.

Then the pressure peaked and broke. Maddox blinked, gasped, and his vision returned in fragments: the bridge, the consoles, and the crew. His thoughts were muddy, as if his brain was running through wet sand, but they were there. He could think and act after a fashion.

Around him, the bridge crew stirred.

“Galyan,” Maddox said thickly.

Galyan had appeared. “I am… operational, sir.”

“Turn on the cloaking field,” Maddox said.

“Done,” Galyan said.

“Eight of twelve emitters have come online,” Andros said a moment later as he studied his board. “Four appear to have suffered power surges during transit. I’m rerouting now.”

“Is the cloaking field activating?” Maddox said.

Galyan was flickering for some reason, and also not answering.

“We have approximately seventy percent coverage,” Andros said. “However, there are gaps on the starboard ventral quarter and the aft dorsal section.”

“Can you close them?”

Andros was already working, his thick fingers moving fast. “Give me three minutes, sir. I might be able to do this.”

Maddox turned to Galyan. The holoimage had stopped flickering. “What do you see out there?”

The AI was silent. Could he be malfunctioning?

Then: “Captain, I have located the Torus, bearing two-seven-one, range nineteen point four million kilometers. The structure is a seventy-three percent match in estimated size, although it is bigger than we anticipated.”

Galyan paused and began blinking.

“Sir, I am reading two hundred and sixty-one capital-class vessels in formation around the Torus. I suspect others are inside the Torus, possibly under repair.”

“The cloaking field has been restored,” Andros said. “All twelve emitters are nominal, giving us full coverage.”

Maddox nodded as he looked at the main screen. There, he saw it. The Torus was an effective twenty million kilometers away, surrounded by warships, and in a different dimension.

They had done the impossible. They had moved from their dimension to this one. It was time to pay back these New Men bastards who thought they could invade their dimension. The great news was that there had been no strange effects from all this. It would appear that if they could destroy the Torus quickly, they could return to the Commonwealth. That was great news, wonderful news.

Maddox cleared his throat as he sat forward. It was time to get started.

Maddox stood, knowing he needed to get this done sooner rather than later. “Valerie, you have the conn.”

She got up and headed for the command chair as Maddox walked off the bridge. He moved through Victory’s corridors, his mind half blank, the other half scheming hard. It would be better to do this fast, and without having to face Lord Maddox. Let the explosion kill his cognate. Then he perked up as he reached the bay where the fold-fighter waited, prepped and loaded with antimatter charges. He would be piloting the old tin can this time.

Riker was already there, sitting on a crate beside the fighter, cleaning a blaster rifle with the unhurried calm of a man who’d decided not to worry about things he couldn’t control. That didn’t seem like a young man’s behavior at all. If hot women weren’t around, he almost seemed like his old self.

“Sergeant,” Maddox said.

Riker looked up. “Captain, sir.”

“Are you ready?”

Riker stood, slung the rifle over a shoulder, and walked to the fold-fighter’s ramp. They boarded and Maddox took the pilot’s seat and brought up the controls.

“Galyan,” Maddox said over the comm. “Feed me everything you have on the Torus. Shield frequencies, energy signatures, patrol patterns, structural layout, all that you have.”

“I am transmitting now, Captain, having anticipated the request.”

Data poured across the console. Maddox studied it, absorbing the Torus’s defenses. He could pilot, but he still wished Keith were doing this. The ace was still recovering from the ordeal on Roth.

“The bay doors are opening,” Valerie said over the comm.

Maddox fired the fold-fighter’s systems. Beside him, Riker checked the antimatter charges one more time and then locked his restraints.

“Here we go, Sergeant.”

“Yes, sir,” Riker said. “Let the fun begin.”

The bay doors had parted, revealing the blackness of another dimension. Maddox caused the tin can to lift off the deck, then drift through the opening as it cleared Victory’s hull.

This was go time.
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Becker sat in the main chamber and watched Tien Shen at work.

The Techno-mage had been at the hologram controls for some time, his fingers moving through the glowing threads of light with the focus of a surgeon.

At the moment, the capsule was parked in the gray nothing that existed outside of any reality. Through the capsule’s displays, the Dominion Dimension appeared as a shimmering membrane, and beyond it, Becker could make out the Torus.

It was a dark, rocky ring hanging in space, surrounded by the firefly lights of hundreds of warships. Energy pulsed through veins in its surface, and the center of the ring glowed with a dull, ominous light.

Talia sat beside Becker, saying nothing, while watching the Techno-mage as well.

“We are close,” Tien Shen said. “I find it telling that Lord Maddox has increased the fleet since my original self was killed. It would appear that the departure time is near.”

Then something changed on Tien Shen’s displays. He sat forward and his eyes narrowed.

“What’s wrong?” Becker asked.

Tien Shen manipulated the controls, zooming and filtering, and on the main translucent screen, a section of space expanded.

Becker saw empty space, stars. Then a flicker appeared, a shimmer, like heat rising from a desert.

“Someone new has arrived,” Tien Shen said.

Becker looked closer.

Yes, a shape resolved, a double oval vessel about twenty million kilometers from the Torus. Once it solidified, it didn’t take long for the starship to grow faint and nearly disappear from view.

“This is interesting,” Tien Shen said. “They have deployed a cloaking device, crude but effective against conventional sensors. But not so effective against a Techno-mage’s instruments, as you can see.”

“I think that’s Starship Victory,” Becker said, having learned about it.

“You are correct,” Tien Shen said. “It would appear that Captain Maddox and his crew are more resourceful than I imagined. In truth, it is slightly disconcerting that he should be here now. This changes the complexion of things.”

“What do we do then?” Talia asked. “Having met the captain, I know he will add a dangerous element to your plans.”

Tien Shen glanced at her and then was quiet for several seconds. Soon, he smiled cruelly.

“We proceed as planned, of course,” he said with a wave of his hand. “I have taken the measure of three cognate Maddoxes. I know how to deal effectively with each. The captain’s arrival is a complication, but complications often create more opportunities, not less. Lord Maddox’s attention will fix on him, I warrant. That he awakened me to send the captain to an alternate reality means the New Man fears his cognate intensely. Yes. This development should serve me perfectly, as I can use the captain to create shadows to hide us more effectively.”

Becker wondered if Tien Shen really believed that or was just trying to sell himself on the idea. In his view, the captain’s appearance was bad luck for them.

Tien Shen began manipulating once more. In moments, the capsule hummed, the vibration deepening, and Becker felt the familiar sensation of the vessel beginning to slide sideways through a dimensional membrane.

“We will be materializing in seconds,” Tien Shen said. “Brace yourselves accordingly.”

The capsule shuddered, unlike the smooth transition Becker had experienced in the past. Then there was a grinding sound and a shaking lurch that threw him against the wall and made Talia gasp. The translucent displays flickered, while the hum became a whine, then a groan, and the hull seemed to flex.

“What’s happening?” Becker shouted.

“This is a new development,” Tien Shen said. “It appears the Torus’s shields have been recalibrated and are interfering with our materialization.” He leaned forward to study a display. “Ah. Look at this. The shields have peculiar properties I did not realize until this moment. But do not worry, I am already compensating for this.”

The Techno-mage’s fingers flew across the controls. The capsule shook harder, and something inside the hull cracked, a sharp, structural sound that made Becker shiver.

“Do not fret,” Tien Shen said. “I am adding power and shifting our approach. This will correct the problem.”

The whine climbed in pitch as the displays went white, then amber, then white again. Becker gripped the wall, his teeth rattling, while Talia pressed against his side.

“Hmm, it would seem I need even more power,” Tien Shen said. “This is strange to me. Could they have predicted my assault? That seems unlikely, and yet…”

The shaking intensified to such a degree that Becker’s psionic sense flared open like a man grasping for purchase. He found a mind, a personality. It was close and getting closer like a bowling ball zooming toward the pins.

In shock, Becker realized he knew the mind: Captain Maddox. He was approaching the Torus on an intercept course.

Becker’s sense expanded further, and he perceived what was happening. The capsule was materializing into the Torus at one point. Maddox was approaching or entering the Torus from another point. The two vectors were converging on the same ancient structure from different angles, at nearly the same moment.

Then Becker felt a resonance between the capsule’s dimensional energy and something else… another dimensional disturbance, it seemed. He didn’t know about fold technology, but that was undoubtedly what he was sensing. The two energies were interacting and interfering with each other, building toward something that felt like the moment before two waves collide.

“Tien Shen,” Becker shouted. “You must stop. We’re going to—”

“I am aware of the situation,” the Techno-mage snapped, interrupting. “I am compensating. You need to cease your shouting at once and let me concentrate.”

But the collision was coming. Becker could feel it: two intrusions into the Torus at nearly the same instant, their dimensional energies bleeding into each other, amplifying, and building toward a convergence that neither had planned for.

The capsule lurched one final time, the displays went dark, and Becker felt Captain Maddox’s mind flare bright and close like a sun through a closing door.
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While piloting the tin can, Maddox engaged the fold-drive.

There was a lurch, a compression, and the universe folded around the fighter. For a fraction of a second, everything was smooth. The fold-drive hummed at the correct pitch, the instruments showed green, and the Torus’s coordinates locked in the targeting system.

Then something that shouldn’t have been there slammed into the fold.

The fighter bucked so hard that Maddox’s hands flew off the controls. The screen went white, then turned a lurid orange he’d never seen during a fold transit. Behind him, Riker swore.

“What the hell was that?” Riker shouted.

“I don’t know,” Maddox said, grabbing the controls. They were sluggish, fighting him. The fold-drive’s hum had become a grinding shriek, and the instruments were going haywire. Half of them flashed warnings, the other half were already dead.

And the weird thing was that he and Riker were awake and aware for all this. In the past, the fold was nearly instantaneous and they lost awareness for a moment. What caused the differences here? Might it be that the physics of the Dominion Dimension acted on folds differently than in the Commonwealth Dimension?

Whatever the case, it felt as if something was in the fold with them. The fighter was shaking apart around them, panels rattling, the hull cracking in one corner, a sound from the engine compartment that was either a containment warning or something structural giving way. Then the shriek became something beyond sound, a vibration that bypassed his ears and resonated in his teeth, joints, and eyeballs.

Something else happened as well. The lights and instruments died as the fold-drive’s shriek was cut off and replaced by silence.

It felt as if they were tumbling, a slow, sickening rotation with no reference point. Then there was a bang and a crunch of metal everywhere.

The fold-fighter skidded as Maddox’s restraints bit into his chest. Behind him, Riker made a sound that was more surprise than pain. Then there came a dead crash, a terrific jolt and stop, and the ticking of hot metal cooling, and a low hum from somewhere.

After absorbing the jolt of the hard stop, Maddox blinked before he tried the controls. Everything was dead, all right. Through a crack, a breach, he saw that the fold-fighter was wedged against a stone wall.

That was weird.

It was dark stone, rough-hewn, veined with something that pulsed amber and reminded him of the deep tunnels on Roth.

“Where are we?” Riker asked.

“I’m guessing inside the Torus,” Maddox said.

“What hit us during the fold, and how were we aware during it?”

Maddox shook his head. He didn’t know either answer. Then he remembered…

“The charges,” Maddox said.

He unstrapped, staggered, and moved to the rear compartment. The antimatter charges sat in their cradles. The reinforced casings had held through the crash. But the control modules on top of each casing told the story.

Every alarm indicator was lit red. Maddox checked each one. The first three modules were dead, with fried connections and cracked displays. The fourth had a single amber light blinking erratically, which meant damaged electronics in an unpredictable state.

“The triggers are fried,” Maddox said. “I’m guessing the same surge that killed the fold-fighter hit the charges. I can’t arm, time or detonate them.”

“What about the antimatter cores?” Riker asked.

Maddox checked the magnetic bottles. The containment was independent of the electronics, self-powered and shielded. “The bottles are intact. The problem is the trigger mechanism.”

“Can you build a new one?”

“I’d need to build an EMP device strong enough to collapse the magnetic bottles. Then I’d have to rig a delay somehow so we could get away.”

“How long would that take?”

“If I had the parts I needed… I don’t know.” Maddox was already pulling panels off the dead console, stripping wires, sorting components.

Riker climbed from his seat and hit the ramp release. The hydraulics ground and protested, but the ramp dropped, scraping against stone. Amber light from the wall veins spilled into the fighter. The air that came in was cool, dry, and carried the faint tang of ozone and a mineral smell, like the inside of a cave that had been sealed for millennia, or the tunnels of Roth.

Riker swallowed hard and was obviously trying to hold it together. With a stiff nod, he descended with his rifle raised, sweeping the corridor. The ancient passage stretched in both directions, empty and silent except for the omnipresent hum.

“It’s clear,” Riker said hoarsely, with his shoulders hunched.

“Look around,” Maddox said. “But stay close.”

Riker blinked several times as if unsure he could make his feet move. Then he lurched the rest of the way and continued, possibly to look around as he’d been ordered.

Maddox continued to tear the fold-fighter apart. At this moment, they had no way of leaving. Maybe he’d have to smash the bottles and set off the bombs by hand. If they couldn’t leave, they were already as good as dead anyway. He didn’t even have a way to contact Victory. This was a fine mess.

A moment later, Maddox shrugged and began to work faster.
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Lord Maddox was reviewing fleet dispositions in his command suite when Lin 8 entered.

“My lord,” she said, going to one knee.  “Something has entered the Torus.”

Maddox’s gut tightened. “Be more precise.”

“The dampening web registered two disturbances. They came from outside—whether outside our dimension or simply outside the Torus, I can’t tell. Worse, these intruders entered the deep structure within seconds of each other.”

“Wait,” Maddox said. “You don’t mean two vehicles working in tandem, but two different intruders or teams.”

“It appears so.”

“Explain this.”

Lin 8 stood as she shook her head. “The signatures are muddled, and they occurred so close together that my adepts cannot separate them cleanly.”

“Your adepts are on this?”

“As per your orders, Sire. We think it is two disturbances, but the possibility exists that it is one with an echo.”

“Why can’t they tell?”

“The stone in the deep sections interferes with our psionic reach, as the stone is impregnated with Yon Soth patterns, dampening telepathy and other such abilities. We can confirm that something is down there that was not there before.”

Maddox doubted it was something from his father. So…

“You’ve said the Techno-mage believed he’d won even though I killed him. Could he have arranged for something to enter the Torus?”

Lin 8 nodded. “That would be the kind of event to give him satisfaction. From the little we know, Techno-mages believed in karma. That would imply he might have activated a dimensional device, a probe or weapon sent on a delayed path through the dimensions, arriving at a pre-programmed time and location.”

“How could he have done that as we fought?”

“They earned the moniker Techno-mage for a reason, Sire. Their technology is capable of extraordinary precision in dimensional navigation. How else did he achieve what he did against Captain Maddox?”

“Never mind that. Stick to the point.”

Lin 8 nodded. “If Tien Shen calculated coordinates and timing before his death… Yes, I believe it’s in the realm of possibility that he launched something that would arrive here, now, inside the Torus.”

“Would it be a bomb?”

“That seems possible, although perhaps something more subtle.”

“Like what?” Maddox asked.

“A disruptor aimed at the Yon Soth conduits. A psionic weapon targeted at the Spacer adepts. A cascade trigger designed to destabilize the generators.” Lin 8’s forehead furrowed. “Or something I cannot anticipate, because Tien Shen’s knowledge far exceeded mine in this realm.”

“Where in the deep structure are these interlopers or machines?”

“We have pinpointed it to section seven, the lower quadrant. That would likely be near the primary Yon Soth conduit junctions.”

“That’s near Ludendorff’s location.”

“Yes, Sire.”

“Could Ludendorff be trying to pull something?”

