
        
            
                
            
        

    Spires of Infinity 
By Eric Allen 



Prologue 
Of all the ways to die, Gabriel never expected to meet his end as a gory mess 
splattered across the front of a Greyhound bus. Of course, no one really plans on dying like that, except for a few very disturbed individuals. Most times, it just sort of happens. 
One moment Evanescence is blaring in your ears, and you’re thinking of the hot paralegal wearing an outfit millimeters away from being immodestly unprofessional, who let you rip her CD . . . biblically. And the next you’re flying through the air in bloody pieces. 
Roadkill, if you will. 
“Son of a—” was all he had time to utter before being hit by that nonstop 
Greyhound express straight to the afterlife. 
He would have liked to say that his life flashed before his eyes in an endearing montage with some sort of soft, yet powerful music playing in the background, tugging on the audience’s heartstrings. Instead, everything went blank. 
And that was the end of it, dead on impact. Gabriel Reeve died a bloody and 
meaningless death. Fade to black. Roll credits. 



Chapter 1: A Second Chance 
That should have been the end of it, but it wasn’t. 
Spinning end over end, Gabriel found himself hurtling downward through cold, 
wet mist. The air whipped his expensive haircut and even more expensive suit behind him with a sound like a flag in a windstorm. Fighting against the pressure of the air rushing by, Gabriel found himself unable to breathe. He couldn’t even scream. 
Crazy thoughts rushed through his mind. He was reasonably sure that he’d just died. People didn’t normally walk away from pedestrian versus gigantic metal behemoth. 
Only, he was going down, not up. According to his childhood preacher, Heaven was in the other direction. A bad sign. 
Bursting out into open air, Gabriel found himself far above a lake of picture 
perfect blue. Near the shore was a humble house atop a hill with a massive tree behind it. 
Carpeting the rolling green hills beyond was an expansive cemetery. He could make out a man dressed all in black fishing at the shore. 
Gabriel had been sky diving once before, and began to remember the classes 
before the actual event. When free falling, the best way to even out and slow his fall was to spread his limbs wide to make as much drag on the air as possible. Stretching out his arms and legs, he felt his fall both stabilize and slow enough for him to finally draw a breath. 
Greedily he drew in huge, deep gasps of air. When he no longer felt lightheaded, he did what any sane individual might do in his predicament. He screamed bloody murder the rest of the way down. Just before hitting the surface he pulled into a tight ball to keep from being splattered for the second time in as many minutes. 
Slowing his fall just before he plunged into the icy water, Gabriel felt an unseen force take hold of him. Freezing cold shocked him so badly that he was unable to move. 
He drifted up to the surface and when his head finally broke through he began coughing and spluttering. At last he overcame his shock and began treading water. 
Looking toward the shore, Gabriel saw the man in black watching him with mild 
amusement. 
“A little help here,” Gabriel called. 
The man shrugged before casting his fishing line again. “You’re fine. Just make your way slowly toward the shore. You’re close to the shallows.” 
Gabriel began swimming toward the shore. It was not long before his feet 
brushed the bottom. He winced as his handmade Italian shoes sank into gooey mud. 
When he reached the shore, he bent over with his hands on his knees, panting heavily. 
The fishing reel clicked with a steady rhythm as he cleared his nose and lungs of water. 
Glancing up at the overcast sky, Gabriel wondered how he’d survived the fall. 
More to the point, he was standing in a completely ruined suit that cost more than some people made in a year, and he was reasonably sure that a bus had just killed him. What in the hell was going on? 
Looking the man in black up and down, Gabriel saw that he was tall and ruggedly handsome. Several days of stubble darkened his face, and his straight black hair was held back with a frayed red cord tied at the nape of his neck. Weariness seemed to loom over him like one of those little rain clouds that followed cartoon characters around. His most striking feature was his purple eyes. 
“This may sound really  crazy,” Gabriel said. “But, uh, I just died.” 
“That you did,” the man in black looked up from his fishing pole to fix Gabriel with a strange stare. “I’ll spare you the details, but I have been given authority to sort through the people on their way to the afterlife for those that may be of use to me.” 
Gabriel stared at the man. “Did you escape from a mental institution? Wait. 
You’re not God, are you?” 
“No. I am the Northern Sage, lord of time and space. To put it in terms you’d understand, I’m something more like middle management. Even God doesn’t have time to do everything, after all. Right now we are existing outside of what you consider to be normal time and space. One day every person must pass through here on his way to the afterlife, but I have the power to take the ones that interest me. I have a job for you, and you just might have what it takes to get it done.” 
At those words, the voice of Joseph Reeve rose up from the dark depths of 
Gabriel’s consciousness, where the horrors of his childhood stagnated and festered. The impulsive desire to do everything that the Sage said struck him, if only to prove his worthless father wrong. 
“So you’re the one that dropped me in that overgrown puddle,” Gabriel pushed 
the voice in his head away. “Do you have any idea how much this suit cost!” 
“Do you have any idea how little I care? I could send you to your reward in the afterlife if you prefer. But between you and me, you’re probably not going to like that very much unless, of course, you’ve got a fetish for fire and brimstone.” 
Gabriel clamped his jaw shut to prevent the string of profanity that was on its way out. In his opinion there were two types of curse words, the lesser ones and the greater ones. The greater swears included such four letter originals as the F word and the S 
word. The lesser group included everything else. He reserved the greater group for situations like the one he found himself in now. He also liked to know the origins of his curses. It made him feel more sophisticated in using them. For instance, the F word was short for Fornication Under Consent of the King. 
“All right then,” the Sage continued. “You’re a slimy, self-centered, sociopathic, unchaste, vain, champion of evil. Was that what you sought when you set out to become a lawyer? As things stand you’re bound for a very warm locale. However, I am unable to leave this place, and there is something that needs to be done outside. I must, unfortunately, work through proxies like you. Here’s the deal. You go where I say, and do as I say, and maybe, perhaps, you’ll score enough points with the big guy that you’ll earn your redemption and avoid going to hell. What do you say Gabriel Reeve? Will you serve me with the chance at redeeming your soul?” 
“Wait,” Gabriel reached into his sodden pockets. “I have money. I have lots of money. I can pay you to let me go back to my life, without the bus of course.” 
“A bribe,” the Sage laughed. “Look around, genius. Does this look like Earth to you?” 
Gabriel did look around. The sky, where it could be seen through the clouds, was a strange purple color that never existed on Earth, and there were at least three moons. 
The clouds could have hidden any number more. 
“I have everything I need to live comfortably, and your money is completely 
worthless here. I’m giving you something that few people ever receive, a second chance. 
A chance to redeem yourself. Take it or leave it. There’s no negotiation of the terms. 
I’m not the one that lived his life completely for himself, nailing everything female with a heartbeat, and championing the most deplorable of causes. Man up, or I’ll find someone else who will.” 
“What do I have to do,” Gabriel asked. 
“Meet with a woman named Millie Farseer. She knows you’re coming, and will 
come to meet you.” 
“And then what?” 
“Do what she tells you to do.” 
“Okay, got it,” Gabriel nodded. “Meet Millie, and do what she tells me to. That’s it? That’ll score me some points with the almighty and I won’t go to hell?” 
“You can lead a horse to water,” the Sage muttered under his breath just loud 
enough to be heard. “You’re really an idiot, aren’t you? It’s not the destination that redeems a man. Ah, screw it, explaining to someone with your obvious lack of 
intelligence would be a waste of my time. Maybe you’ll figure it out somewhere along the way. I will tell you this much. You must prove to the powers that be that you have it in you to be redeemed. You need to show the big guy that you deserve  this second chance. If you screw it up a second time, your everlasting torment in the afterlife will be doubly bad. You can’t buy redemption with a few insincere words and half-hearted acts. 
Your whole heart, mind and soul must be in it. Selfless acts of kindness or sacrifice might be a good place to start. Understand?” 
Gabriel didn’t. He didn’t understand anything. He was dead, but somehow he 
was not, and now he had to go run errands for god’s middle-freaking-management in order to work his way out of hell? What had he done to deserve hell anyway! He didn’t understand, but he nodded anyway, and found himself falling once more. It was a much shorter fall this time, and ended with a painful impact on dusty ground, where he lay for some time, feeling as though a bus had just hit him. 
Freezing cold bit into him, breaking through the pain of Gabriel’s fall. Pushing himself to his feet, he found that he was no longer wearing his suit, nor was he still wet. 
Dual gunbelts crossed his waist, weighing down heavily. The pistols in the holsters looked more like cannons than handguns. The shells lining the belts were the size of his thumbs. 
A huge knife was stuffed behind one of the belts. Drawing it, he examined the gleaming black blade, which looked like plastic, but it was far too heavy to be anything but metal. Sliding it back into the sheath, he took stock of his clothing. 
He looked like he’d walked straight out of a Clint Eastwood movie. Leather 
chaps covered his faded blue jeans, and a heavy leather vest hid most of a faded black shirt. Over everything was a heavy duster coat. His legs were slightly bowed, and he couldn’t straighten them no matter how hard he tried. Reaching for the black cowboy hat at his feet, he dusted it off before placing it on his head. 
His hair was several inches longer than it had been mere minutes before, and his black leather gloves rasped against thick stubble on his face. He would never  allow his appearance to degrade so much! His looks were high on his list of priorities. It was so much easier to convince twelve people that a murderer, who was obviously guilty as sin, was completely innocent when you were polished up prettily. 
Shocked, Gabriel realized that the face he was rubbing with his hands was not his own. His nose was different, and his cheekbones. His jaw seemed a bit wider. He knew his face. He put a lot of love and care into maintaining it. The face he was trying to massage cold and pain out of was not his. He needed a mirror! He had to see what that damned Northern Sage had done to him! 
There was a horse nearby and he ran toward it, skidding to a stop when he 
realized it wasn’t exactly a horse. 
“Whoa,” Gabriel muttered. 
The animal had the body of a horse, but with paws rather than hooves, and a more catlike tail. It looked up from grazing on the odd purple grass that sporadically patched the ground with a feline head as he approached. There were saddlebags and a saddle on its back. He cautiously placed a hand on the animal’s flank, expecting it to suddenly turn violent as seemingly docile beasties always did in alien movies. 
When the strange horse-cat paid him no mind he breathed a little more easily and reached into the saddlebags, rummaging around until he found a small mirror. Holding it up, it took him a few seconds to work up the courage to look. When he did, the foggy, somewhat distorted glass reflected someone else. It was his face, but at the same time, it was not. 
His skin had been smoother than a baby’s ass thanks to biweekly spa treatments. 
Now it was leathery and callused. You could drive a Greyhound bus through some of his pores. Dark stubble far thicker than anything he’d ever been able to grow before hid his cheeks and jaw. His black hair seemed to have a lot more curl to it. His deep blue eyes had faded almost to gray. It was his face, but at the same time, it was the face of a man who had spent many long years exposed to the elements. It was almost as though someone had pieced his face together from memory and gotten a few small details wrong. 
He looked more like a hardened gunslinger rather than a respectable defense attorney. 
The face staring back at him looked like it should belong to his older, manlier brother. 
“Who are you,” Gabriel asked the reflection. To his dismay he caught the sight of several gold teeth. He’d spent thousands of dollars to keep his teeth radioactively white. 
Unable to look at his reflection any longer, Gabriel stuffed the mirror back into the saddlebag and looked around at the desolate landscape. He’d been to the Utah Salt Flats once, and they were the closest thing he’d ever seen to the wasteland surrounding him. The ground was flat as a board for miles in every direction. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky. The sandy ground was hard and reddish brown, with those strange purple plants scattered every here and there. 
The thing that made him stop and stare was not the mutant horse-cat, nor was it the flat wasteland or the purple plants. Not even the face that was not his face had shocked him so badly as what he saw in the sky above. The sun was huge in the sky, and it blazed the color of blood, yet it gave little warmth. Opposite the sun was a huge gas giant, made up of swirling hues of blue, and red, and purple. There was a scattering of moons around it, filling up the sky. It was a truly breathtaking sight. 
“Eat your heart out Tom Baker,” Gabriel said in awe, unable to tear his eyes away from the planet looming large in the sky. “Where the hell am I?” 
His knees wobbled and gave out, depositing him on the hard ground, but he still could not look away. He began to laugh, completely unable to stop. It actually, physically hurt, and he could feel something rather important in his mind straining toward breaking, but he could not stop laughing. Just ten minutes ago he’d been leaving his Porsche behind and getting ready to board a train to a nasty part of town, and now he was on an alien moon staring up at a gas giant in the sky that was obviously orbiting a red giant star. His inner geek was having a hysterical multiple joygasm, but the rest of him was certain he was in a coma in some hospital, perhaps County General, and he would eventually wake from this nightmare. 
Getting control of his laughter, Gabriel dragged himself to his feet. He noticed that his black leather gloves had circular holes cut in the backs, and there was metal glinting on his skin. A closer examination revealed that he had two metallic implants that looked something like headphone jacks, one on the back of each hand. He rubbed at one and felt the metal moving around deep within his hand between the bones, causing a shiver to run up his spine. 
“What in the hell are these,” Gabriel mused aloud. “Cyborg implants?” 
The horse-cat looked at him again over a mouthful of purple grass. 
“Can you say Star Trek?” 
Chewing its purple grass, the horse-cat looked past him with something nearing mild interest. Following its line of sight, Gabriel could see dust rising from the horizon. 
After a few minutes a figure riding a horse-cat materialized in the dust. It moved with a strange grace, a combination of a horse galloping and a cat stalking. 
It occurred to Gabriel that the person might not be altogether friendly. There had to be a reason for the guns and knife on his belts, right? He also noticed a shotgun large enough to put a hole clean through an elephant in a saddle holster and pulled it out. He was familiar with guns. It was a yuppie pastime to go to the shooting range where he came from. Some of his associates thought themselves manly because they owned a gun and could hit a target. Gabriel made sure that the shotgun was loaded and cocked it one-handed in the way he’d seen John Wayne do it as a child, and more recently the Terminator. Holding it at ready, he did not aim at the approaching rider, but it was an easy motion away from it. 
Slurring drunkenly, the voice of his father rose up to taunt him again in the back of his mind, telling him he didn’t have the guts to shoot someone, much less take a life. 
His temples began to ache with an impending headache. Snarling, Gabriel pushed the voice away and turned his attention back to the incoming rider. 
The rider pulled up to a stop and her horse-cat reared. Its massive paws flashed claws the length of Gabriel’s forearm. Pushing back a fedora, the rider lowered a dirty bandana to reveal her ugly face. 
“You’re Gabriel Reeve,” she asked in a voice so gravelly that she must have been chain smoking from the cradle. As Gabriel nodded she pulled out a hand rolled cigarette and lit it from a match that she struck on the heel of her palm. 
“Oh put that thing away! Mister big time lawyer, you’ve probably never seen a real gun before.” 
“Hey! I’ll have you know—“ 
“Oh shut up,” the woman snapped over him. She leaned down from her saddle to 
spit a long stream of black fluid at his feet. 
Gabriel took a step back to keep from getting any on his heavy leather boots. She was chewing tobacco while  smoking? That was a new one. Double the pleasure. Double the fun. Her breath had to be atrocious! 
“I don’t like having to come all the way out here, so you listen good, because I’m not going to repeat myself,” she grated. “I’m Millie, and the Northern Sage sent me.” 
Gabriel lowered the shotgun, but did not reholster it. 
“You’ll find two jewels in the pocket inside your coat,” Millie said. 
Gabriel reached into the pocket he’d been unaware of until then and pulled out two hexagonal, faceted jewels about as big around as a quarter, one red the other blue. 
There was a long spike on the underside of each that he could see circuitry inside of. 
“Plug them into the jacks in the backs of your hands,” Millie ordered. “Red left, blue right.” 
Gabriel grimaced and did as told. As the jewels slid into the metallic holes in the backs of his hands he felt a very strange and generally unpleasant sensation of something being stuck deep within his flesh. They clicked into place and glittered in the red sunlight and purplish light from the planet above. 
“Those are called Sa’Dhi,” Millie explained. “They’re like flash drives. Verbal commands will trigger them to load information directly into your brain. The blue one contains all of the knowledge and skills of a gun and knife fighter, and its keyword is wingless. The red one is a field log, something that what passes for law enforcement around here uses to record evidence. Say halo, and everything you see and hear will be recorded on it. You can also record copies of skill sets from the blue one with keywords to be used at later times onto it, a sort of last resort, one time use sort of thing. There should be an instruction book on how to do that in your saddlebags somewhere. You have to build an affinity for them through use. As a beginner, you’ll get maybe ten minutes at the maximum. As you use them more you’ll be able to handle them for longer and longer.” 
“I’m trapped in an RPG,” Gabriel muttered. “Am I tripping on acid?” 
“No,” Millie replied. 
“Are you?” 
“I’m afraid this is really happening,” Millie said. “Now for your quest.” 
“Fine, what does the slave driver want me to do?” 
“Go to the Spires of Infinity,” Millie said. 
“And?” 
“Find a girl named Allie. She’s been informed of your impending arrival and is quite excited. She hasn’t had a visitor in a very  long time. She’ll fill you in on the rest of what you’re supposed to do.” 
“And, uh, where are the Spires of Infinity?” 
Millie shrugged and pointed. “Not my problem. Have fun. There’s a town about a half-day’s ride in that direction. Someone at the Hunter’s Guild might be stupid enough to go traipsing around the Red Zone with you, looking for the Spires, for a large enough handful of chits, but I sure as hell won’t.” 
When it became clear Millie was done speaking, Gabriel walked over to his 
horse-cat and holstered the shotgun. He put a foot in the stirrup and tried to throw his leg over the saddle, but it moved away from him, causing him to hop to keep from falling over. He tried again, and again, but the horse-cat always moved away from him. 
Millie was laughing at him. 
“You’re mounting the wrong side, dumbass,” she said as she reined her horse-cat to face the direction she’d come from. “Oh, I should probably warn you. Things on this world are a little different from what you’re used to. Women who want children seek out men with pure DNA, no mutations or genetic drift, and take what they need to conceive whatever the man wants. The ladies will be after you if they find out you’re one hundred percent human. If anyone asks, you’ve got twenty-one percent drift and for god’s sake don’t let any of them get a blood sample. Women in this world will gang up when they find a man with pure DNA. It’s amazing how many women a single man can impregnate in a relatively short time given the proper incentive, like being allowed to continue breathing. Now, I never want to see you again. Goodbye.” 
With that she kicked her horse-cat to speed and was off in a cloud of dust. 
“Trying to mount the wrong side dumbass,” Gabriel mimicked in her grating 
smoker’s voice as he walked around to the other side of his own beast. This time it let him mount with no problems. There was nothing within sight resembling civilization in the direction Millie indicated. 
“Now how the hell do I get you to move,” he asked the animal. “God, what am I even doing here? Packs of women that rape men? I’m in hell, or the best sex fantasy ever.  This has to be a dream!” 
Looking up at the spectacular sky, Gabriel sighed deeply. He would have given anything to be taken here as a child, if only to get away from his father, but now that he was here, all he could think about was going back to the comfort, fame and luxury of his old life. 
“You could have at least  let me keep my MP3 player,” Gabriel growled up at the sky. He had no idea if the Northern Sage could hear him. 
In frustration and anger Gabriel screamed out that most horrible of curse words, the one beginning with fornication, and ending with king. 



