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"Prologue"

 


Savannah, Piedmont Republic

14 October, 2107 AD:

 


The envelope slipped under his door had no stamp or
return address, but what fried Drew's mind was its contents: an
invitation to the biggest thing to hit Savannah since Sherman's
March To The Sea.

He'd
heard about the show the aliens were putting on. Hell, there was no
way to avoid it. It was all over the street—Ic'nichi this, Ic'nichi
that—Gawd, he was sick of hearing it. The humans and aliens
recently signed another treaty, and some Ic'nichi diplomats were
touring the Alliance of Nations trying to improve their public
image. They were in town for three nights of open forum interviews
at the old Civic Center, and you had to be God's nephew to get in
there. Only here was an ornate invitation addressed to
'Master Andrew
Jerome Dawson, esq.' in handwritten gold ink. More perplexing—and
ominous—was the attached note:

 


'Hope you can make it. You should find the
discussion most interesting. About your condition, the restrooms
are on the right at the main entrance.'

 


"Condition?" He tended to mutter to himself when he
was confused or worried, which was pretty often. "What's this
blubber? I got no 'condition'."

He
held the invitation up to the dim light of his battered oil lamp,
and studied it from various angles, hoping further enlightenment
might be scribbled on the back. No such luck. "What they have to
say, huh?" Someone clearly wanted face time, and what spooked him
was where they wanted to meet. That whole 'hood would be crawling
with apes. Jeez, 'they' must walk down the middle of the damned street. Something about that
invitation filled him with a sense of dread all out of proportion
to the mystery of it, but for the life of him, he couldn't bring
himself to do the sensible thing, and ignore it. Way
out-freakin'.

§

He dithered for the longest time over it, got chewed
by his boss for not paying attention at work, wondering what to do.
At lunch he went off in a corner and studied the enigma again.
"What the hell is this?" he wondered. "Why pick on me?"

As
much as he denied it to himself, he was nobody: a loner; a scrawny,
acne-scarred misfit with no friends and no interest in space
exploration. He couldn't figure it. Who would go to all that
trouble? He was Downtown: the only people who knew he existed were
the apes who hounded him and the junkies he dealt with. His first
instinct was to go to ground somewhere deep, deep down in the
sewers where 'they'—whoever 'they' were—couldn't find him. The more he thought about it, the
more freaked he got. But as shook as he was, the idea that someone
important wanted face time intrigued him. Whoever sent that
envelope clearly carried some horsepower, and what
'they'
had to say would
interest him? Like it or not, he was hooked.

§

"Aw right, Master Andrew Jee-rome Dawson, Esquire."
The Boss ape at the third checkpoint in six blocks gave him a hard
look. "You're free t' go."

Drew gave him a sullen glare—they had history—and
tried to keep his hands steady as he zipped up his tattered
'Sharks' team jacket. The late autumn night was brisk, and they'd
about stripped him naked right there on the sidewalk. There was an
edgy silence, then Drew stuck out his palm.

"My ticket?"

Boss
ape frowned. "Ah'll jus' bet you stole this." He pondered Drew's
invitation suspiciously, then handed it back. "Killed someone t'
get it, sure. But, they tell me you're on the list, which is th'
only
reason ah don't
slam yo' lousy ass."

"Maybe we should slam him jus' t' be sure, sarge?"
The other harness apes hovered around close to unnerve him, like
they do. He was a welcome break from the tedium of a chilly
night.

Boss ape's calculating look was interrupted by
another limousine pulling up to the checkpoint. "Naw, we got enough
t' do. Another time, sure." No time for this scumbag, it seemed.
"Aw right, blubber, move it," Boss ape snarled, and sent him
packing.

Drew had a half-dozen biting remarks bottled up
inside, but Boss ape's eyes told him anything he said would get him
slammed, sure. He brushed a stringy lock of hair back under his
cap, put his head down and his hands in his jacket pockets,
shivering in fear and humiliation and the brisk October night as he
headed down the crumbling street.

"What the hell am I doing?" he mumbled for the
umpteenth time. Aside from the guv'ment compound, this was a bad
place to be in broad daylight, and no one in their right mind would
be caught here at night. Even Downtowners avoided this area. The
scavengers were laying low for the moment, not that it was any
comfort. There were apes everywhere; the sight of them made him
itch. What's worse, the militia with their automatic rifles were
patrolling the patch of overgrown woods that used to be a city
park. He could see them searching the bare trees with infrared
night scopes, hunting. A movement caught his eye: there was a
sniper on the roof of a half ruined tenement up the street. This
was a no-shit war zone!

"I gotta be crazy," he muttered as he eyed the mob
up ahead. There were limousines and carriages everywhere. The
bright lights and glitter made him painfully aware of how he stood
out in his faded jeans and team jacket. The plantation class from
miles around were headed for the Civic Center in sublime disregard
for the rats watching from the ruins. The few who noticed regarded
him with mixed curiosity and contempt. With all the apes and
militia around, they didn't need to worry.

Whoever sent that note, whatever 'they' wanted with him, he was sure it couldn't
be good. But as much as he wanted to run, the mystery of the whole
thing bugged him, nudging him along as he dithered and fretted.
What the hell did 'they' want with him? That mysterious 'they' really pushed his buttons. This whole
thing had him floating, it was so unreal. He tried to be invisible
as he worked his way through the aristocratic crowd converging on
the crumbling slums of downtown Savannah.

The
last obstacle, at the Civic Center entrance, was a team of
hard-case Alliance Protective Agency suits who made his skin crawl
like those harness apes could never hope to. "You need to turn
around now, idiot," he grumbled to himself as they gave his
invitation a suspicious going over...consulted their
list...whispered among themselves...talked to someone on their
radios...who came out to join the fun. Boss suit was a tall, thin
man in a cheap overcoat, and his sour expression said that
'Master Andrew
Jee-rome Dawson, Esquire' was important for reasons he was not happy about.
If Drew didn't know better, he'd swear this long drink of water was
expecting him.

Drew
was about ready to cave in when another limousine pulled up to the
steps. The local apes were all over it, with plenty of
'yes-sir-no-sir' for its load of autocrats from one of the suburban
plantations. 'Bastards,' Drew cursed in the silent rage of the dispossessed.
'Hope you
burn.' What
hurt worst was how the apes jumped to open limo doors while
treating him like a dangerous animal. 'Hope you rot in hell,'
he fumed to
himself. 'And I got something special for you, slutbitches.'
Rich fat-cats' ho's
in sleek, skimpy threads, showing off for their 'gentlemen'. They
got plenty of 'yes-miss-no-miss' too.

That excitement past, the suits got back to him, and
it soon turned into an argument. The local Boss ape wanted to slam
him, supported by the APA suits who clearly didn't like the cut of
his jib. Boss suit stood up to them quietly but firmly, although he
didn't seem any happier about this than his people were. And all
the while more autocratic 'gentlemen' and their flashy ho's styled
past them without receiving a second glance.

The
whole thing left Drew burning with impotent rage by time they
finally, reluctantly, let him in. "About damned well time," he
grumbled. His fear was submerged by anger again, and whatever dirty
work 'they' were up to, he wanted in. He remembered something as he
headed for the door. "Hey..." he confronted Boss suit. "Where's the
bucket?"

"Down there." He pondered Drew unhappily, then
gestured down a darkened hallway—to the right, as promised.

§

"You're hyperventilating," he muttered. This was
just too out-freakin'. "You'll pass out, you keep it up." That scene
at the entrance scared him white, now his anger wore off. Why was
Boss suit covering him? He sure as hell didn't want to jack the Alliance Protective
Agency. Worse, his mysterious 'they' used the APA to run errands? He about fainted when he belatedly caught that
one. Angst battled curiosity battled his well-honed survival
instincts, making him a nervous wreck.

"You better run, fool." That hall was a thousand
klicks long, uphill all the way, and darker than pharaoh's tomb.
His hands shook and his stomach churned as he crept along,
wondering if it was too late to back out. "Time to hit the sewers,"
he muttered. The one thing that kept him going was the thought of
doing those assholes some dirt, and even that was not so appealing
now.

It took forever, but he got to the end of the hall.
No bucket: he about bolted then. A right turn sent him further into
the stygian gloom, and the restroom doors were a short way down, on
his right, as promised. He dithered for a long time, finally took a
deep breath and...

"Mister Dawson," a soft voice came from behind him.
He jerked like he'd been stung, and looked around guiltily.

"Here, Mister Dawson, if you please."

The voice came from an office door on the other side
of the hall. The office was dark, the door open a crack. He stood
there uncertainly, frozen with fear. Fantasies of class revenge
faded again as he wondered what the hell to do?

"We need to chat, Mister Dawson." The voice was
becoming impatient.

Galvanized into shaky motion, he crept across the
hall, eased the door open, looked around anxiously, and went
in.

§

The security lamps outside gave just enough light
for him to pick out the furniture. From what he could see, the
place seemed perfectly normal. There was a desk, some chairs, some
filing cabinets, all the usual...there was movement to his left.
Drew recoiled in terror, backing away behind the desk, hands out
before him as a vague animal shape emerged from the gloom.

"That's better." The soft voice had a trace of a
British accent, pronouncing each word clearly. "Thank you for
coming, Mister Dawson."

Then
the impossibility of it all soaked through his panic. There were no
dinosaurs any more, and they certainly wouldn't wear neatly
tailored gray suits and talk with old-school panache. It never
occurred to Drew that his mysterious 'they' might not be human. Talk
out-freakin'!

"...huh?...wha?..."

"You needn't be concerned, Mister Dawson," the alien
assured him. "We mean you no harm. We wish to ask a small favor of
you, if you would be so kind."

It took Drew a moment to absorb that, and another to
comprehend it. The alien studied him calmly across the desk,
waiting for him to pull himself together. It—he—was like a big
lizard standing on two legs; body stretched out flat, tail swaying
left and right, head up, triangular cats' ears alert, arms folded
across his chest. The lamplight glittered on his fine scales and
the polished insignia on his collar.

"Ah...I...w-what do you want?"

"Much better. I do hope we can work together. I dare say you will find our
gratitude most rewarding."

"Um..." As shaken as he was, that got his attention. What
could the Ic'nichi possibly want from him? More important, what were they offering?
"...rewarding?"

"Indeed." The alien reached into a pouch hung under his
belly—Drew noticed the strange-looking firearm next to it—and drew
out a card, which he passed over. "If you can run a small errand
for us in a timely and satisfactory manner, this account will be credited with a
million Alliance Kroner."

Drew studied the plastic teller card like it was
something from another world, which it might as well have been for
Downtowners like him. A million Kroner? Total out-freakin'!

"Wha...what do you want?"

"You work as an orderly at the University Hospital."
That was not a question.

"...yeah..."

"And the human known as Admiral MacKenna is
presently being treated there."

"Yeah?"

"We understand he suffered a massive stroke, his
condition is hopeless, and his family has requested he be allowed
to die."

"Um, yeah."

"Sad." The alien seemed genuinely hurt. "He was a
great leader, instrumental in building up your space fleet during
the contact crisis." He focussed on Drew again. "We respect a
formidable foe."

"So...what about it? Where do I come in?"

The alien shook off his funk, picked an object up
off the floor, and laid it on the desk between them. It was the
size of a small suitcase, with a molded handle and a hump on one
side.

"This is a device for recording memories: a new
technology; a proposed education tool, actually. We used a local
activist group to delay the Admiral's demise with legal proceedings
while our courier made a fast trip home for this prototype." He
pulled a bowl shaped disk off the side of the case, and drew out
its thick connecting cable. "Place this on top of his head, and
push this button." He indicated the chin strap and a large blue
knob. "The process is painless, and takes about twenty minutes.
When done, return the device to us, and your task will be
complete."

"Hey, no way, boss." He finally realized that the alien's
gray suit as a uniform. This big lizard was military, and was
trying to recruit him as a spy. This was just too heavy for his sewer rat instinct. "No
chance, boss. I'm not your boy."

"This is important, Mister Dawson, and you are the
only one in a position to help. As I said, you'll find our
gratitude most rewarding." He pushed the case forward a bit.

"Hey, I'm no spook, and I don't jack no alien Goldberg." He
wanted the hell out of there, but the alien had carefully positioned
himself in the way.

"Your racial fear of technology is understandable
after the Collapse, but I can assure you this 'Goldberg' is
harmless."

"And I don't wanna jack them suits outside. How am I
supposed to get this thing past them?"

"Those 'suits' will not concern you. We have
arranged a limousine for your use."

"Not me, hombre. No chance."

"Your country has a very good record keeping
system."

"...Huh?"

"A
very good computerized records system, speaking of technology." The alien
eyed him closely. "Your police, for example, know you steal
pharmaceuticals from the hospital and sell them on the underground
market. It's all there in their files. We understand they plan to
arrest you shortly."

That sent another chill down Drew's spine. He
thought he'd covered his tracks so perfectly. Now the apes were on
him, as well as these aliens. They'd slam him for life! He had to
run...but where? And how, with no money? He felt the darkness
closing in around him, choking him, his panic rising like a tidal
wave...

"Interesting thing, computerized records," the alien mused.
"So convenient, yet so vulnerable. It's amazing how easily files
can be inserted, reports amendedfinancial transactions recorded." He gave Drew another sharp look. "But then,
files can be erased, reports misplacedrecords lost."
He shoved the case forward a bit more. "With the right
incentive...and the right technology."

'God, I'm in it,' Drew thought. And he'd been half-seduced by that
smooth talk. He stood petrified, eyes flicking back and forth
between the alien and the ominous gray case as he tried desperately
to think of a way out.

"Mister Dawson?"

"N-no, it's too risky, boss. Not gonna happen." As
scared as he was of the apes, jacking with this alien was too much.
"What's this all about, anyway?"

The alien sighed wearily and pondered him for a long
moment. "Perhaps it will help if you understand how important this
is," he said at last. "Your Admiral was the last of a kind. He
understood high-tech global warfare like no one who hasn't fought
through your Collapse can. Mercifully, you humans are too depleted
to fight wars like that any more, and we Ic'nichi simply don't have
the mindset for it. Your Admiral's memories are a priceless
resource which we hope to preserve."

"But...that's treason!" Hell of a time to come all
patriotic! "That'd tell you everything about our space fleet! You
lizards got a lot-a nerve comin' on like that!"

"I
have been polite, Mister Dawson!" The alien rocked back on his tail in indignation.
"You can surely offer the same courtesy. Humans use that term as a derogatory slur. That
was uncalled for." His ears were twitching this way and that, which
made him all the more intimidating.

"...sorry..."

"And
for your information, we already know about your space fleet. You have a grand
total of nine starships, only four of which are real combatants,
and two of them are still under construction. Our defense force
alone outnumbers your entire fleet three to one, and your flimsy,
hastily armed transports are no match for our patrol ships." He was
regaining that damned cool composure, coming down off his tail. "So
you can see we don't need the Admiral's secrets, except as an
historical record."

The
silence stretched out as thick as the nighttime gloom.
'Well...yeah...that
may be,' Drew realized at last. The alien's relentless cool was
dampening his panic, allowing him to think it through.
'So...what do I
care, anyway? And why should I?'

The alien patted the case affectionately. "You may
rest assured we would not want this sort of knowledge to get
around."

'...uh...yeah...' It was almost like he knew what Drew was thinking.
Out-freakin'.

"And it bears repeating, Mister Dawson, being on our
good side has its rewards."

'...yeah...'

There was another long, uncomfortable silence.

'So...what if they are up to something?'
he told himself. A
million Kroner would take him a long, long way from here; all the
way to the Republic of Mendocino, out west. 'Their blubber don't matter to
me.'

The alien pushed the case forward until it rested
against his belly. "We will be here for two more nights. Return
this in that time, and we'll let that 'lizard' remark go by."

A million Kroner.

It hung in the air between them, as conspicuous as a
torch-lit parade. The silence stretched out again as the alien
folded his arms and waited for Drew's next move.

A million Kroner.

It was his way out: out of prison, out of Savannah,
out of a life of groveling poverty. His only way out.

'It'll be risky.' He made his choice without realizing, and started
talking himself into it. The Admiral was in Intensive Care. He'd
have to slip the gismo in in his laundry cart, and hope the ward
nurses didn't get suspicious while he puttered around the Admiral's
room for twenty eternal minutes.

A million Kroner.

It'd set him up like those rich plantation bastards.
Yeah. He reached hesitantly for the handle...

"Oh, and I recommend you don't try opening the
case."

Drew froze again. He'd read enough spy novels to
know what the alien was hinting at.

A million Kroner.

He'd never have to mop up puke and piss again,
ever.

'El
Dawson Ranchero.' Yeah. Visions of autocratic excess danced before his eyes,
submerging his last lingering doubts. 'With a whole stable full of good-lookin' ho's.'
Yeah.
Fuckit. 'Nuke Savannah, see if I care.' He picked up the case. It was
surprisingly heavy. 'Good bye Piedmont Republic, and fuck you.'

The alien gave him a toothy smile.

 


*****

 



 


 "Chapter
One"

 


He
existed for a timeless time without realizing it. He was aware of
his being for an eternity, but didn't grasp the significance of it.
Slowly, bit by bit, grain by grain, he came together, drifting in a
dark, formless void. And with it a brooding restlessness, a sense
that something was wrong, began to grow in him. Bit by bit, grain by grain, his
consciousness emerged until at last he understood that he was 'me';
although where or why he was eluded him. With that understanding,
his growing unease blossomed into real fear, though of
what
or why he couldn't
tell. That low grade fear gnawed at him. He began struggling
against the formless void, trying to find some plane of reference,
some reassurance this emptiness wasn't everything.

"We're getting eye movement," a disembodied voice echoed in the
darkness around him.

That touched the panic laying close beneath his
surface. He struggled to cry out, struggled with alien concepts of
speech and language, struggled to pierce the formless void which
engulfed him, trying to touch the mysterious 'other' behind that
voice. As if in response, a surreal whirlwind erupted around him; a
swirl of tiny motes sparkling in some not-light from nowhere. It
confused and disoriented him, and he hesitated, trying to
comprehend this new phenomenon. The swirling motes grew into a
shimmering cloud which accelerated and closed in on him. They
touched him, drifted into him one by one, and as they did his
thought became clearer, his 'me' better defined. He felt strange
new sensations, caught fleeting thoughts and emotions. He was swept
up in a storm of images, concepts, and sensations too fragmented to
comprehend.

"Hiss gamma waves are increasing," another voice echoed.
"He shoult be
conscious now."

"Let's try something. Can you hear me?"

The whirlwind pummeled him. Shimmering bits
collided, stuck, accumulated, fell into place one by one in his
'me'. He recoiled in fear; for all their glitter, the images were
tinged with horror—half-perceived sensations dark, ominous, and
bloody. And as their weight grew, the formless void drew back ever
so slightly.

"Can you hear me?"

A new blizzard engulfed him as the void drew back
some more. Something touched his...what? His face? It happened
again: something...cold?...wet? Tiny objects were falling all
around him.

"Can you hear me? Why doesn't he respond?"

The dark void retreated again, and he felt something
warm and damp pressing against his face. Air. Wind. The concepts
came to him bit by bit. Rain. It was raining.

"Hiss mu waves are erratic. He may not haff control
of all his functions yet."

The immaterial storm raged around him as the
darkness retreated a bit more. He realized he was...standing?...on
a surface, with something pressing against his...chest? He puzzled
over it, and at last realized it was the rim of a small pit. The
edge of that pit flowed away from him, curving down out of sight.
He leaned over (where did he learn to do that?) and followed the
curved surface in his mind. He was standing atop a tall black
column, its base lost in the void.

"Hello? Can you hear me? What are we getting?"

He tried to answer, to call out to that voice, but
he didn't know how. A new flood of images and memories came. He
clung to the rim under its buffeting, forcing himself to stand
before the dreadful onslaught. He craved it without knowing why;
hungered desperately for each sensation, each image, each emotion,
frightening as they were. The dark void retreated further as his
'me' absorbed more fragmented bits, and sound—a steady rushing
noise from somewhere below—joined the deluge. The void drew back to
reveal the black column merged into a vast...horizontal?...surface
which flexed and heaved and rolled—both powerful and
insubstantial—evoking new dread within him.

"Vee are getting gamma response patterns. He hears
us."

"BP
is climbing. One-eighty-five over one-ten," a new voice joined the
mysterious discussion.

That vast surface rolled around the black column,
hurling itself against its base with sinister power and
purpose.

"Hiss gamma ist almost critical, hiss beta iss
increasing."

"His pulse is climbing, fast!"

"Please continue," another new voice, soft and clear, joined the
ghostly debate. "We need him."

Something in that voice triggered a visceral
response from him. The eldritch storm thundered with renewed fury
as his 'me' reeled under the onslaught...

 


A submarine.

 


...the concept came to him in a rush. He was
standing in the lookout station of a nuclear attack submarine. SSN
Seattle. His old command. For some reason it filled him with icy
terror. An unbearable pressure started building up inside him;
painful, pounding, frightening in its own right. He clung to the
edge of the lookout station, craving the icy dampness of the steel,
and tried to fight the pressure off.

"He ist spiking."

"We
have to go on," the soft voice insisted. "He has to come through."

"He won't if he blows an artery!"

The echoing argument triggered terrifying new
events. The dark void boiled around him as the pressure shook him
with its pounding force. The black column oozed and stretched,
twisting into endless agonized shapes. The sea erupted in a fiery
spray which burned his flesh from his bones. A blinding, hellish
glare came from nowhere, causing the ethereal storm to glitter with
sparkling highlights. The harsh illumination revealed a fragmentary
montage of mindless horror...cites burning, terrified people, ships
sinking, piled bones, blood on his hands, blood on his arms, blood
everywhere as the storm raged around and through him, churning his
'me' to a mad froth.

"If this one fails, we can try again."

"That's inhuman!"

"Indeed? I'd say it was all too human."

The steel pit closed around him, crushing him,
smothering him. He screamed in soundless horror, gagged on the hot
metallic taste of blood, choked on the miasma of rotting corpses
and burning ruins as the internal pressure paralyzed him.

"He ist spiking. Hiss gamma rhythm iss
crashing."

The taste of blood was joined by the stench of
burning flesh, terrified voices, disjointed scenes of desolation.
The rushing water roared hatred at him as the black column pushed
deeper and deeper into its depths, bearing him down to some
unspeakable doom.

"We have to keep trying. We have to push him."

"We should stop now. The strain is too great for
him."

The rain pounded his head and shoulders like
hammers, sticking to his face, tinged blood red, hot and reeking of
carnage. The storm flayed him like knives, stripping away his flesh
in gory tatters. The bloody rain was answered by a red glow from
below: he recoiled in terror as the open hatch reached up to drag
him down into the fires of hell.

"He iss going insane!"

"One life is a small price to pay."

The first voice muttered something inaudible. A soft
warmth spread up his arm, soothing and engulfing him. Images and
sensations whirled around him faster and faster in a hideous dance
of slaughter and desolation. He cowered in the steel pit,
whimpering, driven to mindless terror as the storm of damnation
overwhelmed him. Then, slowly, the soothing warmth swept over him.
The storm receded. The nightmare images receded. The terrible
pressure receded. The dark void closed around him like a comforting
womb. He slept.

§

Consciousness returned. His 'me' emerged
reluctantly, afraid of another onslaught by the mysterious voices.
They seemed to be silent. He floated for an unmeasurable time,
wondering what new horrors waited beyond the formless gray
background. The void around him was drawn back as he saw it last,
although the submarine was gone. In its place was a blessed,
merciful silence. A steady, gentle flow of sparkling bits
materialized out of nowhere and swirled around him like...like
falling snow, the concept came to him...sticking to his 'me' one by
one. He drifted in blissful silence and reveled in the glittering
display.

'Who
am I?' His
first reasoned thought. 'Where am I? What's happening to me?'

The void gave him no answer, but for the gentle
snowfall which built up his 'me' one tiny bit at a time. He tried
to stay calm and contemplate the situation. This wasn't right. He
had no notion of what 'right' was, but he instinctively knew this
wasn't it. He didn't belong here—wherever 'here' was. There was
nothing in this tiny sphere of existence: no sound, no light, no
objects save the swirling fragments of memory, emotion, and
sensation. Those fragments were important for some reason. He
didn't understand it, but he knew he needed them. He floated
silently in the void, contemplating the thin patchwork of his 'me'
for answers that wouldn't come. At some point he drifted off to
sleep again.

§

"Hello? Can you hear me?"

Consciousness returned, again. The dark void
retreated once more, and the storm of memories swirled around and
through him. It was easier this time. These endless, timeless
nightmare sessions had gone on for as long as he could remember,
building up his 'me', giving him greater resilience. He knew what
to expect now, and had some idea of how to cope.

"Are you getting anything?"

"Hiss gamma ist climbing rapidly."

The eldritch storm crashed and roared, tormenting
him. Irritated, he pushed back, wishing the storm would die
down...and it faltered. This was something new! Curious, he reached
out with his thought to grasp the vortex. It was dark and grim to
the touch; but as much as it repelled him, the power within it
called to him. He struggled to hold it even as its endless bloody
onslaught threatened to overwhelm him. His will was weak, but that
power—his strength not yet received—reached out to him in turn,
trying to join him. He focused his thought, drew a thin trickle of
that strength—all he could handle—to him, and the tempest yielded
reluctantly. Slowly, with much pain, he learned the patterns and
forces shaping the memory storm. It was a long, difficult struggle,
a battle of immaterial will against primal fear. He wanted to let
go and retreat back into the formless void, to surrender to his
fear, but he held on grimly. His reasoning intellect fought his
animal instincts, and managed, barely, to hold them at bay.

Finally, after a grueling effort, the ethereal storm
was subdued. In its place, a glittering kaleidoscope swirled around
and through him like a gentle immaterial blizzard, building up
rapidly along the edges of his 'me' as image mated to sensation
mated to emotion. Where there were random bits before, now whole
memories came to him, thoughts that were coherent, sensations that
were whole. Order grew out of chaos by his will. The achievement
electrified him.

Something began to form around him. Another dream—he
knew now that they were drawn from his memories—was starting. He
wondered uneasily what it would be this time. Sometimes they were
harmless: sitting by a window listening to the rain. Sometimes they
were happy: indulging in a thick slice of spice cake and a steaming
mug of strong coffee. Sometimes they were mysterious or perplexing.
And sometimes—all too many times—they were visions of suffering,
savagery, and death. Good, bad or indifferent, he knew he must face
them before he could escape this emptiness.

He felt a chilly breeze on his face. And so it
began. The air smelled...stale, and...mechanical. The void
retreated, and something emerged...a crash couch. The concepts came
easier and more completely now. Another one beside it. They were
occupied by the backs of two men.

"What do you have?"

"Curious. Hiss gamma rhythms are more complex ziss
time."

The void retreated further, revealing a small,
cramped circular room. It was lined with lighted consoles
and...and...view screens. The small room was crowded with tense
figures, all with their backs turned, all studying the panels in
front of them. His 'me' floated in the center of the room like he
did in the void, but this was different. He felt vaguely
disoriented, dizzy. That confused him until he saw something...a
clipboard?...drifting in midair. So it was more than just him.

"We have eight incoming," the first man said.
"Fifteen seconds to optimum firing range."

That voice wasn't like the mysterious echoes. He was
there, sharing this hallucination, or part of it. This was
something new. Up to now, people only appeared randomly in the
background. He drifted forward and peered over the man's shoulder.
There were small dots of light on the monitor, each marked with
lettering and arrows. Some were still, others were moving.

"Hello? Can you hear me? Are we getting
anything?"

"Hiss Gamma is accelerating, far more complex than
before."

Three large blips clustered in the center of the
screen, five more formed a second group near one edge, with two
more between.

"What's his mu?"

The voices goaded him into comprehension. Three
starships nearby; two in the middle; five in the distance. The
lettering was critical targeting data, the arrows indicated
vectors. The large blips were stationary. The smaller
blips—missiles—were closing rapidly.

"Mu rhythm iss steady. Gamma rhythm iss erratic.
Rate iss high, but he iss not peaking yet."

"Gatling gun engaged," the second figure said. A
strident ripping noise filled the background. "Xanadu firing.
Conestoga firing."

"Twenty seconds to impact." Their voices were young
and scared. He felt his own tension rising in response to their
fear.

"BP is spiking! Pulse is one-fifty and
climbing!"

"One missile down," the first said. "...Two.
Three..."

"Ten seconds to impact," the other added. The
remaining blips were closing fast.

"Four down. Five. Six..."

"...seven, six, five..."

"Pulse one-eighty. BP 250 over 150. He can't take
this!"

"Number seven down!"

"...three, two..."

"Last one!"

"We got 'em!" They were nearly hysterical.

"Mind your stations!" A new figure materialized
beside him: a middle-aged woman with hard features and cold eyes.
He didn't know where he saw that look before, but it scared him.
"This isn't over. Prepare our missiles."

"BP is critical."

"His gamma ist spiking, too. Vee shoult shut him
down."

Startled, he turned his thought inward, and felt the
pressure building up in him. That wouldn't do at all. He focused
inward, trying to calm himself. It wasn't easy. His concentration
was poor, and it was difficult to grasp his emotions. He put
everything aside, and turned his thought deep down into the core of
his 'me', groping for the threadbare fabric of his being. Bit by
bit, he gathered the loose strands, willing them into some sense of
order.

"Hold it. BP and pulse are stabilizing."

Good; although he was benefitting more from the
distraction than his efforts.

"Hiss gamma iss declining, too."

Better yet, whatever that meant.

The first man turned and spoke to the woman. "We
should change ammo drums, Captain. We used up a lot this time."

"Is
he losing consciousness?" The soft voice was back.

"I don't think so."

"No, stand by to launch our counterattack."

Something in her words bothered him. This wasn't right. It
didn't happen this way—did it? He had no idea what he was seeing,
except it was part of his memories. But it was not right somehow. The events
were off...but how could that be? These were his memories. No, it was something else,
something about to happen. Why was the gatling gun so
important?

"Captain, it might be better if they take this
opportunity to reload." They were his words, spoken without his
will, animated by some strength hidden within him. The voice
sounded old, old; yet it was hauntingly familiar for some
reason.

She turned...and a strange sensation passed over
her, like she stepped out of a script. "Sir, we don't have
time..."

"New launch! We have incoming!" She turned back. The
play resumed.

"Allah save us! Look at them!"

No, this was wrong! Something terrible was about to
happen. But what? Where was that memory? Without it he was
clueless. He struggled against rising panic as he tried to outguess
his past.

"Hiss gamma ist climbing. He ist spiking."

"What's your count, Lieutenant?" That old voice was
part of the script now. It cracked like a whip, knocking the near
hysteria out of them. Some impulse made him grab for it. It surged
through him with painful intensity, burning away his vagueness,
bringing order from mental chaos, giving him a new sense of
hardened will and purpose.

"BP is rising! Pulse is one-ninety!"

"I'm shutting him down."

'No,' he thought. 'You won't put me away again.' He turned his new strength inward,
quieting his heart, calming his fear. It was easy this time; the
voice must be some essential part of him to give him so much more
strength and self control. He felt almost new, different somehow.
That ancient voice drew the loose tag ends of his 'me' together and
forged them into a hard new core.

"Nein! He iss dropping. He ist stabilizing."

"Ah...sir...I make...Jesus, eighteen, twenty..."

"...twenty-three, twenty-four," the second said.
"They must have launched everything they have, sir!" Their elation
was replaced with rising fear.

"Three minutes to effective firing range. We'll
never get them all."

His fear rose again even as he fought to suppress
it. It was happening now. The gatling wasn't reloaded...but it
wouldn't matter. There were too many incoming alien missiles. It
was something else: something beyond his power of will to stop.
Death? Fear gave way to profound fatalism, a deep sense of despair.
He faced death. Something inside told him he couldn't escape this
time. All the scheming and planning and desperate improvisation
were at an end.

"What's happening?"

"I don't know. I haff not seen ziss before."

No, not death. Death he would welcome. This was
something far worse: failure. He was failing in his duty. They were
all going to die because of him. They faced defeat and destruction
because of him. His 'me' overflowed with bitterness and anger. He
was failing... After all these years... He'd lost...

"Two minutes to effective firing range." The first
man glanced over his shoulder at them. That brief glance chilled
him; he'd seen that look on so many young faces so many times. Dead
men walking. Dead men waiting. Dead men looking to him for hope,
for salvation he couldn't give. Looming failure goaded him to
action like death never could. His thoughts churned feverishly.
There must be some angle, something he could use. The tiny dots
crawled across the screen. Some angle! Something! His mind raced
faster and faster, weighing every possible option, trying to get a
handle on the situation.

"Vas ist los? Hiss gamma ist spiking. Erstaunlich!
It ist collapsing?"

"Don't just stand there, shut him down!"

"Captain?" A young woman at another panel turned to
them. "I'm getting something." She listened intently to the
earphones clamped over her head. "It's faint. Probably a suit
radio."

"One minute to effective firing range."

"Missiles are ready, Captain."

"It's the 'Hudson', sir!"

Something! Some angle! Anything! The soothing warmth
flowed up his arm again. "No!" He struggled against the spreading
void. "I have to know!"

"Xanadu and Conestoga report ready, Captain."

"Stand by for a full barrage."

"Ziss does not look promising."

The young woman turned to them again, her face lit
with excitement. "Sir, they're saying..." Her voice faded. The
warmth spread. All their voices faded.

"Not now!" He struggled against the rising tide of
oblivion which used to be his safe haven. "She has the answer! I
know it!" The incoming dots crept across the screen. "Not now!" The
warmth engulfed him. The circular room faded. He slept.

§

Consciousness returned. The void was silent, empty
except for the gentle swirl around him. He drifted, content for the
time, and contemplated the bits of his being, the colorful snow
which swept around and through him.

Eventually he came back to a hypothesis he had
pondered for some time. His identity, his 'me', must have
disintegrated somehow, and the mysterious voices were putting him
back together. It was the only thing that made sense, although he
was hardly in a position to say what 'sense' was. Still, it
explained a lot, and he took smug satisfaction from having reached
that conclusion on his own. More urgently, something must exist
beyond this formless void, and if he was proceeding toward a cure
for some mysterious condition, there was hope he could eventually
escape this nothingness. But for now he was stuck here—in whatever
metaphysical 'here' this was.

One of the drifting motes caught his attention.
Idly, he reached out for it with his mind. As it slipped into him,
an image appeared: a seagull, drifting effortlessly, turning this
way and that with sublime grace as it rode the air currents. It
filled him with a profound sense of peace and tranquility. The
memory faded. Curious, he reached for another, and recoiled from
the chaos of a burning city.

'Why
is there so much pain?' he wondered. 'Why is there so much suffering?'
That was important
for some reason, although he still didn't know why.
'Who am I? And why
am I filled with so much horror?' 

Those questions plagued him. He sensed the answers
were there somewhere in the swirling bits of his 'me', and that he
wouldn't like them. Another thing to worry about, as if he didn't
have enough already.

§

He made a major breakthrough when he figured out how
to open his eyes, but that brought him no relief. His first
impression of his longed-for greater reality beyond the void was a
cloud of painfully bright light. Vague forms moved around him; soft
shapes with edges and details blurred away. He was weak and
helpless, unable to move except by spasmodic twitches. His body
would not obey him as he thrashed around in helpless panic. His
vision adjusted, reducing the pain and giving him his first colors:
vague patches of white and yellow drifting against a blue
background.

"He's awake. Call Doctor Y'tel."

A vague blur leaned over him. He tried
to...to...focus. The vague blur...shifted...resolved into a figure.
He knew what it was, but the concept eluded him. The figure said
something, but the words were lost in his confusion. He managed to
turn his head. He knew what this place was, but he couldn't put a
name to it. He lay in a bed, arms tightly bound to the railings
with restraints. Panic rose in him, and he struggled harder,
silently cursing his unresponsive body. He managed to flop his head
over to face the other way. Next to his bed was a jumble of
instruments and monitors, bleeping and clicking as they ran, a
jumble of wires and tubes feeding into him, blinking lights and
squiggly lines busy.

"Awake at last?" That soft voice was back.
"Excellent."

A new—inhuman—shape moved into his field of vision.
It was a large...lizard...dressed in baggy, pale yellow clothes. It
looked at him curiously. Too much. He closed his eyes to escape
this intolerable world, and retreated into the void.

§

"Hello? Can you hear me?"

"You had him. What happened?"

"He's awake?" another voice joined the discussion.

"He was for a moment."

"This is not going well," the big lizard grumbled.

"We're doing great for this fubar project,"
the new voice
rebuked him. "It's a miracle we got this far."

'Fubar': Fucked Up Beyond All Recognition. Old Navy
slang, he remembered. That didn't sound promising, not that he
cared. For once, he welcomed the formless void. He reached out with
his thought and drew it around him. His memories faded, his fear
quieted, his 'me' sank into the comforting darkness. He slept.

§

He drifted in and out of sleep for some time
thereafter. Each time he emerged from the void, he would hover
below the surface of consciousness, listening to the sounds around
him, retreating back into the void when he heard voices. Finally,
during one of his lucid moments, the room was silent. He opened his
eyes cautiously. The overhead lights which blinded him earlier were
off, leaving this new Universe in a dull gloom.

He
lay quiet for a bit, trying to orient himself and get some idea of
where he was. The room seemed familiar, somehow. White paint, drop
ceiling, doors in two walls. 'A hospital,' he realized. The heavy steel door and the
bare concrete floor were jarringly out of synch. What was that all
about? The answers eluded him.

He lost interest, focussed on turning his head, and
managed to move enough to see the instruments by the bed. They were
clicking and humming as usual; colorful symbols glowing, and
squiggly lines marching across their screens. He lay bemused until
his neck started to ache, then turned his attention elsewhere.

Further down was a window with a grille over it. A small
patch of softly glowing night sky drew his mind, it was so similar
to the dark void. He stared out at the night sky, feeling some
powerful but indefinable pull, and tried to comprehend the thoughts
and emotions racing through him. After a bit, he noticed a speck of
light near the top of his view. 'A star,' he thought. It held vast meaning for him,
but he couldn't grasp more than vague hints of what it
was.

Enough of that. He turned his attention to his body, which
lay under a tan blanket. It took all his concentration, but he was
able to lift one leg, then the other. He wiggled his toes, then his
fingers. His movements were jerky and uncoordinated, but he was
starting to get his body under control. His arms were still bound
to the side rails. He struggled with one of them, trying to work
loose, with no success. The effort left him feeling weak, vague,
and weary. 'Fatigue,' he realized. His body wasn't up to the challenges of this
greater reality. He gave up the unequal struggle and closed his
eyes. The dark void enclosed him. He slept.

§

"Can you hear me?"

Consciousness returned. The darkness swirled around
him, then retreated. It was raining again. He was standing on a
flat surface. A pier. To his right, the fearful cylindrical form of
the submarine, his submarine, lay quiet. Its black conning tower
loomed above him into the rainy night.

"Can you hear me?" The echoing voice was strangely
different this time.

The void retreated to reveal three men standing
nearby. He recognized two of them as Philippine MPs: thugs of the
local warlord in ragged peasant garb with MP armbands looted from
the base. The third stood, or rather hung by his shoulders, between
them. Jerry Parks, their radioman. The concepts came to him faster
and more completely now, unreeling as needed and falling into place
in his 'me'. Jerry Parks: he deserted three days ago trying to get
back home, and the locals caught him. They worked him over good
before dragging him back to the ship.

"His gamma rhythms are steadier than before," the
first MP said. One of the mysterious echoing voices had taken root
in this memory from his past.

Parks lifted his battered face and looked at him
with pleading eyes. "Those new drugs seem to be working," he said.
"This might the time to try specific word association. It may be
easier for him to integrate." His voice was familiar too.

"Zat may be vy he spiked zee last time," the other
MP said.

"And the time before that, and the time before that"
a seagull sitting on a nearby piling added. All the voices had
found new homes in this ethereal nightmare.

"That could be an early stage integration issue,"
Parks replied. He was trembling, ready to collapse. There was blood
on his chin and shirt, and ugly welts on his face. "The gamma
patterns are more structured. He may be ready for specific
associations."

"Perhaps," the first MP said, and belted Parks
across the side of his head with an open fist. "If you proceed at a
slower pace, he may be able to absorb the stimulation without
overloading."

"Hmph," the second MP grumbled. "Ja. Go ahead."

"I'll get the mop and bucket," the seagull said.

Parks staggered to his feet, fought feebly with the
two MPs who were holding him up...and then something changed. He
took on a new look, almost a new character: stronger, calm,
self-possessed. The two MPs released him and stood watching
calmly...as if the memory no longer matched the reality, and they
were waiting for the script to start again. Parks straightened up,
took a few steps forward, and paused in front of him. "Does the
word 'MacKenna' mean anything to you?" he asked, carefully.

MacKenna. It did mean something, something important.
MacKenna. He was MacKenna. Brian...Adelbard MacKenna.
'Who the hell names
their kid 'Adelbard'?'

"It's...me," he whispered. "Brian..." He fought the
unnamed fears that welled up in him.

"Good." Parks nodded approvingly. "Very good. Now,
Brian, does the term 'admiral' mean anything to you?"

Admiral? It was...a rank. His rank.

"Hiss gamma jumped," the second MP said.

"Pulse is increasing," the seagull added.

"Take your time, Brian," Parks said, soothingly. The
doppelgänger which had taken him seemed concerned, trying to
maintain a calm front.

"Admiral..." The pressure grew inside him,
threatening to blow him apart. He fought against it, but it was too
great. The void around them rippled, stretched, twisted, ready to
tear wide open. "It's...me. Admiral MacKenna." That realization
horrified him.

"Excellent." Parks nodded again.

"Pulse and BP are both critical," the seagull
said.

"Und he iss starting to spike, too," the second MP
said.

"He's had enough for now," the first MP
insisted.

"Okay." Parks nodded thoughtfully. "Brian, don't you
worry. Everything is going well. Rest for a while, and we'll try
again tomorrow, okay?"

The two MPs corralled him again as the doppelgänger
faded. He fought them weakly as they punched him in his gut again
and again until he hung limp between them. "Good progress, this
time," the first said as they dragged him away into the void.

"Ja,
zer gut."

As the soothing warmth crept up his arm, he—Admiral
Brian Adelbard MacKenna—recalled how they dragged Parks to the end
of the pier in some lost time and space, and chopped him up with
their machetes. It filled him with helpless rage and self-loathing
that he had failed to intervene despite the consequences.

"His pulse jumped," the seagull said as the void
closed around him.

§

Consciousness returned, reluctantly. That last dream
shook him on a number of levels, and he needed time to ponder all
the implications. He hovered in the twilight of consciousness,
listening to the room noises and going over the facts in his
mind.

New drugs, hmm? That must be what caused the voices
to take root in his dreams. He wasn't sure he liked that, although
he felt he could trust Parks a little, at least. Would he be back,
after being slaughtered by the other two? These dreams seemed to
run by their own rules. He couldn't be sure of anything.

He noticed the room was silent, and carefully opened
his eyes. The lights were off again, leaving him in comfortable
darkness. He turned his head back and forth, pondering each item in
the room while going over the facts in his mind. The healing
process was going faster. It wouldn't be long before he would have
to emerge completely into this greater reality. He suspected he
could already stand up, with a bit of help.

'We'll try again tomorrow,' Parks said. That didn't offer him much
reassurance, but perhaps he would learn more about who this
mysterious Admiral MacKenna was, and why they were so interested in
him. Now that he had an identity, he was able to focus his thought
on who and what he was. He was entering a transition from his
non-corporeal 'me' to a real world in a real body facing real
challenges. It ought to be interesting at least. Exhaustion claimed
him again. He closed his eyes and submerged into the void. Tomorrow
could take care of itself.

§

"Easy! Easy!" Doctor Wholenkamp pounded his back to
knock loose the piece of bread stuck in his windpipe. "Stay calm,
Brian!"

He gagged, hacked uncontrollably, then rolled over
the edge of the bed and vomited. This was his first attempt at
eating, so nothing came up but a vile taste. He hung there, partly
supported by Wholenkamp, hacking and drooling, then tried to heave
again. More drool, but the bread was still stuck.

"I got it!" Doctor Eddington was back with a wicked
looking forceps. Wholenkamp hauled MacKenna
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