“I believe that unlikely, Sire. He is under constant observation.”

“We have no choice then. Ludendorff mustn’t be disturbed.”

The conduit junctions were the heart of the Torus’s power systems, the very systems Ludendorff was working to activate for the forced rift expansion. If something disrupted those junctions now, the entire timeline collapsed and the Emperor would arrive to find him sitting in a dead rock.

Maddox strode to his obsidian desk, and sat down behind it. There was a datapad there. He began sketching with his finger.

“Come here,” he said.

Lin 8 hurried near.

“We’ll send in the reaction teams,” Maddox said. “I’m going to add four of your adepts to that. They’ll help with psionic detection.”

Lin 8 cleared her throat.

Maddox looked up at her. “What now?”

“Sire, the four adepts will reduce our coverage of the dampening web.”

Maddox made an angry sound. “The web failed to identify what came in, so it’s already compromised as far as I’m concerned, although it did detect something.” He was thoughtful before he shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. I want your four down there, scanning ahead of the soldiers, finding whatever this is before it reaches the junctions.”

“Their psionic scanning will be limited.”

“I already know that.”

Lin 8 hesitated. “I should accompany them.”

“Yes,” Maddox said. “You’ll be with me.”

“Sire, this—”

“No!” Maddox said, with a sharp motion. “If this is the Techno-mage’s revenge, it will be dangerous and clever. I don’t want it killing my reaction teams or you and the other adepts, or damaging the critical area of the Torus. It is best I’m there to nip this in the bud.”

He jumped up and crossed the suite, opening a cabinet. He took out a fine silver chain with a golf-ball-sized device, slipping the chain over his head. The device could provide a unique personal force field. He had used it on two other occasions, having found this long ago on an alien planet. He then slipped a headband of Techno-mage manufacture over his brow. This would shield him from psionic attack.

He had a knife, his beam weapon and shrugged on a combat harness. Once ready, he went back to his desk and pressed the intercom switch.

“Tal,” Maddox said.

“My lord.”

“I’m taking reaction teams into the deep structure. You have command of the fleet until I return. Continue all operations as planned.”

“My lord, if I may—”

“You may not. Command is yours for the moment. Do not disappoint me.”

“Yes, my lord.”

Maddox turned to Lin 8. “Let’s go.”

They headed out and collected the reaction teams as they went. They were Dominion New Men in dark combat armor, armed with beam rifles and sidearms, their golden-skinned faces set with the discipline of men bred for war. Four other Spacer adepts joined the main team. They were small women with dark goggles, their hands clasped before them. According to Lin 8, they were already reaching out with their psionic senses toward what lay below.

As they rode transit modules, Lin 8’s head snapped up.

“It’s faint and muddled, Sire, but present. Something is now moving in the deep sections.”

Once more, Maddox’s gut tightened. This was an inopportune time. Tal was ready to launch his next phase against the Emperor’s agents in the fleet. Well, it was better to fix this fast.

The timing of everything, including Senior Physicist Ludendorff’s plan, was starting to become tight.

The modules continued toward the deep part of the Torus, to nip this in the bud before it got any worse.
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Becker came to with the taste of blood in his mouth.

It seemed impossible that the capsule had hit hard. It had always materialized at a location. This last time, there had been a crash before he’d been rendered unconscious. His head hurt and everything in here was canted at an angle. Oh, look, the holoimage displays were gone. In their place, emergency lighting flashed in fitful bursts. Something sparked overhead, and the smell of burned circuitry mixed with something he couldn’t place.

Becker slid over and checked on Talia as she groaned. She was crumpled against the inner hull, with her hair across her face. He pulled the hair back, finding her eyes closed and blood on her lip. Maybe she’d bitten it. But she was breathing and didn’t seem hurt otherwise. He shook her gently.

Talia blinked, looked up at him, and for a moment seemed not to know where she was. Then she wiped the blood from her mouth and smiled. It was a shaky thing.

“Are you hurt?” Becker asked.

“I don’t think so.” She sat up, wincing, and looked around the wrecked interior.

Becker looked around as well.

Tien Shen had been thrown clear of the command chair. He lay on his side amid a tangle of cables and debris, his face against the deck. He wasn’t moving.

That was interesting, and possibly an opportunity to change his status. Becker considered his options. He could probe the Techno-mage with a psionic touch, and try to determine if the half-machine brain was still functioning or if the crash had finished the zombie cyborg for good. If Tien Shen was dead, he and Talia could walk away from this. That carried an entirely new set of risks, though. He didn’t know anything about this dimension. Maybe they could find Captain Maddox, a known quantity, whose presence he’d sensed during the collision.

Putting thought to action, Becker used a tendril of psionic sense. His throbbing head didn’t help, but he pushed that aside by concentrating. Then he reached toward the Techno-mage’s mind—

Tien Shen’s eyes snapped open and he surged upright with a speed that made Becker flinch. A moment later, Tien Shen stood, with his masklike face twitching. Becker sensed internal systems recalibrating, and then the glow behind his eyes steadied and burned bright as the cyborg regarded him suspiciously.

“What happened?” Tien Shen said.

Having hurriedly dropped the mind probe, Becker explained what he’d felt during the collision, meaning the second dimensional intrusion, the interference between the capsule’s materialization and whatever else had been pushing into the Torus at the same moment.

“Well, well, well,” Tien Shen said. “I did sense another craft. I wonder what it could have been. I imagine it was thrown clear and far away, or it would have been outside with us.”

Becker was surprised that Tien Shen didn’t know it had been Captain Maddox. He debated whether to tell him, but decided to wait and see what else happened.

Tien Shen was crossing the tilted chamber to the compartment where the Zakym weapon was stored. The compartment hatch had buckled in the crash, and Tien Shen wrenched it open, peeling the warped metal back. He lifted the long-barreled weapon with its crystalline emitter housing and cradled it against his chest. The power pack followed, and he slung the conduit cable over his shoulder to carry the heavy pack.

Tien Shen ran his fingers along the weapon’s housing. Then he turned to Becker, eyeing him.

Becker worked hard to project innocence and compliance.

“Can you sense what’s coming our way, if anything?” Tien Shen asked.

“What would be coming?” Becker asked.

“Lord Maddox might have anticipated this. It is never wise to discount his paranoia. Given that we crashed in his Torus, his people could be zeroing in on us.”

Becker concentrated, reaching outward through the stone with his psionic power. Something about the stone hindered him, and yet, it felt familiar. With a shock, he realized this part of the Torus was impregnated with Yon Soth energy. That made him both comfortable and afraid.

That made no sense, though, did it—his mixed, contradictory reaction?

“Becker!” Tien Shen said. “Are you concentrating?”

Becker jerked and cleared his throat a moment later. Then he sensed multiple minds moving toward them with purpose. They were… above and coming down. Among them, he felt sharp presences that cut through the background like needles. He understood a moment later as he touched their minds. These were Spacer adepts—that was their own name for themselves. Their mechanical telepathy probed ahead, trying to detect—

Him. They were looking for him, or for… others.

“I see Spacer adepts,” Becker said. “They sense me, and they’re closing in on us.”

“Excellent,” Tien Shen said. “That is most excellent. I recall well the adepts. They were Lord Maddox’s secret weapon. If he loses too many of them, he is truly exposed.”

Tien Shen reached into the debris and retrieved a black object. It was smooth and round, about the size of a bowling ball. It had a dull sheen with something inside. He tossed it to Becker.

Becker flinched because of its size and caught it on reflex. It wasn’t as heavy as it looked, although he grunted. The ball or egg had a leathery texture, although it was stiffer and firmer than that.

As he clutched it, a force surged through his hands, up his arms, and into his mind. It was not heat or cold or electricity but something older and more terrible. Then he realized he recognized it from Roth. The raw energy flooded his neural pathways and filled the spaces behind his eyes with a pulsing, dark power. His muscles locked, and his psionic sense, already open, blew wide open like a door ripped off its hinges.

The paralysis lasted seconds, but during those seconds, Becker felt a compulsion settle into his mind like roots pushing into soil. This was a Yon Soth egg, and it wrapped itself around his volition.

He looked at Talia with accusation, because he realized she’d picked it up on a world while he’d been in stasis.

She had her head down as if refusing to meet his gaze.

“She didn’t tell you about that, did she?” Tien Shen said. “I imagine not, as I forbade her to do so.”

Becker wanted to weep, and struggled to regain full control of himself.

“It was the one other item I had her gather for me on Ashfall,” Tien Shen said gloatingly. “The egg will give you more Yon Soth energy. I know you’re familiar with that. The one caveat is that until the egg is drained, you will obey me. I had it imprinted with that order, you see.”

The zombie cyborg gave a dry laugh. “I’m sure you didn’t expect that I could do that. But then, I am a Techno-mage. There are many things about me you do not understand.”

Becker fought the compulsion even as he hated Tien Shen’s gloating. He pushed against the egg with every technique the mentalists of Roth had taught him, every trick he’d learned in decades of psionic practice. The compulsion bent and gave slightly. Then it snapped back harder than before, clamping down on his will like iron.

But it didn’t crush him. It controlled his actions, but not his inner thoughts. He could still think and plan. He simply couldn’t disobey the Techno-mage.

Thus, Becker nodded.

“Excellent,” Tien Shen said. “You are my secret weapon. Becker. Who would have thought that a weasel like you would be the one to carry out my great work?” The metallic face showed something that might have been amusement. “Now, pretend to still be weak. Let the Spacer adepts sense you. Draw them in. Can you do that?”

Becker could. He could feel the adepts distinctly, as the Yon Soth energy had amplified his psionic sense to a degree that astonished him. He could feel each one of them, their positions and probing thoughts. And one among them burned brighter than the rest, a sharp, disciplined mind that coordinated the others.

“Lin 8,” Becker said.

Tien Shen’s eyes flickered. “You know her name?”

“I can see her in my mind’s eye. She’s leading them.”

“Oh, this is perfect,” Tien Shen said. “Perfect. Now let’s move out.”

Tien Shen led them out of the wrecked capsule through a split in the hull and into the corridors. The stone was dark, veined with amber light, and the hum of the Torus’s deep structure surrounded them. Tien Shen chose their path with purpose, reading the ancient architecture as if it were a language he’d studied all his life.

Soon, they reached a junction where two corridors met, and Tien Shen placed Becker against one wall, in shadow, with clear sightlines down the approaching corridor. He cradled the Zakym weapon and began the power-up sequence.

Talia sat behind them, against the far wall, her head down and her shoulders hunched. She looked guiltier than Becker had ever seen her.

Then Becker sensed the party drawing closer. New Men with weapons, Spacer adepts, and at the center, a presence that blazed with arrogance and lethal intent—Lord Maddox, wearing a special headband, his will a fortress. The haughty New Man thought he was going to win.

Becker shivered, remembering the last time a Maddox had fought Tien Shen. That one-eyed Maddox had died. He wondered if this one would as well.
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Becker didn’t like this, but there was nothing he could do to change his location. The egg kept him at his post, ready and waiting for Tien Shen’s next command.

The central team came around the corner and stopped, surprised, it seemed.

That had happened because Becker had shielded their exact location from the adepts. No doubt, they’d relayed the idea that it would take several more twists in the corridors.

Nope, this was the contact point.

In the lead were seven Dominion New Men. They wore dark combat armor, with beam rifles raised. There were four Spacer adepts, small and goggled, their psionic senses reaching ahead of them like invisible antennae. Lin 8, the fifth and most powerful adept, stood beside Lord Maddox with her right hand pressed to her temple.

Lord Maddox went rigid as he spied Tien Shen cradling the Zakym weapon. His shock expressed itself in his speech.

“I killed you, you bastard. I drove a knife through your brain. How can you be standing here?”

“Did you miss me, Sire?” Tien Shen said.

Becker winced. The zombie cyborg didn’t do sarcasm well. Maybe his animated, formerly dead flesh had something to do with that.

Lin 8 pressed both hands to her temples, her face contorted with concentration. “Sire, that isn’t the original. Those are his thought patterns… but they’re animated in a different Techno-mage body, one considerably more mechanical than the one we knew.”

“How is that possible?” Maddox said.

Judging by her features, Lin 8 concentrated harder. “The thought patterns were transferred before death. He is a copy, a replica, but he possesses most of the original’s knowledge and capabilities.”

The Spacer adepts abruptly turned their goggled faces to Becker, gasping. They must have sensed something dire.

“What is it now?” Maddox said.

“Sire,” Lin 8 said. “The egg he’s holding, it’s—”

Before she could finish, Tien Shen spoke ancient words, harsh and guttural, in a language Becker didn’t recognize. But the Yon Soth egg must have. It responded like a key turning in a lock, as the dark energy inside him surged.

The mentalist from Roth was more an instrument at this moment; a proxy for the egg animating his psionic power with a burst of primordial energy. With it bubbling from him like a geyser, he reached into the mind of the nearest Spacer adept, peeling her understanding with ease. The woman’s psionic defense was disciplined and layered, the product of a lifetime of training. Against normal telepathy, it surely would have held. Against a mentalist powered by a Yon Soth egg, it lasted less than a second. The zombie-like Becker tore through the layers and found the neural pathways that governed consciousness, and he burned them out in a flash. The adept stiffened, and crumpled to the stone floor, dead.

The second adept raised her hands in a warding gesture. Becker burned through her defenses and put her down, and she fell beside the first, blood running from her nose and ears.

The third and fourth tried to run. Becker caught their minds like a cat with mice. He debated playing with them, tossing them, swatting them—but he crushed them because the egg he held was merciless. Both Spacer adepts dropped mid-stride, hitting the ground like sacks of grain.

Lin 8 proved stronger than the four, and faster on the attack. Perhaps her years serving Lord Maddox had taught her the utility of first strikes. She formed and cast a concentrated psionic lance that would have killed an ordinary telepath. The Yon Soth egg, through Becker, absorbed it with a shrug of seeming indifference.

“No,” she whispered.

Something inside the egg grinned with malevolent delight. With a surge of power, Becker attacked mentally. It was lovely, if destruction could bring beauty.

Lin 8 folded, fell against the corridor wall and slid to the floor.

Because of the egg, Becker opened his mouth in silent laughter.

The soldiers didn’t wait for orders, even though all this had happened in microseconds. They opened fire as Lord Maddox drew and shot with them, the beam weapons discharging and the corridor filling with searing light.

Becker screamed because the egg did something unique then. A jolt of power burped into him. It hurt, though, hence the scream. The egg also showed him something new and amazing as Becker twisted a psionic shield into existence.

It was barely in time as the beams struck the invisible barrier and splashed outward, scoring the ancient walls. In some places, they melted stone. The heat was tremendous and Becker could feel the energy cost of maintaining the shield. Now it was the egg’s turn to shriek, doing so inside his mind. The reason was odd. The egg demanded he stop, that he not use so much of its power this way.

For some reason, the egg couldn’t force him to stop. Becker would have liked to reason this out, but he was too busy keeping the shield up.

In a surprise move, Tien Shen stepped out from behind Becker’s shield. The Techno-mage seemed to know the precise location of it, which seemed odd.

With the Zakym weapon, he fired, and the crystalline emitter flared and a twisting, coruscating beam that seemed to eat the air struck the nearest soldier. The New Man ceased to exist. Where he’d stood, there appeared a shimmering outline of a man and then nothing.

Tien Shen laughed like a madman as he swept the beam across the corridor. One after another, the dark-armored New Men vanished, as if they had never been. That included their beam rifles.

Lord Maddox must have possessed greater reflexes than his men did, as he threw himself behind a column of stone. Tien Shen’s beam scored the column, carving a molten groove, but the ancient rock held in a way the bodies of flesh had not.