Chapter 2: The Apostle is Born 
The knife glittered point first in the sand halfway between Subject 32 and Subject 27. It meant death for one of them and life for the other. It meant freedom, revenge, hatred, slavery, and sorrow. With it, Subject 32 had killed twenty-five other Subjects in combat. She had one more to kill. 
The arena was small, cold and dark, like the cell she was locked into while not training or giving devotion to Cain, the one true god. Subject 32 did not resent the arena, or that her comrades tried their hardest to kill her in it. She did not resent the fact that she had never, not once in her life, been the recipient of a single act of love or kindness. She did resent the single knife, and what it represented. 
The Council of the World Closest to Perdition demanded proof of their faith and training. Only two Subjects remained of one hundred. The blood of the others stained the sand of the arena. Only fifty returned from the first round of one-on-one duels, and twenty-five after the second. Subject 32 proved herself to be the most skilled of the survivors, and was then forced to fight duels with the remaining twenty-four other Subjects. Had she been defeated, the victor would have gone on in her place. 
A chill ran down Subject 32’s spine, causing her to shudder from the tips of her wolflike ears to the end of her wolflike tail. Despite the cold, nervous sweat beaded on her skin in anticipation of the horror she was about to commit. The single ray of hope in her miserable life was that she only had to kill one more of her own to earn her freedom and the title of Apostle. 
Once she was free she would have vengeance. In the cold, dark nights when she had nothing but her own sobs to keep her warm, the fires of rage built in her heart and kept her going ever onward. She would become the Apostle, and then would come what she’d dreamt about since she was young. She’d take that knife and ram it down every Council Member’s throat. 
Subject 32’s sweat began to freeze on her mostly bare skin, causing another shiver to run through her. She wore only short shorts and a tattered sports bra. Both were stained, full of holes despite many patches, and nearly worn away to nothing. It was the only clothing she’d ever owned, earned with the blood of her fellow Subjects. Before that time she’d known little of modesty, unashamed of her nudity, and unaware that she should be ashamed. Now she clung to what she had, not wanting to be seen naked by anyone ever again. 
Across the arena, Subject 27’s eyes seemed to gather and reflect the dim 
illumination of the single neon light hanging above them. Her own eyes would appear to glow as well. He was nearly twice her body mass, and physically much stronger than she. His shorts were stretched tight over the bulk of his muscles. His catlike tail swished lazily as his gaze moved between her and the knife, waiting for the command to begin. 
Shifting her feet, callused by a lifetime of never having worn shoes, Subject 32 let her gaze wander. The circle of bloody sand was surrounded by twelve Centuries, large, hulking, metal monstrosities that could nearly match a Subject for physical ability. The Centuries kept the Subjects in line, delivering electric shocks to stun any that became unruly. The bones of Subjects were made of metal, and even a light shock could be completely incapacitating, perhaps even fatal. 
Above each of the Centuries was a large window from which Council Members 
watched the duels. A dim light far from the glass lit each from within, but Subject 32 had never even seen so much as a shadow in any of them. She was certain that she could snatch the knife from the middle of the arena, calculate the trajectories needed to break the glass and bounce the blade off of the wall and into the caster of a shadow. She was sure that she could do it before the Centuries reached her. Unfortunately, she never saw any proof that any of the rooms were even occupied. 
“Today we choose an Apostle,” a red light flashed above one of the windows as 
one of the Council Members spoke. 
“This two-hundred year experiment has yielded two candidates,” another red light flashed above a different window. 
“There can be only one Apostle of Cain.” 
“This day was foretold by Cain.” 
“You were created to fight each other this day.” 
Subject 32 tensed, eyes flitting from the single knife, to 27 across the arena from her. 
Involuntarily, her lips curled back from her wickedly sharp teeth in a snarl. She hated the Council. She hated them with every fiber of her being for what they’d forced her to do. 
“You may begin.” 
Subject 32 did not hesitate. If she died here, it would make the deaths of the other Subjects meaningless. She did not want to kill 27, but he was a zealot, believing in everything that the Council had force-fed him his entire life without question of morality. 
He would never turn on them. To win her freedom and seek her vengeance he had to die. 
She would avenge no one dead, and she could not live without killing him. 
Racing forward with every shred of speed she possessed, Subject 32 was much 
faster and far more agile than Subject 27. She’d done little else in life but study how to use her strengths and weaknesses against those of others. Unfortunately he’d received the same training. 
Subject 32 dove for the knife, grabbing it a split second before Subject 27 was upon her. Rolling on her shoulder, she threw her legs into 27’s with all her strength and momentum, knocking him off his feet. Twisting as he fell, 27 landed in a crouch as 32 
leapt to her feet and charged at him. Her only chance was to defeat him before he knew what was happening. 
Subject 32’s vision began to tint red with her rage as it flowed through her, not quite strongly enough to extinguish the anguish gripping her heart. Flying at her opponent with knife raised, she tried to ignore the hateful sneer on his face. 
Ducking under his fist, she spilled his guts with a slash across the belly. With a twist she brought the knife around to sever the tendons in his right arm with surgical precision. In the moment of shock her lightning quick cuts caused him, she spun around 27 and drove her knife into his kidney. Stiffening, he rose to his tiptoes as if doing so might allow him to escape the killing wound. Wheezing, he stumbled, but no other sound escaped him as he slumped, falling off of the knife and leaving a bloody mess on 32’s hands and belly. 
“Very good Subject 32,” a red light flashed over one of the windows. 
“Subject 32 is no more,” she gripped her knife as she looked up at the window. 
Just one shadow, that was all she’d need to begin her vengeance. “I am the Apostle of Cain.” 
“So you are.” 
“Your duties are as such.” 
“This world is closest to the prison that our god is trapped within.” 
“We have been tasked with destroying that prison.” 
“How is this possible,” the Apostle asked. 
“You will use this,” there was a flash of light and a purple crystal on a leather cord appeared floating in the air before her. 
Tossing the hated knife aside, the Apostle took it in one bloody hand, examining it. It seemed as though she could see the depths of eternity within its facets. 
“It is a shard of the Gate, a doorway that links all worlds together. It will allow you to travel from world to world ” 
“You will travel to many worlds and preach the words of Cain.” 
“As belief in Cain increases, so does his power.” 
“With enough followers he will break free of his prison.” 
“Very well,” the Apostle said, hoping that they could see her face and know that it was only a matter of time before she was able to reach them. “I shall begin 
immediately.” 
“There is one last test.” 
“Centuries, take her to the Eye of Perdition.” 
The Apostle growled savagely as the Centuries clanked forward. Quickly, she put the purple crystal around her neck, so as not to lose it. The thought of fighting briefly crossed her mind, but it would be completely futile. There were twelve of them and they could shock her into submission with a single touch. 
The Centuries surrounded her, and one of them lifted her from the ground by her upper arms. She screamed and thrashed as electricity surged through her, momentarily blacking out. When she came to, the Century was holding her still twitching body as it walked. Every few seconds it would shock her enough to keep her muscles from 
recovering the strength to break free. Humiliation festered in her heart. 
Some time later the Century stopped, setting her down before an unfamiliar door. 
The Apostle swayed as her muscles continued to twitch and jerk from the shocks while the other Centuries gathered in around her. With lightning speed a Century reached out and ripped her prized clothing off of her, leaving her naked for all to see. 
Snarling with rage, the Apostle stepped forward to destroy the automaton, but the others pushed in menacingly and she stepped back toward the unknown door, resisting the urge to cover herself with her hands. She was the Apostle now, and would conduct herself with dignity regardless of the conditions. 
There was something behind the door—a power unlike anything the Apostle had 
ever felt before, vast, wild, and insatiably ravenous. Turning to regard the door, she felt real fear for the first time in a long time. It slid open upon her approach, and there was dead, dark silence beyond. 
She had not realized she’d stepped through it until the door slid closed behind her, plunging her into pitch-blackness. She could see better in the dark than in the light anyway. Smarting over the loss of her clothing, the Apostle swished her tail in anger. 
Glancing around, her wolflike ears twitched, trying to catch any sound as she sniffed the air. 
There was a sound at the far end of the room, but she wasn’t entirely sure that she was hearing it with her ears. Drawn, the Apostle began to drift toward it. She could not make her feet stop moving toward the source of the sound that was not a sound, and the power that churned hungrily in the darkness. 
Stopping dead, the Apostle stood slack-jawed in fear and awe. The air was 
twisted and bent, distorting everything seen through it. Within the distortion was a black thing that the Apostle had no words to describe. She could feel it reaching out to her, and she wanted nothing more than to turn and run away, but her feet moved toward it of their own accord 
The thing in the distortion was darker than anything she’d ever seen, and it 
radiated disturbing currents of wild power. It was so black that it actually almost seemed to shimmer with a power that could be sensed, if not exactly seen. Whatever it was, it was hungry, and would devour anything that strayed too close to it, yet the Apostle could not stop her feet from moving toward its call. 
Stepping into the distortion caused her bones to hum within her, resonating with some unheard sound. Her feet carried her straight up to the reflective surface of the black orb. Liquid blackness seethed and surged hungrily, as she looked at her reflection, seeing the fear plain on her face. 
Fading away, the Apostle’s reflection was replaced by that of a man with eyes 
that blazed like fire, and skin made of the same inky black nothingness of the of the thing that sat within the distortion. He grinned and spread his arms wide in welcome to her. 
“My Apostle,” a distant voice reached her. “I am so proud of you.” 
The blazing eyes took in her nudity, lingering between her legs for a time and then on her breasts, making the Apostle’s skin crawl. She wanted to scream and run away, but something was holding her in place. 
“Come to me. Surrender yourself to me.” 
“No,” the Apostle said, fear causing her voice to squeak. “No. I don’t want this.” 
“You have no choice but to obey me.” 
To the Apostle’s horror, she stepped forward. Fighting against her own body, she tried to turn and run, but to no avail. The inky black arms encircled her and she felt cold emptiness filling her body and soul, numbing her mind and her senses in a way that she had never before experienced. 
“Become one with me and I will give you power so great that none will ever be 
able to stand against you.” 
The black head lowered toward the Apostle’s face. She felt its cold, empty lips on her neck, moving down to suck on one of her nipples before pressing against her mouth. Darkness pushed into her, becoming one with her, a part of her. Her heart beat so loud and fast in her ears that it was a constant rumble, as something vile and alien forced its way into her mind. It was a far worse violation than any that she’d ever endured. She had no concept of rape, but if she had, she would call the way that it rooted around in her memories, rape of her mind. She was helpless to stop it. 
Unable to handle it anymore, the Apostle fainted dead away. 
When she came to she was completely clothed in black from head to toe, wearing black body armor, and a hooded cloak over it all. Not a single inch of her flesh was showing. She’d never been so covered in her entire life, and she reveled in it for a few seconds before she remembered the dark figure that had forcibly entered her mind. 
It was still within her, watching through her eyes. She could feel its pleasure. 
Now go, my Apostle, your god commands you to set him free. 

Unbidden, her left hand raised to the purple crystal hanging around her neck, and she stepped through the place between worlds to find herself on a completely different one. 
This wasn’t how things were supposed to happen! She was supposed to be free. 
She was supposed to avenge the other ninety-nine subjects. But now, she’d been violated in the worst way imaginable. She wasn’t free! She was caged even worse than before! 
Serve me, my Apostle, and I promise to you that you will have your revenge. 
“Get out of my head,” the Apostle cried. 
The dark presence of Cain only laughed. The Apostle did not have enough 
experience with other people to recognize the complete and utter insanity in that laugh as she took stock of her surroundings. She didn’t even know where to start. 
There shall be no other gods save me. Start there. 
Standing on a dirt road in the middle of flat green fields, the Apostle could see a massive tower in the distance, casting a shadow miles long in the late afternoon sun. 
She’d find some way back to the World Closest to Perdition, and make the 
Council pay for what they’d done to her, and all of the other Subjects. Plans began to form in her mind as Cain cackled. She bared her teeth behind her mask wickedly as a plan began to form. It was only a matter of time before she found what she would need to put it into motion. And she’d kill Cain too, if she got the chance. Any god that would force her to kill the other Subjects didn’t deserve to be called god. Until then she had little choice but to serve him, it seemed. She would serve him as best as she could until the day came when they met face to face, and she took his head. 
A wagon pulled by a beast of burden trundled up the dirt road toward her. The elderly driver brought the cart to a halt, examining her quizzically. It was so strange to see a person without a tail, or the triangular ears of a Subject atop his head. The Apostle had never seen anyone without either. 
“Tell me,” she said, “have you heard the Gospel of Cain?” 



Chapter 3: Leaving Home 
There were always chores to be done, and Kari was usually the one who got stuck doing them, because her two older brothers were completely useless for just about everything except for a few occasional laughs. Forcing them to help, and listening to their whining, was usually worse than doing the work by herself, but not this time. 
Stomping though waist high grass, she moved aside only for the sparse trees 
which, despite her best scowl, did not get out of her way. Her brothers lovingly called her “the beast” because of that scowl. And that was usually amusing, after her anger passed. 
Following the scent of her brothers through the grass, she found herself beneath a large oak tree with several low hanging branches. Storming right up to the tree trunk, She kicked it with all of her considerable strength. The mighty oak shook violently and her two worthless brothers fell from its branches. 
Regarding her with identical shocked expressions, the twins sat up from where 
they’d fallen, massaging their hurts. Looking at each other, they seemed to communicate telepathically before turning back to regard her with quizzical expressions. 
Jonathan and Michael were near perfect copies of the Northern Sage, their father, if a little shorter and much younger. Except for the fact that her father was a human and her brothers were Heretics, of course. Their mother was the daughter of a Demon, and so all of her children had Demon blood in them. It did strange things when mixed with humanity. Kari herself was a fox demon. She had pointed fox ears atop her head and two bushy foxtails that were mostly hidden beneath her skirts. The boys were either dogs or wolves, and they changed their minds often as to which it must be. They also had triangular ears atop their heads and wolflike tails as well. They bore their father’s purple eyes and black hair, where Kari’s eyes were bright green and her hair was pale blonde, hanging loose to her waist in the way her mother confided got the most attention from the boys. Not that there were any boys around that she was not related to, but that was beside the point. What girl didn’t want to look attractive? 
“So there I was,” Kari folded her arms beneath her breasts, “digging a new well in the east field and I say to myself, ‘self, why are you doing this alone when you’ve got two strapping older brothers to help you with it?’ And then myself replied, ‘why self, I have no idea why my worthless brothers aren’t helping!’ So I said, ‘well then self, I’d better go drag them by their tails back here to dig this damned well!’ so here I am.” 
“What a beautiful story,” Michael said. 
“Beautiful indeed,” Jonathan nodded, dabbing an imaginary tear from his eye. 
“What are you up to all the way out here when you could be helping your dear 
baby sister dig a well?” 
“As little as possible,” the twins replied in unison. 
“Ah,” Kari nodded. “Is that so? Well, you’ve got about five seconds to come 
along on your own before I drag the two of you over to the east field by your tails.” 
The twins looked at each other, and again seemed to communicate without words 
before they turned back to her. 
“I’m afraid we’re going to have to respectfully decline.” 
“You see, if we were to help you dig a well.” 
“We’d no longer be doing.” 
“As little as possible.” 
They knew how much it annoyed her when they finished each other’s sentences! 
“Sorry, sister dear,” they said together. “But we’re busy.” 
“Oh,” Kari raised an eyebrow. “Busy, are you? And what are you up to?” 
They looked at each other again. 
“What makes you think we’re up to anything?” 
“Because you never talk in unison like that unless you’re up to something!” 
“We do,” the twins asked in unison. 
Kari’s glare was the only answer they received. 
“Ah,” Michael nodded. “Duly noted.” 
“So,” Kari prompted with a gesture. 
“Ah, right,” Jonathan sighed dramatically with the air of someone quoting badly from a script. “Can’t fool her.” 
“Oh no, she’s too smart for that.” 
“Right. She always knows when we’re up to something.” 
“Observant as always.” 
“And might I add pretty.” 
“Yes, we mustn’t forget pretty.” 
“Did we mention smart?” 
“I think we did. But she’s also so very skilled at cooking and sewing.” 
“Why yes she is. And freakishly strong too.” 
“That’s rather sexist, don’t you think,” Kari broke in, not sure which one of them deserved her glare more. 
“It is  true, isn’t it,” they replied in unison, with identical flat looks. 
As much as she wanted to say that they were wrongly stereotyping her, she 
realized that she couldn’t. She did, indeed, know how to cook and sew, amongst many other skills including several types of combat. She was even a master at Hemomancy, manipulating the demonic energies in her blood that had twisted and remade her human flesh into that of a Heretic while still in her mother’s womb. 
She prided herself on being a capable woman in all aspects of her life, and her brothers made her sound like some feeble housewife with no greater skills or ambitions than raising children and taking care of a husband. How dare they! She was beginning to have fond thoughts of throwing them back up into the tree just so she could kick them out of it again. There was nothing wrong with being a housewife, but it seemed such a waste when she knew that she could be so much more. 
Their mother was the perfect role model. She was a wife, a mother, a musician, and an extremely skilled warrior that had fought in many a battle. She’d shown Kari by example that women could be so much more than what her idiot brothers seemed to think she was good for. 
“You know, I was thinking, brother dear,” Michael said. 
“Yes, so was I,” Jonathan agreed. 
“Hey sis,” they said as one, “we’re gonna leave home. Wanna come?” 
“Leave,” Kari asked, so shocked that she forgot her anger. “You want to leave? 
But where would you go? What would you do?” 
“But that’s exactly it,” Michael said with an expansive gesture to the sky. 
“There’s a billion worlds out there.” 
“A billion different adventures waiting to happen,” Jonathan nodded. 
“A billion sights to see.” 
“A billion people to meet.” 
“A billion stories to live.” 
“A billion poor girls to be liberated from their oppressive virginity.” Jonathan eyed Kari. “Er, I suppose there’s boys held captive by that cursed virginity as well, unless you prefer girls? I know I would if I was a girl.” 
“Don’t be daft,” Michael said with an expression of mock horror. “You’re far too ugly to be a girl.” 
Kari rolled her eyes. They were identical! One was just as ugly as the other. 
“You’re serious,” Kari asked, trying to imagine life without them. It would be extremely dull and boring. Since their adopted sister Mera left home, things had gotten rather boring, especially since she was the only girl now. There were some things that were just completely impossible to relate to boys, no matter how hard she tried. They were different creatures entirely, and she had a very hard time making them understand the female perspective on life sometimes. 
“We’ve always wanted to travel to other worlds,” Michael said. “We’ve dreamt 
of it since we were kids. Not much to do around here that we haven’t already done, you know.” 
“So you want me to come with you, because you’re too lazy to have ever learned to cook or sew,” Kari asked. 
“Yes ma’am,” they replied. “Did we mention that you’re freakishly strong?” 
“And, well, it wouldn’t be the same without you there to boss us around,” 
Michael said, sounding as though the words were being pulled out of him through unspeakable torture. 
“We hate to admit it, but we kinda need you,” Jonathan sighed. “You’re the smart and responsible one.” 
“But don’t let that go to your head,” Michael put in quickly. 
Sighing, Kari thought it would be wonderful to leave the place between worlds 
where she’d grown up. She would like to meet people she wasn’t  related to for a change. 
And perhaps the man she’d always dreamt about sweeping her off her feet, and carrying her away into rather embarrassing childhood fantasies, would make his entrance into her life at long last. 
“How, exactly, do you plan to leave  this place? We’re outside of time and space.” 
The twins looked at each other again. 
“Did we mention how smart you are?” 
“Oh, that’s just beautiful,” Kari planted her fists on her hips. “You want me to do all  the work for you, don’t you?” 
“Don’t you always,” Michael asked. 
Kicking him in the thigh, Kari gave Jonathan a kick as well, for good measure. 
The two of them seemed to share the same brain most of the time anyway. 
“There’s only one way out of here,” Kari explained. 
The twins sighed deeply in unison, seeming to deflate somewhat, their wolf ears drooping forward. 
“We were afraid you’d say that.” 
“Dad can’t keep us here forever, you know,” Kari said. “He knows we’ll have to go live our own lives someday. If we tell him it’s time we left, who is he to stand in our way?” 
“Didn’t I tell you she was smart,” Michael said. 
“I believe you did mention something to that effect,” Jonathan nodded. 
“So, we just go to mom and dad and tell them we’re leaving for untold 
adventure,” Michael asked. 
“And who said I’m going with you?” 
“You wouldn’t let your poor brothers starve to death would you,” Jonathan asked. 
“Couldn’t find my own tail without you,” Michael put in. 
The two of them hugged each other, shaking with mock fear and whimpering. 
“You’re both pathetic,” Kari could feel a dull ache beginning behind her temples. 
They were actually painfully stupid sometimes. “I’ll come on one condition.” 
“What’s that,” they asked. 
“I’m in charge,” Kari said with a sharp nod of agreement with herself. 
Ever since she was young she’d known that her older brothers were completely 
hopeless without her. She was the responsible one, always taking care of them. If something horrible happened to them, it would be her fault for not being there to protect them. She’d always taken the responsibility of keeping them out of trouble. She lived for their grudging appreciation for all she did for them. If she didn’t have anyone to watch out for, she didn’t know what she’d do with herself. If she didn’t go with them she’d become unimportant and superfluous. 
“Well that’s a given,” Jonathan said. 
“It’s not like you didn’t take charge the day you were born or anything,” Michael agreed. “Bossiest infant ever!” 
“Business as usual,” they replied together. 
“And what’s this I hear about leaving,” their father, the Northern Sage, stepped out of the grass as if by magic, causing all three of them to jump. It was creepy the way he seemed able to sneak up on them anywhere. 
Looking extremely guilty, the twins scrambled to their feet, one to each side of Kari. Sighing, she eyed them. They were just plain useless! The second their father raised an eyebrow they started cowering. Some men they  were, leaving their little sister to fight their battles for them. Oh well, she was  the one that had demanded to be in charge after all. 
Never actually believing that the day would come, Kari had often thought about leaving home, and setting foot on another world. She’d always known it would have to come sometime, but she’d never gotten around to it. There was always something to hold her back. She’d wanted to leave with Mera, but she hated to leave responsibilities behind. She couldn’t abandon her useless brothers. Just thinking of all the trouble they’d get into without her was enough to keep her home. She was sure they  would have been long gone by now if they weren’t so inept at generally everything. 
Their father scratched at the stubble on the side of his face making a rasping sound as he regarded them. 
“Should I even bother asking what the two of you are up to all the way out here,” 
he asked the twins. 
“Planning,” Michael said. 
“Conspiring,” Jonathan agreed. 
“Oh, and what were you conspiring,” the Sage raised an eyebrow. 
The twins each put a hand on Kari’s back and pushed her forward. 
“Ask her, she’s the boss.” 
Kari rounded on them and gave each one a heavy swat for good measure, before 
turning back to her father. 
“Well, I was coming to get them to help me dig in the east field, and they sort of dragged me into their plans to leave. I couldn’t let them go alone. You know how pathetic they are without me.” Kari felt her face color a bit and she looked down at her feet. “And I’d kind of like to leave too, I guess.” 
“Have you chosen a world then,” the Sage asked them. 
“That’s the thing,” Michael said. 
“The thing, indeed,” Jonathan agreed. 
“There’s a billion worlds out there.” 
“A billion adventures to be had.” 
“A billion people to—” 
“Oh, don’t start that again,” Kari interrupted. 
“So you want to be able to travel between worlds at will,” the Sage asked. 
“Yes sir,” the twins replied in unison, giving him identical snappy salutes. 
“Kari,” the Sage asked. 
“I suppose.” 
The Sage drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I was afraid of that. As your father, I want to give you what you want, but as the Northern Sage, I can’t just give it to you. I have rules to follow.” 
Kari nodded, not liking his tone of voice, and where the conversation seemed to be headed. 
“Any person is allowed free passage from one world to another through my realm once if I approve of their intentions,” the Sage said. “However, you ask for the ability to travel from world to world and that is a very difficult thing to provide. I have the power to grant any wish, but doing so comes at a price of equal value.” 
“And what might that be,” Jonathan asked, not sounding quite so irritatingly 
gleeful anymore. 
“I will give you these,” the Sage held up three purple crystals on leather cords. 
“With these shards of the Gate, you can travel from any world to any other without seeking the Gate itself and passing through here. The price for this ability is threefold. 
You can never visit the same world twice. The world you go to will always be random. 
And you will never again be able to return home.” 
Kari gasped. Never being able to see her parents or home again was a great price indeed. Knowing that her life would be rather meaningless if she stayed home whilst the twins left, she still hesitated. It was a hard decision, but she knew what she had to choose. She couldn’t spend the rest of her days digging wells, milking cows, and a thousand other chores. Now that the idea of traveling from world to world and seeking adventure had been planted in her mind, she really wanted to do it. 
Stepping forward, Kari reached for one of the necklaces, hesitating for only a second before snatching one and placing it around her neck. The purple crystal seemed to glow from within when she touched it. 
“I’m going,” she said. “But I’ll break that rule. Someday I’ll find my way back here. Just you see.” 
Turning to her brothers, who stood grim-faced behind her, Kari raised an 
eyebrow. They scampered forward to take their necklaces as well. 
“Never forget how much your mother and I love you,” the Sage said. “We hate to see our children leave, but we know you cannot stay here forever. Playing jailer to Cain is my responsibility, not yours. Remember to say goodbye to your mother or I will send her after you. Having your mother show up is just the thing to cramp an adventure. Oh, and if you happen to meet a man named Gabriel Reeve, tell him I’m watching him very closely.” 



Chapter 4: Holston 
Walking his horse-cat through traffic down a dusty street in a little town, Gabriel could have named any number of old westerns that might have been filmed there. The one and two story buildings were all made from wood, and the street was hard packed dirt. Wooden sidewalks and posts for tethering horse-cats lined the street to either side. 
Most everyone was afoot, though some rode and there were a few wagons trundling by. 
As he wandered aimlessly, he noticed two very odd things about the people 
around him. The first was that many of the townspeople were armed with various swords, knives and spears, but his were the only guns. The second was that not everyone walking the street was completely human. They had the general form of human beings, but perhaps one in ten people had animal bits mixed into their features. There were men and women with triangular animal ears atop their heads, long lop ears like bunnies, floppy dog-ears, and more. Some had catlike tails, bobtails, or more bushy tails. He even saw one man with wings folded across his back and feathers rather than hair. The biting cold did not seem to touch those with animal bits, as they wore little to no protection from it. Some of the girls even wore ridiculously skimpy outfits. Finding it hard not to stare, he seemed to have wandered into anime cosplay hell. 
Other people had non-animal related deformities. Withered limbs, grotesque 
facial features, large, visible tumors, and the like seemed rampant. There was even a man with a third hand sprouting from the base of his neck. Millie’s words about pure human DNA were starting to make a whole lot more sense now. 
One girl caught his eye as he stopped in front of what looked like an inn with a picture of a bed on the wooden sign hanging over the sidewalk. She was one of the animal people, and seemed to have been following him. Her silvery hair fell to her waist in two long braids and she had a bushy wolflike tail. Her eyes gleamed golden in the red sunlight. Baring her midriff, her clothes were plain and rather dirty, and her blue jeans hung low on her hips, dipping so low in the back under the base of her tail that it was a miracle they didn’t drop around her ankles while she walked. Despite apparent teenage youth, she had a spectacular rack. Even taking the tail and wolf ears into account, she’d probably be extraordinarily hot in five years or so. While not the strangest thing he’d seen all day, the black cat lounging across her shoulders did seem a little odd. 
Wondering why she was following him, Gabriel tied his horse-cat to the post in front of the inn. As soon as he moved to do so, the girl scampered off into a back alley. . 
Tying the strongest, biggest knot that he knew around the post, Gabriel slung his saddlebags across one shoulder, shoving the shotgun into the holster he’d discovered strapped to his back. He’d found a large pouch of what appeared to be money, triangular metal chips with numbers on them, in the bags when he’d stopped to rest and take stock of his belongings. Making sure it was still in his pocket, Gabriel stepped into the inn. 
Sitting behind a counter, a youngish woman read from a magazine, chewing 
loudly on a piece of bubblegum. She seemed the embodiment of pop culture dropped into a blender with the old west. The contrast was jarring. 
Peering at Gabriel over the top of her magazine with an expression of bored 
indifference, she blew a big pink bubble with her gum. It popped and she sucked it back into her mouth. 
“You a Law Man,” she drawled, eyeing his guns, pronouncing lawman as two 
separate words. Gabriel was pretty certain that he could use the twang in her voice to tune a banjo. It took him a few seconds to pull up his mental hick to English dictionary and translate. 
“Uh, no,” Gabriel replied. “I don’t think so anyway. Why do you ask?” 
“Yer packin’ iron ain’cha? Only Law Men is allowed to carry them things.” 
“Right then. You got me. I must be a lawman. I need a room for the night.” 
Gabriel’s stomach rumbled loudly, reminding him that he hadn’t had anything at all that day. “And something to eat too.” 
Flipping through her magazine, the woman behind the counter blew another 
bubble. “You talk pretty Law Man.” 
“Uh,” Gabriel said, looking over the top of the magazine. “Sometime today, 
please?” 
“I heard ya the first time,” she replied. He vaguely wondered if she ever needed to floss or if the twang in her accent took care of it for her. “I ain’t seen the color of your chits yet.” 
“Oh, right,” Gabriel muttered as he reached into the pouch in his pocket and 
pulled out one of the triangular chits. It was gold with a 20 pressed into one side. He placed it on the counter and she sat up with a big smile. 
“Welcome traveler,” she said. “How long will ya be stayin’?” 
“Uh, just tonight, maybe tomorrow,” Gabriel said. “I need to do some 
information gathering in town. I don’t know how long it’ll take.” 
“We’ll call it two nights room and board,” the innkeeper said as she snatched the chit and counted out a couple silver and bronze ones, setting them in a neat stack in its place. “Want longer you come back to me and say so in two marnin’s.” 
“All right,” Gabriel said. “That works, I guess.” 
“I assume you got a cathor due to them saddlebags,” she said with a nod. “I took stablin’ costs out already.” 
“Cathor,” Gabriel mouthed. It took him a second to realize that she meant his horse-cat. He nodded his assent. “So, my room?” 
“Hold on,” the innkeeper looked him up and down like a piece of meat. “You 
look mighty fine pure blooded. How clean is yer DNA?” 
Gabriel gave a start. He could imagine a night in bed with this woman, and doing so made him want to puke. She looked like one of the crack whores you saw on street corners in bad neighborhoods from time to time, willing to sell her body for her next fix. 
There probably wasn’t a number high enough to count all of the STDs she was carrying. 
“Uh, twenty one percent drift,” he hastily spat out. 
“Pity,” she said in a disappointed tone, raising her magazine again and tossing a key onto the counter. “I knew that pretty face of yers was too good to be true. Up them stairs, last room on the right. We’s got pure, unmutated beef tonight. I’ll send some up once yer settled. Welcome to Holston Law Man, as long as you got chits that is.” 
“Uh, thanks. I think. Um, I was wondering if maybe you’d know where I could 
find a guide?” 
“Oh, just about everyone here’s would guide ya most anywhere if there’s enough chits in it fer them. Could start with the Hunter’s Guild. They’s probably the most learned hereabouts. Where ya goin’ anyhows?” 
“The Spires of Infinity.” 
The innkeeper’s eyes instantly narrowed, shifting around as if to see that they were alone. 
“Now why ya wanna go all the way out thar,” she asked. 
“It’s my mission,” Gabriel said, finding it slightly easier to explain things by taking on the role of the lawman she thought he was. 
“Makes sense. Them Spires is ground zero, deep in the Red Zone. Ain’t no one that ain’t NVM is stupid enough to go out there. Too much radiation, even fer those of us what’s been immunized. And them bastard Children of the Chosen’re makin’ troubles for travelers lately too.” 
“Ground zero,” Gabriel asked, mind drifting automatically to the remnants of the World Trade Center in New York before he remembered that was the term for the 
location of a nuclear detonation. “You had a nuclear war!” 
“You feelin’ all right Law Man? Hit yer head or somewhat?” 
“Uh, yeah,” Gabriel nodded. 
“There’s a doc over on the wesside can look you’s over,” the innkeeper blew 
another bubble. “Though he’s sommut addicted to more feen.” 
She pronounced morphine as two words, accenting the second syllable strangely. 
“Ya might try waitin’ for an NVM caravan to New Hope,” the innkeeper 
suggested. “They’s go out near them Spires every few months. Them NVMs don’t get radiated like us normal folks.” 
“Uh, thanks,” Gabriel said, filing that tidbit away for later. 
Turning away, he climbed the stairs and went to his room. It was small and there was a thin coat of dust over everything. He’d never been so glad to see electricity and indoor plumbing. Wrapping his mind around his situation was hard enough without those comforts. Tossing his saddlebags aside, he removed his duster, hanging it on the back of the only chair in the room before dropping onto the bed and burying his face in his hands. 
Yesterday he’d been a rich, powerful, and well-known lawyer. He’d had 
everything he wanted. Money, power, a huge house, a sweet car, and a whole internet full of beautiful young women willing to take off their clothes and do just about anything for a low monthly fee. Now he had nothing at all. Had he really died? He could remember the feeling of the bus hitting him and everything going blank. 
Things like this just didn’t happen. He had to be in a coma somewhere. He was just having a very vivid and very elaborate nightmare. 
“Wake up Gabriel,” he growled at himself, pounding his fists into his forehead. 
“Just wake up!” 
But he didn’t wake up, because somewhere, deep down, he knew he wasn’t 
dreaming. 
All his life he’d read sci-fi and fantasy books, played role playing video games and tabletops, and dreamt of other worlds, adventures, and heroics. Now that he was actually in a completely different world, on some sort of holy quest given by god—or at least god’s middle management—all he wanted was to go home. 
When his meal arrived, a plate of two ground beef patties with some sort of gravy and a slice of bread, he ate ravenously. If anything resembling real beef had ever touched it he was freaking Ghandi, but he was so hungry that it didn’t matter. Setting the cleaned plate on the floor, he curled up into a little ball on the bed to bemoan his fate, and was soon asleep. 
Chapter 5: The Wolf and the Cat 
Gabriel wasn’t sure what woke him. No sound broke the complete silence of his dark room, but there were two sets of glowing eyes watching him from the chair in the corner. Sitting up abruptly, he reached for one of the pistols he’d fallen asleep wearing. 
Before he could yank it out of the holster the light flicked on and he was blinded. 
Squinting, Gabriel forced his eyes to adjust to the sudden brightness as he freed his pistol and leveled it at the intruder. It was the young wolfgirl that had followed him through town earlier. She sat on the chair backwards, with her legs straddling the back and her arms folded across the top. His coat had been tossed unceremoniously onto the floor. Her head rested on her arms, and the cat lounging on her shoulders yawned widely before licking one of its paws. He’d thought it was a toy earlier, but apparently it was a pet. 
“What kinda pathetic Lawman are you,” she asked. “I mean, I only walked right into your unlocked room and sat here watching you sleep for an hour.” 
“I’m not a Lawman,” Gabriel growled. “Who are you and what are you doing in 
my room?” 
The girl eyed the gun in his hand, tail swishing while one of her ears twitched. 
“Really? Coulda fooled me. Two pistols, two Sa’Dhi, and a shotgun. You’re a Lawman, or I’m hiding a dick somewhere in these tight pants.” 
Sighing in exasperation, Gabriel lowered the pistol, though he didn’t reholster it or take his finger from the trigger. “What do you want little girl, I need sleep.” 
“Little girl,” she sniffed indignantly, adjusting her skimpy shirt for a better display of her cleavage. “Is this the rack of a little girl? What else would I want with a hot man that appears to have pure DNA?” 
Gabriel gaped at her. She couldn’t be older than fifteen! Seventeen at the most, and that was being very  generous. What kind of crazy world was he in where fifteen-year-old girls chased after men for breeding purposes? 
“I’ve got, uh, twenty-one percent drift, sorry,” Gabriel said. 
“Yeah, you and every other pure-blooded male. I’m Sam, by the way, short for 
Samantha, but if you call me that I’ll rip out your lungs. You won’t mind a little blood test to prove you’re not pure, will you?” 
“Go away Sam. It’s far past time for little girls to be in their beds.” 
Before Gabriel could even react Sam hopped over the back of the chair and 
jabbed him in the arm with something. 
“Ouch,” he cried, rolling up his sleeve to see a tiny pinprick of blood beading on the skin. 
The object in Sam’s hand beeped steadily for a few seconds as her tail swished impatiently. 
“Come on already,” she muttered as it beeped one last time. 
Grinning excitedly, Sam looked from the device to Gabriel. Her tail began 
wagging and her ears laid back against her head. 
“Ninety-eight percent pure human,” she cried and threw her arms around him. 
She was a lot stronger than she looked. “Oh my god! You’re perfect!” 
“Ninety-eight percent,” Gabriel asked, feeling somewhat let down by the missing two percent. 
“Now, if you’d be so kind to spill a little figurative Mayo in my figurative taco, I’ll be out of your hair in no time, and I won’t tell another soul you’re pure, it’ll be our little secret, okay? You being a Lawman and all, I’m sure you’ve got important things to do and don’t have time for every woman hereabouts.” 
“Eeew. That’s disgusting!” Gabriel gaped at her. Mayo in her taco? It was rare that he heard a new euphemism, especially coming from a girl her apparent age. “Wait, what!” 
“Oh come on, with pure DNA, you must get this all the time,” Sam said with a 
grin. She seemed to think that he was joking. 
“Does the word jailbait mean anything to you!” 
Sam thought about it for a second, one of her ears twitching. 
“Uh, nope, should it?” 
Gabriel sighed. “Where I come from it’s illegal for someone my age to spill any Mayo anywhere near the taco of someone your age, figurative or otherwise.” 
“Oh wow. Really? You must live in a really uptight place, mister Lawman. First of all, Nano Voluntary Mutation,” she gestured at lupine her ears, “slows aging. I look like the age I was when I got NVM, but I got ID to prove I’m older. And second, we don’t actually have to turn on the bow-chicka-bow-wow porno music. I mean, you could just, you know,” she made a jerking off motion with her hand, “in a cup or something. 
I’ll even strip for you if that’ll help. Won’t take more than five minutes of your time and I do have, if I might say, a spectacular body. I mean, look at me. I’m the hottest thing you’ve seen all day, admit it.” 
“Are you insane,” Gabriel cried. 
“Uh, nope,” Sam replied with a shrug. “I don’t think so. Why? Don’t tell me you’re shy.” 
“How old are  you, anyway?” 
“Old enough to have a child,” Sam sniffed indignantly. “Old enough to have a 
good job to provide for it, if that’s what you’re worried about. Old enough to know more than a little about pole dancing, if you know what I mean. Get it, pole  dancing? No? 
Not even a chuckle? God, you’re boring!” 
Somewhere in the back of Gabriel’s mind an alarm was screaming jailbait over 
and over again, and his mental encyclopedia of law was running through all of the meanings and possible punishments for statutory rape. 
Leaning close enough over Gabriel that he could actually see her nipples beyond the low neckline of her shirt, Sam gave him a sleazy look. “Come on. It’s your duty to society to knock up as many girls as you can. You want to do your duty don’t you? If I were a guy with pure DNA that’s probably all I’d ever do. Perhaps my perception of men has been colored by the sorts I normally associate with, but isn’t the only thing most of you think about, day and night, stickin’ it to women?” 
Gabriel noticed that her eyes were not the golden color of wolf eyes, but a more metallic gold. He raised his pistol and pressed it against the exposed flesh of her belly. 
“Get out of my room please.” 
“Or what? You’ll shoot me? Even a Lawman can’t get away with murdering an 
innocent girl, even all the way out here on the border of the Red Zone.” 
“I just might,” Gabriel growled. “I’ve had a very bad day and I don’t need this crap. Get out and leave me alone you crazy little nympho.” 
“Fine,” Sam huffed. “I’ll be back in the morning with every woman in town to 
gang rape you. Wait, you’re not gay are you?” 
“God! I just want some damned sleep! Why can’t you just go away and leave me alone!” 
“Because men like you are few and far between,” Sam retorted. “You know how 
long I’ve been waiting? Four years! Stop being selfish. I just want a little of your white goo. It’s not like I’m asking you to cut off your arm. It was my impression that most men disposed of perfectly good semen two or three times a day, if you know what I mean.” 
Winking, she made the jerking off motion with her hand again. 
Gabriel pulled back the hammer on the pistol. “Get away from me.” 
“Have it your way.” Walking to the window, Sam opened it and leaned out. 
“Hey everyone! There’s a guy in here with—“ 
Rushing to the window, Gabriel pulled her away from it, slamming it shut. 
“Don’t do that!” 
The cat on Sam’s shoulders stood up and stretched. Moving to her right shoulder, it raised its head to her ear. She nodded as if it was talking to her. 
“You’re not from around here, are you,” she asked. 
“No,” Gabriel answered. 
“Where do you come from?” 
“Chicago.” 
“I never heard of that place,” Sam muttered. “It must be really far away. Maybe so far away that the radiation is low enough people don’t mutate and drift. Maybe you just don’t know what it’s like here. Look mister Lawman. I wanna have a baby. I really, really, really, wanna have a baby. It could be years or even decades before another man as pure as you comes along. I’ll have to settle for someone of a lower grade and who knows what sorta defects my baby might have. I don’t know what it’s like where you come from, but here you’d be lucky to see one in ten years as pure as you. Please. Do you want me to beg?” 
“Please don’t. I just want to sleep!” 
“What do you want for it? I’ve got money. I’ve got a great body, see?” She 
turned so he could see her figure at all angles. “All yours if you want it. I’m willing to do anything. Are you going somewhere? I could be your guide. I know the entire Empire like the back of my hand.” 
Gabriel wasn’t aware that he’d given anything away, but Sam flashed him a 
knowing smile. “That’s it. You don’t know where you’re going. I could lead you there. 
It won’t cost you a single thing except a little semen.” 
The cat put its mouth to her ear again and she nodded twice. 
“I’ll even pay your room and board along the way,” Sam said. “So, what do you say? Is it a deal? Where are we headed?” 
Gabriel thought about it for a second, trying unsuccessfully to eye her figure up and down without her noticing. She caught him looking, winked, and grinned at him. 
She was rather attractive, despite her apparent youth. Of course he was totally  going over that ID of hers with a high powered microscope to make sure she wasn’t jailbait before anything like Mayo went anywhere near anyone’s taco. Did accepting make him a manwhore? It seemed a reasonable deal, especially if she was perfectly willing to take the leavings of a solo session. 
“I’m headed to the Spires of Infinity.” 
The cat reared back and hissed loudly, and Sam took a startled step back. 
“Why would you wanna go to a place like that, mister? It’s next to the 
Quarantine Zone. The radiation is still very bad out there and there’s every kind of mutant between here and there, not to mention the fact that the Children of the Chosen have declared war on anyone  passing through their territory. And the Spires are haunted. 
Everyone knows that!” 
“Lovely,” Gabriel muttered. “That’s where I have to go.” 
“It’s very risky,” the cat said in a deep, male voice. 
Gabriel was so startled that his knees gave out and he fell back onto the bed. 
“That—that’s a talking cat.” 
“Oh very observant,” the cat replied, sounding bored. It had an accent like a dried up, snobby, British art critic. It clapped its forepaws together. “Bravo. Do any other tricks?” 
“Mister Mittens,” Sam cut in. “That was not very nice. He hasn’t agreed yet! Be more polite until the dealing is over please, then you can rip on him all you like.” 
“That’s a talking cat,” Gabriel repeated. 
“He’s a mutant,” Sam explained. “What is it, ninety-three times more intelligent than the average housecat?” 
The cat—Mister Mittens—nodded smugly. 
“He’s my boss,” Sam explained. “He’s very rich. He paid for my NVM in return for ten years of being his hands, with, of course, the option to renew my contract afterward. See, I have a great job and can easily provide for a child.” 
“Rather hard to pick things up when you have no thumbs,” the cat explained. 
“That’s a talking cat,” Gabriel repeated again. 
“I think you broke him,” Sam told the cat. 
Gabriel shook his head and tore his eyes away from the cat. 
“You can take me to the Spires of Infinity?” 
“I know generally where to find them,” Sam shrugged. “Not exactly. Not many 
have been out that way in the last century or two. That was ground zero in the Great War. The radiation can still be dangerous even if you’ve been immunized. What do you wanna go all the way out there for anyway?” 
“Because I have to.” 
“Fine, keep it to yourself. Look, if we go out there you may not be ninety-eight percent pure when we come back again.” 
Gabriel sighed. 
“Then I guess we don’t have a deal after all.” 
“Whoa,” Sam waved her hands. “Hold on. No one said that. I’m just saying it’s really nasty out there. How about you pay me first and then I take you out?” 
“You want to go out into that mess pregnant,” the cat asked. “I wouldn’t advise it, Sam.” 
“Oh, yeah, that wouldn’t work out too well, would it,” Sam sighed. “Fine. Okay. 
Here’s the deal. I take you out to the Spires of Infinity, pay your room and board, and when we get back I get what I want. Deal? I only know the general area to find the Spires, but there will be other towns along the way, and I hear there’s some big military thing going on near the Quarantine Zone too. Won’t be too hard to get directions along the way. And there’s the NVM town of New Hope, it’s supposed to be close enough to see the Spires, and I bet everyone knows where that is. Unless, maybe, there’s something else you’d take as payment?” 
Gabriel sighed. He supposed he could have worse girls after him, the innkeeper for example. Still, it was just so twisted! “Deal, I guess.” 
“Great,” Sam cried, rushing to hug him tightly. “Oh, thank you so much! Hey, I don’t even know your name.” 
“Gabriel Reeve,” he replied when she finally released him. “I’m a lawyer.” 
“Is that what they call Lawmen in that Chicago place?” 
“Not exactly. I represent criminals to make sure that their rights to a fair trial are upheld.” 
“Oh,” Sam said with a disgusted sniff. “One of those.” 
“Now, could you leave me be and let me sleep,” Gabriel asked. 
“Oh no you don’t! I’m not falling for that one. You’ll slip out the second I’m gone and run yourself right outta town. I’m not letting you outta my sight until we’re well on our way.” 
Gabriel gave an annoyed shake of his head. “Fine! But I paid for it so I’m taking the bed!” 
“How very chivalrous of you,” Mister Mittens said dryly. 
As Gabriel lay down on the bed, Sam turned off the light. Then she plopped 
down on the bed next to him, pressing her body against his. She felt feverishly hot, and as much as he hated to admit it, after the biting cold all day long, her warmth was very welcome. 
“What are you doing,” he asked. 
“It’s big enough to share,” Sam replied. “And you looked cold. You’re lucky I’m not a whore, or you might wake up with a bill in the morning. Just so you know, I do bite, so hands off the valuables unless you plan to make a purchase.” 
“I’ve met some crazy women in my time,” Gabriel muttered, “but you win the 
prize.” 
“I’ll take that as a compliment. Good night, Lawman.” 
Trying not to think about what part of her body was touching him where, Gabriel was lulled by her warmth and was soon fast asleep. He would have objected to sharing the bed, but he just couldn’t make himself give up the heat that her body was radiating into him. He’d been with many women in his time, but just by laying next to him, Sam seemed closer than any of them had ever gotten before. It reminded him of his childhood when his mother used to hold him after his father finished beating them both bloody. He hadn’t felt that sort of comfort in over twenty years, and he’d missed it dearly. 



Chapter 6: Old Gods 
The wind was warm, and it felt wonderful blowing through Kari’s hair. 
Grounding her bowstave in the dirt, she closed her eyes and let it pass over her. Taking a deep breath of the clean air, she could hardly believe that she was on a completely different world than the one she’d been born on. 
“Well that’s disappointing,” Jonathan sighed. “What sort of adventures are we gonna find in the middle of some farmer’s fields?” 
Kari kicked him in the shin on general principle. 
“Look at that,” Michael said in awe, pointing and massaging his leg. The twins sometimes complained that they could feel each other’s pain, which was just plain silly. 
Kari and Jonathan both turned to look. Expansive golden fields of grain, divided into squares by roads, spread to the horizon in every direction. There were no mountains or hills. Standing in the middle of the flat fields was a single visible building that was so tall Kari could not even see the top of it. The massive, metallic gray shaft stretched for the pinkish sky and beyond, glittering in the sunlight. 
“Oh wow,” Jonathan said. 
“That thing is huge,” Kari agreed. “Someone must really  be compensating for something. I bet we could see the entire world from the top of that tower.” 
“I think we just found our first adventure,” Jonathan grinned broadly. 
“Oh, I was hoping you’d say that,” Michael nodded eagerly. 
“Let’s go,” Kari agreed. “We can’t pass up visiting a tower that huge. But first, Heretics might not be very welcome in this world.” 
Piercing her thumb on one of her fangs, Kari quickly drew a symbol in blood on the palm of her hand before the puncture healed over. Hemomancy called upon the power in the blood of a Heretic, the power that made them something more, and at the same time, something less than human. That power could be used to do just about anything from creating illusions, to healing wounds, to calling down the most destructive forces of nature, so long as she knew the symbols of the Demon language to describe what she wanted the power to do. And, of course, she needed a great deal of willpower to control it, else it could rage out of control and burn her to a cinder. Once completed the symbol began to glow with a dark light, and Kari could feel the power calling out to her, waiting to be used. Exerting her will upon it, she forced it to take the form that she wished. The air around her and her brothers blurred and within seconds all traces of their animal traits were hidden away by an illusion. They looked like three human travelers. 
“Handy trick,” Jonathan said as Kari pulled out a handkerchief and began wiping the blood away. 
“I have to say that I’m at least twelve percent less handsome now,” Michael 
sighed. 
“You two look just like father,” Kari giggled. “Grow some stubble and you’ll be mirror images.” 
“Stubble,” Michael cried with mock indignity. “And cover up this beautiful countenance?” 
“Pfft, I’m prettier,” Jonathan snorted. 
“You’re identical, you idiots,” Kari muttered. 
“That’s what she thinks,” Michael said. 
“Indeed.” 
“Should we show her where we’re not identical?” 
“Don’t you dare,” Kari glared at them, imagining a hundred different things that she really  didn’t want to see from her brothers. 
“I don’t wanna get kicked again. Maybe some other time.” 
“Let’s go,” Kari interrupted. “That tower looks close, but it could be a lot farther away that it appears.” 
“Hey look,” Michael said, pointing in the opposite direction. “A wagon.” 
“Please god,” Jonathan said to the sky, “pretty farm girls for all.” 
Kari rolled her eyes in disgust. 
“And I suppose a pretty farm boy for Kari,” he added, jumping back so he couldn’t be kicked. 
Trundling along, pulled by a donkey that had probably been old at the time of 
creation, the wagon was wide enough to take up the whole narrow, hard-packed, dirt road. 
Pulling to a halt alongside them, the driver, nearly as ancient as his donkey, eyed them critically. His wide brimmed, straw hat did not quite hide his wild white hair, and his worker’s clothes were worn and dusty. Tipping his hat to Kari, he nodded amiably to the twins. 
“Morning,” he said. “You young’uns heard the words of Cain yet?” 
Shock bolted through Kari at hearing the name of her father’s oldest and most 
dangerous enemy, imprisoned in the furthest reaches of time and space. Overcome, she nearly fell over, clinging to her unstrung bowstave to keep upright. The name could, of course, be a coincidence. She supposed that other people were allowed to bear the name of the enemy of all creation. But what parent would curse their child with the name of the man that had once tried and almost succeeded in destroying all of existence? 
“I can’t say as we have,” Michael replied. 
“Say, old man,” Jonathan said, pointing to the tower. “Could you tell us what that is?” 
Looking toward the massive pillar that reached for the heavens, the old man 
smiled warmly. 
“The World Tower? Why, who hasn’t never heard of the World Tower? Where 
you three from?” 
Examining them a bit closer, the old farmer took in the long, thick bowstave, 
hefty belt knife, and quiver full of thumb thick arrows that Kari wore. His eyes wandered to the two swords Michael had, one on each hip, and the large broadsword strapped across Jonathan’s back. 
“We’re from very far away,” Kari explained. “You mentioned the words of 
Cain?” 
“You haven’t heard of the Apostle,” the man cried in incredulity. 
“Should we have,” the twins asked. 
“Hop on up into the back of the cart there,” the old man jerked a thumb to the back of his empty wagon. “I’ll tell you all about the Apostle and the words of Cain that were brought to us from another world. Name’s Max.” 
“I’m Kari. That’s Jonathan and Michael.” 
Climbing up first the twins each offered her a hand. She handed her stave to one and allowed the other to pull her up. They sat down and looked expectantly to the old man as he flapped the reins to get the ancient donkey moving again. 
“Why did you jump when he mentioned Cain,” Michael asked privately. 
“Didn’t you pay any attention at all during your lessons,” Kari stared at him. 
“Wait. Don’t answer that. Cain is our father’s oldest and most dangerous enemy. He’s the one that trapped dad between worlds forever.” 
“Oh, really,” Jonathan asked. “Sounds like a wonderful story, wonder why he 
never told us.” 
“He did,” Kari rolled her eyes, “you just never pay attention! How could you forget Cain? He only tried to destroy the entire universe! Father imprisoned him for the rest of eternity, but was caught in the trap Cain left for him. Let’s see what this guy has to say about it.” 
“If we have to,” the twins said. 
“So,” Kari leaned toward Max conversationally, “you say this Apostle person 
came from another world to preach about Cain?” 
Max nodded emphatically, obviously very devoted. 
“Oh, the Apostle is the most holy of Cain’s servants. The Apostle came to teach us the way of the one true god and to destroy our false goddess.” 
“Really,” Kari asked. 
Slightly worried, she cursed herself for giving up the right to ever return home. If this was the same Cain, then their father had to be warned somehow. 
“Cain will destroy all false gods,” Max continued with religious fervor. “He will bring all peoples and all worlds together under him, and we will live forever in peace and harmony, without hunger, sickness or poverty. He created worlds without end, but when the people began to worship false gods he turned his back on us and left. Once his name is spread back to all worlds, and all false gods forsaken, Cain will then return to us and we will bask in his everlasting glory for all eternity.” 
“This Apostle,” Kari asked. “You’ve heard him say these things?” 
“Of course not. The Apostle is far too important to visit poor old Max on his farm. From the original congregation, the Apostle chose twelve preachers, and each of them chose seventy others. Those missionaries spread through the world two by two, bringing the Gospel of Cain to us all.” 
“I would very much like to meet this Apostle,” Kari said. 
“Oh, to bask in the glory of the Apostle in person. Poor old Max here can’t leave his farm even to see the Apostle speak. That’s why I asked you if you’d heard the good word. The Apostle is at the World Tower now, asking all those able to bear arms to come and help to destroy our false goddess.” 
Sitting forward with interest, Michael’s wolflike ears would have been pricked up to points if they were not hidden by Kari’s illusion. 
“A goddess you say? In dire need of rescuing by a handsome hero? At the 
tower?” 
“Was you raised in a cave your whole life, boy? She’s called the Empress Oracle. 
She sees the future and leads the Ten Nations from that tower. How can you not know about the false goddess!” 
“How do you know she’s a false goddess,” Jonathan asked. 
Max rolled his eyes as if he’d just been asked why water was wet. 
“Well of course  she’s a false goddess. There can be only one true god, the Apostle says so, and that god is Cain. The Empress Oracle may be a thousand years old like the stories say, and see the future, and perform miracles, but they’re just stories. It’s all lies! She’s deceived us all this time. She selfishly seeks to steal all the glory from Cain.” 
“I see,” Kari said. “And you say that this Apostle is at the World Tower now, gathering an army to storm in and kill your Empress Oracle? The woman that has led you, guided you, performed miracles for you, and foretold your future for a thousand years?” 
“All false gods must be destroyed before Cain can return to us,” Max did not 
appear to have caught the sarcasm in Kari’s voice. 
“How far is it to the World Tower from here,” Michael asked. 
“Days by foot. Can’t leave my farm for that long, though it’ll be all over before poor Max could even get there. Least I can do is help you on your way a bit. That’s how I’ll help pull down the false goddess. I’ll take anyone that goes to fight against her on my cart as far as I’m able.” 
“So,” Michael said, scratching behind where one of his invisible wolflike ears would be, “let me get this straight. Your Goddess has ruled over you for a thousand years?” 
“False  goddess,” Max corrected. 
“Naturally,” Jonathan nodded. 
“Has she oppressed you,” Michael asked. “Demanded human sacrifices, 
excessive taxes, killed people for no reason, anything like that?” 
“Why no,” Max sounded horrified at the very suggestion. “It’s because of her 
blessings that the fields are always fertile. Her visions make for a better tomorrow. She is a gentle and beautiful ruler.” 
Michael blinked in confusion. 
“So you have a paradise ruled over by a caring goddess— false  goddess—for a thousand years, and you turn against her just because someone says she’s false? How do you know that Cain is the true god? Why not the one that you can see, and whose works you know are true? Can’t there be two gods? Does she have to be destroyed just because she’s not Cain? Can’t she keep her life and continue to bless you as she has? I’m sorry, this just doesn’t make any sense to me.” 
“When you put it like that we sound like ungrateful bastards, but it’s not like that.” 
“Then tell us so we can understand,” Kari suggested. 
“I was skeptical at first. I saw the good deeds of the goddess, and knew she could not be false. Then I heard the words of Cain. And they made so much sense to me. I prayed to Cain, as they teach, and asked him if it was true. And then I felt the Rapture,” 
Max shuddered with remembered ecstasy. “I could feel him in my heart. I knew him, and he knew me. I knew that he cared about me, and wanted nothing more than to be able to return, just for me. As clear as day I could see that he was the true god and the Empress Oracle was false. And as the Apostle teaches, all false gods must be destroyed or Cain can never return.” 
Sharing uneasy looks with the twins, Kari had never heard of any power like that, and by their confused expressions, neither had they. Free will was god’s greatest gift, and not even his infinite power could take it away again. She didn’t know if this Cain was the same one that their father defeated long before they were born. Either way, something very out of the ordinary was happening on this world. Whoever this Cain was, she was reasonably sure that he was not as benevolent as Max seemed to believe. 
“We can find this Apostle at the World Tower,” Kari asked. 
“Oh yes indeed,” Max said. “As soon as enough disciples have gathered they will storm the tower and the Empress Oracle will fall.” 
“Well then,” Michael said. “Let’s go have us a chat with this Apostle person.” 
“And the Empress Oracle too,” Jonathan added. 
Nodding, Kari wanted to get to the bottom of things as soon as possible. If this was the same Cain that her father had sealed away, then more than this one world was in danger. 



Chapter 7: The World Tower 
“Our first adventure,” Michael said, “only seventeen seconds after setting foot on our first world.” 
“Max said the tower was days away by foot,” Jonathan said, looking at the pillar of gleaming metal in the distance. 
“For a human maybe,” Kari grinned. 
“It doesn’t look that far away,” Jonathan muttered. “Must be massive  up close.” 
“There’s something very disturbing about the story Max told us,” Kari said. 
“Seriously,” Michael agreed. “How can they just turn on someone that has 
treated them so well like that.” 
“That isn’t the disturbing part,” Jonathan said sorrowfully. “How could they be planning to deprive the world of a beautiful goddess before I ever had a chance to rescue her from her accursed virginity.” 
Kari rolled her eyes in disgust. 
“No, weren’t you listening when he talked about praying. Somethin g  got inside his head and influenced his thoughts and emotions. What kind of being could influence someone like that? If this is a different Cain he must be just as powerful as the original, and if he’s set on killing the Empress Oracle, who has done no wrong, he can’t be up to any good. We need to find some way to get a message back to father about this.” 
“Or,” Michael said, raising a finger, “we just kill this Apostle. Problem solved.” 
“Bad idea,” Jonathan warned. 
“Nuh-uh!” 
“It really is,” Kari sighed. “If everyone in this world is as passionate about the Apostle as Max was, killing him in the middle of his army would be as good as killing ourselves. The people would turn on us, and when we’re dead they’ll turn on their goddess just the same. It won’t do any good to just kill the Apostle.” 
“Oh, right,” Michael nodded. “I knew that.” 
“Do you really think this is the same Cain that dad fought,” Jonathan asked. 
“That was like ten billion  years ago, wasn’t it? How could he still be alive?” 
“Father is,” Kari pointed out. “Cain is immortal. There is no way for him to die. 
He thinks the only way to end his existence is to destroy the entire universe so that nothing  exists anymore. Imagine if every world was converted to the Gospel of Cain. 
Then the people on every world rose up and killed anyone with power enough to do anything to stop him. And then Cain somehow breaks free of his prison. There would be no one willing or able to raise a hand against him in the entire universe.” 
“We don’t even know if it’s the same Cain,” Jonathan said. “It’s only been ten billion years, people are bound to have forgotten anything bad attached to that name.” 
“Right you are,” Michael agreed. “Let’s have a chat with this Apostle and find out what’s he’s not telling these people. And I’d really like to meet the goddess too. 
Poor beautiful goddess, in dire need of being rescued from her accursed virginity.” 
Kari shook her head. “Is that all  you two ever think about!” 
As they looked at each other, telepathic communication seemed to pass between 
the twins before they turned back to her. 
“Of course,” they answered in unison. “We’re young men. What else would we 
be thinking about?” 
“Young men, my tails,” Kari snapped. “You’re nearly two hundred years old!” 
“We’re young at heart,” Michael said. 
“We need to get going,” Kari cut off any further comment from the twins on the matter. “We’ll need every shred of speed to get there before the Apostle attacks.” 
“We could get there a lot faster if we transform,” Jonathan suggested. 
“I think a giant fox and two giant wolves running down the road would cause just a little too much commotion,” Kari rolled her eyes, “don’t you? Most worlds call us Werewolves and try to kill us on sight in case you weren’t aware of the fact!” 
“I’ll have you know that we’re dogs,” Michael sniffed in indignation. 
“Loyal companions, dogs,” Jonathan agreed. 
“Oh shut up already,” Kari hissed. Someday she was going slam their hollow 
heads together until she beat all of the stupid out of them. 


***** 
Up close, the World Tower was more than massive. It had to be the largest 
manmade structure in the entire universe. Kari estimated that they’d traveled nearly two hundred miles over two days, the metallic gray shaft growing on the horizon with every step until it dominated the sky. The shadow moved with the sun like the entire landscape was part of a gigantic sundial. 
“It sure is big,” Kari muttered. 
“The tower or the army,” Michael asked. 
“Both, I guess,” Kari admitted, looking to the large mass of people milling about the bottom of the tower. 
“How are we going to do this,” Michael asked. “There have to be at least a 
thousand people over there.” 
Kari shrugged. 
“Who will notice a few extras in a group that big?” 
“I told you she was smart,” Jonathan grinned. 
“Never any doubt here,” Michael replied. “Call me crazy, but I don’t think 
there’s quite enough of them to break into that tower.” 
“Not, yet anyway,” Kari nodded. “How are we  going to get in? There’s a whole army down there that’d be inside already if they could.” 
“Three Heretics,” Jonathan said, scratching at his chin, “against a thousand 
humans that aren’t likely well armed or trained soldiers. I bet we could take them.” 
Letting her brother’s talk strategy, Kari scanned the tower. The top was lost to sight, and it was so wide at the base that it would probably take more than a day to walk around it. There would have to be more entrances than one, or some way to get the attention of the Empress Oracle. If she could just figure out how to make their presence known they might be able to get somewhere. If only she’d asked Max how the people of this world communicated with their goddess when she’d had the chance. 
If they couldn’t get to the goddess first, how could she turn the people against the Apostle? She just didn’t know enough about the situation. She needed to know more about Cain, and to find out if there was any reason that the people had turned so vehemently against the Empress Oracle. 
It appeared as though the great adventure the twins were hoping for would be 
more about talking things through and less about excitement. If she could just get into the tower without alerting the army or the Apostle, then they’d have a pretty good start. 
The tower was so massive she didn’t even know where to start looking for a way in. 
“Do you feel that,” Michael cocked his head to one side. 
“Feel what,” Kari asked. 
“Another Heretic,” Jonathan agreed. “I think I can sense another Heretic down there in the army.” 
There was an old saying that creatures of darkness, like Demons and their Heretic offspring, could always tell when another of their kind was near. Kari had never been able to sense others of her kind without straining, but the twins were a bit more sensitive to it than she. 
“The Apostle,” Jonathan suggested. “I mean, it makes sense. How many worlds 
are there? How can one person hope to ever convert them all in a human’s lifetime? It would take a Heretic’s longevity to even come close.” 
“Creatures of darkness,” Kari muttered. “Father said the Demon that killed 
Mera’s parents used to serve Cain. If there is a Heretic working for this Cain then—” 
“It could be the same man,” Michael finished for her. 
Before Kari could add any further commentary, she felt a strange sensation of 
falling. The ground around her feet began to shimmer with pale blue symbols glowing in the dirt. Her feet lifted from the ground and she threw her hands down to keep her skirt from floating up and giving the boys a peep show they would likely rather not have from their younger sister. Her loose, waist length hair began to float upward and she was bathed in a bright flash of light. 
The twins grunted in surprise and unease. 
“What’s going,” Kari cried. Her feet hit the ground before she could finish her sentence and she found herself in a small, plain white room with a metal floor. 
“On,” she finished slowly, looking around in confusion. 
“What just happened,” Jonathan asked. “Uh, your tails are showing, sis. I think something went wrong with your illusion.” 
“I think we just got teleported,” Michael said. 
“You think correctly,” a young girl answered. 



Chapter 8: Tears of the Goddess 
Whirling with her skirt flaring around her, Kari found a girl of no more than ten years standing behind them, wearing what looked like a glass coronet on her brow. Her blonde hair was cut short like a boy’s and she wore clothes that would not be taken out of place worn by any of the boys on the farms that they’d passed on their way to the World Tower. Grinning widely, her pure blue eyes twinkled and her pale face lit up like the sun. 
She was very pretty despite her obvious tomboyish nature, or perhaps partially because of it. 
“Uh, not to sound rude or anything,” Michael started. 
“But where are we,” Jonathan added. 
“And who are you,” Michael finished. 
Impossibly, the girl’s grin actually widened. 
“I’m Marce, and this is one of the teleportation chambers of the World Tower. 
Some people call me Empress Oracle.” 
Kari could actually hear the expectations of the twins snap as they groaned in unison. They’d come all this way for a beautiful goddess and they got a nine-year-old with a spectacular smile. Marce seemed to have read their thoughts and began laughing uncontrollably. 
Laughing as well, Kari nudged Jonathan in the ribs with an elbow. 
“Go ahead big brother. Rescue her from her accursed virginity.” 
“Pass,” the twins said in identical flat tones. 
“Not what you expected, I see,” the goddess giggled. “You three are certainly not what I expected from werewolves, if it’s any consolation. You weren’t thinking something naughty were you?” 
“Uh-huh,” the twins nodded in unison. 
“Sorry to disappoint,” Marce said. “Though I am over a thousand years old, I 
stopped aging before I reached my teens. Come, we have much to talk about and there are places with much better scenery to do it in. I have been waiting for you three for a very long time. I’ve had my servant prepare refreshments.” 
Striding forcefully through a door, as much as a child can forcefully stride, Marce led them into a large, well-lit hallway with visible excitement in her step as she hummed a wordless tune. 
Every few yards there was a painting, sculpture, or woven tapestry hanging on the wall or displayed on a pedestal. Most of the sculptures were of animals doing peaceful, everyday things. The paintings were mostly of flowers, and the tapestries depicted landscapes. 
“My people give me these things as gifts,” Marce said, gesturing to a tapestry showing a mountain waterfall. “I display every one of them, because they mean so very much to me. It doesn’t matter if it’s a child’s drawing or a grand tapestry the likes of which would adorn a palace. My beloved people made a gift of it to me, and I honor them all equally. Who is to say which is the more beautiful, the vision and purity of a child’s wishes, or the hard work of a skilled artisan? All are welcome to my tower if they come in peace, and all can enjoy these things at any time that they wish.” 
“They are very pretty,” Kari said. 
“This is not at all what we expected to find inside this tower,” the twins said together. 
“Ah, here we are,” Marce stopped in front of a door and pressed a button to the side that lit up with her touch. “This lift will take us to the observation floor at the very top of the tower. I expect you’d like to see the view. You can see the whole of the Ten Nations from the top of my tower.” 
“Oh yes,” Kari said, aware of the fact that she sounded a little giddy. “That would be wonderful.” 
Sliding into the wall with a ding, the door opened, and Marce stepped through. 
Kari and her brothers followed into a small room that was little larger than a closet. 
“Observation deck,” Marce said in a clear, loud tone and the little room began moving upward rapidly. Kari felt herself dragged down at the floor for a second before she adjusted to the sudden movement, causing an odd sensation in the pit of her stomach. 
“Wow,” Michael said. 
“We’ve heard about elevators and lifts before,” Jonathan added. 
“But never thought we’d ever see a place big enough.” 
“To have them.” 
“That is so cute, ” Marce flashed her spectacular smile. “Do they always finish each other’s sentences and talk in unison like that?” 
Kari nodded. “Trust me, it gets annoying very quickly.” 
Giving Kari a queasy weightless feeling that made her stumble, the lift slowed to a stop, opening with a ding. Stepping out, Marce gestured for them to follow. 
“Come, look, see,” she said excitedly. “The air is too thin to breathe up here so the windows don’t open, but you can still see everything through them just as well.” 
Stepping out of the lift, Kari found herself in the center of a circular room perhaps two hundred feet across with large picture windows all around. She could see pink sky through them and ran to look out. 
Stretching out for countless miles, the golden plains seemed to go on forever with a range of mountains and a deep blue lake in the distance. They were so high that she could actually see the curvature of the world. It was amazing. 
“Oh wow,” she said in awe, leaning against the glass to look down at the tower slanting away outward. 
“We sure got a winner with our first try,” Michael said. “Look over there. Is that an ocean? I’ve never seen so much water in the same place before.” 
“Look at these mountains,” Jonathan cried. “They must be as high as this tower is. And there, that’s a city, isn’t it?” 
Wandering around the edge of the room, Kari looked out at the breathtaking 
scenery in every direction. The World Tower was well named. She felt like she could see the entire world from it. 
Watching them as they took their time seeing the sights, Marce sat in a 
comfortable looking chair, not speaking or interrupting them in any way. A strangely satisfied, motherly smile spread across her features, incongruous with her child’s face. 
Reaching the place where she’d begun, Kari decided that she had wasted enough 
time staring at the wondrous view. Walking over to Marce, she sat down in another chair facing her. The twins soon wandered over. Jonathan sat next to Kari, but Michael opted to remain standing, examining a bank of computer consoles. Their father had taught them in the use of various forms of computers, and Michael had always had an 
uncharacteristic interest in them. 
“You said you’ve been waiting for us,” Jonathan said. “So, you really can see the future?” 
“Somewhat,” Marce said with a nod. “The future is always shifting like the sands of a desert, or the clouds in the sky, and it’s hard to sift things out of it. The more likely events are to happen, the clearer they become. You look so much like your father. All three of you.” 
“You know our father,” Kari asked, surprised. 
“Who doesn’t know of the great Northern Sage? That is a long story, and I 
should start at the beginning. It’s so refreshing to have visitors that don’t try to grovel at every opportunity. Speaking of refreshments, here they come. This is my loyal servant and friend Markus. Markus, this is Kari and her brothers Michael and Jonathan.” 
“How did you know our names,” Jonathan asked. 
“One of the perks of being a goddess,” Marce winked at him. 
Carrying a silver tray balanced on one hand, A man of about twenty years with a very neatly trimmed beard and long dark hair approached. He bowed deeply and set the tray on a small table between them. 
“Welcome,” he said in a deep voice that sounded like it should belong to someone at least twice his age, and perhaps three times his size. “Please ask if there is anything I can do to make you more comfortable.” 
With a bow he backed away and straightened, shooting a disapproving look at 
Michael when he thought no one was looking. 
“Markus’ family has served mine since before the original colonists from Earth settled this world during the war with the Demons so very long ago,” Marce said with an appreciative look in his direction. “Please, help yourselves. You have many questions, and there is much that I must tell you.” 
Kari took one of the small honeycakes from the tray and a cup of a reddish orange juice. The cake was a lot sweeter than the ones her mother made, and the juice had a very pleasing tang to it, complimenting the sweetness of the honey. 
“Before we start,” she said. “I need to know if you have any way of contacting our father?” 
“I’m afraid I don’t,” Marce said apologetically. “I’ve already used my single allotted visit to his pocket of extra-dimensional space. If you leave a message with me, I will try to find a way to send it in the time that I have left.” 
“Please tell us,” Jonathan said, leaning forward, stroking the fur of his tail in his lap absently with one hand. “What is going on here?” 
“Like I said, it’s a long story that begins just over a thousand years ago. I was once a young girl like any other, and in that time, my world was very technologically advanced. We lost the ability to travel the stars so our scientists tried to make a gateway that could take us to other worlds. There was an explosion, creating a space-time anomaly that nearly destroyed this world. Markus and I were visiting my father at work when it happened, and we were at the center of the blast, the only ones to survive it. We were changed by it, never aging again. We are still mortal, but so long as no one kills us, we will continue to live forever, unchanging. 
“After the accident nothing would grow, and a seven year long winter fell upon the land. Our high and mighty civilization crumbled into primitive anarchy with rampant violence and cannibalism. I felt responsible in some way because it was my father that first envisioned a doorway between our world and others. With Markus by my side I sought out the Northern Sage. 
“He told me that all of the energy generated to make a gateway to another world had somehow become trapped within my body. He told me how to build this tower so that it would sap that power from me and send it into the land, making it fertile and green once more. These things came at a price. I would be the power source for the tower that staved off the destruction of our world. I could never grow old, and if I were ever to die, this world would soon follow me to my grave. All of my beautiful, wonderful people would die with me. 
“With the tower built, the winter ended. The land grew fertile once more, and law and order were restored. As time passed, the technology was forgotten and good riddance to it. Peace has reigned for a thousand years. I taught the people how to farm the land rather than build machines to do all the work for them. They’ve become peaceful and hardworking, deserving of every bit of happiness that they have.” 
“And then the Apostle showed up,” Michael said, leaning against the bank of 
computes. 
Marce nodded gravely. “I do not know where this Apostle came from or how. I 
know little about him, not even his gender. I call him a him for the sake of brevity. He began to convert my people by the thousands in a very short time. It appears that he has some sort of power to influence the emotions of my people. I never claimed to be a goddess, and having people worship me is highly embarrassing. Jealousy of this Cain is not what angers me about the poisonous teachings of the Apostle. I made a pact with my people in the beginning, that I would stay here and preserve their world so long as they live in peace and do not raise arms against one another ever again. They have forgotten that if they kill me in the name of their new god, this world will soon die as well, and everyone in it would follow me to my grave.” 
“Kinda ungrateful of them,” Michael said. 
“My people,” Marce’s voice cracked as she said it, eyes welling with tears. “My poor, poor people. They’ve been led astray and they don’t remember that if I die, so does their world. They will kill me because this Apostle teaches that I am evil and false, and then their world will begin to crumble again. They will cry to their new god to save them, but no salvation will come. Any repentance they offer then will be too little too late.” 
Marce, goddess of the World Tower, the Empress Oracle, burst out into tears, 
burying her face in her hands as she wept. 
Moving to her side, Kari knelt and put her arm around the small, weeping 
goddess. “I’m so very sorry.” 
“My people,” Marce sobbed. “My beautiful, wonderful, precious people. Who 
will look after them when I am gone? Who will make the land fertile and keep the unbroken peace? Oh, my poor, poor people. How could they have let themselves be led astray so easily?” 
“We’ll take you with us,” Kari said. “We’ll take you away from this tower and the army until things blow over. We’ll protect you from the Apostle.” 
“No,” Marce cried. “No! I can’t leave. If I stray very far from this tower the land will begin to die again. If I were to run away, those that are still faithful to me will suffer with the unfaithful. So long as even one person believes in me, I must stay. Even though they have turned against me, I cannot leave them to the destruction that will follow my departure. I love them too much. Even if I die for it, I cannot leave. I must give them as much time as I am able. Can you understand how much I love them? It is not their fault that they were misled. I can’t let them rot in their mistakes just to save myself. Long ago, I gave my life and happiness that they might have a chance to survive. 
I will stay until they find a way in and kill me, because I wish them to survive for as long as is possible.” 
Marce began sobbing so hard that whatever more she had to say was 
unintelligible. Kari held her tightly, rocking her back and forth, doing what she could to comfort her in her anguish. 
“How could anyone be so evil, selfish and ungrateful as to want to kill this 
selfless, caring child,” Michael said in an odd way, as if he wanted every syllable to be heard perfectly by everyone in the room. “Anyone that thinks to kill her because some stranger showed up and told them she is a false goddess should be ashamed of 
themselves. She has given them everything that they have. She has imprisoned herself here just so that they can have peace and happiness, and this is how they repay her for it? 
How could anyone possibly want to kill her?” 
Kari gave him a quizzical look and he shot her an exaggerated wink and a broad, toothy grin. 
“Mistress,” Markus cried from where he’d seated himself at a computer. “The 
army! It’s dispersing!” 
Marce choked off in mid sob, rigid in Kari’s arms with shock. 
“W-what,” she managed. 
“They’re all packing up and leaving,” Markus cried triumphantly. 
“Oops,” Michael said with an extremely satisfied look on his face. “So that’s what that button does. I seem to have broadcast our entire conversation to the army camping on your doorstep. Clumsy me.” 
Marce wiped at her eyes and nose with her sleeve and stood, a look of disbelief on her face. 
“But my vision,” she said uncomprehendingly. “I saw my death. Nothing could 
avert it. Markus, I need to see!” 
An image of the base of the tower appeared in the air before them. All of the people, mostly farmers by their clothing and improvised weapons of pitchforks and axes, were picking up their things, taking down tents, and leaving in a slow trickle. A figure in a hooded black cloak and mask ran around wildly waving his arms, trying to make them stay. 
“Looks like the Apostle just lost any sway he had over your people,” Michael 
said. “The least I could do for such a pretty little goddess as yourself.” 
Marce stood, looking at the image with utter disbelief on her face. “But I saw the end of the world. It was so certain.” 
“If there’s one thing we’ve learned living with the greatest seer in the universe,” 
Jonathan said, “it’s that you can never get away with any  sort of prank around him. If there’s two things we’ve learned, it’s that no matter how certain a future may seem, nothing’s ever set in stone. You  make the future, not your visions.” 
“Oh thank you,” Marce cried. She ran to Michael and threw her arms around his waist, hugging him tightly. 
Michael patted Marce’s back comfortingly and shot a grin at Kari. “Tell me I did good, little sister.” 
“Oh you did more  than good,” Kari said with a grin of her own. “You were brilliant! How did you even think to do that?” 
Michael shrugged. “When you’ve spent as long as I have learning how best to 
annoy people and make trouble, it just comes naturally.” 
“Amen to that,” Jonathan agreed, looking slightly put out that he hadn’t thought of it first. 
“Look at him,” Michael said with a laugh. “Poor little Apostle. Lost all his friends.” 
Alone at the base of the tower, the black cloaked figure hunched over and hugged himself. Kari couldn’t tell for sure, but she thought that he might be crying, or at least shaking with rage. Straightening, he kicked at the ground, throwing what looked like one hell of a tantrum. 
Ruffling Marce’s hair, Michael smiled warmly down at her. “The tears of a 
goddess wash away all false teachings from the minds of her people. No one as selfless as you deserves to die. I think your people will remember what their goddess does for them for a very long time now.” 
“But I’m not a goddess. I just got caught in an accident.” 
“You don’t need to be born in divinity to find it somewhere along the way. You are  a goddess to these people, so don’t you forget it.” 
“I can never repay you for this.” 
“Let’s see that beautiful smile of yours. That’s payment enough.” 
And Marce did smile at that, beaming up at him, her entire countenance seeming to shine with it. 


***** 
The Apostle of Cain marched twenty paces, turned on her heel and marched back. 
Words could not express the anger and frustration that filled her. After the life she’d led, one might expect her to have more patience, but her temper had always been very short. 
She’d been so close! This world had technology to bore holes through space and, more importantly, time. That was exactly what she needed. How could people who believed so fervently in Cain possibly turn on her after just a few words from their false goddess? 
It was so ridiculously improbable that she wanted to scream. 
The strong space-time anomaly that sustained the life of this world was exactly what the Apostle needed. If she’d just been able to kill the false goddess and take it for her own, the ability to travel through time, as well as space, would have been hers. With that, she could go back to the time before the Council made her slaughter the other Subjects, and slaughter them instead. 
Everything had all been so easy. The power granted her as Cain’s Apostle had 
twisted the hearts of all that heard her words. How could everything have gone so wrong! 
Recovering this world would be impossible. She knew that she was beaten, and 
would have to start again on a different world. Though trained for centuries to do battle, the Apostle did not harbor any delusions of being able to storm that tower alone. Who knew what sort of security systems it had on the inside. The thought of exercising her newly earned powers again sent a thrill through her that was not quite enough to dampen her rage at how easily she’d been foiled. 
Stirring in her mind, Cain was always there now. After her baptism in the Eye of Perdition, the only thing that caused him to flee her skull was pain. Sometimes she deliberately cut herself just to be free of him for a time, but her body healed far too rapidly for that to last very long. He saw everything that she saw, felt everything that she felt, and knew everything that she thought. It was both humiliating and a violation of the highest degree. None of her most private thoughts and desires escaped his notice. 
Her desire for revenge amused him, and he even seemed willing to help her 
avenge the Subjects. Cain’s presence within her mind had come with the power to twist people’s hearts, see into their souls, and force them into mental confrontations with their worst fears. She could drag out every impurity and lay it bare for them to see now, whether she understood them or not. How she longed to use this ability on the Council. 
“I will begin again,” the Apostle said aloud. “Another world, another chance for revenge.” 
She grasped the crystal that hung from her neck and felt reality bend around her. 
She would serve Cain as diligently and faithfully as she had to. And when she finally set him free, and they stood face to face, she would destroy him. 
In the back of her mind Cain laughed. 


***** 
“What just happened,” Kari asked. 
The Apostle had stopped pacing, grabbed something around his neck and 
vanished. 
“He’s gone,” Jonathan said. “Did you see that purple flash?” 
“Like when we jumped to this world,” Michael agreed. 
“He has a shard of the Gate too,” Kari said, touching her own crystal shard 
hanging between her breasts. 
“How’s that possible,” Jonathan asked. “Dad has complete control of the Gate. 
How did the Apostle get a piece of it?” 
“Now we come to the part that concerns you three,” Marce said as she seated 
herself again, gesturing to Markus. The image from outside disappeared. “Please, be seated.” 
“You know something about our future,” Kari asked as she sat. 
“Yes,” Marce nodded, looking each of them in the eye in turn. “I have seen a 
great darkness descending upon all of creation. This darkness threatens not only my world, but every other as well. I see the stars going out one by one. I see life extinguished and chaos ruling over all. Something is coming. I do not know what it is, but I do know that if it ever arrives here it will bring about the end of time itself. I have foreseen that the only people that have a chance to stop it, are you three, and some others that you will meet along the way. Most important of them all will be one like you.” 
“Like me,” Kari asked, pointing at one of her fox ears, “you mean like this? A Heretic?” 
“Yes,” Marce nodded. “I do not know if he is male or female, what he looks like, or where you might find him. I only know that if you do not have this person with you when you face the coming darkness, you will fail, and all will be lost. This person will make a great sacrifice that only he can make, and it will take quite a bit of convincing for him to see the necessity of it, then, and only then, will the darkness be averted.” 
“That sounds very ominous,” Michael said. 
“Very ominous indeed,” Jonathan nodded. 
“Can’t someone else do it,” they said together. “We hate anything that resembles work.” 
“Thank you for telling us these things,” Kari said 
“I wish that I could tell you more,” Marce sighed, “but such is not the way of my sight. I’m sorry.” 
“You have nothing to be sorry for,” Kari said. “We’ll keep our eyes out for 
another Heretic.” 
“Well,” Michael said. “I think we’ve done well for our first adventure.” 
“Indeed,” Jonathan agreed. “We really should be getting on to the next. We 
wouldn’t want to keep the looming, formless darkness threatening to bring about the end of time itself waiting would we?” 
“You two are such idiots,” Kari said with a laugh. 
“But you just called me brilliant not ten minutes ago,” Michael protested. 
“Fine,” Kari smiled. “You’re a brilliant idiot.” 
“Won’t you stay for the night at least,” Marce asked. “After all that you’ve done for me, I have done little to show my gratitude. At least let me give you a feast to see you on your journey.” 
Kari didn’t need to look at the twins to know that they were practically drooling with the mention of a feast. For beings that did not need to eat very regularly to maintain their strength they sure could pack it away given the opportunity. 
“I think we can stay one night at least,” she nodded. 



Chapter 9: Half Night 
There were many things to trouble Gabriel as he and his guides rode deeper into the wasteland, but for some reason, the most troubling of them was the fact that he still had his watch. None of his other possessions had turned up, only the watch. There had to be some  reason for it. Or perhaps the Northern Sage had only left it to him in order to taunt him. The man seemed sadistic that way. It was useless on this world anyway, and that did not speak well to how any of his other electronics might have fared. He kept it anyway, unable to bring himself to throw away the only link he had to his old life. 
Despite the fact that his watch was currently running backwards at varying 
speeds, as near as Gabriel could tell, the day and night cycle of this strange new world lasted about forty hours. 
Beginning the day off with ten hours of light, the red giant sun rose in the east and the massive, colorful planet rose in the west. The planet eclipsed the sun at midday for four hours of relative darkness, and then the sun would reemerge for another ten hours of daylight. Then came six hours of dark night, followed by four that were lit up as bright as day by several moons in the sky catching the light of the unseen sun. Then there were six more hours of dark night before the sun and planet rose again in the east and west. It was an astronomer’s wet dream, but it made for a very strange sleeping schedule. 
Sam called the midday eclipse half night, and insisted that they stop and sleep for a few hours during this time. And the time in the middle of the night when the moons shone brightly was called half day and she insisted that they use the time for traveling. 
With all the short naps, long sleeps, and irregular daylight hours Gabriel was completely incapable of keeping track of the days. It was like having the worst case of jetlag ever conceived of by man or god. 
Looking up at the planet directly above, Gabriel could barely make out its colorful whirls in the dark. The gas giant lacked the luminescence that it bore when the sun was out, though the edges blazed with the sun’s corona like a solar eclipse back on Earth. 
The dark shadows of three moons made a triangular pattern on the surface like the holes in a bowling ball. 
“This has  to be a coma dream,” he muttered. 
Looking over his shoulder, Gabriel eyed his sleeping guide. As he watched, she shoved a hand down her pants to scratch between her legs before beginning to snore loudly, her tail twitching with her dreams. Sam and her world seemed so real, but on the other hand, things like this just didn’t happen. When people got splattered on the windshield of a bus like a bug on the interstate, they did not pop out on a nuclear wasteland orbiting a giant bowling ball in the sky, unless his childhood preacher was way off on the whole heaven hell thing. 
As much as Gabriel wished to, it was getting harder by the day to hold onto the belief that it was all a dream. His imagination was not this visual. He could never have come up with such a vivid place. And if this were part of his subconscious, he would have made himself a far  sexier companion than the one that he had. 
Sam was not a bad person to spend time with. Despite her atrocious personal 
hygiene habits, she was actually quite likable. Though his jailbait alarm was running in overdrive in the back of his mind, he was beginning to develop some sort of feelings for her. Beyond the spectacular rack, and admittedly attractive rest of her body, he loved her personality. It was like someone had taken the brain of a dirty old man and transplanted it into the body of a teenaged girl. Of all the senses of humor Gabriel had come into contact with, hers was the dirtiest. She had very little tact when it came to speaking of bodily functions, and anatomical differences between men and women. 
With zero concern whatsoever about feminine modesty, Sam would drop her 
pants just about anywhere to take a piss, without caring that he could see, and made fun of him for going off alone to do his business. She scratched herself without a care who saw, belched loudly, and he didn’t think she’d bathed once in the entire time he’d known her. She was the one and only girl he'd ever seen scratch at her crotch in public. It was like being on a college road trip with another frat boy . . . that just happened to have a pair of D cups. He didn’t have it in him to dream up a girl so twisted. 
Standing, Gabriel stretched. If he didn’t get at least a little sleep during half night he was going to be hurting badly before real night, but he’d never dealt well with changes to his sleep schedule. Besides, he had to piss, and his mouth felt cottony and tasted like a kitten had curled up and died in it. They’d camped near a stream, so he might as well rinse the foul taste away. 
Relieving himself a ways from the camp, Gabriel sighed in whatever the opposite of contentment was. At least Sam was asleep. She kept trying to catch him while he was draining the tank. He didn’t know if she was simply perverted, or just liked to see him blush. In his experience, women didn’t normally care to look at male naughty bits the way men liked to look at women. But then, Sam broke just about every other rule he knew about women. 
Back in his Boy Scout days, before he’d discovered girls and quit to follow more pleasurable pursuits, Gabriel had learnt that if a stream was moving fast enough to see white in it, it was safe enough to drink from. Though it should have been frozen solid in the cold, Gabriel saw white, so he cupped his hands together and brought some of the freezing water up to his mouth. 
“No,” Sam shrieked wildly from their camp, running toward him as fast as she could with arms outstretched. “Stop! It’s poison!” 
Gabriel looked at the water in his hands and let it splash to the ground. How could the whole stream be poisoned? How did she even know? 
“Idiot,” Sam screamed when she reached him, staring with utter disbelief on her face. “That water’s flowing right out of the Quarantine Zone! Never 
 even touch water that doesn’t have ice in it! The Celestial Mother help me, even a child would know better! Where could you possibly have come from that you don’t know not to drink water you haven’t tested and boiled first? There’s nowhere far enough away from here that you never had to test your water. So tell me, Lawman, explain to me so I can understand why you’re such a complete moron!” 
Shrugging uncomfortably under her harsh glare, Gabriel was slightly unnerved by the way her metallic, golden eyes shone brightly in the dim light. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you. Hell, I  don’t believe it myself.” 
“We’ll decide what we believe,” Mister Mittens said, padding around Sam. 
Gabriel still got a chuckle out of the mutant cat’s name. 
“What would you say if I told you I’m from a different world,” Gabriel asked, 
looking up at Sam. 
“I would ask you if you had hit your head recently,” Sam folded her arms tightly beneath her breasts. 
Gabriel sighed. That was the universal sign that a woman was not going to listen to a single word you said to her, no matter how much she demanded you explain yourself. 
“Explain,” Mister Mittens said. He sat up and pointed a black furred paw to a cluster of moons in the sky. “You mean one of them? The old ones built scientific outposts on some of the moons before the Neverwinter.” 
“Look,” Gabriel said. “All I know is that one minute I was walking across the street, the next I was dead. But then I wasn’t, and there was this Sage that told me I had to prove myself and he had a job for me, and then I was here with the transgender Marlboro Man telling me to go to the Spires of Infinity.” 
“And what, exactly, are you supposed to do once you get there,” Sam asked. 
“Hell if I know,” Gabriel sighed. “Meet some girl named Allie, and maybe fix 
them, I guess.” 
Staring at him with horror, disbelief and betrayal, Sam dropped to her knees. 
“No! The Spires of Infinity will finish killing our world if you do that! Please tell me you’re not planning to activate them again! I won’t take you any further if that’s what you’re here to do!” 
Gabriel blinked at her in confusion. “Wait. What are you talking about? I don’t even know what the Spires of Infinity are.” 
“The Spires of Infinity started the Great War,” Mister Mittens explained. “And the Great War brought the radiation.” 
“You really don’t know,” Sam asked, staring at him as if he was some strange 
new animal she’d never seen before. 
Gabriel shook his head. 
“I just don’t see how anyone  could grow up and not know a single thing about the Old Ones and the Spires of Infinity,” Sam said slowly. “Fine. If you’re going to insist on playing this game with me. Not funny, by the way. 
“The Old Ones built the Spires of Infinity to generate electricity for the entire world. They somehow took energy from the sun without any pollution, which was a major problem with other sources of power back then. The whole world helped to pay for it, even though it was built here in the Empire. But the Spires did something to the sun. They must have realized that they made a mistake because they switched it off. The entire world was without power and people began to panic. There were riots everywhere. 
“The rest of the world thought that the Empire was cheating them and taking all of the power for themselves, not believing the sun was in danger. Then people started dropping radiation bombs and the whole world burned. Winter lasted thirty years after that. My teachers called it the Neverwinter. 
“After the Neverwinter ended, the sun started to change. It grew bigger, colder and darker. Someday soon, it’ll probably go out completely. If you turn the Spires of Infinity back on, the sun will go out, and this world will die. You can’t ever  reactivate them. You’d kill everyone in the entire world if you did.” 
Nodding as he took in the story, Gabriel shifted to a more comfortable position and crossed his legs. Turning the Spires of Infinity back on sure wasn’t going to score many points with the almighty, that was for sure. So why was he supposed to go there? 
To destroy them or something? 
“Is there anything else you can tell me about the Spires,” he asked. 
“Well,” Sam said, absently scratching beneath one of her breasts. “I’m not sure really. There’s stupid kiddy stories about the Spires being a sort of doorway.” 
“What kind of doorway,” Gabriel asked, interest suddenly piqued. 
Sam shrugged. “I dunno. My mother didn’t do much storytelling when I was 
little. Maybe to other worlds, or times. Who knows really? Now wait a minute! You’re playing dumb but you already knew that, didn’t you? Maybe you really did come from another world, or maybe you’re just an idiot that has a soft spot for kiddy stories and you want to use the Spires to go somewhere else because this world sucks cock like a two bit whore.” 
To be honest the thought of using the Spires of Infinity to return to his own world hadn’t crossed Gabriel’s mind until she brought up the possibility. 
“That’s it,” he cried, jumping to his feet. “That’s my ticket out of this hell hole nightmare! Thank you god! I know my way home!” 
Sam gave him “the look”. Every woman ever born knew “the look” from the 
cradle, even women like Sam, who were basically dirty old men with breasts. It could say everything and anything a woman wanted it to, and in no uncertain terms. He was an idiot. He was a child. He’d forget to breathe if she wasn’t there to remind him. “The look” said it all. And they always  seemed to shoot it at you when you hadn’t done a single thing deserving of it. 
“Men,” she said disgustedly. 
Gabriel rolled his eyes. “Oh quit complaining. You get me home and I’ll 
freaking drill you until it leaks out your eyes if you want me to. We did  have a deal, didn’t we? You’re not backing out of it are you?” 
Sam intensified “the look”, but Gabriel had been on the receiving end from far scarier women than she. Her pitiful powers were useless against him. 
Sam glared at him for a few seconds before looking away. 
“Women,” Gabriel muttered. What in the hell was she so angry about! He’d 
been hoping that he’d found the universe’s first sane woman, but apparently the search continued. 
“There are still two hours before second day,” Sam said sullenly, getting to her feet. “Get some sleep or you’ll be dead in the saddle.” 
With that she stalked back to her bedding and lay down with her back to him. 
“What is wrong with her all of a sudden,” Gabriel asked. “I say I’m going home and suddenly she’s got a stick the size of Montana stuck so far up her ass it must be causing sinus pressure.” 
“Really,” Mister Mittens asked with a laugh. “You’re really  that blind?” 
“Blind? What? You’re a cat! God, would someone  start making sense already!” 
“If you’re too stupid to see it,” Mister Mittens said as he began prowling his way to Sam’s side, “I’m not about to tell you. Oh no, it’s far more entertaining this way.” 
“Stupid little cat,” Gabriel grumbled to himself as he walked back to his bedding. 



Chapter 10: Teven and Altima 
“All right,” Gabriel pulled his cathor alongside Sam’s, “I don’t know what I did to piss you off, but whatever it is, I’m sorry.” 
Sam fixed him with a flat golden stare. “And what makes you think I’m pissed at you?” 
“Come back when your training is complete, young Padawan, your Jedi mind 
tricks have no effect on me. A blind man could see you’re pissed. I can’t read your mind. If I don’t know what you’re mad about, how can I make it better?” 
Why did he even care? Normally, he wouldn’t, but the way she’d been glaring at him and refusing to speak all day had him feeling a little odd. He was not normally one to give half a damn about the feelings of other people, but as the day wore painfully onward he found that her sullen silence was really getting to him. 
Face twisting in frustration, Sam made as if to strangle her reins. “I’m not mad at you. I’m mad at me. Now leave me alone!” 
Shrugging, Gabriel let his cathor wander away from hers. The strange way that the beast moved had taken quite a bit of getting used to. 
Sighing, he wondered how things had come to this. They were acting like 
married people in a sitcom with this silent argument. He’d apologized hadn’t he? So what was her problem! If there was one thing he could say for certain, it was that he would never  understand women. He could manipulate female jury members with ease in the courtroom, but you didn’t really need to understand women to manipulate them like that. 
Muttering bitterly, Gabriel watched the red sunlight twinkle through the jewels implanted in the backs of his hands. He’d been practicing with them quite a bit, and he was really getting the hang of the gunfighter one. He’d messed around with the field log a bit, using the instruction book to record a few knife fighting moves just to amuse himself with, but it seemed rather useless otherwise. Though, he could see how being able to record everything you see and hear with a single word would be useful to a law enforcement official. It would have made his life a freaking nightmare back in the courtroom. He supposed that it would be a good idea to record some more moves onto it, in the case that he found himself in a situation where his life depended on them. So far, he’d seen little more than red sand, purple grass, and dusty little hick towns, but if Sam was to be believed, there were many dangers out here in the wastelands. That they hadn’t run into any of them yet was testament to her skill as a guide. 
“Wingless,” Gabriel whispered, activating the gunfighter jewel. A strange 
sensation flowed into him, like a broken pathway in his mind was reconnected. A floodgate seemed to open, and all sorts of information about caring for guns, types of guns, ammo, how to aim, everything that a gunfighter would need, merged into his thoughts. It was not exactly pleasant, but at the same time it felt strangely good, like working a long unused muscle. Probably the best part about it was that when he used the Sa’Dhi, the nagging voice of his father, telling him he was worthless and good for nothing, vanished from his mind completely. 
When the time limit expired, all of that knowledge would flood out of him as 
though it was never there. Try as he might he wouldn’t be able to remember any of it, and when he tried to use any of the skills that had come so naturally with the jewel activated, the results were laughable at best. 
Drawing one of his pistols in the quickdraw fashion from old westerns, Gabriel aimed along the barrel. The sight at the end had been filed off to keep it from snagging when it was pulled from the holster. With the Sa’Dhi active, he didn’t need it to aim. It was more a matter of sighting down his arm, using other points of reference and intuition. 
Until the jewel’s effectiveness expired, Gabriel practiced sighting different 
objects on the horizon, and drawing and reholstering each of the pistols. He was almost up to two hours now. Extending the time limit was just like leveling up in an old school RPG video game like the ones he’d spent hours of his childhood playing to escape from his father’s abuse. In his opinion those were the best video game adventures, before 3D 
graphics and “fresh” innovations started spoiling them. 
In those games you had to use your skills against monsters to gain experience, which made you stronger. If you hadn’t fought enough foes by the time you got to the dragon at the end of the dungeon, you were screwed. You’d have to go back and level up your character to make it strong enough to win. He’d always liked to fight everything along the way to make sure his character was strong enough to win the fight at the end. 
Practicing diligently, Gabriel equated the video game experience to the gunfighter jewel. Sooner or later they were going to run into one of the many dangers Sam kept bemoaning, and he was going to need to use all of the skills that the jewel contained. If he ran out of time at an inopportune moment, he’d be just as screwed as he’d been in those games if he wasn’t strong enough to defeat the dungeon nasties. And in real life there was no going back to the last save point to try again. 
Holstering his pistols, Gabriel realized that Sam was watching him. 
“Twenty,” she said to him, pulling her cathor closer to his. 
“What?” 
“Twenty,” Sam sighed, looking away from him. “It’s my age. You wanted to 
know how old I am. Like I said, NVM slows aging. I really am older than I look, honest. 
So, uh, you know, just so you’re not uncomfortable thinking I’m just a kid. I’m a grown woman, even if I don’t look like one quite yet.” 
“What is this NVM thing people keep talking about?” 
“Fine, if you wanna keep playing your from another world game. Still not funny, by the way.” 
“It’s true!” 
Sam’s shrug spoke volumes of disbelief and humoring him for the sake of a less painful journey together. Grabbing her tail in one hand, she shook it at him so he was sure to see. “This is Nano Voluntary Mutation. NVM. I wasn’t born like this. I used to be human like you, though I was more like seventy-six percent pure. My mother wasn’t exactly as concerned with purity in her child as I am.” 
“You did that to yourself,” Gabriel asked, thinking of all the people he’d seen in several towns that had animal bits like Sam. It had to be at least a tenth of the world’s population. “But why?” 
“The sun is dying,” she said, nodding to the large red orb in the sky. “The world has grown very cold, and there’s still so much radiation even after six hundred years. 
Even with immunity inoculations, it still mutates and kills people.” 
Gabriel felt a pang of sorrow at her bleak tone. She sounded so hopeless, like she believed it was only a matter of time before everything she knew and loved would be taken from her. When had he started caring about other people’s feelings so much? That was just so not like him. 
“About eighty years ago, the Emperor’s scientists found a laboratory where some of the Old Ones had been studying a way to deal with falling temperatures and radiation before they died out,” Sam explained. “They derived the NVM procedure from the records that they found. They inject microscopic machines into your body and they rewrite your DNA, making you resistant to the cold and radiation. But as a bit of a side effect it doesn’t work without giving you animal traits. I chose a wolf because they’re just so pretty. They’re all gone now, but I saw pictures in a book once.” 
“There are that many people that want to do that  to themselves? Why?” 
Sam looked confused. “What do you mean? Who cares if you don’t look the 
same as you once did? What’s that compared to being immune to radiation and being able to go outside and stand in the sunlight without feeling the cold? It quadruples your life span too. I was lucky. Mister Mittens paid for me. Otherwise I could have worked at my job as a waitress for a thousand years and never been able to afford it.” 
“If you’re immune to radiation why are you so afraid to go near the Quarantine Zone?” 
“I  may be completely immune, but you  aren’t. Immunization shots only go so far. 
Plus there’s mutants, bandits, the Children of the Chosen, and even the army all the way out here to worry about. Radiation isn’t the only thing that can kill you.” 
She touched her wolflike ears and then her tail. “These are kinda like status symbols. It shows the rich that I’m one of them, and the poor that I’m better than the are, even if it’s not exactly true. Who wouldn’t want them? And they’re just so cute! Come on, admit it, you think my tail is hot.” 
Gabriel eyed her tail, hanging limply over the side of her saddle. “You know 
what a video game is?” 
Sam nodded. 
“Well, once upon a time I played this video game where all of the characters were controlled by different people all over the world. I met this girl with a tail. She was the perfect woman, liked everything I liked, didn’t think I was an idiot, and that CG body of hers was smoking hot. I finally got her to come meet me in person and, well, let’s just say that she had a little something extra between her legs.” 
Sam burst out laughing so hard that she nearly fell from her saddle. Mister 
Mittens had to jump from her shoulders to perch on the rump of the cathor to keep from being thrown off. 
“Ever since then I’ve been wary of girls with tails. They have a nasty habit of turning out to be men.” 
“I assure you,” Sam managed through her laughter. “I’m one hundred percent 
penis free. Look at how tight my pants are. Where would I even hide one?” 
Every time Sam’s laughter would begin to subside, she’d look over at him and 
burst out into fresh gales. It took her some time to regain control of herself. 
“Tell me about this world. I don’t even know what it’s called.” 
“We call it Ethos. And what is the imaginary world you come from called?” 
“Earth.” 
“Earth? Well that’s a dumb name for a world. Might as well call it dirt.” 
Gabriel shrugged. “I didn’t name it.” 
Chuckling, Sam pointed up at the planet in the sky. “That’s Altima, the Celestial Mother, and that’s Teven, the Father Sun. They’re lovers that meet in the sky and turn out their light so that none can intrude while they’re getting jiggy with each other. Those are their children.” 
She pointed to each of the moons in the sky in turn, giving them a name. “Eos, Sirra, Mavren, Qotail, Eamon, and Cir. Then youngest and most treasured of them all is Ethos. There used to be another moon, Lusifar, but it disappeared about the time of the Great War, and nobody knows why. In the times before the Old Ones, ancient people used to worship Father Sun and the Celestial Mother like gods. Silly, isn’t it?” 
Eyeing the alien sky, Gabriel could imagine ancient tribes looking up and seeing divinity. With such a spectacular array of heavenly bodies what primitive wouldn’t worship them. Ancient civilizations on Earth had worshiped the sun, the moon, and even the stars. If they could have seen what he saw now they would have creamed their pants. 
“For future reference, clean water freezes at this temperature. Only poisoned water still flows. If it’s not frozen, it will  kill you unless it’s been boiled and purified. 
Even then I wouldn’t trust it very far. It has to be completely frozen to be safe. Even if it’s got ice floating in it, it’ll still kill you, just slower.” 
“Good to know.” 
An awkward silence settled over them for a few minutes before Sam broke it 
again. 
“Don’t go,” she said, looking at him. 
“What?” 
“Don’t go. I don’t want you to leave.” 
“When I get to the Spires of Infinity,” Gabriel asked, and she nodded. So that was why she’d been so upset. She didn’t want him to leave her. But they’d only just met! How could she have possibly gotten that  attached to him? 
“I, well, let’s just say I’m not the easiest person in the world to get along with. 
You’re the first real friend I’ve ever had. Things were going so well with you. You didn’t think I was vulgar and uncultured like everyone else does. You don’t care that I spit when I feel like it, or scratch myself. You accept me. I don’t wanna lose that, even if you’re clearly insane.” 
“You barely know me. You don’t even believe my story.” 
“So talk about yourself, and your world. Tell me so that I can  believe you, so that I can  know you.” 
“If I can find a way home, I’ll leave without a second thought. This is like a nightmare compared to my world. I can’t stay here. It’s not for me.” 
“Then why come here in the first place? What’s so great about Dirt anyway?” 
Gabriel smiled at her joke. 
“The city I come from, if you include the suburbs, covers hundreds of square 
miles. Millions of people live there. There are buildings so tall that they stretch into the sky. Next to the city is a huge lake of fresh water. To the south are flatlands and rolling hills covered with grain and corn. It’s green and lush. The sky is a little boring compared to here. There’s only one moon and the sun is smaller, and yellow, and warm. 
During the summer everything is hot, and so humid that you’re soaking wet five minutes after going outside. During the winter things get miserably cold sometimes, but it always warms up again in the spring.” 
“Sounds like a place out of a story. I can see why you wanna go back. With that wonderful place to return to, why would anyone choose to stay here with me.” 
Sighing deeply, Gabriel had a peculiar feeling of doubt about his desire to return home for the first time since arriving. What was wrong with him today? 
“There’s no telling what we’ll find at the Spires of Infinity,” he said. “The doorway to other worlds might just be a kiddy story after all.” 
Sam was quiet, not looking at him. He had the impression that she was 
embarrassed for spilling so much to him. 
“I don’t belong here, Sam. You know that as well as I do.” 
“Neither do I,” Sam muttered. 
For probably the first time since his father left, Gabriel was almost feeling bad for another human being. Empathy was something of a new experience for him. He could imagine being in her place, meeting someone that was civil and generally friendly toward her, only to have him leave her behind because he wanted to go home. He was still leaving the second he found a way off this radioactive rock, of course. Knowing that there might be a way home had given him a sense of purpose he’d not felt since his arrival. He wasn’t going to let anything stand in his way until he was drowning any memory of Ethos away in as much vodka as he could get his hands on. 



Chapter 11: Ruin 
When the very pull of gravity holding her feet to the ground lurched, Kari knew that there was something very wrong. Between one step and another she seemed to weigh twice what she should, and then light as a feather. Stumbling, she fell with a very queasy feeling in the pit of her stomach. The strange fluctuation in gravity lasted only a split second and then it was gone, but in it’s aftermath the ground shook, and the sound of crumbling stone came from far off. 
Helping her up, Michael placed a hand on each of her shoulders to make sure she was steady, before letting go. Nodding gratefully, she tried to scrub away the stench of sulfur permeating the air away from her nose. She almost expected her fingers to come away bloody it was so strong. To someone that relied heavily on her sense of smell to identify people and sense their moods, having her nose so deadened by the stink was like being blinded. 
“What was that,” Jonathan looked on the verge of vomiting. 
Scanning their surroundings, Kari was shocked to find they’d arrived on their first seemingly lifeless world out of the dozen they’d visited so far. Nothing even resembling plant life could be seen amidst ruins of a great city that spread out as far as the eye could see in every direction around them. No birds flew across the burnt orange sky. Not even bugs crawled along the ground. The world seemed utterly dead beneath her feet. 
A blood red sun shone from the sky as if viewed through a haze. The queer light gave little illumination, leaving much of the ruined city around them bathed in dark, threatening shadows. Craters and other unmistakable signs of war pockmarked the land. 
Some were only a pace across, but others engulfed entire districts of the tidy grid that the streets seemed to follow. Toppled towers leaned on neighboring structures, or completely crushed them, ending in jagged, broken off stumps. Some buildings looked untouched by the destruction, while others were completely flattened, or in various states between. 
In the distance Kari could make out the remains of several palaces. Huge domes were caved in with ragged holes blown through stone walls. One dome seemed pierced by a huge spire that appeared to have broken from its own top. 
Mixing with the stench of sulfur, was the smell of char. Everywhere Kari looked she saw ash, finely coating everything, and in little piles all around the paving stones that were cracked and blackened by fire. Here there was a porcelain bowl, and there a half-burnt wooden doll. Piles of clothing, and other such possessions, appeared to have been tossed aside by people fleeing in terror. Nowhere did she see any remains. 
“What happened here,” Michael gasped. 
“This is terrible,” Jonathan agreed. 
Turning in a slow circle, the closest thing Kari found resembling life were the toppled and semi-demolished statues, one at every street intersection. 
“This city is huge,” she whispered. In the dead silence even a whisper was deafening in her ears. “Where have all of the people gone?” 
“Right here,” Jonathan visibly gagged as he toed a pile of ash on the ground. 
Taking a step closer, Kari gasped when she saw that amidst the ash were small 
fragments of fire-blackened bone and a single gold tooth that was miraculously unscathed. Turning another circle, she scanned the streets in every direction. Hundreds of identical piles of ash were within sight, thousands even. If the rest of the streets in the city held as many as this one did . . .? 
“Millions,” Michael said, his wolflike ears drooping. “There have to be millions dead. How? Why?” 
Cupping her hands to her mouth, Kari took a deep breath. “Hello? Is there 
anyone left alive?” 
Adding their own shouts to hers, the twins joined in. They could have yelled 
themselves hoarse and not even the dead would have heard. Falling silent, Kari gestured for her brothers to as well. Blanketing the city once more, the palpable silence settled over them like a shroud. 
Hitching her pack, Kari pointed toward what looked like a fortress on the horizon. 
“Let’s go there. If there’s anything to be found about what happened here, it’ll probably be there.” 
“Smart as always,” Jonathan nodded, checking his broadsword. 
“Indeed,” Michael agreed, also checking his weapons. 
Settling into Kari’s bones, the eerie silence filled her with unease. The back of her neck prickled with the sensation of being watched, but there was no one to watch her save the dead, which was a frightening thought. 
Moving steadily toward the fortress, they climbed over rubble to an adjacent 
street when a fallen tower blocked their progress. Kari tried hard not to step in any of the piles of ash out of respect for the dead, but it proved impossible. She winced inwardly every time one of her heavy leather boots sent a puff into the air. 
Many of the streets were made impassable by rubble, fissures and craters. 
Navigating to streets that were clear was hard due to the fact that partially standing buildings often blocked Kari’s sight. Many times it turned out a street that appeared clear from a distance wasn’t. 
By the end of the third hour of trekking through the ruins Kari was thoroughly annoyed with her skirt. Skirts were not made for all the leaping across chasms and craters, and climbing over shifting rocks that they were doing. To her horror she was covered from head to toe with ash, and utterly miserable about it, and their destination was no closer for all her pains. 
“Here,” Michael pushed a canteen of water at her. 
Drinking gratefully, she washed what she hoped was not the ash of former human beings down her throat. 
“You look hideous,” Jonathan said, his grin marred by the ash smudged on his 
face. 
“A sight straight from a nightmare,” Michael agreed. “Tell me to do my chores and it’ll be a perfect fit.” 
Unable to stop herself, Kari growled at her brothers, a threatening, animal sound that rumbled deep in her throat and chest. Freezing, the twins began babbling apologies. 
Rarely letting her temper get the better of her, Kari prided herself on her control over both her Demon and animal instincts, but she was just too miserable to keep a short leash on them now. There were a few memorable past incidents, when she’d lost her temper, ending with her brothers beaten and bloody. 
By far the strongest of the three, Kari was also the most dangerous. Amongst 
Heretics, females were typically stronger than males. Long ago, humans thinking to breed Heretics as weapons to use against their Demon sires used some form of genetic alterations to limit the birth of males to less than one percent due to their aggressive and uncontrollable nature. The few males that were born were often weak, overly docile and sometimes gender confused as a result. Their mother had been born under those strictures. Though diluted, they still held some effect over her offspring. 
“Care to borrow some trousers,” Michael rummaged in his pack. “They’ll be 
huge on you, but I imagine they’ll make for much easier going.” 
“That would be lovely,” Kari nodded. “Thank you.” 
Taking the proffered garment, Kari chose a relatively whole wall to change 
behind. As a child, she could remember bathing together with her brothers and not caring that they saw her, but that was a long  time ago. Just the thought of changing her clothes in front of them, even with their backs turned, caused her face to heat uncomfortably. 
The wall was not completely whole, of course. But despite being full of holes and cracks, it offered enough privacy for her to change her clothes in comfortable modesty. 
Self-consciously, Kari checked her surroundings one last time, though she knew there could be no one watching, and removed her heavy leather belt, then her skirt. An odd sense of freedom filled her as she swished her twin tails to work out the cramps caused by remaining weighed down and motionless by her skirt. 
Eyeing her two tails, Kari wished to go back to when she’d only had one. Such was the curse of a fox Demon. For every hundred years of her life she would grow a new tail until she had nine. Her fur was so poofy that having two was really quite a chore sometimes, and the thought of having three, much less nine, was almost horrific. 
After stretching, she pulled on Michael’s trousers. With how much bigger he was than she, they fit horribly, far too big around the waist, and there was a foot of the legs past the end of her toes. Rolling up the legs into large cuffs at the ankles, Kari managed to get her belt around her narrow waist without the trousers falling around her ankles with a bit of creative juggling. 
Kari had never even owned a pair of trousers. She was a girl, and she enjoyed being a girl, always wearing skirts just because she could. It was what proper girls wore, after all. However, her current situation was not ideal for wearing her preferred garb, and she was delighted at the freedom of movement trousers offered. Perhaps it would be wise to buy a pair of her own once they got to a more hospitable world. Whilst packing for their departure from home, she hadn’t foreseen any situation she couldn’t get past in a skirt. 
Bending to collect her things, Kari felt the prickling feeling of being watched again. The sound of stone falling on stone nearby in the dead silence startled her so badly that she cried out. In a split second she had her bow strung and an arrow knocked, scanning the rubble around her with ears pricked up to points as she listened for any further sounds. Due to the sulfurous stench in the air, Kari could not scent anything on it. 
Known for its hardness and ability to bend under pressure, the bowstave was 
ironwood. Thick as her wrist, it stood a foot taller than her. Because no other material was strong enough, the string was steel. The thumb thick arrow was weighted with a heavy, razor sharp head made to slide between human ribs. When she drew her bow back to full, Kari could put an arrow entirely through a brick wall. Neither of the twins could even draw it at all. 
Looking to her for direction, her brothers appeared with weapons drawn. 
Lowering her bow, Kari blushed. “Sorry. Just shifting rock. The quiet has me a bit jumpy.” 
Examining his ridiculously large trousers on her, Michael cracked an amused 
grin. “You look very silly wearing those, sis.” 
“I see you’d like me to put a hole through you,” Kari raised her bow. 
“Ah,” Michael raised his hands in a placating gesture. “Did I mention how 
ravishing you look with comically large trousers on?” 
Laughing out loud at the exchange, Jonathan suddenly went stiff with alert, eyes scanning the shadows beneath a wall that had toppled off at waist height and strangely remained unbroken, making a dark triangular cave. 
“What is it,” Kari’s sharp eyes saw nothing but blackness. Though, as seeming compensation for her superior strength, the twins had much sharper senses. 
“Not  your imagination,” he said, anger flitting across his typically passive face as he glanced at her filthy skirts still lying on the ground. “You sure picked the wrong girl to spy on, pervert. She’s really  scary when she’s mad.” 
Choosing that moment to fluctuate again, gravity increased Kari’s weight tenfold one second then made her almost weightless the next. Feeling a lurching wave of nausea, Kari’s stomach swam as a few smaller rocks scattering the ground actually rose a few inches before gravity was righted again. 
A child’s terrified cry echoed through the oppressive quiet. 
Shoving her bow at Jonathan, Kari stepped toward the small, dark cave. 
“What am I supposed to do with this? Beat people over the head with it?” 
Looking into the artificial cave, Kari was relieved to find that it was lit from the other end as well, making the silhouette of a child huddled against the wall perfectly visible. Reaching a hand toward him, she smiled warmly, careful not to show any of her wickedly sharp, bestial teeth or fangs. 
“It’s all right,” she said soothingly. “We’re not going to hurt you. You can come out now. There’s nothing to be afraid of.” 
“You’re monsters,” the boy cried in utter terror, “Demons!” 
Taking a deep breath, Kari let it out in a sigh. She’d grown up without the 
prejudice against her kind that was so rampant most everywhere else in the universe. She was horrified to see how people viewed Heretics. She’d known that almost every legend about vampires and werewolves could be traced back to one of her kind, but she hadn’t expected such hostility. Though she’d been nothing but friendly, many people seemed to hate and fear her on general principle. It was hard to live down the fact that you were half Demon amongst people who could still remember that Demons almost exterminated humankind in the ancient war that destroyed humanity’s homeworld of Earth. 
“I know we look scary,” Kari said soothingly. “And I suppose we are  Demons, if you want to get technical. But you know what, not all Demons are bad. Come on out. 
There’s nothing to be afraid of. We’re not going to hurt you.” 
“I’ve heard stories,” the boy cried. “All the monsters say that!” 
Sighing again, Kari resisted the urge to climb in and drag the kid out by the scruff of his neck. It probably wouldn’t do much for his opinion of her status as a monster. 
“Please come out,” Kari smiled harder. “There’s nothing to be afraid of. You’ll be safe with us.” 
Hesitating for a second, the boy cautiously moved toward her. When he reached the light Kari saw that he was filthy as a child could be, wearing little more than rags. 
His face was gaunt and hollow and his jade eyes had a vacant quality to them that nearly broke her heart. His hair was so matted, tangled, and dirty that she couldn’t tell what color it was. 
“That’s it,” Kari soothed. “Nothing to be afraid of.” 
Face twisting in anguish, the boy threw himself into her arms, sobbing loudly. 
Hugging him tightly as she murmured comforts to him, Kari was horrified at how thin he was under his rags. 
“That’s it. You’re safe now. Nothing to be afraid of.” 
“Great, now we’ve got something to eat for dinner,” Jonathan said jokingly. 
The boy went rigid in her arms and began shaking violently in fear. 
“Jonathan,” Kari snapped. “That was not funny! Can’t you see that the poor thing’s terrified! Now is not  the time!” 
Shrugging under the force of her withering glare, Jonathan looked uncomfortably abashed and muttered an apology. 
“It’s all right,” Kari soothed the boy. “The colossal idiot was only joking. We’re not going to hurt you.” 
“Please,” the boy said weakly, his voice muffled somewhat with his face buried in her bosom. “Do you have any food.” 
Rummaging through his rags, he removed a battered golden crown. “I have gold. 
I can pay for it. Please. I can’t remember the last time I ate. I’ll do anything.” 
Holding the crown out in a trembling, skeletal hand, he seemed on the verge of bursting into tears again. “Please. I don’t think I can go on much longer.” 
Placing a hand over his, Kari gently pushed the crown back to him. “That looks very precious to you. We have food, and we’ll share it with you, as much as you can eat. 
You keep that. Instead, you can tell us what happened to all the people, and why everything is in ruins.” 
Clutching the crown to his chest tightly, the boy gave Kari a look of supreme 
gratitude. “Oh thank you. Thank you!” 
Throwing his arms around her, the boy burst into tears again. 
Patting his back comfortingly, Kari held him tightly. “Everything is going to be just fine.” 
“Aw, look at that motherly instinct,” Jonathan said with a chuckle. 
“Her  motherly instinct frightens me,” Michael said with a mock tremble in his voice. 
“I’m Kari, and that’s Jonathan and Michael. They say lots of stupid and silly things because their heads are completely full of sawdust. What’s your name, little one?” 
“I’ll have you know that it’s wood chips, not sawdust,” Michael protested. 
“I think mine’s full of goose feathers actually,” Jonathan added. 
Despite the sobs still wracking his desiccated body the boy laughed and gave a visible effort to stop his tears. 
“My name is Keir, and I’m the last king of Alkazier.” 



Chapter 12: The Fall of Alkazier 
Bending over a pot hanging on a fire, Kari seasoned and stirred her stew. Her secret to making a good stew was to dump in everything you could get your hands on and hope for the best. It was usually excellent, but occasionally it became an abomination best destroyed before it became self-aware and tried to rule the universe. She was a natural at cooking with quite the knack for it, without having had much in the way of teaching. Making up new and interesting recipes of her own device was one of her favorite hobbies. 
With a taste, she determined this batch was on the tasty side of edibility. Good thing, because poor little Keir didn’t look like he’d last much longer. He was horrifyingly thin, little more than a skin-covered skeleton. It was a miracle he was still alive at all. 
“Hey,” Michael snapped his fingers several times. 
Glancing over her shoulder, Kari was amused to find her brother trying to distract Keir from staring at her behind as she bent over the pot. Trying not to laugh, she wondered how old he was. Not a day older than seven, she decided, and already staring at women like that? He was making an early start to things. 
“Hey,” Michael repeated. “Despite the fact they’re all completely crazy, women are people too. Don’t stare like that.” 
“I wasn’t,” Keir protested. 
“Sure,” Jonathan drew the word out to an annoying length. 
“No, really,” Keir protested as Kari sat down cross-legged with her back to them. 
Making a mental note to kick Michael for that comment later, she continued stirring. 
“It’s just, why does she have two? Tails I mean.” 
“Oh,” Michael said, disbelief heavy in his tone. “Is that  what you were doing.” 
“You know about foxes, right,” Jonathan asked. 
“I’ve heard of them, but I’ve never left the city before, so I’ve never seen one.” 
“Well,” Michael said. “Legends say foxes are the slyest of beasts, and have the power to create illusions. They delight in making as much mischief as possible with this power. You can always tell how old, and how powerful a fox is by how many tails she has.” 
“How can she be a fox,” Keir asked. “They’re supposed to be like little wild 
dogs! She doesn’t look very old at all. Must not take much for one to get a second tail.” 
“First of all,” Jonathan said, “we’re Heretics. That’s what people call the 
offspring of humans and Demons. Some people call inhabitants of the Netherworld Demons because of a war long ago, and it’s easier to say that extra-dimensional entities, but they’re just like humans. Some are good. Some are evil. The majority of them are somewhere in the middle. When they interbreed with your sort, our sort are born, half of each but not really either. No one knows why we’ve got tails, and fangs, and funny-looking ears. It just happens from mixing two things that were never meant to mix. 
Amongst Heretics foxes, cats and wolves are the most common, but there can be others too. The same parents can have children with traits of a dozen different animals, and the child of a Heretic is always  a Heretic. There’s no reason to be afraid of Heretics. Most of us are just normal people like you. We just look a little weird.” 
Nodding at Jonathan’s explanation, Kari tasted the stew and decided it was done. 
Filling a bowl, she handed it to Keir. 
“Thank you,” he said, eyes welling with tears again. He was finished with the first bowl before Kari could even blink, and the second almost as fast. Pausing briefly halfway through the third, he looked slightly guilty. 
“I’m sorry,” he blushed through the grime on his face. “What about you?” 
“Oh, don’t worry about us,” Kari said with a warm smile. “This is all for you.” 
Keir didn’t need to be told twice. Finishing the third bowl, he downed two more before he’d finally had his fill. 
“Feel better,” Kari asked. 
“Yes ma’am,” he looked stuffed to the point of bursting, and a little queasy 
beside, but he already seemed less emaciated for it. 
“Now,” Kari gestured to the ruins. “Could you tell us what happened here? Why is this city all in ruins? What happened to all of the—“ 
Cutting off abruptly, Kari stared at the bloody sun in the burnt orange sky. 
“Hey sis, what is it,” Michael asked. 
“What are you looking at,” Jonathan asked. 
“The sun,” Kari said. 
Turning to look, the twins shrugged in unison. 
“We don’t get it,” they said, turning back to her. 
“We’ve been here for hours,” Kari explained. “The sun hasn’t moved an inch. 
It’s exactly where it was when we got here.” 
Sighing deeply, Keir looked down at his shredded clothing. “The sun hasn’t set since the fall of Alkazier. It stays right there in the same place, day and night.” 
“Will you tell us what happened,” Kari asked. “Please?” 
Considering the sun for a long moment, Keir turned back to Kari. 
“It was a revolution,” he whispered, as if afraid to even say it aloud. “It started before I was even born, when my grandfather was king. The Apostle of Cain started teaching about the one true God. The royal family ignored him at first and soon he converted most of the land, and the Obsidian Empire too.” 
Hissing at the name, Kari shared looks with her brothers. The Apostle again! 
How many other worlds had the Apostle converted already! He must have gone to Marce’s world straight from here. How many more innocents had been murdered to wet the altar of the dark god Cain? 
“The Obsidian Empire went to war against Alkazier, calling us heathens for 
believing in the old gods. The Apostle decreed all unbelievers had to die, so those still faithful to the old gods gathered in this city behind our invincible shield, Aegis. I was born during the ten-year siege after my father ascended the throne. 
“When our food started to run out, and sickness spread through the city, everyone got really mad at my father, saying his pride was killing us all. People outside started firing their weapons on the shield, pounding on it day and night for months until it started to crack. Everyone able took up weapons to defend the city and when the shield broke the Apostle’s army flooded in. The battle lasted for weeks, but then father—father died in battle and I was crowned king.” 
Fighting visibly with his emotions, Keir looked away a single tear streaming 
down his dirty cheek, making a line in the grime and ash. Taking a deep, calming breath, he continued his story. 
“My armies fought bravely to hold back the Obsidian Empire, the Apostle’s 
fanatics, and the Alkazieran traitors. In the end, there were too many. People tried to flee and were cut to ribbons. My advisors locked me inside the castle’s treasure vault as the Apostle’s armies fell on us. I tried so hard to get out, but I couldn’t. The ground shook with explosions, and people were screaming all day long, every day for weeks. 
“Then everything got really quiet. I banged on the door, and yelled for someone to let me out. When the door opened, the Apostle was on the other side. I was so afraid I couldn’t move. He ignored me, and started rummaging around in my family’s treasures.” 
Trembling with remembrance of the Apostle, Keir hugged himself tightly. He 
obviously did not want to continue. 
“He wears all black, a long cloak with the hood up, and black armor that shines in the light. He has a black mask and his voice sounds like stone grinding against stone. 
When he looks at you, you can feel him inside your head. 
“He found a huge piece of crystal with a man that’s kind of like you, with a tail, frozen inside. He looked at it for a very long time and started pacing and grumbling to himself under his breath. Then he grabbed onto something around his neck and 
disappeared.” 
“He was looking for the Gate!” the twins exclaimed. 
Keir eyed them suspiciously. 
“He can already jump to other worlds,” Kari pointed out. “Why would he start a war to take something he already has? That doesn’t make any sense.” 
“Well,” Jonathan said, “he obviously thought it was something else.” 
“Something similar  to the Gate, but not  the Gate,” Michael added. 
“Just like at the World Tower.” 
Kari’s breath caught. “You’re right! Marce’s people were trying to copy the 
Gate, but it exploded and made her into a goddess. But why would he want a doorway to other worlds when he can already move to other worlds at will? It doesn’t make any sense.” 
“I guess not,” Michael shrugged. “Weird.” 
Spreading confused looks all around, Keir scratched his head. “Do you know the Apostle?” 
“We’ve had difficulties with him before,” Kari explained. “He’s an evil man that serves an evil god.” 
Keir nodded, satisfied. “What is this Gate?” 
“Well, that’s easy,” Michael said with an expansive gesture to the sky. “You see, there’s a billion different worlds out there.” 
“Yup,” Jonathan agreed. “And one world between them all, touching all of them, but not part of any.” 
“It connects this life to the afterlife, and it’s ruled by our father the Northern Sage.” 
“Past, present and future meet, and time stands still there.” 
“There is a Gate like a big piece of crystal connecting every world to that place, existing in all worlds.” 
“When people die their souls pass through the Gate, and then our father’s realm on the way to the afterlife.” 
“But living people can use the Gate to speak with the Sage too. He can answer any question and grant any wish for a price of equal value.” 
“Something else happened here,” Kari said, looking at Keir when her brothers 
finished explaining. “Something to do with the sun, and why everyone in the city except you is a little pile of ash?” 
“A weapon,” Keir said hesitantly, “invented before Aegis shattered. When they brought it to him, my father ordered it destroyed. But after he died my advisors rebuilt it. 
When the Apostle’s armies stormed the castle they used it. It wiped all life from the entire planet except for me and him. The sky turned orange and the sun turned red, and that awful smell filled he air.” 
Staring gloomily into his lap, Keir brightened. “But if you survived, there may be others too! Maybe it just destroyed the city!” 
Kari shook her head sadly. “I’m sorry Keir, but we weren’t on this world when the weapon was used.” 
“Oh,” Keir said darkly and his shoulders slumped. 
“How long has it been,” Michael asked. 
“Since the war ended and you saw the Apostle disappear,” Jonathan added. 
“I don’t know,” Keir sounded on the edge of despair. “Clocks don’t work 
anymore. Every time my weight changes and the ground shakes, they go crazy. And the sun stopped moving. I don’t even know when it’s night and day anymore. Months probably.” 
“You’ve been alone that long,” Kari asked. “How have you survived so long 
without any food, you poor thing?” 
“There was food in the vault, but it ran out,” Keir said. “I’ve been looking for food in the city, but any I find turns to ash when I touch it. Then I heard you shouting, but I was too afraid to come near, so I followed you.” 
“Keir my boy,” Michael said. “How would you like to go to a different world?” 
“One with people, and food, and all sorts of life,” Jonathan added. 
Eyeing them quizzically, Kari didn’t think it was possible for them to take 
passengers when they left. 
“We need a little bit of a favor in order to show you the way,” Michael continued. 
“You mean, you know how I can leave this place? How I can go somewhere 
that’s still alive? With people?” 
“You see,” Jonathan said, winking conspiratorially. “We need to warn our father about the Apostle, but we’re not allowed to go back to tell him.” 
Kari’s jaw dropped. Why hadn’t she  thought of that? It was so obvious! 
“But you  can,” Michael said. 
“Me? How?” 
“The Gate will take you to our father,” Kari said. “You can give our message to him, and tell him everything that happened here. Then he can send you to a different world where you can live the rest of your life in peace and happiness.” 
“I will forever be in your debt,” Keir cried. 
“Not at all,” Kari gave her brothers a smile to tell them that they’d done well. 
“Let’s get some sleep, and then we’ll go to your castle and send you on your way. All right?” 
Nodding slowly, Keir looked away, his face coloring deeply. “I have 
nightmares.” 
Moving to his side, Kari pulled him close to her, wrapping her arm and her bushy tails around him for warmth. “I’ll stay with you, all right?” 
“Thank you,” Keir said, leaning into her. “You’re so warm.” 
Shaking with silent tears, his skeletal arms encircled her tightly. The poor boy had been through one hell of a terrible ordeal. Offering him what comfort she could, Kari only wished that she could do more. No one deserved to know the pain he had known. 
Before long he’d cried himself to sleep. 
“It was the Apostle that started the war,” Michael looked at the stationary sun, 
“but the kid’s people that destroyed the world. I’m not sure which side was worse.” 
“He’s just a child,” Kari snapped. “He had nothing to do with it!” 
Gesturing to the destruction all around, Michael shrugged. “No one deserves this. 
No one.” 



Chapter 13: The Empire Strikes Preemptively 
Telling the stories of his favorite movies made the journey across the wasteland less boring, but Gabriel had long since run out of stories to tell. Acting out Star Wars and other such favorites from his childhood had been rather fun, and he enjoyed it when Sam applauded his performances with childlike glee. She, like everyone else, had been especially taken with the plot twist at the end of Empire. 
Whilst studying to become the best damned lawyer on Earth, Gabriel had taken 
drama classes to learn how to intone, narrate, and monologue properly, all skills that a lawyer needed honed as sharply as possible. He’d found that he actually had some talent for vocal storytelling. Painting pictures in a way most people never could, he was so good that his words alone could sway the opinions of a jury. 
In telling the greatest saga in movie history, Gabriel had left out the prequels. As far as he was concerned it was a damn shame George Lucas never got around to making those. They were atrocities, raping his childhood in the name of the almighty dollar. 
George Lucas had somehow forgotten how to tell a good story. Forgetting everything that was important, he’d focused more on making as much money as possible. 
Shivering, Gabriel had a moment of epiphany. Was that the reason he’d been 
headed to hell before the Northern Sage intervened? Had he lost sight of what he set out to do in becoming a lawyer, focusing only on money and the all-important, perfect score? 
In the beginning it was about justice, and proving his father wrong. In the end it was fame, and money, his expensive clothes and car, and maintaining his perfect record at any cost. Shame washed over him as he realized how much he’d sold out. 
With no more stories to tell, Gabriel found the silence oppressive and 
uncomfortable. Glancing over at Sam, who was picking at something in her teeth with a dirty fingernail, he was genuinely curious about what sort of life could produce such a repulsive, yet attractive girl. He actually wanted  to know someone else’s story, to get to know her. He was actually beginning to see her as a person, rather than a pair of breasts that existed for nothing more than his own personal pleasure, like every other woman that he’d ever met. 
This realization came as something of a shock to Gabriel. He’d been such an 
unrepentant, sociopathic sex fiend for so long, that this desire to connect with another person of the opposite gender was both alien and somewhat frightening. It was rather disturbing to find that he was beginning to care about someone that was not him, but still, his curiosity prevailed. 
Nudging his Cathor toward Sam’s, Gabriel felt uncharacteristically nervous as he smiled at her. 
“What’s up,” she asked, hawking a monster of a loogie onto the ground. 
“I was just wondering,” Gabriel said. “What’s your story?” 
Shrugging, Sam looked away. Awakened by the motion, Mister Mittens glared at 
Gabriel, obviously blaming him for it. 
“I don’t know any good stories like the ones you told.” 
“I don’t mean like that. Tell me about yourself. I don’t know anything about you at all. Who are you? Where did you come from? What’s your story?” 
“You show me yours and I’ll show you mine,” Sam cracked a lewd grin, with a 
pointed look at his crotch. “I don’t know anything about you either.” 
“Fair enough,” Gabriel nodded. 
“Yeah,” Sam shrugged, again disturbing Mister Mittens, who swatted at the back of her neck with his claws. “I guess there’s nothing better to do.” 
Watching her expectantly, Gabriel cleared his throat when she made no indication of continuing the conversation. 
“Oh, you want me to go first?” 
“If you would be so kind.” 
“Well. There’s not much to tell really. My mother was poor as dirt. She whored herself out when funds got tight, which is where I came from. Neither of us ever really knew who my father was. I guess I was as happy as any other child oblivious of her total poverty. I was always hungry, and my clothes always had holes in them, but I didn’t know any different. 
“When it was time for my tenth birthday, my mother said she’d take me 
somewhere special. I was so excited, because I’d never gotten a birthday present before. 
I couldn’t sleep at all the night before. She took me to the market, but instead of buying me something special, she sold me.” 
“What,” Gabriel blinked at her, wondering if he’d heard that right. “She sold you? Like a slave?” 
“No,” Sam looked down at her hands on the pommel of her saddle. “Like a 
whore. She sold me to a brothel.” 
“What kind of a parent would actually sell her own daughter to a life like that,” 
Gabriel cried, suddenly remembering his father. He had no doubt that bastard would have sold him for booze money if he thought he could get away with it. 
“She was always poor,” Sam continued uncomfortably. “Things were harder on 
her with a child to feed and clothe. Which would you choose, abject poverty and a child you never wanted or loved, or a pocket full of money that would keep you from having to whore yourself out for next month’s rent?” 
“That’s no excuse. And stop defending her! What she did to you was horrible.” 
“You think I’m defending her? I hate her. I always hated her. Looking back 
now, I can tell she was only waiting for me to get old enough to sell me off. I ran into her last year, but she didn’t recognize me. I popped her a good one, but when I saw her crying on the ground, asking why, I realized how stupid my anger was. Anything I could ever do to her was a small thing compared to what she’s already done to herself. Some nasty whore’s disease was eating her up from the inside out, and I gave her all the money I had on me, telling her to go see a doctor, but she probably just spent it all on drugs the second I was outta her sight. She’s probably dead and buried in some unmarked grave by now, unremembered by anyone but me. She died alone, because she sold the only family she’d ever had. 
“Anyway, I spent one night at the brothel, horrified at what they taught me I’d have to do to eventually buy my freedom. I didn’t know about sex back then, and the thought doing it with strange men frightened me, so I ran away and never looked back. 
I’ve spent my life wandering from town to town, crap job to crap job, wondering if this is all there is to life. I mean, there has to be something better out there, right? I guess that’s why I want a baby so much. I’m trying to find something meaningful, like loving a child of my very own. And I kinda wanna prove that I can be a better mother than mine ever was.” 
“That’s horrible,” Gabriel muttered, feeling deep pangs of sympathy. Such 
emotions had been buried within him for so long, he’d almost forgotten he had them. “I shouldn’t have made you tell me about it.” 
“I don’t want your pity,” Sam snapped. “Lookit me now! I’ve got a great job. 
I’m an NVM. I’m gonna get my baby with a pure as can be father. I’ve never once taken money for sex just to pay the bills like my whoring mother! I’ve triumphed over every horrible thing that tried to drag me down. I won. So keep your damn pity!” 
“Sorry, I—” 
Before Gabriel could continue with his apology, Sam flicked her wrist, pulled 
back her arm and threw. Something flashed before his eyes. Turning, he followed the progress of a heavy bladed throwing knife with long red streamer tied to a ring at the end of the handle. It slammed between the eyes of what might have been the offspring of a rat and a lizard that fell into a vat of toxic waste, exploded, and then was put back together the wrong way. 
“Whoa!” Gabriel could swear  that he’d felt that streamer brush him on the way past. “That, was a good shot.” 
“Thank you,” Sam beamed. “You can tell me your  story while dinner cooks.” 
Grimacing, Gabriel eyed the hideous creature. With many deformities, and the 
fact that it was bleeding an acid green color, it looked even less appetizing than Indian food. 
“We’re going to eat  that thing?” 
Sam shrugged. “A little salt, a lot of pepper, and you won’t even taste the sulfur.” 
“Sulfur! I’m no chemistry expert, but isn’t that poisonous?” 
“Bah, it won’t kill you,” Sam cheerily dismounted and yanked her knife free of the mutant. 
Sighing, Gabriel slid out of his saddle and hobbled the cathors so they could not wander far while unattended. 
As Sam sliced open the belly of the mutant, the contents splattered onto Gabriel’s boots. 
“Stand back,” she laughed. “Some of them are contents under pressure.” 
Fixing a rather fake smile on his face, Gabriel nodded. “Thanks for the warning.” 
Grumbling about the unfairness of the universe, Gabriel cleaned off his boots. 
His poor mother was probably sick with grief over the news that her baby had taken the Greyhound bus straight to that fearful courtroom in the sky to be judged for his sins. 
Despite all those childhood fantasies of being a hero on other worlds, he longed to return to the courtroom. He was always so alive while laying a case before the jury. He’d turned out to be quite the pussy, hadn’t he? His father had been right all along. 
“So,” Sam said, setting up her small, oil-burning stove. Mister Mittens curled up beside her and resumed his napping. “What about your parents?” 
“Ah, right,” Gabriel said, sitting. “My parents. My mother loved my father so much she never left him, even when he beat her bloody in a drunken rage at lest once a month. I hated him so much, and even when he was sober he hated me. He didn’t approve of anything that I liked, thought I was a pussy or queer, always said I didn’t have what it takes to be a real man.” 
“Sounds familiar,” Sam muttered while she spitted chunks of green meat on sticks and roasted them over the small, but disproportionately hot flame from the stove, sprinkling on salt and a ton of pepper. “She never hit me, but my mother’s words hurt worse than any beating woulda.” 
“He hit me too,” Gabriel continued. “After he beat my mother into submission, he'd turn on me. I was always going to school with cuts, black eyes, and even broken bones, too afraid of what he’d do to me if I asked my teachers for help. 
“When I was twelve, he came home more wasted than usual. When my mother 
tried to explain that we didn’t have the money for him to waste it on booze he beat her unconscious, but this time he didn’t stop. He just kept hitting her, and hitting her. Blood splattered on the wall and the furniture, but he wouldn’t stop. So I grabbed the biggest knife we had in the kitchen and I told him if he didn’t stop I’d kill him with it. He looked at me, then at my mom, and the blood on his hands, and he laughed. He told me I didn’t have what it takes, and he was right. I couldn’t do it. I dropped the knife, and he got up, and he left, and I never saw or heard from him again. 
“After everything he’d done to us, she still loved  that bastard! Of all the things he did to her, that is the one I can never forgive. I went to college to prove I was better than his worthless, uneducated, redneck hide, and I became a lawyer to make sure people like him never hurt people like us ever again.” 
“College,” Sam asked. “You mean you went to University?” 
“For eight years,” Gabriel nodded. “Four of general studies at a local college, then four more at an Ivy League law school.” 
“Wow,” Sam said in awe. “You’ve had eight whole years of school? Then why are you so dumb?” 
“That was just college,” Gabriel said. “I went to thirteen years of school before that as a kid.” 
“You must have been rich to afford all that schooling,” Sam said. “My mother could only afford to send me to primary school for three years. I learned to read, and write, and do numbers, but not much else. I’m saving up lotsa money so that when it’s born, my baby can go to school a lot more than I did, and to University too.” 
Sighing, Gabriel sat back, looking up at the impossible sky. His story had 
dredged up a lot of horrible things from his childhood, and the voice of his father, ranting about him not being good enough, seemed louder than usual. He wished that voice would just go away and stop haunting him. He wished he could move past what his father had done to him all those years ago and move on with his life. Something about the retelling of the story was nagging at him, as though he’d knowingly lied, and felt guilty for it, but he’d told it all true. 
“He really messed you up, didn’t he,” Sam asked. 
“That he did,” Gabriel agreed, trying to ignore the none-too-appetizing scent 
rising off the meat. “We’re really  going to eat that?” 
“I’ve known babies that cry less than you!” 
“Hey,” Gabriel grumbled. 
Standing, Sam plopped down on her knees beside him. Surprisingly, she hugged 
him tightly. Her NVM enhanced body was feverishly hot, and the warmth radiated into him, taking some of the chill from his bones. Despite her unwashed smell, he found the embrace oddly comforting. Strange fantasies of a weirdly non-sexual nature began to wander through his thoughts. Living together in Chicago, having children, that sort of thing. He almost jerked away from her, startled. Normally his thoughts about women were how fast he could get their clothes off and have his way with them. 
“You looked like you needed a hug,” Sam said to him. “Maybe if you’d just 
accept your past as part of who you are, like I did, you wouldn’t hafta hide behind stupid stories like coming from a different world.” 
“Why is that so hard for you to believe,” Gabriel cried as Sam returned to tending the meat. 
“Because stuff like that doesn’t even happen in stories,” Sam asked with a dumb expression on her face. 
“I’ll have you know that Doctor Who does it all  the time!” 
“Who?” 
“Exactly! I died, and I ended up here. This must be Purgatory. Or this is all just a coma dream.” 
Examining him closely, Sam gestured to the sky. “I don’t think anyone could 
hallucinate that. Not when you’re from a world with a sky as boring as you describe.” 
“I don’t know, I’ve never been splattered by a bus before. Have you?” 
“I don’t even know what a bus is. The Celestial Mother take me, are you on the rag or something today? You’re sure acting like it. Maybe I should start calling you Gabrielle.” 
Sighing, Gabriel knew it was pointless to argue, and she’d hit a very deeply 
buried nerd nerve. Gabrielle was what the bullies in school called him, and he’d never really gotten over it. Being bullied before and after his father staggered drunkenly out of his life had become part of his desire to become a lawyer in the first place. 
Sending all the people that had hurt him to jail was one of his early fantasies. 
Years later he’d represented one of those bullies in court for the rape and murder of a hooker. Laying his grudge aside, Gabriel had gotten a not guilty verdict, though it took some doing. 
While meeting with his client in jail, a hundred slipped to the guard bought him twenty unsupervised minutes to take out all his childhood anger on him. He’d been a small child, but he’d grown into a big enough man to lay some serious hurt down when he had a mind to. He’d split his knuckles bashing the bully’s face with his fist. He still had the scars, even now after being resurrected on this hellish nuclear wasteland. He wore them like badges of honor, and proof that what goes around eventually comes around. 
“I guess you’re too stupid to have grown up on this world,” Sam broke the 
awkward silence between them. “Maybe if you had some sorta proof it’d be easier to believe you.” 
Shaking his head, Gabriel sighed, wishing she’d come put her arms around him 
again. He wanted her warmth against him, and the feelings that her embrace invoked inside. They reminded him that he was still alive, and right now, that was something he needed very badly. 
Losing himself in her golden eyes, for a moment they seemed to see into each 
other’s souls, connecting on a level few people ever did. Despite the fact she was over a decade his junior, Gabriel found himself drawn to her, like a moth to the flame. Though she bore many  vices, she seemed to complete a part of him he’d never realized was missing. But it could never be. He didn’t belong here, and she didn’t belong on Earth. 
He couldn’t stay, and she couldn’t come with him when he finally found his way back. 
Nothing could ever come of a relationship between them, except the pain of parting forever. 
“I went to University too,” Mister Mittens said with a yawn, ruining the mood. “I have several degrees in various fields of study.” 
Eyeing the cat, Gabriel could not stop the laugh that escaped his throat. He could imagine a cat sitting on a desk and taking notes in a lecture hall, and it was about the most hilarious mental image he’d ever had. 
“What’s so funny,” the cat asked as Sam joined in. 
Her laughter was carefree and musical. After hearing the story of her young life, Gabriel found it amazing that she could even laugh at all. 
“Here,” Sam offered Gabriel a few chunks of charred green meat on a stick, “it’s done, eat up, and try to get some sleep during half night. We’ll never reach the Spires of Infinity if we keep having to stop early for you to sleep during daylight hours.” 
Sniffing the meat, Gabriel gagged on the scent of rotten eggs. Nibbling a piece off the edge, he prayed to god that it tasted like chicken. It was overly chewy, and took a few seconds for the flavor to set in. It did not taste like chicken. Gagging it down despite himself, he took another bite. The taste was better than hunger, if only just. 
“See? Not so bad.” 
“It tastes like despair.” 
“Really? That’s a step up from the moldy sewage it normally tastes like.” 
Eating in silence, Gabriel thought that he might start retching if he had to talk. 
Blocking out everything but the sting of pepper made it more edible, though the aftertaste was almost worse than the actual flavor of the meat. Feeling mildly sick to his stomach, Gabriel wondered if eating a handful of dirt to wash the taste away would kill him or not. 
“What’s that,” he said, noticing dust on the horizon. 
“Trouble,” Sam jumped to her feet, gathering her belongings. 
“What kind of trouble?” 
“Out here it’s either bandits or mutants. Whichever one rapes you, you’re still raped at the end of the day. And don’t think they won’t rape you because you’re a guy.” 
“Lovely,” Gabriel sighed, getting to his feet. “There’s nowhere to hide. If they haven’t already seen us, they will when we start moving.” 
“Yeah, but why stand in their path? They might pass us by if we’re far enough away.” 
“Is that a banner,” Gabriel squinted at the incoming dust cloud. 
“I think it’s the Imperial Standard,” Sam said, shielding her eyes with a hand. 
Eyeing her, Gabriel waited for an explanation. 
“What? Really! You don’t know what the Imperial Flag means?” 
Gabriel shook his head. 
“It means they’re soldiers or Lawmen.” 
“What are soldiers doing out here?” 
“Probably hunting down the Children of the Chosen, or something like that. You got your Lawman badge? They might need it as proof that we’re not bandits.” 
“For the last time, I’m not  a Lawman. How many times does something have to bash against that thick skull of yours to finally get through?” 
Rolling her eyes, Sam reached into his coat, pulling out a metal plaque he hadn’t realized was there. Holding it up for him to see, she gave him a skeptical look. 
“Oh really? What’s this? Looks a lot like a badge to me.” 
“Is that what that is?” 
Shoving the badge back at him, Sam made a frustrated noise deep in her throat. 
“You’re useless! Let me do all the talking. Might as well unpack your bedding for half night.” 
Despite only a half-hour to half night, Gabriel felt completely awake. He’d never been one for napping, though he might be able to force himself to sleep if he laid down with his eyes closed for long enough. 
Four columns of men on cathorback rode side by side in straight lines. Lone men darted up and down the line, likely officers checking the progress of their troops. 
When the first of the soldiers began riding past, looking at Gabriel and Sam with mild interest, it was nearly dark. They were all NVMs, with rifles slung across shoulders, and swords at their belts. Sam flagged down one of the officers, probably the widest man that Gabriel had ever seen, and he pulled his animal to a halt before them. 
“Good day,” she nodded respectfully to him. 
“Don’t see many travelers in the Red Zone,” the officer scratched behind one 
catlike ear. “Which direction are you traveling?” 
Sam pointed in the direction the troops were riding. 
“You’re riding right into the Quarantine Zone,” the officer conspicuously eyed Gabriel’s weapons. “Captain Alain Maxen of his imperial highness’ cavalry corps, and you are?” 
“This is Gabriel Reeve, a Lawman out of Hadrien, and I’m his guide, Samantha 
Wolf. There’s some trouble near Bremain and there’s no time to skirt the radiation fields. 
We’ll pass close enough to the Q Zone to see the walls, but no closer.” 
“You may want to steer closer to the Spires of Infinity,” captain Maxen pointed at a slight angle from the direction his men were riding. “There’s trouble in Quarantine.” 
“Trouble,” Sam’s wolflike ears tilted forward with interest. “What kinda trouble? 
Are we in danger?” 
“Nothing to worry yourself over. Someone is stirring up riots amongst the 
mutants behind the walls, trying to get them organized. The Emperor has ordered us to help defend the walls just in case the poor wretch actually succeeds. Just steer clear of the walls and you should be fine.” 
“I see. Thanks for the warning.” 
Being a professional liar himself, Gabriel was a pro when it came to spotting 
untruths. Maxen was lying about something. There was more to all of this. The soldiers seemed far too nervous for a simple reinforcing of the wall guards. 
“I’ve heard of trouble up north,” Maxen nodded to Gabriel. “Good luck, 
Lawman. I wish I could spare a squad to see you safely on your way.” 
Gabriel nodded. “We’ll draw less attention alone anyway, and this is exactly the sort of place where less attention is best.” 
Nudging him with a bony elbow, Sam shot him a warning look, but the captain 
threw back his head and laughed. “My mother used to say that there’s a fine line between bravery and stupidity. Be sure you’re on the right side of it, Lawman. I wish you both luck.” 
With that he kicked his cathor up to a loping run, shouting orders as soon as he was off. The line of soldiers continued on for quite some time before they were gone and the dust began to settle. 
“Trouble at the Quarantine Zone,” Sam moaned. “Excellent! And you just had  to drag me out here for all the fun!” 
“You didn’t have to take me out here,” Gabriel said. 
Giving him “the look”, Sam turned toward the direction the captain had pointed. 
“At least he showed us which direction the Spires of Infinity are in.” 
“I thought you said you knew this area like the back of your hand!” 
“No,” Sam waved an admonitory finger at him. “I said that I wasn’t exactly 
certain where the Spires are, but I knew generally where to find them and we could get directions as we got closer, which we just did.” 
“Whatever,” Gabriel muttered. Arguing with women was like trying to swim up a waterfall. No matter how strong you are you will never  see the top. Thank god the cat was male. Argumentative women only got worse in pairs. In his experience women that had been enemies their entire lives would set aside their differences long enough to shout a man down before resuming their feud. They were strange and unexplainable creatures. 
At first Gabriel had been certain that Sam was a man trapped in a girl’s body, but the longer he spent with her the more he saw that she was just the same as every other woman ever born. Though she had little in the way of feminine modesty or whiles, and as dirty a sense of humor as ever there was, the switch in her brain was still flipped to female. 



Chapter 14: Children of the Chosen 
Unable to keep himself from dozing, Gabriel slumped in his saddle. He just 
couldn’t get the hang of the day and night schedule of Ethos. It was playing murder with his internal clock. Why couldn’t there just be one clear day and one clear night? Was that so much to ask? 
Falling asleep in the saddle was a good way to break his neck, get trampled, or a hundred other things, but Gabriel just couldn’t keep his eyes open. He’d actually managed to get to sleep during half night, but that stupid cat climbed up on top of him and scared him half to death. Sam had taken no end of amusement from it, and 
annoyingly fallen right back asleep again. Once he was awake, there was no getting back to sleep for him. 
With Sam shooting him annoyed looks, Gabriel was losing the struggle to remain awake. He slumped forward in his saddle at the exact moment an arrow aimed at his temples whistled through the air. It clipped the brim of his hat, sending it flipping through the air and waking him up with an unexpected burst of adrenaline. 
Reining his cathor to a stop, he scanned the flat wasteland. There was nothing in sight but red sand and purple grass in all directions. 
“What is it,” Sam asked. “Why did you stop?” 
When Gabriel pointed to the arrow on the ground, she bared her teeth. He’d 
never noticed before but she had long, sharp fangs that any vampire would envy. 
“Now what have we here,” a pasty skinned fellow with a third staring eye on his left temple said as he stood up from behind a tuft of purple grass that Gabriel would have been surprised if an ant could hide behind. The left side of his face was slack like that of a stroke victim, slurring his speech. “A savory piece of ass and a lucky as hell Lawman.” 
“Shoot him, Gabriel,” Sam ordered without a second of hesitation. 
Reaching for his guns, Gabriel froze when the man raised a rusty crossbow and 
aimed for his head. 
“I don’t think so,” the bandit warned. “How’s about you just take them gunbelts off and toss ‘em to the ground, eh sonny boy? This land belongs to the Children of the Chosen.” 
“Not good,” Sam cried, flicking her throwing knife into her hand. Another arrow shot out of nowhere and pierced through the center of her palm, knocking the knife from her grip. Cursing most foully, Sam snapped the arrowhead off and yanked the shaft out, leaving a hole in her hand that poured blood. 
To Gabriel’s amazement and horror, several more men stood from hiding places 
all around them. They were like freaking ninjas! Albeit ninjas whose parents had been brother and sister. They all looked horribly inbred, and tumors or mutations deformed them to a man. Gabriel counted nine. 
“Like I said. Just toss them gunbelts right on down. They belong to the Children now.” 
Growling through gritted teeth, Gabriel removed the gunbelts and tossed them to the ground. 
“The shotgun too, sonny boy.” 
Gabriel removed the bandoleer that held the shotgun shells and holster and tossed it onto the pile. 
“Now both of yous get down off them fine, tasty lookin’ animals. Be quick about it or good old Devileye here’s gonna put a barb in you.” 
Dismounting, Gabriel was roughly shoved toward Sam as their cathors were led 
away by the reins. Licking his lips with lewd expectation, Devileye made no attempt to hide undressing Sam with his eyes. 
With nine bows and crossbows pointed at him, there was nothing Gabriel could 
do. They really had them by the balls, even Sam who technically didn’t have any, though sometimes he did wonder. 
Grabbing Sam’s arm, Devileye dragged her toward the Cathors. Yowling and 
hissing, Mister Mittens sprang from her shoulders into his face, clawing and biting for all he was worth. Bashing at the cat until it fell away, he cursed prolifically. His bloodied face did not slow him down, as he kept dragging Sam away. When they reached where an underling with the look of a lieutenant or some such had led the cathors, her wrists were bound roughly with a length of rope. 
“I promised the men here a shot at some grade A, tight and clean tail.” 
Sam spit in his face. 
Smiling, Devileye backhanded her so hard that she spun and stumbled, losing her balance and dropping to hands and knees. She cried out in pain as dirt was ground into her wounded hand. 
Causing her to give another cry, indignant this time, Devileye slapped her 
admittedly shapely backside. “You’re gonna make a lot of men very  happy missy. And me first of all.” 
The very second that Devileye and his lieutenant turned their attention away from her, Sam threw herself at the nearest one. Tackling the lieutenant to the ground, Sam sank her long, sharp fangs into his throat and tore savagely. He tried to scream, but the only thing that came from his mouth were frothy rivulets of blood. 
Cursing, Devileye grabbed at Sam’s tail and yanked hard, pulling her back from her victim’s feeble attempts to stop the blood flowing from the gaping hole in his throat. 
With a sharp cry of surprised pain, Sam straightened and rounded on Devileye. Gabriel could see her struggling to free her hands as she turned, and stepped forward to help, but several weapons were shoved menacingly in his face. She looked like a beast, her eyes wild, and blood streaming from her mouth. 
“You’re a vicious one, aren’t you,” Devileye leered as he pointed his crossbow at the fallen man’s face and pulled the trigger, putting him out of his misery with a bolt in the eye. “I likes a little fight in my women, but there is a limit.” 
Pulling back with his free hand, Devileye punched Sam in the eye. She fell 
backward, limp. 
Glaring hard, Gabriel thought of a thousand horrible things that he was going to do to Devileye. “I’ll kill you for that, and it won’t be fast.” 
“Will you now? Well, I hate to point out the obvious, but you’ve got two feet in the grave yourself, don’t you?” 
Gabriel smiled. “Just you wait and see.” 
Staring him in the eye for a few seconds longer, Devileye picked Sam up and 
slung her over his shoulder as she began to stir. Gabriel could hardly believe she was already coming to! He’d be out for hours after taking a hit like that. Mounting Gabriel’s cathor, he pulled Sam across his lap, holding the crossbow to her throat as she began struggling feebly against her bonds again. One of the other men handed him the reins of Sam’s cathor, and they began trotting away. 
Devileye turned back and blew a kiss. “So long, Lawman.” 
“Samantha,” Gabriel shouted. She jerked in the saddle and turned to look at him as though the sound of the name that she hated had startled her into full consciousness. 
Her eyes focused on him with a mix of anger, fear and sorrow. “I will come for you. I promise. I’m coming for you!” 
She nodded. 
“Have your fun boys. Rape him or kill him,” Devileye shouted. “Rip him to 
shreds ‘til your black hearts’re content. Bring the guns, and the cat. Nothin’ like a slab of cat with a bit of cornbread. I’ll see you back at the Haven after I’ve had me a little romp with some tender young NVM naughtyness.” 
When Devileye and Sam were out of sight, Gabriel turned his attention to the 
seven bandits surrounding him. 
“So, which one of you wants to die first?” 
Exactly as he hoped, the men laughed. Using their momentary distraction, he 
dove for his weapons, catching them all in the crook of an arm as he rolled aside. Arrows pierced the ground where they’d lain. Throwing the shotgun over his shoulder he struggled to pull the pistols out of their holsters, dropping one in the process. 
“Wingless,” he growled as he came up on one knee, knowledge and skills 
flooding into his mind. Shotgun in one hand and pistol in the other, he took aim almost instinctively and began pulling the triggers. The revolver boomed like a cannon blast with each shot, and the shotgun was like thunder. The first round found its mark in the center of a man’s chest, blowing a fist-sized hole through it. The second clipped a bandit in the shoulder and struck the man behind him in the eye. The third missed completely. 
The first shotgun blast blew a man’s arm and most of his shoulder away, killing him on the spot with shock. 
Screaming a wordless cry of rage and unleashed adrenaline, Gabriel was one with his weapons, one with the men he was firing them at. He could almost sense their lives coming to an end around him. 
The pistol in his right hand clicked, empty, leaving four men still to be dealt with. 
Tossing the pistol aside, he threw himself backward to avoid more arrows, jumping to his feet with the shotgun held in both hands. 
Blowing a hole the size of a basketball through a man that swiped at him with a knife, Gabriel danced back, avoiding more arrows. Cocking the shotgun, he sent the smoking shell casing flying through the air and jumped backward as the last three tried to tackle him. 
Managing to dodge, Gabriel lost his grip on the shotgun, and it flew away from him. 
Despite being outnumbered and disarmed, he felt an exhilaration that he had 
never known was possible. For the first time in his life he felt really alive, like he was doing something he’d been meant to do. Taking the lives of men that sought his own felt strangely familiar, almost orgasmic. He felt invincible. 
Eyes darting around for a weapon, Gabriel began to feel as though he’d been 
meant for this sort of thing all along. He saw the faces of his childhood bullies transposed on the bodies of the men he killed. Johnny Montain who pelted him with unripened plumbs from the tree near the bus stop on the way to school, and Jason Deere who had first called him a girl’s name, calling his gender and sexuality into question. 
They were Ryan Jonas who’d put him in the hospital for a month for no discernable reason, and Mark Romel who had made a point of splattering him with spitwads at every opportunity. He hated them all so very much, laughing as he killed one childhood demon after another. 
An arrow bounced off his collarbone with enough force to spin him around, 
possibly cracking it for all the pain it caused. Hitting the ground hard, Gabriel saw his other pistol, still in its holster and not far away. Rolling, he dodged more arrows. One of them sending a stream of blood across his face as it gashed his cheek. 
Hand falling on the pistol, Gabriel brought it up without bothering to unholster it, and fired twice. Two more Children of the Chosen went down, leaving one more, but he appeared to have fled. 
“Holy crap,” he breathed, clutching his free hand to his heart, which had to be beating at least  four hundred times a minute. 
“Impressive,” Mister Mittens said as he limped to Gabriel, favoring a hind leg. 
“Except for one thing. If they’re all dead, how are we going to find their hideout?” 
Sitting up, Gabriel scanned the wasteland in all directions until he saw what he was looking for, a single figure running like hell in the direction that Devileye had taken Sam. 
“I left one alive,” Gabriel said as he pulled his pistol out of its holster and took careful aim. 
He pulled the trigger and the dark shape on the horizon stumbled. Blood 
exploded from his left knee and Gabriel saw his leg come apart as he fell to the ground. 
It took a second for the scream to reach them across the distance. 
Taking his time to retrieve and reload his guns, Gabriel bent and picked up the cat. The man wasn’t going anywhere with only one leg. “Come on. Let’s go find out where they took Sam.” 
Picking up his hat last of all, Gabriel jammed it on his head before jogging toward the downed bandit. Mister Mittens climbed up his arm, and lay down across his shoulders as he normally did with Sam. 
“If they’ve hurt her,” the cat muttered. “You’re a very violent man, aren’t you?” 
“After a lifetime of repression, everyone gets violent every now and then.” 
“That was more than mere released repression,” Mister Mittens said. “You 
enjoyed  it.” 
Gabriel was so startled by what the cat said that he stumbled to a stop, slowly turning to see the carnage he’d left behind. The realization of what he’d just done hit him hard enough to buckle his knees. Despite the fact that there was no other way out of the situation with his life, Gabriel had committed the worst of all sins not once by six times. 
He was supposed to be working toward redemption here, but he’d killed those men and he’d liked  how it felt. 
“You can sick up later,” the cat admonished. “First go question that man before he bleeds to death. He’s our only chance at rescuing Sam.” 
Nodding, Gabriel turned back to the task at hand. 
When he neared the downed man, he drew a pistol in case he was still armed. 
The red soil was stained with more blood than Gabriel would have thought a human body could hold. Whimpering, the man tried to stop the flow of blood by tightening his belt around the stump of his leg. 
“Hello there. If you want to live long enough to bleed to death, you’re going to answer a few questions for me.” 
“You’re not a man,” the bandit screamed. “You’re a demon!” 
Shrieking like a prepubescent girl in the audience of American Idol, the man tried to crawl away before realizing the futility and trailing off into frightened sobs. 
“You’ve got a few choices here. You can hold that tourniquet and die slow. You can let yourself bleed to death and die a bit faster. Or another bullet could put you out of your misery. So, which way would you like to go? Quick and painless, or long, drawn out suffering?” 
“What do you want,” the man rasped. 
“Where did your boss Devileye take the girl,” Gabriel asked. 
“He ain’t the boss of the Children of the Chosen. The Chosen One is.” 
“Is that so,” Gabriel asked, pulling the hammer back on the pistol and pointing it at the man’s other leg. 
“Wait,” the bandit cried, waving a hand at him frantically. “Stop! Head east a day. That’s where the Children are, in Haven Maple.” 
“Thanks,” Gabriel turned in the direction he thought was east and walked away. 
“Hey! What about me!” 
“I don’t have bullets to spare on mercy for murdering, raping bandits like 
yourself. Take the fate you deserve and rot out here.” 
“You certainly were beaten as a child, weren’t you,” Mister Mittens asked. 
“This way is  east, right,” Gabriel ignored the comment as he started jogging, his injured collarbone jolting painfully with every step. 
“Yes,” the cat replied. 
“Good,” Gabriel holstered his pistol. “Hold on Sam. I’m coming.” 
The sun began to set behind him and Altima set in front of him. Soon it would be very dark, and the temperature would drop to an almost unbearable degree. He couldn’t stop. Every time he thought of stopping for the night the image of that three eyed, inbred monstrosity ripping off Sam’s clothes, and having his way with her pushed him to keep going. He was not  going to let that happen to her. His earlier tiredness was completely forgotten as he pushed screaming muscles to keep running ever eastward after her. If they’d hurt her, if they’d even looked at her inappropriately, there was going to be hell to pay. Sure, she might be completely insane, but then again, so were all women. He didn’t want to lose her. If he had to spend the rest of his life on this crazy, messed up world, she was the one he wanted to spend it with. She was the only human being other than his mother that he’d ever felt anything besides hatred for. 
He only hoped he had enough ammo. Besides half a box of shells in his pocket, and the ones lining his belts the rest of his ammo was in his saddlebags. 
“Just hold on. I’m coming for you.” 



Chapter 15: World of Conformity 
Noise beat at Kari from all directions, and an acrid underscent, while not 
overpowering, seemed to permeate the air. It came close to making her sensitive nose burn. 
“Oh wow,” Jonathan cried. “Look at this place!” 
The world around her was a sight beyond her wildest imaginations. Hundreds of blocky towers of metal and mirrored glass spread out in every direction. She saw one man dangling from a rope cleaning windows hundreds of feet above the ground as if it was nothing to give a second thought to. 
Metal vehicles of every shape, size and color packed the streets, their engines whirring as they followed lanes colorfully painted on the bluish pavement. More darted through the sky, weaving between the massive buildings, following lanes indicated by floating posts with flashing red lights atop them. 
Lining both sides of the streets were wide cement sidewalks with the occasional fenced off tree to break the gray monotony. Thousands of people flowed along the walks, wearing odd, drab clothing, consisting of trousers, a button up shirt and a dark coat, despite it being pleasantly warm. Men and women wore the same clothing, and had their hair cut and styled in the same way. It was hard to tell most of them were even women at all. There was not an obese person in sight. Everyone looked fit, trim, and they were all within a few inches of each other height-wise. 
“There’s so many people,” Kari said. The noise of all of them going about their daily business had her ears ringing. 
“I know,” Michael said with a lop-sided grin. “Isn’t it great!” 
Gesturing to her own garb and bowstave, Kari nodded to the people around her. 
“We really stand out.” 
“We’ll just say we’re foreigners,” Jonathan said. “It’s true, after all.” 
It wouldn’t be the first time, but it was more their weapons she worried about. No one else appeared to be carrying any. What if there were laws against it? 
“Maybe they’ll think we’re in costume like that one world,” Michael suggested. 
“Just tell anyone that asks that we’re on the way to a convention until we can blend in better.” 
Frowning at her brothers, Kari noticed that something about the haze in the air of this world seemed to be interfering with the illusions she’d placed on them before leaving the last world. When they moved she could see distortions around them like heat rising from sun baked ground. Unless someone was looking for it, it wasn’t very noticeable, but it irked her that her illusions were not perfect. 
“Uh-oh,” Jonathan elbowed Michael, “the beast is giving us ‘the look’. I wonder what we did this time.” 
Kari scowled at him. 
“No, brother dear,” Michael replied. “Now she’s giving us ‘the look’.” 
Planting her free fist on her hip, Kari readied herself to give them a telling off they would not soon forget. She hated  it when they accused her of giving them this so-called look! What the hell was that supposed to mean anyway! 
“Kari,” someone called from down the street, interrupting her rant before she 
could even begin. Running toward them, a vaguely familiar man with short black hair waved to her. She thought she would have remembered meeting anyone as handsome as him, with jade eyes and a strong, stubble darkened jaw. 
“Wait,” Kari said to her brothers as they looked at the man running toward them. 
“We haven’t been here before, have we? Maybe to somewhere outside of this city?” 
“That’s impossible,” they replied in unison, each scratching identically behind one of their illusion-hidden, wolflike ears. “We can’t go to the same world twice.” 
“Then how does he know us,” Kari asked. 
“Kari,” the man called again, grinning broadly, showing an array of stunningly white teeth. “Jonathan! Michael!” 
“He seems familiar,” Michael said. 
“Somewhat,” Jonathan agreed. 
When he finally reached them, the familiar stranger bent over with hands on 
knees, sucking in deep breaths for a second before straightening and throwing his arms around Kari in an embrace. 
At a complete loss for what to do, Kari was stunned. 
Michael cleared his throat loudly. 
“Excuse us, good sir,” Jonathan said. “But that’s our baby sister you’re 
molesting.” 
“It would be very unfortunate if we had to beat you to a bloody pulp,” Michael added, “seeing as how we’ve just met and all.” 
Eyeing them in confusion, the man let Kari go. “Don’t you recognize me? It’s me.” 
“Uh, who were you again,” the twins replied. 
Sniffing at the man, they looked at each other and shrugging. 
A spark of realization flared in Kari’s mind. She remembered the last time she’d seen eyes like his. 
“It couldn’t be. Keir?” 
Grinning broadly, Keir nodded. “That’s right. I guess I’m a lot bigger than I was the last time we met, but you three look exactly like I remember!” 
“But,” Michael said, unable to complete his thought. 
“How,” Jonathan finished for him. 
“How long has it been for you since we met in the ruins of Alkazier,” Keir asked. 
“Three weeks maybe,” Kari shrugged. 
“Amazing! Your father told me time flows differently on different worlds, but I never expected this. It’s been twenty-four years for me.” 
Shocked, Kari mouthed the number. How could twenty-four years have passed 
for him while only a few weeks had gone by for them? 
“Oh, wow,” Keir reached into a pocket. “I thought I was going to miss you. I completely lost track of time.” 
Removing a folded piece of paper with a wax seal on it, he handed it to Kari. 
“Your father asked me to deliver this to you at this exact time, on this exact day, in this exact place.” 
Beaming at her, Keir’s face was so different from the emaciated, grief stricken child they’d sent to their father. Eyeing the purple wax seal, embossed with a raven in flight, Kari broke it and unfolded the letter before reading it aloud. 
“I know about the Apostle of Cain. Why do you think I sent you three? I 
consider the matter dealt with. Good luck. With love, your father. P.S. Kari, take three steps backward.” 
“Take three steps backward,” the twins asked, blinking in unison. 
Staring at the last line in confusion, Kari realized he actually meant for her to move. Quickly stepping back three times, she narrowly missed being slammed into by a man riding a two-wheeled contraption. Instead of paying attention to where he was going, he was looking at a small rectangular device in his hand. 
“Come,” Keir gestured for them to follow. “We need to get you three off the 
street. It’s not safe.” 
“What,” Michael asked, “why?” 
“I’ll explain when we’re out of sight,” Keir said. 
Before they could go more than a few steps a booming voice filled the air, and everyone walking along the sidewalks stopped. “Attention conforming citizens, we bring an important announcement. Attention. Attention.” 
“Quick,” Keir gestured to a set of stairs leading underground. “Over here. Before it starts!” 
Following him onto the stairs, Kari and the twins shared confused looks as he 
stood, blocking them from the view of the sidewalk, pointing up at one of the huge towering buildings. Projected on the mirrored glass of every building over ten stories, was the dark figure of the Apostle of Cain. 
“Is that who I think it is,” Jonathan asked. 
“Yes,” Keir said in a low growl. 
“My people,” the Apostle began in a mechanically distorted voice. “Hear the 
words of Cain, the one and true god.” 
People all along the streets began to kneel facing one of the projected images of the Apostle. The vehicles in the streets all came to a stop and the passengers in them exited and knelt as well. 
“Your god approves of your progress,” the Apostle said. “But there are still 
unbelievers who do not conform.” 
There was a collective gasp of horror from the entire city. 
“Those that do not conform must be removed from society until they have learned to fit into their proper place,” the Apostle said. “This is the most important precept Cain gives unto this world. You must uphold it at all costs.” 
Peeking past Keir, Kari saw worried expressions on the faces of most people in sight. 
“Everyone wears the same clothes, and cuts their hair the same way,” Keir 
explained in a low voice. “It’s the law here.” 
“That’s so terribly boring,” Jonathan said. 
“Not to mention dull,” Michael agreed. 
“The conformist movement has been around for decades,” Keir explained, “but it really took off when the Apostle showed up. No one knows how, but she became the head of our government overnight, and enforced the conformist beliefs onto the people. 
Belief in Cain is shown through conformity. Anyone that doesn’t conform is an unbeliever and gets thrown out of the city, separated from their families and livelihoods.” 
“How long has the Apostle been here,” Kari asked. 
“Around five years.” 
“That’s impossible,” Michael said. “We chased him away from another world not two months back!” 
“Time flows different here,” Keir said, “remember?” 
The image of the Apostle was replaced with an overhead still picture of Kari, 
Jonathan and Michael. Their faces were blurred, but their clothing and weapons were all too clear. 
“These three nonconformists have been spotted in G block. Bring them to justice immediately! They are armed and should be considered dangerous. Approach with caution. They should be cornered and kept from escaping while word is sent to the authorities. Your God demands these three abominations be brought to justice. May Cain watch over and protect you. Amen.” 
“Amen,” the entire city echoed. 
“Not good,” Keir said. “My shop is three blocks over. The light may be dimmer in the tunnelway, but the people still have eyes. We’ll have to try. Follow me.” 
Herding them down the stairs, Keir pushed them into a wide, dimly lit tunnel full of pedestrian traffic. Gesturing toward the wall, he walked as though trying to shield all three of them from view with his body. 
“Move quickly, but do not run,” Keir said. “You’ll trip the motion sensors.” 
Doing as she was told, Kari tried to make herself less noticeable. It was not until after she’d been noticed that she thought to use her powers of illusion. Cries of nonconformist echoed through the tunnel as more and more people pressed in, clogging their path with bodies. 
“Run,” Keir growled, grabbing Kari’s hand and doing just that. 
Dragging her forward, Keir’s efforts were soon thwarted as more people gathered to hold them in place. Using her bowstave to keep people at arm’s reach, Kari tried not to hurt anyone. More people pressed in, making escape almost hopeless. Only violence could open a path through, and she was not about to unleash her wrath upon the innocent. 
“Get on my back,” Michael said, bending low. 
“What,” