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Author’s Note

While the locations and history of this world may seem familiar, it is not our reality. The setting for The Horizon War is a harsher, crueler version of our own universe. It is a stark, desolate landscape where nothing is what it seems to be on the surface. It is truly a World of Darkness.

Certain concepts and characters have been inspired by those originally created by Bill Bridges, Steven C. Brown, Phil Brucato, Elizabeth Fischi, Chris Hind, James E. Moore, Micky Rea and Stewart Wieck.


 “For it is not the least of its terrors that this evil thing is rooted deep in all good…”

– from Dracula

by Bram Stoker
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Prologue

Shadow of the Dawn was just finishing an exercise with her twin swords, a complex series of maneuvers known as the Serpent’s Teeth, when she spotted a stranger watching her from the trees. Somehow, the man had traversed the surrounding wilderness without her becoming aware of his presence. Attuned as she was to the essence of the land, Shadow had thought such an act impossible. Though she continued her exercise without pause, she kept her eyes focused on the outsider.

Moving with the grace and beauty of a stalking jungle cat, Shadow refused to allow the stranger to disrupt her concentration. With incredible skill, she wove Scream and Whisper around her body in a Do tapestry. The two swords were no longer separate forms, but extensions of her limbs, and the air quivered with the force of her blows. Though many sword masters liked to shout as they fought, Shadow worked soundlessly; her blades alone would speak for her.

Tall and slender, she had saffron-colored skin and long black hair, which she wove into a simple braid tied off with a round wooden dowel. Few knew that two spring-driven steel blades were concealed within the decorative accessory. When necessary, even her hair piece served as a weapon.

She wore a loose-fitting blue jacket and comfortable pants. Her oval shaped face bore a small nose, thin lips and bright green catlike eyes with long black lashes. While she was not considered beautiful in the standard sense of the word, Shadow possessed interesting features. With a sly, enigmatic smile, she had intrigued more than a few men in the short span of her adult years.

A twist, a turn, and two quick thrusts completed the pattern. Only then did Shadow lower her swords and allow herself to examine her unexpected visitor.

Tall and golden skinned, the stranger was broad-shouldered with a trim, tapered figure. His muscular arms were folded across his chest, and Shadow noted that both of the man’s long, delicate-fingered hands were covered with tattoos, though she could not make out the markings. He had a strong, powerful face with square jaw and short, closely trimmed dark beard, and long thick hair that curled in a ponytail down his back. A bold hook nose gave his features a slightly Semitic look, and a tiny diamond chip in his right ear glistened in the morning sun. His large, dark eyes smoldered with an inner fire.

The stranger wore a pair of blue jeans, a heavy wool parka, black leather boots, and a fur cap. He looked to be about forty years old, but Shadow knew that appearances could be deceiving.

“Greetings, Shadow of the Dawn,” said the man, his deep voice resonating through the clearing. He remained stationary, the slightest smile curling his lips. “I wish you well on your twenty-fifth birthday.”

“My thanks,” said Shadow, her swords held at the ready, crossed in front of her body. The young woman trusted no one. Though she was certain she had never encountered this man before, he knew her name. She did not like what that implied. Still, as her mentors in the Akashic Brotherhood had taught her, she remained polite. “Who are you, distinguished sir, and why are you here?”

“Your skill with the swords is extraordinary,” said the man, ignoring her question. He spoke with quiet dignity and supreme confidence. “I’ve seen many great fighters in my long life, but you are without question the finest.”

Shadow bowed her head slightly, never taking her gaze off the stranger. She disliked mysteries. “Again, my thanks for your compliment,” she said. “However, I must inquire a second time. Who are you and why are you here?”

“My identity is unimportant,” he replied. Lowering his arms, he took a step forward. The twin blades in the young woman’s hands did not seem to concern him. “Think of me as a weary, lonesome traveler, striding out of history to find you.”

His blazed with energy. “The wheel of Drahma has turned another cycle, Shadow of the Dawn. Serious events are soon to occur. The time for waiting is over; the moment you have been expecting all of your life is at hand. Your destiny calls.”