Abruptly, Tien Shen ceased firing, lowering his weapon, as if the act of firing it had tired him.

Maddox stepped out from behind the column, his eyes blazing, his weapon raised—

Becker reached into the circuitry with hard TK and shorted it. There was a crack, a spray of sparks, and Maddox cried out as the beam weapon bucked and burned his hands. He dropped it, shaking his scorched fingers.

Becker’s fingers were white around the egg. The black globe pulsed, its power seriously diminished as the energy inside it drained fast.

“Now we speak,” Tien Shen said.

Maddox stood there with his scorched hands at his sides, his golden features composed despite the carnage around him. He didn’t seem terrified yet, as if he thought he still had a card to play.

“You were smarter than I gave you credit for,” Maddox said. “I acknowledge that.”

“Oh, you acknowledge it, do you?” Tien Shen said. “You are too magnanimous and gracious.” That was more of his bad sarcasm. “Surely, though, you must realize that I knew this day would come. In truth, I planned for it from the moment you pulled me from the cryo unit. You thought you were so clever, using and then killing me. But you made a grave error by letting me out of the unit. You had me in stasis for fifteen years. Instead, you should have destroyed me the moment you captured me.” Tien Shen took a step closer. “You were a fool, Lord Maddox. The greatest fool in any dimension by underestimating a Techno-mage.”

Tien Shen tapped Becker on the shoulder.

The compulsion surged so Becker reached out with his psionic sense, using it in a way he hadn’t believed possible.

The New Man’s will was a fortress, dense, disciplined, and burning with the same lethal intensity that Becker had felt in Captain Maddox on Roth. But this will was colder, harder, forged by decades of court intrigue and patricidal ambition. Lord Maddox fought back with everything he had, and the headband on his brow flared with energy, augmenting his resistance.

It was a psychic battle as Becker poured the Yon Soth egg’s remaining power into the assault.

And then the impossible happened, due to the egg, of course. Maddox’s resistance cracked, and his body locked, and his blazing eyes fixed in a fury that could find no outlet.

Tien Shen must have known, as he sauntered up to the frozen New Man and stripped the insignia from the uniform, one by one, dropping them on the stone floor. Then he stripped the medals. Then the rank tabs. Each one clinked against the stone.

When Lord Maddox’s chest was bare of ornament, Tien Shen slapped him across the face.

The sound echoed through the corridor as a red mark bloomed on the golden skin. Tien Shen slapped him again, and again, until Lord Maddox’s lips were split and blood ran down his chin.

“You cannot move, you cretin,” Tien Shen said. “My creature has you in his psionic grip, and all your strength, all your New Man superiority, means nothing now. You are helpless, Lord Maddox. As helpless as I was on your dissecting table.”

Then Tien Shen spoke of what was to come, a new order, fashioned after the Chin Confederation of his home dimension. Worlds would be remade and populations converted. Humanity and machine merged, not by choice but by design, the organic mind subsumed by cybernetic enhancement until individuality was a memory and the Techno-mages ruled as architects of a perfected civilization.

Becker heard, and his disgust grew with each passing moment.

It seemed Tien Shen didn’t understand this. But the Yon Soth egg pulsed weakly in the mentalist’s hands. The dark energy was almost gone. The compulsion that had bound Becker was fraying, thinning, losing its grip on his will.

With a savage attempt, Becker wrenched control back. Tien Shen did realize that. He turned, staring in wonder.

Knowing he would die if he couldn’t do this, Becker turned everything he had on Tien Shen, hitting the Techno-mage with a psionic blast.

“You!” Tien Shen shrieked. “You think you can challenge me? You worm. You weasel. You always look out for yourself. You never think of what is greater, what is more—”

Then Becker felt the Zakym weapon building in energy, a vibration climbing in pitch and intensity. The crystalline housing was glowing, brighter and brighter, and the air around it was beginning to distort.

Whether Becker’s psionic blast had destabilized it or cracked something critical, or the weapon was simply doing what the Techno-mage had always intended it to do, Becker didn’t know and didn’t want to stay to find out.

“Talia!” Becker shouted.

She was already on her feet, her eyes wide. Becker dropped the spent Yon Soth egg, seized Talia’s hand, and they ran.

Behind him, as he rounded the corner, he heard Tien Shen screeching and Lord Maddox snarling, and the sounds of a brutal struggle. Then Becker was running and he heard nothing except his own pounding heartbeat and Talia’s breathing beside him.

Becker ran faster than he ever had, pulling Talia with him, using the last dregs of the Yon Soth power to push his exhausted body beyond its limits. They rounded another corner, putting more stone between them and the junction.

Then an explosion—a wall of energy—picked them up and hurled them down the corridor. Becker hit the floor rolling, his arms wrapped around Talia, stone scraping across his back and shoulders. The corridor behind them filled with blinding white light and a heat that singed the hair on his arms.

Afterward, there was a deep ringing that seemed to fill the entire Torus.

Becker lay on the stone floor, breathing hard, with Talia pressed against his chest.

The corridor behind them was gone. Where the junction had been, there was a crater of fused stone and twisted metal, glowing dull red at the edges.

Becker sat up slowly, his body aching, his mind raw and scraped clean by the Yon Soth egg’s departure. He was stunned that he still lived. And he knew that his psionic sense was diminished and bruised, but functional. He could still feel the distant hum of the Torus’s deep structure around them, and further away, a familiar mind—sharp, disciplined, driven by purpose.

Becker stared at Talia lying on him. She stared back at him. Her face was streaked with dust and her eyes were red.

“What do we do now?” she whispered.

Becker shook his head. He had no idea, but he knew he had to do something.
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Captain Maddox was elbow-deep in the fold-fighter’s guts, stripping capacitors, when the shockwave hit.

It picked him up and hurled him into the pilot’s seat, bouncing him off the console so he crashed against the cockpit. Meanwhile, the fold-fighter rocked and screeched sideways across the stone as debris rained from the ceiling.

Maddox lay there, his ribs aching and his left elbow numb. But he was alive, and his mind was working, so he picked himself up, checking things after a fashion.

The fold-fighter was wrecked beyond any hope of repair now. The hull was buckled and the interior filled with dust and debris. He shuffled to the rear compartment and checked it. The antimatter charges were still in their cradles, the magnetic bottles intact and stable. But the detonator he’d been building—the jury-rigged EMP device from stripped capacitors and power cells—was scattered across the compartment in pieces, the careful work of the last hour smashed apart by the shockwave. He’d have to start over, and the fold-fighter had nothing left to give him.

“Riker,” Maddox said to himself.

The sergeant had been outside, scouting the corridors when the shockwave hit.

Maddox climbed out of the wreckage and into the corridor.

The shockwave had cracked the walls, and the air had a different quality, thicker, charged with something Maddox could feel against his skin like static electricity. The hum of the Torus’s deep structure, which had been a background constant, was louder and irregular, as if the ancient machinery were injured and struggling.

Something else had changed, too. Maddox felt it as a pressure against his thoughts, a whisper at the edge of his mind, not quite a voice, not quite a sensation, but something between the two. It pushed at his concentration and tried to slide beneath his focus and pry it loose.

He recalled a time like this, and how he had wondered beforehand whether something like this might happen. He stopped and opened a belt pouch. Inside were two objects he’d taken from Victory’s stores before boarding the fighter. They were slim metal bands, with circuitry woven into their surfaces, headbands of the type Star Watch had developed during the campaign against the Liss. They shielded the wearer’s mind from telepathic intrusion and psionic manipulation.

He jammed a headband onto his brow.

The whispers receded as if a door had been closed. His thoughts were clearer and his focus sharpened.

He continued searching for Riker.

The corridors were a maze, as the shockwave had collapsed sections and opened new ones where walls had crumbled.

In time, he found boot prints in the dust, weaving and seemingly unsteady. Maddox followed the trail around a bend and found Riker.

The sergeant was in a wide section of corridor where two passages met. He was on his feet, which was good. But he was slamming his body against the wall, shoulder first, then turning and slamming again. His blaster rifle lay on the floor, the stock cracked and the barrel bent as if he’d used it as a club or a pick against the wall.

Riker hit the wall again, grunting. Then he spun and swung at empty air with his fists, his face contorted and teeth bared.

“Riker!” Maddox shouted. “Snap out of it, man!”

The sergeant appeared not to hear him.

Maddox rushed him.

Riker turned, snarled, and swung, and Maddox barely got his arm up in time. The blow glanced off his forearm and numbed it to the elbow. Riker swung again, shouting incoherently, his eyes wild and unseeing.

Maddox ducked, stepped inside Riker’s reach, and grabbed the back of his head with one hand. With the other, he pulled the second headband and jammed it over Riker’s brow, forcing it into place against the sergeant’s thrashing.

The effect was not instant, but it was fast. Riker’s next swing lost its force. His snarl faded. His wild eyes blinked once, twice, and the vacancy in them began to fill with something like awareness. He stopped swinging and then his arms dropped.

He stood breathing hard, sweat running down his face, and stared at Maddox.

“How did we get here?” Riker asked.

“Surely you remember the fold flight from Victory.”

Riker looked at him with a strange, disoriented expression. His gaze moved around the corridor. He looked at his hands, which were bloody from hitting the wall. He looked at the ruined blaster rifle on the floor.

Then something clicked behind his eyes.

“Oh,” Riker said. He wiped his face with a bloody hand. “We’re inside the Torus.”

“That’s right.”

“Something exploded.”

“It did do that,” Maddox said. “Whether the blast heightened it or not, this place definitely has a Yon Soth feel. Perhaps that sensation affected you.”

After a moment, Riker nodded. Then he picked up the ruined blaster rifle, examined it, and set it down again before looking up.

“What now, Captain?”

“We have four antimatter charges with no way to detonate them. The trigger I was building is scrap.”

“So we’ve got the bullets but no gun.”

“That’s about the size of it. Now we need to find something that can collapse the magnetic bottles.”

“Like what?” Riker asked.

“I don’t know yet.”

“And how do we get off the Torus before the antimatter bombs go off?”

Maddox shrugged.

Riker looked at him for a long moment. Then he straightened, squared his shoulders, and nodded.

“Lead the way, Captain. We’re here to save the Commonwealth, so let’s do it already.”

Maddox led the way back to the crumpled tin can. Soon they hauled the antimatter charges out of the wreckage, two each, carrying them by their cradle handles through the ancient corridors. They were searching for a trigger, for some way to end the Torus and thereby save the Commonwealth from a Dominion invasion.
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Victory held its position twenty million kilometers from the Torus, cloaked and silent, while somewhere inside that ancient structure, Captain Maddox and Sergeant Riker were either alive or dead, and Valerie had no way of knowing which.

The cloaking field was holding. The twelve refraction emitters hummed along the outer hull, bending every detectable energy signature around the ship. To the Dominion’s sensors, Victory wasn’t there.

It had been a short but tense vigil so far. Galyan had kept busy during the wait, monitoring the enemy fleet’s communications. What he’d found was interesting, if not immediately useful.

“Valerie,” Galyan said. “The Dominion fleet communications reveal significant internal discord. There is an intelligence operative aboard the Carrier Resolute Fist transmitting encrypted reports to an approaching Imperial force. Subcommander Tal, who appears to be in operational command of the fleet, is running counter-intelligence operations against multiple embedded agents.”

“You’re saying the Emperor of the Dominion has spies in Lord Maddox’s fleet?” Valerie said.

“It would appear so. The fleet’s command structure is under considerable strain. Several captains have made encrypted inquiries to the Imperial frequency, possibly exploring defection possibilities.”

Valerie filed that away.

“There’s a sweeper vessel approaching,” Keith said from the helm. “Its bearing is zero-nine-three, range two million kilometers and closing.”

Valerie leaned forward. On the sensor display, a Dominion patrol craft was running a search pattern. It seemed like wide, methodical loops. It wasn’t heading directly at them, but its current arc would bring it within fifty thousand kilometers on the next pass.

“That’s too close for comfort,” Valerie said.

“I concur,” Galyan said, his eyes blinking rapidly. “At that range, a dedicated sensor has a forty-three percent chance of detecting anomalies in the cloaking field’s refraction pattern.”

“That settles it,” Valerie said. “We need to move. Keith, take us lateral at minimum thrust. Try to keep the sweeper at maximum distance.”

“Aye, Commander.”

Victory drifted sideways, a ghost adjusting its position in the dark. The sweeper continued its arc, sensors probing.

“This isn’t good,” Keith said. “There’s a second sweeper. Its bearing is two-seven-one. It seems like they’re running a coordinated pattern. That means as we dodge the first, we’re moving toward the second.”

Valerie studied the display. Even at a distance of twenty million kilometers, Lord Maddox guarded the approach to the Torus. These weren’t casual patrols either. They were hunting for exactly the kind of thing Victory was trying to be: invisible while lurking in the dark.

“Valerie,” Galyan said. “Emitter seven is showing a power fluctuation.”

Valerie’s stomach tightened. “Can you stabilize it?”

“Andros has already started.”

“Emitter three is fluctuating as well,” Andros said from his station. “That means the refraction matrix is losing coherence in the starboard quarter.”

“What’s causing these fluctuations?” Valerie asked.

“Unknown,” Andros said.

“I have a theory,” Galyan said.

“Let’s hear it,” Valerie said.

“I suspect that it is partly from the strain of our dimensional travel and then our proximity to the Torus’s energy field. If you will recall, the emitters are composed of Yon Soth components. I have detected them to be resonating with the Torus.”

“This is bad,” Andros said. “Emitter seven has just gone offline. While emitter three has dropped to thirty-nine percent effectiveness. The cloaking field has a definite gap in its starboard coverage.”

“Can we—?”

“Emitter eleven is now dropping,” Andros said, interrupting her. “Commander, the cascade appears to be spreading. The emitters are failing in sequence.”

The bridge hatch opened and Meta walked in. Valerie barely registered it because the sensor display was showing the first sweeper adjusting course—turning, tightening its arc, as if something had caught its attention.

“They’ve seen something,” Keith said.

“Valerie,” Galyan said. “At the current rate of emitter degradation, the cloaking field in sector eight will fail enough to show our position to sweeper two.”

Valerie scowled, thinking hard. Should she destroy sweeper two? She shook her head. There had to be—

Then she stared at Galyan, remembering what they’d done before the battle at Tau Cygni.

“Galyan,” she said. “When the cloak fails, can you project a holographic disguise over the hull?”

“Oh. I see, Valerie. You wish me to make Victory appear as a Dominion vessel.”

“As a supply ship,” Valerie said, refining her plan. “One that’s big, slow, and unremarkable. Something no one looks at twice.”

Galyan was quiet for one point four seconds. “I can generate a holographic shell consistent with a Dominion Kaspar-class fleet tender. I have sufficient data from our sensor intercepts to replicate the hull configuration, running lights, and transponder signature of such a vessel. However, any active scan deeper than surface-level detection will likely reveal the deception.”

“Do it. The moment the cloak drops, I want us looking like the most boring supply ship in this fleet.”

“I am preparing the holographic overlay now.”

“Emitter nine is gone,” Andros said. “Five is dropping power.”

Valerie glanced at Meta, who had taken position beside the command chair, her arms crossed and face set.

“This is it,” Andros said. “The cloak is failing.”

“I am engaging the holographic overlay,” Galyan said.

On the external cameras, Victory’s hull shimmered and then changed. The sleek lines of the ancient Adok warship vanished beneath the projected image of a bulky, ungainly fleet tender. It was wide-bodied and slow-looking with the drab coloring and utilitarian design of a vessel built to carry cargo, not fight battles. Running lights blinked in the correct Dominion pattern. A falsified transponder code broadcast on the standard military frequency.

“We are now transmitting as the Dominion Fleet Tender Kursk,” Galyan said. “Registry number and supply manifest are fabricated but consistent with existing fleet records.”

“What about the nearest sweeper?” Valerie said.

Keith studied the helm controls. “It is adjusting course away from us. It seems to have accepted the transponder.”

Valerie exhaled, glad to have dodged that. But could they keep their position so far out from the rest of the fleet? If nothing else, they needed to move closer to the Torus.

“Lieutenant, take us toward the Torus at one-quarter thrust. We’re a supply ship making a routine delivery. Let’s look bored about it.”

“Aye, Commander,” Keith said. “We’re looking bored.”

Victory, wearing the face of a Dominion tender, began to move inward.

Approximately seven minutes later, there was a flash on the main screen. It showed as a pulse of white-hot energy that flared through the stone of the Torus even as the entire structure shuddered.

Meta’s hand shot to Valerie’s armrest. “What was that?”

Valerie shook her head. “Galyan, any ideas?”

“Yes, Valerie. It was a highly concentrated internal explosion of exotic energy. I estimate it occurred in the deep structure. Oh, this is interesting. The blast appears to have disrupted multiple systems. I am reading power failures across several sections of the Torus’s infrastructure.”

“Is it—” Meta’s voice caught. “Is he—?”

“It is far too soon to tell whether the captain caused this or was affected by it,” Galyan said.

Meta’s face had turned white.

Valerie sat in deep thought. “Could the captain have caused that?”

“I do not know how,” Galyan said.

“It wasn’t antimatter?”

“No,” Galyan said.

“What are you thinking?” Meta said.

Valerie drummed her finger on the armrest. “We’re in a strange dimension. The object that allows the Dominion to enter our dimension is out there. Our cloaking field is offline, but Galyan is making us look like a supply vessel. Meta, we have no idea if the captain can succeed or not. It is therefore our responsibility to destroy the Torus.”

“You think he’s dead?” Meta said, aghast.

“I have no idea,” Valerie said. “But I know I’m not just going to sit here like an idiot.”

“What if the captain jumps to our former coordinates with the fold-fighter?” Galyan said.

“The captain went in,” Valerie said. “An explosion of exotic energy has shaken but not destroyed the Torus. What are the chances that was an independent event?”

“I cannot give you precise odds,” Galyan said. “But I suspect the two events are closely related.”

“That’s right,” Valerie said. “Maybe the captain needs our help. Maybe we have to finish the mission. We’re going in.”

“To do what?” Galyan said.

“To destroy the Torus if we can,” Valerie said, “and rescue the captain if it’s possible.”

Meta inhaled sharply before nodding curtly.

“However,” Valerie said, “we will continue the slow approach and see what happens next.”
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In the Torus, Maddox and Riker continued down the corridors.

The air had become thick with ozone and a strange mineral smell. In some places, the stone had cracked and a faint mist seeped through, warm and carrying a charged, static quality that made the hair on Maddox’s forearms stand up.

If that wasn’t bad enough, the hum of the Torus had turned into long, slow cycles, as if something was struggling. What that could be, neither of them knew.

They came to a junction where three corridors met in a chamber with a vaulted ceiling. The stonework was intricate, with carved patterns where amber energy followed channels like water in a streambed.

Despite the headband, Maddox’s intuitive sense buzzed. He raised a fist while looking around.

Riker stopped, lowering his charges to the stone floor. Maddox had already set his down and drew his knife, the only weapon they had left. The explosion earlier had rendered their blasters inoperative.

Then Maddox heard footsteps, two shuffling sets, heading toward them.

He moved against the wall at the junction’s edge while Riker positioned himself at the opposite wall, his fists up and body coiled for a fight.

The footsteps grew louder, although there didn’t seem to be anything hostile or dangerous about them. Then around the bend of the left corridor, two people appeared, leaning on each other. One was a man in a torn uniform, his face bloody and eyes glazed with exhaustion. The other was a woman in dark utilitarian clothing, her arm around the man’s waist, half-supporting him as they shuffled forward.

Maddox stared in shocked surprise. He couldn’t believe it, even though it made sense after a fashion.

“Talia?” he said.

The woman looked up and froze. The man also looked up, proving to be Mentalist Becker of Roth. He straightened and took up the stance of a man gathering psionic force.

If Becker projected anything, Maddox felt nothing. The Liss headband sat on his brow, and whatever Becker threw at him must have broken against it like water against a seawall.

Becker’s eyes widened with surprise and then dismay.

“This is interesting and troubling,” Maddox said. “Your presence means Tien Shen is here, and that likely explains the explosion earlier. Am I right?”

Becker dropped his hands. He seemed more than tired, almost hollowed out and exhausted. He seemed bewildered all of a sudden.

“Are you his prisoner?” Maddox asked Talia.

She glanced at Becker, then back at Maddox. She appeared undecided about the question and exhausted as well, although she said, “We believe both Tien Shen and Lord Maddox are dead.”

“Both?” Maddox asked.

She nodded.

“By Becker’s hand?”

Talia glanced at Becker again before shaking her head.

“How did it happen?”

Talia started to explain.

Becker was swaying as she spoke and began adding details. Soon, he spoke over her and then told them about the ambush, the Zakym weapon, the Spacer adepts being burned out one by one and how Lord Maddox had been held in his psionic grip while Tien Shen stripped his medals and slapped his face bloody. Becker swallowed hard and stared with remembered horror as he recounted the Yon Soth egg, the compulsion, and the dark energy that had amplified his powers, just as it had on Roth. He finally explained about the break, the struggle behind them, and then the terrible explosion.

As Maddox listened, he put the knife away. He noticed that Becker stood easier after that.

“The egg,” Maddox said, looking at Becker’s empty hands. “Where is it now?”

“I dropped it before we ran. The blast must have destroyed it. But… before that happened, I think it woke something in the Torus. A whisper has started up that I can’t quite shut out.”

“You said it’s a Yon Soth egg?” Maddox said.

Becker nodded.

“Where did you get it?”

Becker glanced at Talia.

“It was in another dimension,” Talia said, with her head down. “Tien Shen forced me to carry it. The egg frightened him, but he kept telling me it was the key to the puzzle.”

“What puzzle?” Maddox asked.

Talia shook her head.

“Probably to his defeating Lord Maddox,” Becker said. “The egg controlled me and showed me things…”

Riker groaned. “That’s what I’ve been feeling.”

“The egg?” asked Becker.

“Whatever your damn egg woke up,” Riker said. “It’s growing, no, waking up. Yes, that’s right. I’ve felt this before.” He hugged himself, shivering with obvious dread as he looked around.

Maddox studied the sergeant, thought about a Yon Soth egg waking something evil on the Torus. They had enough trouble without this, but maybe he could use it to his advantage. He shook his head, thinking about Becker’s story, and the fold-fighter crashing earlier. His eyes narrowed before he asked Becker about that.

“That’s right,” Becker said. “We collided, the dimensional capsule and fold-fighter, while coming into the Torus.”

“Explain that,” Maddox said.

Becker did.

Maddox frowned. “What are the odds of both of us arriving at the same moment like that, and then colliding?”

“That is interesting,” Becker said. “The odds are astronomically low. Thus, I suspect it has something to do with the Torus itself. Or maybe dimensional energy or something Tien Shen originally did that drew both intrusions to the same point at the same time. Maybe the laws of the universe in this place pulled us together like that.”

“That sounds like superstition instead of logic,” Maddox said.

“You’re well-versed in dimensional mechanics then?” Becker asked.

Maddox’s features hardened.

“Look, it happened,” Becker said with a shrug. “I doubt it happened because of mere coincidence. That means there’s a reason we don’t understand.”

Maddox considered that. What did he know about dimensional mechanics? Little to nothing, was the answer. In the end, he shrugged. “It happened and now we’re stranded, our fold-fighter destroyed. Worse, we have four antimatter charges but no way to detonate them.”

Becker jumped back. “Are you mad? Why would you detonate them? You’d die—I’d die.”

“The entire point of this expedition was that,” Maddox said.

“Me dying?” Becker said.

“Exploding them,” Maddox said.

“You look just like him,” Talia blurted.

Maddox turned to her. “What?”

“Lord Maddox. You look so much like him, it’s uncanny. If you were golden-skinned—”

“He’s not golden-skinned,” Becker said.

“But the resemblance is there,” Talia said. “Could you impersonate him?” she asked Maddox. “Maybe you could order his people to do as you wanted.”

“…Maybe,” Maddox said. “So far, I’ve seen no one else down here. Do you have any idea why that is?”

Talia shook her head.

Becker looked away.

“What is it?” Maddox said.

Becker cleared his throat. “First, this is a highly restricted area. I sensed that from the adept minds… before they died. A Senior Physicist Ludendorff and his team are working down here on opening the dimensional breach in a massive cascade moment. They need to do so before the Emperor’s fleet arrives.”

“What fleet?” Maddox said.

“I sensed this in their minds,” Becker said. “Lord Maddox was under censure. His father the Emperor is coming with a truly huge fleet, most likely to put down his son once and for all. Lord Maddox is attempting to flee into the Commonwealth Dimension and blowing the Torus behind him to seal the way.”

Maddox raised his eyebrows. “If Lord Maddox is dead, will the Emperor still desire to conquer the Commonwealth Dimension?”

“I have no idea,” Becker said.

“We must assume he will,” Maddox said. “And their Ludendorff is opening the way, you say?”

Becker nodded.

Maddox bent his head and paced before them. “If we can’t use the antimatter bombs… we could still find and kill this Ludendorff. That might be enough for the moment. Hmm, maybe not, though. We still need to destroy the Torus to ensure the Commonwealth’s protection.”

Riker had been looking around in a haunted manner until he scowled ferociously. His head now snapped up.

“Sir,” Riker said.

“What is it, Sergeant?”

“Why don’t we use the dimensional capsule?” Riker said.

“What do you mean?” Maddox asked.

“Maybe it has tools to make the trigger,” Riker said. “Maybe we can use it to get the hell out of here before the detonations take place.”

Maddox blinked twice at Riker before he turned to Becker. “Is the capsule near?”

“It is,” Talia said. “That’s where we’re headed.”

Becker opened his mouth as if to scold her, but he might have thought better of it, as he closed his mouth without saying a word.

“Can you pilot the capsule?” Maddox asked Becker.

“I doubt it.”

Maddox eyed the man before turning to Riker. “We’ll try your idea, Sergeant, as it’s a good one.”

A look of relief washed over Riker.

Maddox picked up his antimatter charges. Riker picked up his. Then Becker and Talia led the way as the four of them moved through the corridors toward the capsule.
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Elsewhere in the Torus, Lord Maddox opened his eyes to darkness, which meant, of course, that he hadn’t died in the blast.

He lay on his side against a wall of stone. He hurt everywhere and his ears rang with a high, piercing tone.

By slow degrees, he remembered what had happened.

The awful weapon that had destroyed his reaction team had begun to overload. He’d seen a crystalline housing glowing white, with the air distorting around it. The bastard Tien Shen had surely meant to take him along in the blast, but the psionic grip had broken seconds before, and in that sliver of time, he’d lunged at Tien Shen, driving a fist into the cyborg’s throat. He cracked something inside Tien Shen’s neck. Then he’d twisted and run, sprinting with incredible violence. He remembered the chain around his neck as he ran and activated the personal force field. Then he put his head down and ran as only a New Man could, and then the world had turned white around him.

As he lay on the stone, Maddox reached for the silver chain and found the golf-ball-sized device. It was hot and inert. He pressed the activation stud, but nothing happened.

Whatever energy it had contained to create a force field was gone, surely burned out in the act of keeping him alive through the detonation. He’d used it twice before in his life, and each time it had absorbed punishment that would have killed anything biological.

This would make the third time, and now, it was probably finished forever.

He sat up as the ringing in his ears began to fade, replaced by a low, grinding sound from the stone. He realized it wasn’t dark, but dim. The walls were cracked in jagged patterns, while sections of the ceiling had collapsed, filling the passage with rubble.

The air… it was foul but breathable.

Lord Maddox began to check himself with clinical precision. His combat harness was torn. The beam weapon was gone. His knife remained, although his hands were blistered and raw, the skin on his forearms reddened and peeling in places where the force field must have been thinnest. The headband of Techno-mage manufacture was still on his brow, though it sat crookedly. He adjusted it.

His ribs ached when he breathed, and his left knee throbbed with a deep, grinding pain that suggested cartilage damage. He tested it, putting weight on it, and winced. It was functional to a point.

He stood, leaning against the wall.

The corridor behind him—the direction of the blast—was gone. Where the junction had been, there was a crater of fused stone and twisted metal that glowed dull orange at the edges. The heat radiating from it was considerable.

It would appear that Tien Shen was dead for good this time, so that was something. Maddox didn’t gloat, but simply erased the cyborg from his thoughts, as he had to concentrate on what mattered.

The explosion had occurred in the heart of the power systems that Ludendorff was working to activate for the forced rift expansion. If the blast had damaged that…

Maddox’s chest tightened. He wouldn’t call that fear, no, never that. It wouldn’t even be worry… maybe concern about how to wrest the most advantage he could from the present predicament.

Without a functioning Torus to force open the dimensional breach, he would be trapped in a dead rock when his father arrived with enough firepower to atomize him and everything he’d built.

That meant he needed to reach Ludendorff and learn the truth. He also needed to reach his communications array, but a glance at the devastation told him the shortest route to the command sections was through the blast crater, which was impassable. He was on the wrong side of it, damn it.

Maddox turned away from the glowing crater and surveyed the corridor ahead. It was damaged but passable, so he began walking even though his left knee hurt like a son of a gun.

Soon he realized that the hum of the Torus was off. It stuttered and cycled irregularly, followed by long slow pulses, like a machine struggling to maintain function.

That… concerned him. The Torus was ancient. And even though the Yon Soth had built for the ages, nothing endured forever. Besides, the detonation in its deep structure, near the primary conduit junctions, might have done what millennia of entropy could not.

Maddox moved faster, ignoring the knee, sure that every second counted.
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As Lord Maddox hurried down the stone corridors, he realized the air carried the stench of fried circuitry and pulverized stone. Soon, the lighting improved and he realized he was on the edge of Ludendorff’s research section. This was not good, as the damage here was severe as well.

He spied a collapsed ceiling where massive slabs of stone had come down in a cascade, crushing equipment and burying workstations. Sparking cables dangled from the ragged edges above, and broken conduit pipes leaked a pale fluid that pooled on the floor and gave off an acrid vapor.

He advanced, seeing that bodies lay beneath the rubble. He counted five technicians, with their limbs protruding from under the stone. A sixth lay in the open, face down, the back of his skull caved in by a chunk of falling rock.

Damn Tien Shen, the meddling Techno-mage. He was beginning to wonder if he’d made a mistake using the Chin creature. He still couldn’t understand how it had all transpired. It sounded more like magic than science. It would seem that logically, the Techno-mage was more dangerous than he was. That meant he’d made an error in this.

Lord Maddox scowled. Self-recrimination wasn’t going to help. He needed to wrest every advantage from what was, not as he’d like it to be. You didn’t play the cards you wanted, but the cards you possessed. It was as simple as that.

Concentrate on the next step.

Lord Maddox nodded, knowing that no one was better than he was at finding an angle on a problem. If nothing else, he had three hundred warships. Who said the Emperor could defeat him with five hundred?

Buoyed by the realization that he had navigated every obstacle in his life, and that he would do so again, he worked through the area, eager to get on with it.

Beyond the collapse, the research chamber proper was visible through a buckled doorframe. He could see that most of it was wrecked. Consoles were overturned. Glass and crystal components littered the floor in glittering shards. Two of the resonance arrays had toppled like felled trees, their housings cracked and their internal components spilling out.

Ah. The Spacer adepts assigned to Ludendorff’s section were dead. He found three of them near the chamber entrance. They hadn’t been crushed, which was odd. Their bodies were unmarked, their small frames crumpled where they’d stood, blood dried beneath their noses and ears, while their dark goggles stared at nothing.

Lord Maddox stepped over them and entered the chamber, finding Ludendorff sitting on the floor amid the wreckage.

The Methuselah Man physicist wore a stained uniform. His leathery hands were in his lap, and his shoulders shook as the old man was weeping.

“Senior Physicist,” Maddox said sharply.

Ludendorff looked up. His eyes were red and wet, his seamed face slack with a grief that seemed to have emptied him of everything else. He stared as if he couldn’t quite process what he was seeing.

“What happened here?” Maddox said.

Ludendorff’s mouth worked. Then he swept a hand at the chamber around them. “It’s all ruined, Sire. The cascade sequencer is crushed and the primary tap is sheared off at the junction while the secondary tap might as well not exist. That’s because the conduit it fed from is fused shut.”

“It’s bad. I understand that. You must fix it then, and on the double.”

Ludendorff just stared at him.

Lord Maddox stepped closer and grabbed the old fool by the lapels. He hated defeatism, especially in the face of disaster. He needed to infuse this relic with resolve. Fear was often the best way to do that.

He hauled the senior physicist upright and jerked his face closer. “Listen to me, old man. You’re going to fix this. Now what do you need to get it done?”

Ludendorff swallowed hard, the sense of loss giving way to fear.

“S-Sire, that’s impossible.”

“Don’t give me that. What do you need?”

Ludendorff stared at the wreckage before concentrating on the New Man before him.

“I need time, Sire.”

“Give me an estimate.”

“…Several months at least,” Ludendorff said.

The golden-skinned face tightened as a haunted look swept through the eyes. That vanished a moment later.

“We don’t have months, you fool.”

“I-I presumed as much, Sire.”

Maddox released the Methuselah Man and turned away, thinking hard. The original plan of advancing into the Commonwealth Dimension and conquering it would have to be shelved for now. In time, he might fix all this, but for the moment, he had to concentrate on harsh reality.

The optimism of a little earlier had been replaced by cold reality. His ship captains might learn of this; they surely would, and soon, too. The calculus of loyalty might shift with some—too many, likely. Many of the captains served him because he represented the winning side, the bold gambler who delivered. Without the dimensional invasion in play…

Maddox squinted. Tactical counter-intelligence moves would help, but… Even a few critical defections would make the fleet ratios impossible to overcome through clever tactics.

Maddox bared his teeth as something approaching despair hit him. Then he grabbed it by the throat and throttled it. Despair was for men who’d run out of options. He never ran out of options because he could see more deeply than anyone he knew. He would warp reality through iron will, determination, and action.

For instance, as he considered this… how had Tien Shen arrived on the Torus? Of course, he should have seen this sooner. The arrival of a Techno-mage implied a cognate. The cock-and-bull explanation of thought patterns sent from the original and attached to a cyborg… that was magic, not science, and therefore absurd. In some manner, in the multiuniverse, a cognate of Tien Shen had arrived in a dimensional vehicle, the capsule. And that meant, a working dimensional capsule had to be nearby.

Lord Maddox stared at the disheveled fool, realizing he might have need of the man’s expertise. “Senior Physicist, did you sense anything before the blast?”

“I don’t understand, Sire.”

Maddox groped for the right way to say it. Ah. “Did you sense dimensional energy of some type?”

The Senior Physicist blinked twice. “Yes, now I remember.” He wiped his eyes with a jerky, impatient motion, as if annoyed at his own tears. “Before the blast, the adepts detected oddities. Let me see.” He snapped his fingers several times. “Yes, they felt two intrusions into the Torus occurring simultaneously. One appeared to be a high-energy craft, a military vehicle, I think. The other was different.”

“Explain that.”

Ludendorff concentrated before nodding. “The dimensional signature was exotic. I remember that now. The adepts described it as multiple dimensional frequencies compressed into a single object. It registered as something that had traveled through several realities, collecting residue from each transit.”

“That must be the capsule,” Maddox said. “We need to find it.” He glared at the old man. “I order you to find it.”

Ludendorff hurriedly climbed to his feet and shuffled to a cracked console with a flickering screen. He pressed several keys and squinted at the readout.

“The exotic signature came to rest eight hundred meters from this section, in the lower corridors.”

Maddox clapped his hands in satisfaction.

Ludendorff cocked his head. “Sire, a functioning interdimensional vehicle would change everything. The dimensional knowledge encoded in such a craft, the navigation systems and transit mechanisms… I might not need the Torus at all to create an invasion breach.”

“The hell you say!” Maddox shouted.

Ludendorff ducked as if hit by a blast of wind. Then he straightened and nodded. “If it works, it would be exactly the thing I’d need.”

Lord Maddox stood tall and flushed. This was why he refused to despair. There were always answers if one forged ahead.

“Collect what you need,” he said, realizing it was time to act, not gloat. “Tools, instruments, whatever you think might help you interface with the alien technology. You have two minutes to prepare.”

Senior Physicist Ludendorff didn’t argue but moved through the wrecked chamber with a purpose that transformed him. The weeping, shattered old man was gone, replaced by the sharp-eyed physicist who had spent decades pushing the boundaries of dimensional science. He grabbed a satchel from under an overturned bench and began filling it with a handheld scanner with a cracked housing, a set of interface probes in a leather roll, crystalline calibration rods, a portable power cell, and several devices Maddox couldn’t identify.

“Faster, Senior Physicist,” Maddox said. “Time waits for no man.”

Ludendorff cinched the satchel shut and slung it over his shoulder. From a cabinet that had somehow survived the destruction, he retrieved a device the size of a thick book, with a small screen and several dials. He switched it on and the screen glowed a pale blue.

“This is a dimensional resonance scanner,” Ludendorff explained. “It will track the capsule’s exotic signature like a compass pointing north.”

They left the ruined chamber and entered the corridors. Ludendorff held the scanner before him, adjusting dials as they moved. The device emitted a soft pulsing tone that quickened as they turned down a passage to the left.

“This way, Sire,” Ludendorff said. “The signature is strong and coherent. The capsule must be intact, or mostly so, I would say.”

Maddox grinned savagely. All was not yet lost, not by a long shot.
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Captain Maddox saw that the dimensional capsule was worse than Becker had described.

It lay jammed through the corridor wall at a steep angle, its aft section buried in stone, its hull scored, dented, and split along the port flank. Emergency lighting inside cast a reddish glow through the gap they’d used to enter. Sparking cables dangled from ruptured conduits, and the deck was canted so badly that Maddox had to brace himself against the instrument wall to keep from sliding into the far bulkhead.

What concerned him more was the feeling.

The Yon Soth presence had been growing since the explosion, a pressure against the mind that the Liss headband reduced but couldn’t eliminate entirely. In the corridors, it had been a background hum, an insistence at the edge of awareness. Inside the capsule, surrounded by Yon Soth-saturated stone on all sides, it was stronger—heavier and darker, like a hand closing around his thoughts.

Becker had it worst.

The mentalist stood at the command chair, his hands on the interface panel, his face drained of color. Sweat ran down his temples and his jaw was clenched so tightly that the tendons in his neck stood out like cables. He had no headband, and his psionic sensitivity surely made him a lightning rod for whatever was stirring in the deep structure.

Talia stood beside him with her hand on his arm. Becker had done something to shield her—Maddox could see it in the way the woman’s expression remained alert and clear while Becker’s deteriorated by the minute. The mentalist was likely absorbing what would have hit her, adding it to his own burden.

That was quite the change between them, but he had no time to dwell on it. Time was ticking.

“Can you make it work?” Maddox asked.

“Believe me, I want to,” Becker said with tears in his eyes.

Without another word, with his gut tightening, Maddox moved deeper into the capsule, bracing against the canted deck, and began opening compartments. If option A didn’t work, that always left option B.

He found what he needed in the third compartment: a compact energy emitter, cylindrical, with a focusing lens and a power regulator. A crack ran through the housing, but the internal components appeared functional. Beside it sat a bundle of conductive filament and what appeared to be a pulse modulator of alien manufacture.

Maddox carried the components to a flat section of deck near the split hull and sat down. He drew his knife, laid out the parts, and began working.

The antimatter charges were outside with Riker. Their magnetic bottles were stable. What he needed was a device that could collapse those bottles simultaneously—a precisely timed electromagnetic pulse that would strip the containment fields and allow the antimatter to contact normal matter. The result would be an annihilation event sufficient to destroy the Torus’s deep structure, and probably much of the Torus itself.

That should save the Commonwealth from dimensional invasion.

“Captain,” Riker said from the hull breach.

Maddox looked up.

The sergeant stood at the gap in the hull, one hand braced against the torn metal. His face was pale and his jaw worked as if he were chewing something that wouldn’t go down. He’d been standing guard outside, near the antimatter charges, and whatever he’d been feeling out there…

“Talk to me, Sergeant.”

Riker hesitated as if embarrassed.

Maddox nodded to encourage the man.

Riker licked his lips and said, “It’s like the mines again, sir. My headband is on, but it’s getting through, and it’s a lot worse than before.”

“Look at me. No, focus on me. There’s a good fellow. You’re going to be okay, Sergeant.”

Riker wiped his nose with a trembling hand. “Yes, sir, I appreciate that, sir.”

“Good. Now go back out there and guard our ordnance.”

Riker nodded jerkily and ducked back through the hull breach.

Maddox returned to work as he connected the pulse modulator to the emitter, routing power through the conductive filament, adjusting the regulator. The alien components weren’t designed for this purpose, but the physics were universal. An electromagnetic pulse was an electromagnetic pulse regardless of who manufactured the parts.

Inside the capsule, Becker groaned.

Maddox glanced over. The mentalist had slumped against the command chair, his hands still on the panel but no longer moving. Talia had both arms around him, supporting his weight, her face pressed against his shoulder.

“It’s no use,” Becker told Maddox. “To us, the capsule is dead.”

Talia looked at Maddox with something between desperation and accusation, as if he should be able to fix this.

Maddox didn’t respond, as he already knew the capsule couldn’t fly. He’d already moved beyond that possibility. The trigger was what mattered.

He spliced the last connection and held the device up. The emitter hummed when he toggled the power regulator. The pulse modulator’s indicator light glowed with a steady amber. The focusing lens was cracked but functional. It would work once, maybe twice. Once was all he needed.

Now he had to calibrate the pulse strength to the magnetic bottle specifications of the antimatter charges. Too weak and the bottles wouldn’t collapse. Too strong and the pulse might detonate the charges before he could clear the blast radius—not that clearing the blast radius of four antimatter bombs inside an enclosed structure was realistic.

He was adjusting the regulator when his intuitive sense fired. It came hard and sudden, not a whisper, not a gradual building of unease, but a sharp spike of danger. Someone was coming, and fast.

“Sergeant,” Maddox said, rising and tucking the unfinished trigger into his belt pouch.

Riker appeared at the hull breach.

Maddox squeezed through the breach and into the corridor, with Riker beside him. The corridor was dim and rubble crunched under their boots. He rounded the curve and stopped.

Twenty meters ahead, two people had just entered the corridor from a side passage. The first was tall, golden-skinned, moving with a predator’s gait despite an obvious limp. He wore a torn combat harness, a headband of alien manufacture, and held a long curved knife in his right hand. His face was Maddox’s own, only harder, colder, and cast in gold. The second was an old man in a stained uniform, carrying a satchel and holding a device that pulsed with a blue glow.

“Lord Maddox, I presume,” the captain said.

The other Maddox stopped, staring back, and then he grinned hard as if happy to see the captain.
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Lord Maddox came forward with the easy, rolling gait of a predator despite the limp in his left leg. The torn combat harness, the blistered hands, the bloodied golden skin—none of it diminished what he was. The corridor seemed to narrow around him as he advanced. His eyes, the same shape and set as Captain Maddox’s own, blazed with a cold intelligence that was calculating even now, even here, in the guts of a dying Torus with his empire crumbling around him.

He stopped ten meters out and studied the other two.

“Well,” Lord Maddox said. “You’re the cognate in the flesh. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised to see you, but I am. Tien Shen couldn’t even do that part right.”

Captain Maddox came forward, a knife in his right hand, the unfinished trigger in his belt pouch. Behind him, Riker’s breathing had gone ragged. Becker had pressed Talia against the wall and stood in front of her, his face ashen. The two had come out of the capsule. The cognate Ludendorff hung back at Lord Maddox’s shoulder, clutching his satchel.

“You’re supposed to be in another dimension, you see,” Lord Maddox said. “Lost and useless—that was the entire point of the exercise.”

“Live and learn,” Captain Maddox said.

Lord Maddox cocked his golden head, and his gaze moved to Becker. “I’m glad to see you’re still alive. When I’m done with him, you and I are going to have a chat.”

Becker flinched as if struck, maybe recognizing a New Man who wanted vengeance.

Lord Maddox’s gaze slid to Talia, lingered a moment, and then returned to Captain Maddox.

“You brought antimatter charges into my Torus,” Lord Maddox said. “I don’t appreciate that.”

Captain Maddox nodded.

Lord Maddox seemed reflective as he eyed the captain. “You’re what I would be if I’d been born as lesser stock. You even have my face, after a fashion. By the way, to add a little incentive to all this, I’m looking forward to claiming Meta, adding her to my harem of beauties. What style does she prefer, hmm?”

Riker, who had been gawking at Lord Maddox, now whispered, “Captain…”

Lord Maddox noticed the sergeant’s stare. “Your man can’t believe what he’s seeing. I suppose it must be jarring for him, maybe for all of you.”

“It’s jarring all right,” Riker said. “But I don’t understand how a cognate Maddox could be such a dick like you.”

Senior Physicist Ludendorff spoke from behind Lord Maddox. “Gentlemen, perhaps we should discuss this rationally. The Torus is damaged. The conduit junctions are compromised. Neither party benefits from further violence.”

Captain Maddox said nothing.

“We all want the same thing,” the Senior Physicist said. “I mean survival, of course. The capsule is the means. Can we not—”

“Becker,” Captain Maddox said, interrupting.

The mentalist jerked.

“Hit him.”

Becker hesitated for perhaps half a second. Then his face set and he seemed to gather what was left of his psionic ability and hurled it at Lord Maddox.

The golden-skinned New Man stiffened and his eyes narrowed, and then he touched his forehead as if pained.

Senior Physicist Ludendorff seemed to understand what was going on. He yanked a cylindrical device from his satchel, aimed it at Becker and flipped a toggle.

Becker staggered, clutching his temples, and crashed to his knees. Talia grabbed at him, but the mentalist was already curling over.

Lord Maddox rolled his shoulders, no doubt shaking off the psionic assault. Then he looked at Captain Maddox and his smile was gone, replaced by the flat, measuring expression of a killer.

At that point, Lord Maddox charged and the curved blade came in high, slashing at Maddox’s throat.

Captain Maddox was already moving. He’d read the charge the instant it began—the shift in weight, the dip of the shoulder, and the lead foot pushing off—and he sidestepped left, letting the slash whistle past. He countered with a thrust at the ribs.

Lord Maddox twisted and the blade skated off the remnants of his combat harness. The golden-skinned New Man pivoted fast and drove an elbow at Maddox’s temple. Maddox ducked and slashed at the exposed forearm.

The blade bit. Lord Maddox hissed and jerked the arm back, blood welling from a shallow cut along his wrist.

Lord Maddox looked at the cut and then at Maddox. “You’ve trained,” he said.

“Every day,” Maddox said.

The duel with the Emperor of the Throne World still haunted him. He’d lost his forearm in the fight, and nearly his life. The Throne World’s New Man Emperor had been faster, stronger, and better trained, and Captain Maddox had gone in believing he could match those advantages with will and cunning. He’d been wrong, and the stump of his arm—regrown later—had been the proof.

He’d sworn it would never happen again. He’d trained with bladed weapons obsessively, studying every style, sparring with anyone who would face him, running drills until the sword or knife was an extension of his hand rather than a tool held in it. The Erill energy that lived in him made him faster than he had any right to be. Not New Man fast, but close.

The two Maddoxes circled.

The corridor was wide enough for maneuvering but narrow enough that the walls were always close. Rubble littered the floor, creating treacherous footing. The amber channels pulsed and flickered, casting shifting light that made distances deceptive.

Lord Maddox attacked again—a feint high, then a savage low slash aimed at Maddox’s leading thigh. Maddox read the feint, ignored it, and jammed his blade down to parry the low cut. Steel rang on steel. The impact traveled up his arm and into his shoulder.

Lord Maddox was stronger, considerably so. Each contact of blade on blade proved that. The golden-skinned New Man had the genetic advantage—denser muscle fiber, faster nerve conduction, and greater bone density. In a contest of pure strength, he would wear the captain down.

But strength wasn’t everything.

The captain disengaged and circled right, forcing Lord Maddox to pivot on his injured knee. The golden-skinned New Man’s jaw tightened at the movement, a flash of pain he couldn’t quite mask. The knee was bad. Maddox had noted the limp from the beginning and now he exploited it, moving always to that side, making Lord Maddox turn on the damaged joint.

Lord Maddox surely recognized the tactic. He came in hard—a combination, three cuts in rapid succession, high-low-high, each delivered with blistering speed and New Man power. Maddox blocked the first, deflected the second off his blade, and had to throw himself backward to avoid the third.

The tip of the curved blade opened a cut across his chest, slicing through his uniform and the skin beneath. Hot blood welled, soaking the fabric.

Lord Maddox pressed the advantage, coming forward with another combination. The captain gave ground, parrying, deflecting, and absorbing the jarring impacts through his arm and shoulder. Each clash of blades cost him more than it cost Lord Maddox. The New Man’s blows were heavier, faster, and relentless.

The wall came up behind the captain. He sensed it before he felt it and sidestepped at the last moment, letting Lord Maddox’s thrust punch into stone. Sparks flew. Lord Maddox wrenched the blade free and spun, but Maddox was already inside his guard.

He drove his knife at Lord Maddox’s belly. The golden-skinned New Man sucked in his gut and twisted. The blade cut a furrow across his side, parting flesh and the remains of his uniform, but it wasn’t deep enough.

Lord Maddox responded with a headbutt. It came from close range, too fast to dodge. Their skulls connected with a crack that lit the captain’s vision white. He staggered, and Lord Maddox followed with a punch to the ribs that drove the air from his lungs.

The captain hit the wall and bounced off it, barely keeping his feet. Blood ran into his left eye from a split above his brow. The chest wound was bleeding freely, and now his ribs hurt where the punch had landed.

Lord Maddox stood four paces away, panting, blood running from the cut on his wrist and the furrow on his side. His golden skin was flushed and his eyes burned.

“You’re better than I anticipated,” Lord Maddox said. “But you’re bleeding more than I am, and we both know what that means.”

He was right. The captain could feel it: the steady drain, the warmth spreading across his chest and down his stomach. The cut wasn’t fatal, but it was sapping him. Each minute that passed, each exchange that cost him blood, tilted the fight further toward the New Man’s advantage. Time was Lord Maddox’s ally.

That meant the captain had to end this fast.

He wiped the blood from his eye with his forearm and shifted his grip on the knife. The Erill energy pulsed within him, and he drew on it now, not as the blazing sword arm of the Yon Soth dreamscape, but—

Time seemed to slow.

He saw Lord Maddox’s weight distribution—heavy on the right foot, favoring the damaged left knee.

Then he made a short, explosive step forward and a move he’d practiced ten thousand times in Victory’s gymnasium. It was a move from Sievert’s Third Manual, a counter-technique designed for use against a stronger opponent: you offered the outside of your leading arm as a target, drawing the opponent’s cut to the meat of the forearm rather than the vitals. When the blade committed to the arm, you rotated inside the arc and struck for the throat.

The cost was terrible. It meant taking a cut to give one.

Lord Maddox saw the opening and took it. His curved blade slashed down and bit into Maddox’s left forearm. The pain was blinding. The blade cut deep, grating on bone, and blood sprayed across the stone floor.

But the captain was already turning. The cut had committed Lord Maddox’s blade and his weight. For a fraction of a second, the golden throat was exposed, the New Man’s head tilted back from the force of his own slash.

Maddox drove his knife across that throat.

The blade was sharp and his hand was sure. The edge opened the golden skin from below the left ear to the center of the throat, severing everything that mattered. Blood sheeted down Lord Maddox’s chest in a red curtain, vivid against the gold.

Lord Maddox’s eyes went wide, but not with fear. The captain saw surprise in them.

Lord Maddox’s knife fell from his hand and clattered on the stone. He took a step backward, his mouth working, blood pouring between his fingers as he pressed them to his throat. Then his knees buckled and he sat down heavily against the corridor wall.

His blazing eyes found Captain Maddox. They held there for a moment. Then they fixed, and the light in them went out. Then Lord Maddox toppled sideways onto the stone and was still, dead.

The fight was over, and Captain Maddox had won.
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Captain Maddox slumped against the corridor wall and slid to the floor.

His left forearm was a ruin of torn flesh and exposed muscle, bleeding badly. The chest wound had soaked his uniform from collar to belt. His head throbbed where Lord Maddox’s headbutt had split his brow, and his ribs sang with every breath.

He sat there and looked at the golden-skinned body across from him. Lord Maddox lay on his side, his throat open, and his eyes fixed and empty. Blood pooled beneath him, dark against the stone, spreading in a slow creep toward the amber channels in the floor.

Maddox closed his eyes and let his head rest against the wall.

Then Riker was there.

“Captain. Captain, stay with me.”

Maddox opened his eyes. The sergeant knelt beside him, his face gray but his hands steady. Riker had torn strips from his own undershirt and was wrapping the forearm wound with practiced efficiency, pulling the fabric tight, and tying it off. The pressure hurt terribly, but the bleeding slowed.

“Chest next,” Riker said, and he pressed a wadded cloth against the long cut. “Hold that.”

Maddox held it. His fingers were clumsy with blood loss, but they worked.

Riker bound the chest wound with more strips, looping them around Maddox’s torso and cinching them. It wasn’t pretty, and it wasn’t medical science, but it compressed the wound and stanched the worst of the bleeding.

“You need a proper med-kit,” Riker said.

“I need to finish the trigger,” Maddox said.

“You need to not die first, sir.”

Maddox almost smiled at that. Then his attention shifted, because the other Ludendorff was still standing in the corridor.

The Dominion Senior Physicist had not moved during the fight. He stood with his satchel clutched to his chest, his face blank with the particular expression of a man recalculating his position in real time. His lord and master lay dead on the floor.

The Senior Physicist looked at the body of Lord Maddox for a long moment. Then he looked at Captain Maddox.

“I am a scientist,” Ludendorff said. “Not a soldier. I have no stake in continuing hostilities.”

“Shut off your device,” Maddox said.

The cognate Ludendorff hesitated, then reached into his satchel and switched off the cylindrical device. In the corridor behind Maddox, Becker gasped.

“You’re a Ludendorff,” Maddox said. “A cognate of the one I know.”

“I am aware of the concept.”

“Are you as useful as he is?”

“I would venture to say considerably more so,” the Senior Physicist said, drawing himself up. “I have been working with dimensional energy for decades, and my understanding of the Yon Soth conduit architecture is unmatched in this or any—”

“Good. Then you want to live. Now, do you think you could fly that capsule?”

The cognate Ludendorff became thoughtful. “You intend to use it?”

“I intend to detonate four antimatter charges and be somewhere else when they go off. The capsule is our only way out.”

“I will do what I can,” the cognate said.

Maddox nodded. “Help me up.”

The cognate and Riker got him to his feet. His vision only half-worked, and his knees wobbled, but he locked them and stood.

They moved to the capsule.

The cognate went in first, squeezing through the split hull.

“Why, this is extraordinary,” the Methuselah Man said. “Look at the crystalline matrix in the navigation console—that’s not silicon-based, it’s something I’ve never—oh, and the conduit routing, do you see how the power feeds are braided? That’s a dimensional frequency separator. Lin 8 described something like this but she didn’t have the theoretical framework to—Becker, come here, touch this panel. Yes, that one. Tell me what you feel.”

Becker, who had recovered enough to stand with Talia’s help, entered the capsule and put his hands where Ludendorff pointed. The mentalist’s face was haggard and bloodless, but it seemed that his psionic sense was functional now that the scrambler was off.

“It’s waiting,” Becker said after a moment. “The system is dormant but responsive. There’s an interface layer that requires a psionic handshake: a telepathic key, you might say.”

“Can you provide that key?” Ludendorff asked.

“Maybe. Tien Shen used cybernetic neural links to interface directly with the system. I don’t have those. But…”

Ludendorff was already in the command chair, having figured out how to turn on the holo-controls. His gaze darted from panel to display to the satchel of instruments he’d spread across the canted deck.

“The navigation core is damaged, but look, the secondary pathways are intact. I imagine the crash sheared the primary linkage. But these secondary channels… If I can reroute through here, and you provide the psionic handshake—”

Ludendorff pulled interface probes from his leather roll and began connecting them to exposed circuits beneath the panel. He plugged his portable power cell into a junction that Becker indicated, and the capsule’s emergency lighting shifted from dim red to a brighter amber.

“Oh, that’s promising,” the Senior Physicist said. “The power architecture is responding. Now, Becker, I need you to reach into the navigation layer and find the dimensional coordinate register. It should feel like a grid, or a lattice, something with multiple axes.”

Becker closed his eyes and concentrated, with his hands flat on the panel. Sweat beaded on his temples.

“I see it,” Becker said. “Parts of the lattice are dark, collapsed. But there’s a functional region, a set of coordinates that are still active.”

“Can you read them?”

“Not as numbers but as impressions. One feels like… I’m not sure.”

The Senior Physicist was muttering to himself—equations, theories, fragments of dimensional physics—while adjusting his probes and monitoring the instruments from his satchel.

Maddox left them to it, taking the unfinished trigger from his belt pouch and lowering himself to the corridor floor outside the capsule. The movement cost him dearly as pain lanced through his ribs and his forearm throbbed beneath the makeshift bandage, which was already soaked through. He was lightheaded from blood loss, and his hands weren’t as steady as they’d been earlier.

Riker crouched beside him, having brought the four antimatter charges from where they’d left them in the corridor. The magnetic cradles were intact, the bottles stable. Riker arranged them in a row on the stone floor, close enough to work on.

“What do you need?” Riker asked.

“Hold this,” Maddox said, handing him the pulse modulator.

He went back to work. The emitter, the conductive filament, the regulator—he’d assembled the core components inside the capsule earlier. Now he needed to calibrate the pulse to the magnetic bottle specifications, wire the four charges in sequence, and rig a timer. The timer was the critical piece. Too short and they’d die before the capsule could transit. Too long and Dominion forces might find and disarm the bombs.

He worked with his knife, stripping insulation, splicing connections. His left hand was nearly useless—the forearm wound had damaged tendons or muscle, and his fingers responded sluggishly—so Riker became his left hand, holding components steady while Maddox connected them with his right.

The Yon Soth presence bore down on them while they worked. It was heavier now, a psychic weight that pressed against Maddox’s skull even through the Liss headband. The ancient structure was reacting to its own damage, or something deeper was stirring, roused by the explosion and the cascade of failures in the conduit junctions. The amber light in the channels had taken on a sickly quality, pulsing in rhythms that felt like the breathing of something vast and not quite alive.

Riker was barely handling it.

From inside the capsule, Ludendorff’s chatter continued.

“—the phase-thread mechanism is genius, absolute genius. It doesn’t punch through dimensional barriers the way our technology does. It threads between them, like a needle through layers of fabric. The coordinate system isn’t spatial at all—it’s resonant. You don’t tell it where to go, you tell it what to harmonize with. Becker, are you holding that impression?”

“I’m holding it,” Becker said through his teeth.

“Good, good. Don’t let go. I’m bridging the secondary power feeds now. There’s going to be a hum.”

A deep vibration rose through the capsule’s hull and into the stone floor. Maddox felt it in his chest.

“That’s the transit mechanism warming up,” Ludendorff said with obvious excitement. “It’s working. The secondary pathways are carrying the load. We have a functional dimensional transit system, gentlemen. Crude, limping, but functional.”

Maddox finished the last connection on the trigger and held the device up. It was ugly—a hybrid of alien components and improvisation, held together by spliced filament and force of will. The emitter hummed. The modulator’s indicator glowed amber. The timer was a simple circuit he’d rigged from the pulse regulator, set to count down from ninety seconds once activated.

Ninety seconds: that was how long he was giving them to get out in transit before the antimatter charges collapsed their magnetic bottles and turned this section of the Torus into a brief, white-hot sun.

“Riker, help me up.”

The sergeant hauled him to his feet. Maddox swayed and caught himself against the wall.

“Sir,” Riker said.

“Wire the trigger to the charges like a good fellow. Do it all four in sequence, you’ve seen how the leads connect.”

Riker knelt and began attaching the conductive leads to each magnetic cradle, threading the filament from one to the next in the pattern Maddox had designed.

“Ludendorff,” Maddox called into the capsule. “How close are you?”

“We are ready, or as ready as one can be with a damaged navigation core, secondary power feeds, and a mentalist acting as a living interface. I would prefer several weeks of testing.”

Riker finished the wiring and stood. “It’s done. Four charges, sequenced, trigger connected.”

Maddox took the trigger device from Riker. He held it in his right hand, his thumb on the activation stud. This was the moment. Once he pressed it, ninety seconds would begin, and there was no stopping it.

He thought about Meta and Jewel, about Victory hanging somewhere out in the dark, with Valerie in command.

He pressed the stud, and a small red light blinked on, steady, counting.

“Go,” Maddox said.

After stumbling in, Maddox sealed the hull breach the only way he could—he kicked a loose panel across it and braced a section of debris against it. It wouldn’t hold against an antimatter detonation, but it wasn’t meant to. They’d either be gone before the blast, or they wouldn’t.

“Now, Ludendorff,” Maddox said.

“Initiating transit,” the Senior Physicist said. “Becker, pour everything you have into that coordinate lock.”

Maddox braced himself.

“It’s working,” Ludendorff shouted above the noise. “The phase-threads are engaging. We are dematerializing.”

The countdown in Maddox’s mind told him forty seconds remained.

The capsule bucked, and then a white light seemed to burn everywhere until it intensified. The shaking became a roar, and the roar became everything.
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Inside the capsule, Maddox opened his eyes. He didn’t remember closing them. The capsule was still shaking, but it was the trembling of a vehicle in motion rather than one tearing itself apart.

Senior Physicist Ludendorff sat hunched in the command chair. The holoimage display had flickered to life, showing a murky, distorted view of the Torus as they slid from it.

At that point, Becker made a low, strangled sound.

“Is there a problem?” Ludendorff asked.

“Yes,” Becker said. “Something is waking up. It’s so much more powerful than the one I knew on Roth.”

“A Yon Soth?” asked Maddox. “How is that possible?”

“The Torus is of Yon Soth manufacture,” Ludendorff said.

“And it’s been in Dominion control for quite some time,” Maddox said. “I doubt they’d just leave a sleeping Yon Soth around and not notice it.”

“You’re right,” Becker said, as he massaged his forehead. “It wasn’t in the Torus directly, but in a dimensional pocket where it’s been hiding. This… is incredible. It’s been dormant for millennia, and the explosion, the egg, and the cascade failures seem to have hit the pocket and stirred it from slumber.”

“Does it know what’s happening?”

“I don’t know,” Becker said. “It’s uncoiling into our reality, though, and it’s angry.”

As if to punctuate the mentalist’s words, on the holo display, a tendril of energy lashed from the Torus at the capsule. The capsule shuddered and the hum changed pitch, climbing toward a whine.

“Do something,” Maddox said.

Ludendorff shook his head. “I can’t. Becker is the conduit, and he’s engaged.”

Maddox tore the Liss headband from his brow and lurched across the chamber, grabbing Becker’s shoulder, gripping hard, trying to infuse the man with whatever power he needed.

Becker turned his head and they stared at each other.

In the captain’s mind, a glowing Builder symbol appeared.

“Yes,” Becker whispered. “That helps.”

The whine in the capsule lessened a little, and, according to the display, the dimensional vehicle slid farther from the Torus. At the same time, the tendril stretched thinner, and then snapped back.

The shaking around them subsided. Maddox released Becker and returned to his place beside Riker.

The holo display now showed the rocky exterior of the Torus, the fleet of carriers and battleships arrayed around it. The running lights of the warships formed a constellation in the stellar medium.

Maddox stared at the invasion force that would have crushed the Commonwealth. Its lord and commander lay dead in the corridor, and in roughly thirty seconds—if his timer was accurate—the deep structure of the Torus was going to become an antimatter fireball.

“We need to find Victory,” Maddox said. “She should be within twenty million kilometers of the Torus.”

Through Becker, the Senior Physicist adjusted the holoimage and expanded the view. Riker got up, but no matter where they looked, they couldn’t see Victory.

“It’s gone,” Riker said.

“They wouldn’t have left so soon,” Maddox said.

“I find no debris or indication of a recent battle,” Ludendorff said.

“This doesn’t make sense,” Maddox said. “It’s camouflaged, but not to these sensors.”

“What if the camouflage failed?” Riker said.

“We’d see the starship,” Maddox said.

“But if the camouflage failed,” Riker said. “Maybe…” He snapped his fingers. “Maybe it’s disguised. Remember, we did that before the Battle of Tau Cygni.”

“Right,” Maddox said. “Good thinking, Sergeant.” To Ludendorff, “The ship might have a holoimage over it.”

The Senior Physicist considered that before nodding. “If your ship is projecting a holographic shell, there should be a discrepancy between the visual profile and the underlying mass signature. Becker, follow my instructions.”

Becker concentrated, and the scan on the holoimage began to resolve—

“That’s her,” Maddox said, pointing out the double-oval starship.

Ludendorff made some calculations and instructed Becker once more. Soon, the Senior Physicist addressed the captain, “I can materialize the capsule directly inside.”

As Ludendorff said that, Becker’s face twisted with concentration. Talia gripped his hand.

The capsule’s hum shifted again, rising, and the deck vibrated with a new frequency.

“We are materializing,” Ludendorff said.

A metallic clang echoed through the capsule and into a much larger space beyond the hull.

The holoimage screen showed a cavernous chamber with high ceilings and metal deck plates. Maintenance cradles lined the walls. Overhead lighting illuminated everything. They were in Victory’s hangar bay.

Riker kicked the debris away from the hull breach, and the makeshift seal fell. Air rushed in, recycled, clean, carrying the faint scent of machine oil and ozone of a starship’s atmosphere. After the foul, charged, mineral stink of the Torus, it was the sweetest thing Maddox had ever smelled.

With Riker’s help, he climbed through the breach. His left arm hung uselessly, the bandage soaked black. His chest wound pulled with every movement, and his ribs grated. He stumbled on the hangar deck and caught himself on the capsule’s battered hull.

Talia was helping Becker, and finally Ludendorff emerged, blinking at the light.

Galyan appeared before Maddox, looking at the battered, bleeding man.

“Welcome home, sir. And may I say, I am glad to see that you are still alive.”
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They made it to the bridge, with Maddox leaning on Riker and leaving a trail of blood drops on Victory’s clean deck plates.

Meta met them in the corridor outside the bridge hatch. She took one look at Maddox and her face went white, then hard, and then she was under his good arm, replacing Riker, her 2-G strength supporting him as if he weighed nothing.

“You look terrible,” she said.

“I’ll live,” Maddox said. “Get me to the command chair.”

She got him there.

Valerie stood, showing relief and alarm.

Their Ludendorff, the Commonwealth one, was at a secondary console near the engineering station. He looked up as they entered, saw the Dominion Ludendorff, and his bushy white eyebrows shot up.

“What in the name of—”

“Later,” Maddox said, dropping into the command chair. The impact sent pain radiating through his ribs and he gripped an armrest until it passed. “Commander, what’s the status?”

“Bad and getting worse,” Valerie said. “The holographic disguise has held, but two vessels have been running deep scans for the last four minutes. Galyan is detecting encrypted communications between them and the Carrier Resolute Fist. They’re comparing our mass signature to the Kaspar-class profile and finding discrepancies.”

Maddox nodded. “Professor, it’s time we went home.”

“We haven’t prepared,” Ludendorff said. “That will take time.”

Maddox shook his head. “We’re out of time. Get the process started.”

Ludendorff swiveled back to his console as he began manipulating his controls.

“Oh, oh,” Keith said from the helm. “Three warships are breaking formation and vectoring toward us. The lead vessel is a heavy cruiser. She’s powering weapons, sir.”

On the main screen, Maddox could see the Dominion fleet arrayed around the Torus. The structure hung in the dark like a wounded thing, its surface flickering with erratic energy discharges. Three warships had indeed pulled out of formation as they accelerated toward Victory’s position.

“I need time,” Ludendorff said. “You can’t just snap your fingers and expect this to work.”

“Just do it,” Maddox said.

“Sir,” the comm officer said. “We’re being hailed. An officer is demanding we respond on the military frequency.”

“Put him through,” Maddox said.

There was a click, and then:

“Vessel identifying as Fleet Tender Kursk, you will halt your approach and prepare for boarding inspection. Respond immediately or be fired upon.”

“Put me on visual,” Maddox told the comm officer. “Galyan, tighten the frame to my face and upper body. Dim the background.”

Galyan nodded, and the bridge lighting dimmed behind Maddox, throwing his face into sharp relief.

Maddox straightened, set his jaw, and put arrogance into his voice the way he’d heard Lord Maddox speak.

“This is Lord Maddox,” he said. “Stand down at once. I am conducting a classified operation aboard this vessel. Any interference will be met with the most severe consequences. Acknowledge.”

There was silence on the channel. On the main screen, the three warships continued their approach.

“I repeat. This is Lord Maddox. You are interfering with a priority operation. The next captain who points a weapon in my direction will be relieved of his command and his head. Is that understood?”

There was more silence. Then a different man came on the channel.

“My lord, we were not informed of any classified operation aboard the Kursk. Our scans indicate—”

“Who is your commanding officer?” Maddox snapped.

“Subcommander Tal has operational command of the fleet, my lord.”

“Get me Tal.”

The channel went quiet. On the main screen, the three warships had slowed their approach but hadn’t stopped. Their weapons remained powered.

Then the channel crackled and a thin man with scarred, hard features appeared on the main screen. He stared at Maddox, showing surprise, and then his eyes narrowed.

“My lord, your complexion appears different.”

“Never mind that,” Maddox said. “I’ve been in the deep structure, dealing with a crisis your security teams failed to contain. I am not in the mood for a cosmetic critique.”

Tal stared a moment longer before he shook his head. “You are not Lord Maddox. Who are you?”

“How dare you say that?” Maddox said.

Tal turned and began giving orders to someone.

“Professor,” Maddox said. “It’s time. Lieutenant, give me full thrust toward the dimensional crack. Use everything the engines have.”

Victory surged forward, dropping the holographic disguise as acceleration rendered it pointless. The double-oval hull of the ancient Adok warship emerged from beneath the image of the drab fleet tender.

Tal said, “All ships, that vessel is hostile. Intercept and destroy.”

As fortune would have it, at that point, the antimatter charges detonated. However, those on the bridge did not learn about it from seeing the Torus erupt, but when Becker dropped to his knees, his mouth open in a silent scream, his eyes streaming tears.

“The Yon Soth is trying to stop the detonation,” Becker gasped. “It’s throwing everything it has at the blast.”

“Not that again,” Valerie whispered.

The starship accelerated and enemy vessels locked onto her.

“Come on,” Maddox said, leaning forward.

Three seconds passed. Then Becker groaned, clutching his head. “It can’t do it.”

The deep structure of the Torus came apart in an antimatter fireball. That started a chain reaction. In several seconds, massive sections of stone tumbled outward from the Torus, trailing fire and amber energy, spinning into the fleet formation. The shockwave rolled outward at a fraction of light-speed, a wall of force, heat, and dimensional energy that sent the closest warships tumbling like leaves.

At the same time, dimensional energy tore at the fabric between realities. The crack between the Dominion Dimension and the Commonwealth Dimension flared wide for an instant as the Torus’s death released stored dimensional energy in a final, uncontrolled cascade.

“The crack is destabilizing,” Ludendorff shouted. “It’s widening momentarily but it will collapse within seconds. We must go through now, because it’s our pathway to our exact dimension. Without it, the odds of returning to our home dimension are minuscule.”

The main screen showed the crack ahead of them—not visible to normal optics, but rendered on Ludendorff’s instruments as a shimmering line in space, a seam between realities that pulsed, flickered, and was narrowing even now.

They began the transfer.
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Much later, Becker stood at one of the starship’s observation decks, fidgeting. He was more than worried. In truth, he feared staying in this dimension.

It was fifteen hours since they’d arrived in the Ganvid System of the Commonwealth of Planets. Back then, Captain Maddox had answered the picket ships that had challenged Victory upon its arrival. There had been cheering afterward and plenty of congratulations to go around. Professor Ludendorff had declared the dimensional crack sealed forever.

That meant the threat from the Dominion New Men was officially over. Those were Professor Ludendorff’s words. Perhaps a few remained in this dimension like Fleet Overlord Drakos. But there would be no new invasion fleet coming from the Dominion.

People had praised Captain Maddox until Meta had said he needed to go to medical. So to medical he had gone.

Becker feared her, and he believed he had good reason to. He’d seen the real Meta in the Zakym Dimension. That Meta had worn a fur bikini to great advantage, and she’d run that Maddox by a leash.

How Captain Maddox kept his Meta checked, Becker didn’t know, but he suspected the worst.

Thus, Becker had retired when Maddox left for medical, claiming a splitting headache and a desperate need for rest. As part of the winning team, the others had allowed him to leave. He’d been worried about that.

Becker had been tired, and his head had hurt as well. Telepathically sensing the awakening and viciously angry Yon Soth had drained him more than he cared to admit. His other exploits had wrung out his mind like a twisted rag.

But here was the thing: he’d slept the sleep of the dead for fourteen and a half hours. And he’d woken with a splitting headache of the worst sort. He’d believed himself a mental cripple. Yet, after washing his face and finding a cafeteria, and eating his fill, he’d felt marginally better. That was the critical point, though. Yes, he likely needed several weeks to months for a full recovery. His brain felt sluggish at best and his body spent, but…

But Becker didn’t buy that the Commonwealth Dimension was really any better for him than the Dominion Dimension or the Zakym Prison Dimension. He wanted to go home to Roth, where things made sense, and where a mentalist like him could rule over the rest.

If he were honest with himself—and he believed in a strict honesty policy for himself—he was adrift in dimensions, surrounded by the do-gooders of Star Watch. They would hamper him at every turn. He knew, because during the last ten minutes, he’d been carefully gauging the minds and desires of those around him.

Yes, he found it hard to do with his sluggish mind. Yet he felt a sense of urgency, as if he should push himself the last mile to get to his paradise, not theirs. Whatever he needed to do would likely prove easier with Captain Maddox in medical.

He had discovered through his mental scanning a tremendous amount of thought concerning loyalty and duty, and the privileges of being in the best ship in Star Watch. That, however, had entailed endless danger, with no seeming end in sight.

Becker didn’t like the idea of endless danger.

Look, he’d just gone through more horror and hell than he ever wanted to go through again. He needed to rest, and that preferably meant resting with buxom lasses who would do whatever his heart desired…

Actually, on second thought, that would mean being with Talia. Buxom lasses were all well and good, but Becker realized he might be in love with the Exarch of Pylon. She was a babe, no doubt about that. And he had learned to lean on her, but more importantly, he loved being with her.

In fact, the thought of being with Talia put a smile on his face.

Unfortunately, that lasted all of four seconds as the damn holoimage appeared.

“Hello, Mentalist Becker.”

Becker jumped and yelped as he turned in fright.

“Oh,” the holoimage said. “Did I frighten you?”

“Startled,” Becker said. “You startled me.”

“Is that not the same thing?”

After a moment, Becker shrugged, deciding the alien holoimage probably couldn’t tell the difference.

“Did you sleep well?” the holoimage asked.

“I did, thank you. Is, ah, there something I can do for you?”

“I am named Galyan.”

Becker nodded, smiling politely, wondering what this nosy little Galyan wanted.

As if reading his thoughts, Galyan said, “I am checking up on you per the captain’s request.”

“Oh?” Becker said, trying to mask his sudden nervousness.

“I do not wish to insult you after your brave deeds on the Torus.”

“That’s good.”

“But,” Galyan said, “the captain considers you a… let us call it: a trouble maker.”

“Me?”

“That is correct.”

“He said trouble maker?”

“No,” Galyan said.

“I don’t understand then.”

“The captain referred to you as a cunning trickster, a fox wishing to govern the henhouse.”

Becker blinked several times.

“I believe that is an idiom,” Galyan said. “By henhouse, the captain referred to a place filled with nubile young women, and by fox, he was describing you as a sexual predator.”

Becker straightened, shaking his head. “That strikes me as rather unkind, given all that I’ve done for the cause.”

“Perhaps you have a point there. I will not quibble with you about it. However, I do follow the captain’s instructions to the letter.”

“Good for you,” Becker said. “That’s the kind of loyalty that makes this ship run the way it does.”

Galyan blinked several times before saying, “I am unsure if you really mean that.”

“I most certainly do. The crew of Victory impresses me to no end.”

“While your words ring with sincerity, your bodily mannerisms suggest you are practicing subterfuge against me.”

Becker cleared his throat several times, trying to gauge the holoimage’s intelligence and how best to deal with it. “Galyan is it?”

“Yes.”

“What you are no doubt analyzing or seeing is the result of the differences in customs in the various dimensions.”

“Oh?”

“Where I come from, I’m known as the most honest of men, a truth-teller of rare worth.”

Galyan appeared to absorb this. “Do you think the captain believes this?”

“In all honesty, I’m not sure. You see, Galyan, we had some troubling moments, the captain and I. I had to stoop several times to unsavory methods because of the dire situation. I know you were there at one point, seeing me at my worst. I also suspect that your captain is hanging on to those moments. However, while I dislike singing my own praises, I was the key to everyone escaping the Torus and our reaching the Commonwealth. If you would be so good, please inform the captain that I will follow whatever strictures he requires, and that I’m eager to learn my new role in this dimension.”

Galyan stared at him.

“Is there a problem?” Becker asked.

“There is not. I was merely filing data into a personality profile. Yes. I will inform the captain of your words.”

“Excellent,” Becker said.

“What will you do in the meantime?”

Becker forced a yawn. “I slept over fourteen hours, but I’m still tired. I think I’m going to lie down in my quarters until I feel better. Do you think that will be all right?”

“I do,” Galyan said. “I will report to the captain and speak with you later.”

“Can you come by after I get up again?” Becker said.

“Yes.” And with that, Galyan disappeared.

It reminded Becker of Roth’s blink teleportation. And in that moment, he knew exactly what he needed to do.
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Becker didn’t go to his cabin. Instead, he went looking for Talia.

He found her at a small observation lounge on the port side. That was interesting. She sat alone, staring through the viewport at distant stars. Her dark hair was loose around her shoulders and her hands folded in her lap. She looked clean and rested, although she had a faraway, wistful expression.

Becker sat down beside her and said nothing until she glanced sidelong at him several times.

“It feels strange here,” he said at last.

She regarded him fully.

“I keep thinking about Roth,” he said. “It was so different from here. I imagine it is better on Roth.”

She nodded.

“As Exarch, you must have received many privileges.”

“To a degree,” she said. “It’s my obligations that I remember more. I had a duty to my people.”

“Do you miss that?”

“I do.”

He nodded as if he understood. “You had purpose, a reason for waking up in the morning.”

“Yes,” she said.

He looked at the stars and made a show of sighing. “Do you remember how the gas giant filled half the sky? It’s strange, but the skies feel empty everywhere else.”

Talia smiled sadly, perhaps in agreement with his sentiment.

Becker judged the moment right and used the lightest of psionic touches, finding the thread of longing and feeding it just a little more, the way one might blow on an ember.

Talia’s smile evaporated into a frown. “I think my people still need me. There’s so much that needs doing, especially now after what happened on the surface.”

“Ah, you’re right. I’ve learned that Sataki perished and that much of the mentalist structure broke down. This is a crucial time on Roth. Imagine if we could unite our two societies into one whole. Wouldn’t that be something?”

“That could never happen.”

“No?”

“Even with the death of Sataki, I do not see the mentalists changing their ways, or freely giving up their hold on power.”

“Perhaps not freely,” Becker said. “But with the right kind of help, with me at your side…”

She studied him.

“Are you truly being serious?” she asked.

“Oh, yes,” he said. “My journeys through the dimensions have changed my outlook. I can see that our ways were wrong for Roth. But we mentalists need help turning to something more wholesome.”

Talia studied him more. Then she looked back at the stars. “If there were a way to return… maybe we could work together.”

He let that hang in the air like a scent as he used his telepathy once again.

Twenty minutes later, Becker and Talia were strolling through the corridors, chatting together as they came upon the Senior Physicist.

Dominion Ludendorff had just exited a cafeteria, with a hand on his stomach as he burped softly.

“Senior Physicist,” Becker said, who had chosen the moment carefully, not by chance. “How are you finding your accommodations?”

Ludendorff stopped to regard them, shrugging in the end. As a Ludendorff, he seemed reserved, perhaps due to his lower standing in the Dominion.

Becker smiled, using a stronger psionic touch than he had with Talia. The Methuselah Man had a complex architecture of a mind. It might have taken too long, but Becker located an insatiable need to know, to discover, to be the first—and he breathed on it much more than with Talia.

Even though the three of them had been standing there doing nothing a little too long, Ludendorff swayed, and he touched his head, and he eyed Becker as his mouth worked.

“I imagine you’re thinking what a shame it is that you have to give up the dimensional capsule for good,” Becker said.

“What?” the Senior Physicist said, as he rubbed his forehead.

“Surely you must be thinking about how the capsule can take someone to any dimension and the wonders of each reality you’ll never see.” Becker shook his head. “What a pity. What a shame. Yes, the man who controlled such a vehicle would uncover a myriad of marvels.”

Once more, Ludendorff rubbed his forehead and began to shake it. Then he fixed on Becker as his hand dropped. “I’d need your psionic interface to operate the craft.”

“Oh, that’s right, you would. How forgetful of me.”

Ludendorff blinked several times. “Would… would you agree to help me pilot it if I asked?”

“You know,” Becker said. “Since you put it like that. Yes, I’d gladly help.”

The Senior Physicist looked sharply at Becker, then at Talia. After a moment, it seemed as if something clicked behind his eyes. “Where is the capsule now?”

Becker glanced at Talia.

“In the hangar bay where we landed,” she said woodenly.

The Senior Physicist seemed not to notice her monotone. “Is it guarded, do you think?”

“This is a Star Watch vessel,” Becker said with a laugh. “They trust each other too much for that sort of nonsense.”

It took a moment. Then the Senior Physicist sneered. “How naive of them.”

“Say,” Becker replied. “I think you have a point about that.”

Soon, the three of them walked through the corridors, the Senior Physicist having gathered his satchel and a few tools.

Soon, they reached the hangar bay on the lower deck, and indeed, the capsule sat where it had materialized, battered and scarred.

At that point, the Senior Physicist stopped short, blinking, rubbing his forehead and frowning.

Becker glanced at him. The Methuselah Man’s mind was so intricate and layered. It seemed, in time, to absorb and drown out the pushes. Because of that, it appeared that this Ludendorff was having second thoughts. Why couldn’t the fool just do this? Becker sighed, and despite the strain, he pushed once again.

The Senior Physicist blinked more rapidly and more forcefully.

“Should we take a closer look?” Becker said.

The Senior Physicist eyed him as if suspicious, but finally nodded.

The three of them headed toward the capsule.

Unfortunately, a holoimage appeared before them, and said, “Hello again, Mentalist Becker.”

The three stopped, Talia and the Senior Physicist staring straight ahead.

Becker smiled as his heart raced. This is just what he didn’t need. “Galyan,” he said. “What a pleasant surprise.”

“I have been tracking your movements since you left the observation lounge,” Galyan said.

“What, you don’t trust me?” Becker asked.

“But I do,” Galyan said, “to act in a manner that Captain Maddox suggested you would.”

Becker thought about that. He needed a workaround, but first—

“That strikes me as unkind, especially given all I’ve done to help the captain and the others.”

“Your evasion tactics will not work on me.”

“What tactics? I’m insulted that you’re speaking to me like this.”

“Mentalist Becker, why have you three come to the hangar bay?”

“That’s easy to explain and entirely innocent. I left a few items in the capsule. I also didn’t want to impose on the captain’s hospitality by leaving a mess behind. We were going to clean up.”

Galyan looked at Talia. “Is this accurate?”

It took a moment before she turned her head to regard Galyan. “Yes. I also left items inside.”

Galyan looked at the Senior Physicist.

The Ludendorff had to move his mouth several times before he said, “I require several of my calibration instruments.” He patted his satchel. “They are of no use to your people and of tremendous value to me.”

Galyan seemed to process this and said, “You must wait until the captain is available. He is currently asleep in medical.”

“Of course,” Becker said. “Now, I feel I must explain. You see, I’m touchy about my reputation, and felt insulted a moment ago. On further thought, however, I retract my accusations against you. You are simply being careful. The problem is that the items in question are fragile, and the capsule took a beating, as you can see. Every hour that passes increases the risk of degradation. We’d hate for anything to be ruined.”

Galyan said nothing as he studied the mentalist.

“We’d be in and out in a few minutes,” Becker said.

“I understand,” Galyan said. “I will accompany you, observing while you collect these items. That will ensure safety and yet allow you to reclaim your property.”

Becker nodded, smiled, and said, “Thank you, Galyan. I appreciate that. I really do.”
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They climbed through the hull breach and into the capsule, Galyan’s holoimage following them inside.

Becker made a show of rummaging through a storage compartment near the entrance, pulling out odds and ends, turning them over, setting some aside and putting others back. He took his time about it.

Talia moved to the far side of the cabin, opening another compartment, seemingly searching for her belongings.

The Senior Physicist went straight for the command chair and began examining the interface, running his fingers over the controls with barely contained fascination.

“Senior Physicist,” Galyan said. “Please do not touch the navigational instruments.”

Ludendorff backed off, waiting.

Becker continued rummaging, pulling out a small device he didn’t recognize and studying it with apparent interest. Then he set it aside and dug deeper.

“Why are you taking so long?” Galyan said.

“Oh, here it is.” Becker found a leather pouch and placed several small items into it, showing each to Galyan as if seeking approval.

Talia produced a folded piece of dark cloth. She held it up and shook it out. It was the remnant of her Exarch’s garment, stained and torn.

“May I keep this?” she asked Galyan.

“I do not see why not,” Galyan said.

Realizing that Galyan would not leave until they did, Becker gathered his psionic resolve. He then shaped it into a tight telekinetic pulse and hurled it at the holoimage.

Galyan spun on him as his image flickered, distorted, broke apart into static, and vanished.

Becker’s knees buckled from the effort. He caught himself on a panel and hung there, trembling, his breath coming in shallow gasps. Blood dripped from his nose. That had been harder than he thought and dangerous for him.

Both Talia and the Senior Physicist stared at him, waiting like puppets.

With a groan, Becker straightened and in three strides put his hands on the Senior Physicist’s shoulders. He drove into Ludendorff’s mind, needing the physical contact now.

“Sit in the chair,” Becker said hoarsely. “Activate the power feeds. Do it at once.”

Ludendorff’s features went glassy for an instant. Then he found the interface probes and began connecting them with the feverish speed of a man possessed.

Becker turned to Talia. “Hold onto something and think of Pylon.”

She hesitated for half a second. Then she grabbed a bulkhead strut and closed her eyes, and Becker could feel the impression of Pylon Station blooming in her mind, sharp and vivid and aching with want.

Taking a deep breath, knowing this was going to hurt more than he liked, Becker pressed his hands against the navigation panel and reached into the lattice with his psionic sense. His skull throbbed with the effort. He was drained, running on fumes, but he found the coordinate register and locked onto Talia’s impression, threading it into the lattice.

The capsule hummed and the deck vibrated. The holoimage display flickered to life, showing Victory’s hangar bay outside the hull, and then the image began to dissolve.

Galyan reappeared, his projection restored. He opened his mouth, to say something.

But the capsule was already leaving as the hull shimmered and then Galyan was gone, left behind.

The transit proved rough. Becker was on the floor by the time it ended. He didn’t remember falling, but the deck was cold against his cheek and the hum was winding down.

Talia was the first to speak. “Becker. Becker, look.”

He lifted his head. The holoimage display showed a gas giant, banded and enormous, filling half the screen. Below it orbited an Earth-sized moon, green and brown. And in orbit around the moon was a cylindrical station with radiating arms.

Talia clapped and let out a sound that was half a laugh and half a sob. Then she dropped beside Becker and kissed him, her hands gripping his face.

“You did it,” she said, “you mad, scheming, wonderful man.”

From the command chair came a low groan. Ludendorff’s eyes had rolled back in his head as he slumped sideways in the chair. The old man had fainted, possibly from the exertion, possibly from the psionic assault, possibly from both.

Becker sat up, wiping blood from his nose. His head pounded and his body felt like it had been wrung out and hung to dry. He’d used power he didn’t have, and he’d pay for that in the days ahead.

But as he looked at the holo screen while they began to materialize at Pylon Station, he realized he was in the best place possible. Talia’s station no doubt needed a real leader, and it needed a man who could deal with the mentalists of the Pit, someone cunning and ruthless and willing to do whatever was required.

It needed him, and… he needed Talia. Yes, he needed and wanted her more than anything else.

Talia took his hand and pulled him to his feet. They walked down the corridor and squeezed through the hull breach, leaving Ludendorff snoring in the chair, and stepped into the main concourse of Pylon Station.

The concourse was wide and bright, with a high ceiling and long viewports that showed the gas giant hanging in the black. People were already gathering: station workers in gray uniforms, technicians, guards, and children who had stopped playing to stare.

A woman in the front of the crowd recognized Talia as tears spilled down her cheeks.

“The Exarch,” she whispered. Then louder: “The Exarch has returned!”

The crowd surged forward, voices rising and hands reaching. People wept, laughed and called her name. Talia stood straight, her chin raised, her dark eyes bright, and she received them with smiles.

Becker stood beside her, holding her hand, and he watched the crowd swirl around them. He did so with the sharp, calculating gaze of a man who was already thinking three moves ahead.

This was going to work out nicely. He was sure of that.
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Less than a minute after the dimensional capsule left Victory’s hangar bay, Galyan appeared in Maddox’s medical room.

The captain slept soundly as Meta sat in a chair nearby, reading a datapad.

Meta must have seen Galyan out of the corner of her eye, as she set down the datapad and regarded him.

“I must speak to the captain,” Galyan said.

“No,” Meta whispered. “He needs his sleep. Can’t you tell he’s exhausted?”

Galyan regarded the sleeping captain. “Yes. I can see that. Still—”

The captain snorted and then opened his eyes. He saw Galyan and then his wife glaring at the little holoimage.

“What’s wrong?” Maddox asked.

“Nothing,” Meta said. “Galyan was just checking on you. He was about to leave. In fact—”

“Is that true, Galyan?”

Galyan stood there blinking. “Yes. I will leave.”

“No,” Maddox said, his voice sounding hoarse. “Meta…”

She met his gaze but soon looked away.

“Galyan,” Maddox said. “What is it?”

Galyan hesitated a moment and then told the captain what had just happened in the hangar bay.

“So they’re gone?” Maddox asked.

“I studied the readings in the hangar bay,” Galyan said. “I am sure there was a dimensional exit.”

“You mean from our dimension?” asked Maddox.

“Yes, Captain.”

“And it was Exarch Talia, Mentalist Becker and the Senior Physicist who left?”

“That is correct, sir.”

Meta now turned back, looking at her husband.

Maddox struggled until he was sitting up more. He had patches and bandages, and a drip in his arm. Finally, he snorted.

Meta raised her eyebrows.

“I do not understand your reaction,” Galyan said. “I thought you would be upset with me and the situation.”

Maddox focused on Galyan. “No, my fine Adok friend, I’m not upset. The capsule, Becker, Talia and the other Ludendorff are gone. Frankly, I hate dimensional travel, more than ever. I’m glad this is over. I’m glad we only have one Ludendorff to deal with. Becker was always going to be a problem, and Talia…” He nodded. “She deserves to go home.”

“But under Becker’s control?” asked Galyan.

Maddox laughed. “I saw how he looked at her, how protective he’s become. I’m thinking the mentalist is more under Talia’s control than she is under his. Didn’t you run that through your personality profiles?”

“I did not,” Galyan said. “Could you elaborate on this? It is most curious.”

“No!” Meta said.

Both Maddox and Galyan glanced at her.

“You told the captain the news,” Meta said. “He’s given you his response. Now, if you don’t mind, I want him to get some sleep.”

“Yes, Meta.” And with that, Galyan disappeared.

Maddox studied his wife. “Come here,” he said at last.

She did, knowing the tone, and slid into bed with him.

“I’m glad I’m back,” Maddox said.

“Me, too,” Meta said, as she stroked his face.

“Let’s hope this is the last dimensional problem we ever face.”

“I’ll agree with that,” Meta said.

Then Maddox kissed his wife. He was tired, cut, and quite sore. But he’d won, including a knife fight against a cognate New Man. Someday, he hoped, he could face Emperor Trahey and do the same to him. But until then…

Captain Maddox kissed Meta again, glad to have finally sealed the breach to the Dominion Dimension, completely and totally.

The End

From the Author: Thanks Reader! I hope you’ve enjoyed The Lost Maddox. If you liked the book and would like to see the story continue, please put up some stars and a review to support the series. Let me know what you would like Captain Maddox and the crew to challenge next!
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