The young woman laughed, a soft, tinkling sound like water cascading over stone. “Am I a naive child to believe the words of a stranger without a name who comes upon me like a snake in the woods? You must think me a stupid Tokyo city girl. Or a fool, beguiled by the mysterious prophecies of a bearded man.”

“I know you are neither,” said her visitor. He took another step closer to Shadow, his features suddenly grave, his voice turned cold and distant. “As a student of the ways of the Akashic Brotherhood in the Fukuoka Chantry House, you took the name, Questing Child. The title described you well, for you hungered for knowledge and enlightenment. After seven years, you found you had learned everything the school could offer. Seeking inner wisdom, you came here, to the slopes of Mt. Kuromasa, a holy place where the greatest warriors of the Brotherhood have trained in solitude for centuries. Traces of their presence still haunt the mountain. Because you rose each morning with the sun, you changed your name to Shadow of the Dawn.”

Shadow’s eyes narrowed with suspicion. The stranger knew more about her than she thought possible. She lived alone in a small hut at the edge of the great forest that surrounded the mystic peak—alone except for the beasts that inhabited the great forest. The intense solitude and tranquility suited her meditations. It disturbed her to realize that her actions had been monitored, unbeknownst to her, by unseen watchers.

“You are evading my questions,” said Shadow.

“Strange and horrifying events are brewing throughout the Tellurian,” said the stranger. “The fabric of the Tapestry of All Things is going to be ripped and torn asunder, twisting reality in a manner unseen for five hundred years. Unless this is stopped, there will be a frightful war in Heaven. And possibly, hell on Earth.”

Despite her suspicions, Shadow shivered. Her Do training enabled her to detect lies as they were spoken. The stranger was telling the truth. Or at least he was saying what he believed to be the truth. The young woman was not foolish enough to accept mere words, no matter how convincing, as proof; the bearded man could be a Marauder, one of the insane magick makers who believed only in chaos. Truth was a coat of many colors and hues, not all of them visible to the naked eye.

The stranger seemed to sense her doubts. Chuckling, he shook his head. “I did not expect you to believe me. Why should you? That was why I revealed my knowledge of your past.”

Pointing to her two swords, he continued. “Like many mages, you channel your magick and direct your will through specific objects. Your two blades came off the wall of the armory at Fukuoka. You picked them yourself. Though you were unaware of their history, they had been waiting for you for nearly half a millennia.”

His gaze turned to her long sword. “You call your katana Whisper.” Moving his head slightly, he focused on the matching shorter blade. “The wakizashi, you name Scream. Appropriate titles for such deadly weapons. They glow with mystic energy.”

With the slightest shrug of his shoulders, the bearded man slipped out of his jacket and tossed it to the ground a half-dozen steps away. His hat followed. A thin, royal purple silk shirt covered his chest. His whipcord-lean muscles rippled beneath the material.

“Warriors throughout the world consider a katana the finest sword ever made,” declared the stranger, flexing his arms and taking a few deep breaths. “The blade, with its sharp, triangular point, is designed for slashing and slicing. The metal has been folded and refolded hundreds and hundreds of times to strengthen the steel of the weapon. It can be held with one or two hands. I know you are mistress of both such fighting styles.”

Shadow said nothing. Senses alert, she scanned the clearing, checking for other intruders. She saw no one. They were alone. Whatever the outsider planned, he meant to do it alone.

“You are an Akashic Dragon Scale, a swords mistress of tremendous strength,” the bearded man declared, his dark eyes glittering. “There is magic in your twin blades, Whisper and Scream. No warrior can stand before your skill. You have never been beaten in a duel. Yet, I am not afraid. I challenge your might, Shadow of the Dawn. Strike me if you can.”

Shadow’s eyes widened in amazement. She was not easily surprised, but the stranger’s request was entirely unexpected. It was an invitation to murder. And, despite the outsider’s seeming lack of fear, she hesitated to cut down an unarmed man.

“Strike,” repeated the bearded man, chuckling. He sounded smug and self-confident. “My life is my own to risk. Accept my challenge. I know what I am doing.”

“That I strongly doubt,” muttered Shadow. With a smooth motion, she sheathed Scream in the scabbard hanging from her belt, and wrapped both hands around Whisper’s hilt. The double grip gave her more precise control over the blade. She could peel an orange using its razor sharpness. “But we shall soon see.”

Drawing a deep breath, the young woman let the internal magick of a Do practitioner fill her thoughts. Moving faster than sight, she lashed out with Whisper, aiming for the stranger’s shoulder. Such was Shadow’s total control of the katana that she intended only to nick the man’s arrogance. But, she soon discovered that the bearded stranger had good reason for his insolence.

With a slight twist of his torso, he turned slightly to the side, avoiding the blow by scant inches. “Miss,” he declared with a dry chuckle. “Try again?”

Needing no urging, Shadow whipped the sword up and then down in a lightning-fast strike at the man’s other shoulder. Again, with a barest change of position, he moved out of the blade’s path. There was no fear in his expression, only amusement.

This time, however, Shadow was prepared for the motion. Flicking her wrists, she sliced upward and across, aiming to slice the bearded man across the chest. Seemingly without effort, the stranger dropped to his knees. Whisper cut harmlessly through the air above his dark hair.

“Missed again,” he declared. “You must try harder. I am unarmed and yet untouched.”

Frowning, Shadow pulled her sword back and assumed attack position, her hands waist high in front of her body, the katana held skyward. She couldn’t understand how the stranger escaped her blows. Even a mind reader could not anticipate the sudden, random attack of a Do sword fighter. Besides, Shadow sensed that the man was not using any type of magick for protection. More determined than ever, she resumed her attack.

The results were the same. Somehow, the stranger seemed to know where she was going to strike an instant before her blade moved. He twisted and turned and ducked and jumped with an annoying lack of concern. Once, he rapped his knuckles against Whisper’s side as the blade slashed inches away from his fingers. Shadow used the Serpent’s Teeth, the Creeping Mongoose, and the Cunning Hawk techniques, all without success.

Changing tactics, Shadow released her right hand from the sword. Using her left to guide the sword lessened the impact of her blows but heightened the speed with which she wielded the blade. The katana spun in a glittering net in the bright sunshine. Yet, nothing she did caught the stranger by surprise. Even a sudden switch of the blade from her left to right hand didn’t work. He was always a step ahead of her.

After fifteen minutes of futility, Shadow stepped back and away from her enigmatic opponent. Though his face was flushed from exertion, the man was otherwise unharmed. Not once had he been touched by the steel.

Calmly, Shadow slid her katana into its sheath across her back. A true Do disciple never lost her temper. Faithful to her Tradition, Shadow felt no anger, only intense curiosity. She bowed her head to the stranger, careful not to let him out of her sight.

“I salute your skill,” she declared. “Never before have I fought the wayward wind. I freely admit that I cannot harm you with my blade. It has been an important lesson in humility.”

“If I came here to kill you,” said the bearded man, his voice pleasant and slightly amused, “I could do so with equal ease. Your life is in my hands.”

“Perhaps,” replied Shadow. “I would not perish easily.”

The man chuckled. “No, you would not. Still, you would perish. For not even a Dragon Scale warrior can defend herself against that which has already came.”

Shadow’s lips tightened as she pondered the meaning of the stranger’s odd words. Members of the Akashic Brotherhood were rigorously tutored to think logically. Combining the stranger’s actions with his pronouncements, Shadow swiftly extrapolated the most probable explanation of the man’s talent.

“You can see the future?” she half-asked, half-declared. “That is how you defeated me.”

“Of course,” said the stranger. “I have followed your life since the day you were born. For the past ten years, I carefully studied your every movement in our duel today. Knowing in advance where you would strike, I was able to train myself to avoid each blow as it happened.”

Shadow shook her head. She didn’t like what she was hearing. “Then that which is to come is already set and we can do nothing to change it? Our feet walk on a path already chosen?”

“Nonsense,” said the stranger. “The future is not static. I can see possibilities, not certainties. Destiny is not what is, but what may be. If I had chosen not to confront you this morning, our meeting would never have taken place. This conversation would not be spoken. And all of my preparations over the past decade would have been for naught.”

“You see through the door to the future?” said Shadow.

“I do,” admitted the bearded man. “Some call me a Time Master, though I prefer merely to be thought a seeker of wisdom. This brief demonstration was the quickest method of convincing you of my powers. I need your assistance. What I said earlier is true: a major conflict is about to shake the Tellurian to its foundations. After centuries, a great circle is finally closing, and a disaster beyond mortal comprehension brews. Will you accept your fate, Shadow of the Dawn? With your aid, I may be able to prevent what otherwise seems inevitable. Working alone, I cannot.”

“You have seen the results of this battle?” asked Shadow.

“The repercussions have haunted my dreams for hundreds of years,” said the bearded man. Shadow accepted the stranger’s incredible life span without question. Time Masters possessed the power to halt or even reverse the aging process. They were virtually immortal. “At best—at the least—if this fight is lost, it will signal the destruction of the Nine Traditions. More than that I cannot reveal.”

“At best?” repeated Shadow. Though she had been trained to conceal her emotions, she could not repress a shudder of fear. Features drawn, she turned horrified eyes upon the bearded man. “Who are you, stranger, that you bring with you such monstrous tidings?”

The stranger told her his name and his title. It was this revelation that convinced Shadow that the man before her spoke the truth. He was a traveler of history and legend. On this day, in this hour, the young woman finally understood her destiny.

“I accept my fate,” declared Shadow solemnly. “As a Dragon Scale of the Akashic Brotherhood, I can do no less. Where you lead, I will follow.”

The seer nodded, his features grim. His eyes were cloudy, as if they were studying things that were not visible. His voice sounded near and yet very distant. “I expected no less. Together we shall climb the stairs to heaven. And descend the road to hell.”


Chapter 1

A woman’s voice, soft and urgent, woke him from a deep, dreamless sleep. “Number Seventeen,” she whispered. “Number Seventeen. Get up, get up. There’s not much time.”

His eyes opened. Carefully, he surveyed the small cell in which he was imprisoned. Nothing had changed during the hours he had been sleeping. Not that he had expected anything different. The chamber held a small table and chair, his cot, and toilet facilities. He had neither a window, nor decorations of any sort. It was a stark, utilitarian room, a perfect example of the sterile environment his captors favored. In truth, the only difference between his cell and the offices of the scientists who maintained this facility was that his door consisted of Primium steel bars while theirs were made of duralloy plastic.

“Seventeen,” came the whisper again. The woman sounded concerned, and with good reason. Talking between cells was not permitted. If she was caught speaking, her vocals chords would be severed. “Are you all right?”

“Yes,” the man addressed as Seventeen replied. He had a deep, powerful voice. Rising off the narrow cot in the rear of the cell, he padded on bare feet to the reinforced metal bars that fronted the room. “I’m fine, Fourteen. What do you want?”

Though darkness shrouded the hall, he could see nearly as well as when the lights were on. His eyes adjusted without effort to the lack of light. Gripping the steel bars with both hands, he stared across the twelve-foot hall at the woman in the cell directly across from his. She would not have risked calling to him unless the matter was urgent.

“Tonight is the night,” she declared, her voice taut with excitement. “Everything has come together in the past hour. All of the necessary elements are in place, and the probability curves are at their peak. Your chances of escape are at maximum. There won’t be another opportunity like this for months. And by then, it will be too late.”

“Tonight?” repeated Seventeen. Though he had been expecting the message for weeks, ever since they had begun planning the escape, he was still unprepared for the news. “You’re sure?”

“I’m positive,” whispered the woman. There was no hint of doubt in her voice. Tall and slender, with dark brown hair and matching eyes, she appeared to be in her mid-thirties. Like all of the captives imprisoned in the center known as the Gray Collective, she was one of the Awakened. Fourteen was an expert at reading and reshaping probability curves. Though the tall woman could not make the impossible happen, she could make the unlikely possible. “In a few minutes, the chances for your success will be at their highest possible probability levels. Unfortunately, the odds remain abysmally low. I suspect that they won’t get any better.”

She hesitated. “Are you still sure you want to try?”

For a moment, Seventeen didn’t answer. He stood still, silently contemplating his mission. A shade under six feet, three inches tall, with broad shoulders, barrel chest, and narrow waist, he was a near perfect physical specimen. Muscles like steel ropes rippled beneath the flesh of his arms and legs. His body looked at is if were carved from granite.

Blunt, thick fingers capped huge hands capable of amazing feats of strength. His face was harsh and angular and totally without hair. Like all the other prisoners, he wore the stark gray uniform that served as their only clothing. More than once, Fourteen had made it clear in their conversations that he was the most imposing figure she had ever seen.

“I don’t have any real choice,” he finally replied, his thoughts crystallizing into words. “I’m not afraid. Once they close down this project, everyone’s going to die anyway. We know much too much to be let free. Better I try to do something than be slaughtered without a fight.”

“Remember,” said Fourteen. “If you gain your freedom, you must locate my brother, Alvin Reynolds. He’s a computer hacker and a willworker. We’ve always been close. I feel certain that Alvin’s been searching for me. Find him and he’ll come for me, no matter what the odds. The Gray Collective, tell him. The Gray Collective.”

“If I survive, I’ll find him,” said the man called Seventeen. “When will the time be right?”

“In approximately three minutes. You should get ready. Once the shift changes in the laboratory, it will be time to start. You will have fifteen minutes to make your escape.”

Seventeen put the plastic sandals that served as shoes for the prisoners into his trouser pockets. The first part of their plan required him to walk across the floor barefoot.

One last time, he scanned the contents of the small cell. There was nothing there that would help in his escape attempt. He had no personal property; none of the prisoners did. Their captors considered possessions to be mere emotional foolishness. Their world was a stark, antiseptic place of grays and blacks, of remorseless, unfeeling logic. And, if they succeeded in their work, it would become the future of humanity.

He positioned himself by the electronic lock on the cell bars. In theory, the door could only be opened by one of his captors, using an oscillating vibronic key set at the exact frequency of the lock. The locks were completely independent of the main computer system and thus continued to work even if the mainframe went down. However, like most mechanisms in this complex, the devices functioned partially through magick. A wizard possessing phenomenal powers over the flow of electrons could mentally spring the lock just by strength of will. The woman known as Prisoner Fourteen controlled such talent. And as long as she was alone in the cell block, she could use her power.

This prison block had been designed to hold mages captive. All of the equipment in the area functioned using both magick energy and electrical power. Supposedly, one source worked as a backup for the other. In truth, neither system was proof against a willworker who could effectively manipulate reality without causing noticeable changes. Despite their seeming differences, technological magick and supernatural magick were essentially the same force. The difference lay only in the perceptions of the users.

Four video cameras, constructed of near-indestructible carbonized polymers, were placed strategically on the ceiling to monitor every inch of the corridor. The cameras linked to a computer that immediately detected any motion on the floor. No one could enter the hall without being seen. The Technomancer wardens of the cellblock considered the machines infallible guardians, always alert and immune to inattention or weariness.

Heat detectors in the floor, switched on after human guards made their evening rounds, sounded alarms throughout the complex at the slightest variation of temperature upon their surface. It was impossible for anyone to walk across the corridor without setting them off.

A random number generator, part of the citadel’s mainframe computer, controlled the combination of the heavy steel door that blocked exit from the room. Constructed of six-inch sheets of inert titanium, the barrier was proof against any physical assault. A bazooka shell wouldn’t even scratch its surface.

Similar doors were scattered throughout the citadel, making traveling between sections of the compound impossible for all but an elite few who held one of the micro-computers directly linked to the complex’s mainframe. Each area of the gigantic complex was dedicated to a single objective and fraternizing between mages was discouraged.

No one had ever escaped from the confines of the Gray Collective. Few even tried. The penalty for failure was dire.

Four months earlier, one of the prisoners in their cell block, Number Twenty-Seven, had built a hand-held teleportation device using tiny scraps of metal and string from his bedding. Serving as a focal point for Twenty-Seven’s mage powers, the unit was only capable of moving him short distances. Still, the wizard, a short, cheerful fellow of unbounded enthusiasm, was convinced it would be enough.

Late one night, Twenty-Seven bade the others in the cell block goodbye and switched on his impossible machine. His first jump took him from his cell to the floor of the corridor. The second leap, with alarm bells shrilly ringing, transported him beyond the steel door. He never had a chance to attempt a third. The alarms ceased instants after he vanished into the next room.

Early the following morning, several guards, their stoic features an unnatural shade of green, entered the corridor carrying several large plastic sacks. They emptied the contents of the bags on the floor of the cell block and then left without saying a word. The grisly remains of Twenty-Seven spoke volumes. His body had been torn into a dozen pieces—hands, feet, arms, legs, parts of torso and head. Though much of the body was brutally mutilated, the man’s facial features had not been touched. His horrified expression haunted the prisoners’ sleep for days afterward. No one had attempted an escape since. Until tonight.

“Alvin Reynolds,” whispered Fourteen, one last time. “Tell him his sister, Cindy, is waiting. I’m here in the Gray Collective.”

“I won’t forget you,” said Seventeen. Across the hall, the woman’s face seemed to glow, as she summoned a small measure of the force of her will. The apex probability point was approaching. In a few seconds, the moment would be right. “I plan to be back.”

Fourteen nodded. “Now,” she whispered, closing her eyes in concentration. “Fifteen minutes are all you have between shifts. Do not waste a second.”

Reality shifted on a microscopic scale. A quartet of circuits failed at the same instant. The outage caused the current image on the lens of the four overhead cameras to freeze. The picture transmitted to the main computer was static and unchanging. However, where a human operator might have questioned the fixed nature of the image, a machine did not. It was programmed only to note changes, not lack of changes.

The slightest click in the cell door lock indicated that Fourteen had successfully jumbled the electronic code of the mechanism. Muscles bulging beneath his shirt, prisoner Seventeen pulled at the steel bars with all of his strength. For an instant, the door hesitated, as if in protest to this sudden attack, and then, without a sound, it slid open on well-oiled tracks.

Hurriedly, the big man stepped out of the cell. Closing the door from the outside was easier than opening it from the inside. With no human guards patrolling the corridor at night, his disappearance wouldn’t be noticed until morning.

The floor segments were keyed to report immediately any changes in temperature. Yet, as Seventeen walked across the sensors, no alarms sounded. He felt confident none would. In some manner he could not explain, the prisoner instinctively controlled every aspect of his internal chemistry. The soles of his feet adjusted to temperature of the floor tiles. There was no temperature shift to trigger the alarms.

Seventeen walked swiftly down the corridor, heading for the vaultlike steel door that separated the prison block from the laboratory. Inside the locked cells, the other prisoners watched quietly. Though few of them knew any of the others—each was subject to separate and equally grisly experiments—they shared a common hatred of their jailers. The captives could do nothing to help Seventeen, but they would do nothing to stop him.

Reaching the door, Seventeen stretched out his short, blunt fingers and press them onto the front of the huge metal slab. Unlike Fourteen, he needed actual physical contact to use his magick. His lips curled into a smile of satisfaction as he sensed the flow of encoded bits of information from the mainframe computer to the door’s memory bank. Seventeen nodded, blending his thoughts with the data. Effortlessly, he inserted his own string of numbers into the pattern. In a microsecond, the new code replaced the current lock listing.

Raising his hands off the metal, Seventeen placed his fingers on the entry box and typed in the replacement information. With a satisfied hum, the steel door swung open, and Seventeen slid out of the prison complex and into the laboratory. Pausing for an instant, he slipped on his shoes; there were no heat detection units in the development center. Seconds later, the portal behind him sealed itself, and the lock reset with a new combination.

Anxiously, he looked around the huge research facility. No one was about; the entire place was deserted. The second shift had ended just minutes ago. Normally, men and women would already be filing into the laboratory to begin the next work cycle. A random security check of all personnel, however, had delayed them. In the paranoid atmosphere of the citadel, such protective measures were common. Tonight, coincidence had been twisted slightly to assure Seventeen precious minutes alone.

There were sensors everywhere. An ordinary man would have set off dozens of alarms, started automatic laser guns firing, and summoned the night patrol. But Seventeen was not ordinary. During his brief electronic conversation with the citadel mainframe, he had instructed the computer to ignore all future evidence of his existence. Thus, Seventeen no longer registered on any detection device in the building. He was a blind spot on the computer grid. Video monitors scanning his physical appearance immediately listed the space where he stood as empty: He was effectively an invisible man.

He walked at a brisk pace across the floor. There were too many tables set up at odd locations, too many fragile devices of unknown purpose scattered throughout the aisles, for him to run. The entrance to the shipping depot was directly across from the prison block. The loading dock was Seventeen’s final destination. It was his only possible exit from the citadel.

He had been in the laboratory many times before. The technicians had run numerous tests on him in this chamber—one of several in the gigantic research center. By far, this lab was the largest and most important in the building. A square room a hundred feet on a side, with twenty-foot-high ceilings, it was filled with all sorts of scientific and magickal equipment. Computers and calculators rested side by side with well-worn slide-rules and mysterious gray powders.

In the exact center of the lab, dominating the room, was a sunken circular section of the floor fifteen feet in diameter, surrounded by a four-foot-high steel fence. Computer workstations were located at ten-foot intervals around the metal barrier. In the middle of the shallow pit stood a huge transparent Progenitor growth tube that stretched from floor to ceiling. Four feet around, it was filled with a clear amber solution that was not water. Floating in the container, connected to it top and bottom by black umbilical cables that merged right into its flesh, was a humanoid figure. The being’s eyes were closed and its chest did not move. But, somehow, the figure did not appear to be dead. Neither was it alive. To Seventeen, the thing in the gigantic test tube was merely waiting.

The floating being was sexless. It had neither male nor female sex organs. Still, it appeared completely natural. The rest of its body was perfectly formed: arms and legs were exactly symmetrical; muscles were clearly defined. It had the longest fingers Seventeen had ever seen. Nearly seven feet tall, the being had broad shoulders and a narrow waist. Its features were strong, dignified, even majestic. The pattern-clone appeared to be in perfect repose.

Seventeen knew nothing about the strange form in the tank, and yet, staring at it he felt a chill of apprehension sweep through him. From his visits to the lab, he understood that all of the energies of the Gray Collective were focused on bringing life to this artificial creation. It was linked in some unknown way with the prisoners in the cell block. From brief snatches of conversation overheard through the course of his captivity, Seventeen deduced that the being was the most advanced clone ever created by the Technocracy.

Banishing his fears, Seventeen padded past the last few rows of workbenches to the doorway to the tunnel. He had never actually entered the loading area and didn’t know what to expect. His eyes narrowed. The muscles in his arms and chest tightened. Neither Fourteen nor any of the other prisoners in the cell block had any knowledge of what lay beyond this doorway. From now on, he was entirely on his own. The only sure fact was that he had eight minutes left before his time ran out.

The crunch of broken glass saved his life. Seventeen dropped to the floor, spinning in place as he did so. Hurtling toward him at inhuman speed from across the laboratory was a nightmarish creation. In the fury of its attack, the monster had knocked a lab beaker off a counter. Otherwise, it moved without a sound. A horrid combination of man and reptile, it glared at Seventeen with black, unblinking eyes. Huge jaws filled with needle-sharp teeth gaped open like a bear-trap. Clawlike hands outstretched to rend and tear, the creature leapt into the air a dozen feet from the shocked prisoner. Here was the thing that had ripped Prisoner Twenty-Seven to shreds.

Reflexes Seventeen did not know he possessed save him. Instinctively, he rolled to his left, his arms and legs tucked into a ball. The monster effortlessly hurtled the spot where he had been an instant before. With a crunch, the creature bounced into the heavy metal door leading to the service tunnel. The impact against the steel panel stunned it for a moment. Then, with a snakelike hiss, the lizard man whirled about, its hellish black orbs searching for Seventeen.

He wasn’t difficult to find. With a thunk of flesh hitting flesh, the big prisoner slammed into the monster’s midsection and grabbed it in a powerful hold, trapping its arms at its sides. The thing was cold and clammy, covered with sleek green scales. Legs pumping like trip hammers, Seventeen slammed the monstrous crossbreed with all of his strength into the metal door.

Sauroid. The word welled up from the depths of his memory as the reptilian creature tried to bend its head forward far enough to sink its huge teeth into Seventeen’s back or shoulders, its fangs dripping with deadly poison. The sauroid, a savage killer of limited intelligence, was a product of the genetic growth tanks.

Desperately, Seventeen smashed the sauroid into the steel again. He was running out of time: In just a few minutes, the new shift of Technocrats would be entering the lab. If he was going to escape, he had to kill the monster, and kill it fast.

Hissing like a steam shovel, the sauroid planted its feet against the rear wall and lunged forward. Unprepared, Seventeen dropped back, his arms still wrapped around the monster. They tumbled to the floor. The sauroid’s teeth snapped ferociously at air as it strove without success to rip Seventeen to shreds. Hanging on for his life, the prisoner kept his head pressed into the monster’s chest and continued to squeeze.

Again, fighting skills he did not know he possessed came to Seventeen’s aide. Arms still locked about the monster, Seventeen thrust himself forward until his hairless head jammed into the monster’s lower jaw. Suddenly, the sauroid was unable to open its immense mouth. The creature grunted in unexpected pain. Seventeen, acting entirely on instinct, pushed up harder, wedging his head into the soft flesh beneath the sauroid’s skull.

Its mouth clamped shut from the pressure beneath, the monster stopped hissing. Though it flailed wildly back and forth on the concrete floor, Seventeen’s grip was unbreakable: The big prisoner possessed astonishing strength, and he refused to let go. The monster’s struggles grew more and more desperate, as its head was forced further and further back. Digging his feet into the floor, Seventeen used the additional leverage to push harder. And yet harder.

Something had to give. With a crack that echoed through the silent laboratory, the sauroid’s spine snapped. It collapsed like a rag doll in Seventeen’s arms. Dead.

The prisoner rose swiftly to his feet. Normally, the sauriods roamed in packs of three or four. Fortunately, it seemed that this one had been alone. Still, he couldn’t leave its corpse on the floor to be found by the incoming Technomancers; the resulting hue and cry would surely put a quick end to his escape attempt.

Seventeen scanned the lab for a place to hide the body. Precious seconds ticked away before he finally located a supply closet a dozen yards away. Arms aching, he hoisted the sauroid’s body over his shoulder and carried it across the room. Luck was with him. While the shelves were filled, the bottom third of the closet was empty. He jammed the creature into the space. It would be discovered sooner or later, but hopefully not until after he had long departed from the complex.

Slamming the door, Seventeen rushed through the lab to the far door. The window of opportunity was rapidly narrowing. Any moment now, people would be hurrying to their posts. There was no time left for caution; he needed to be out of the chamber and onto the loading dock immediately. Grabbing the handle of the heavy steel door, he wrenched it open and barreled into the hallway connecting the lab to the delivery zone.

The short, cement block corridor ended in a long flight of metal steps. Gasping for breath, Seventeen bolted down the stairway. Fourteen had assured him that the loading dock would be deserted for fourteen minutes between shifts. By his reckoning, he had little more than sixty seconds left before the drivers arrived.

Abandoning all thoughts of caution, he burst through the door at the bottom of the stairwell, and found himself standing at the rear of a large dock filled with wooden shipping crates. He had no idea what was inside the boxes, nor did he care. He noted, however, that most of the containers were destined for “Everwell Chemicals, Rochester, New York.” Oddly, the name struck him as important, though he had no idea why.

As Fourteen predicted, the place was deserted; but he knew that the drivers would be arriving any second, ready to depart the citadel with their cargo. All of the trucks were filled to near overflowing with the oversized crates. He squeezed into the least crowded trailer, and after some maneuvering, managed to hide himself behind several of the largest boxes. The space was cramped and confining, but comfort was the least of his concerns.

Thirty seconds after he had settled into place, the sound of men’s’ voices drifted through a crack in the wall of boxes. Seventeen couldn’t make out what the drivers were saying, but he could tell from the tone that they were calm and relaxed. Apparently no alarms had been sounded to signal the discovery of the sauroid’s body.

A second later, the grooved metal door on the rear of the trailer slammed shut, leaving him in total darkness. A minute afterward, the truck’s vast motor roared to life, gears shifted and the gigantic vehicle rolled forward. The air in the transport seemed to bend and twist as if for an instant, reality shifted. Seventeen knew for certain they had left the citadel behind.

The prisoner breathed a deep sigh of relief. Though he had no idea what his final destination would be, he knew that he was, at least, headed for freedom. He had completed the first step in his escape. Now outside the confines of the Gray Collective, he was no longer a prisoner of the Technocracy.

Still, in time
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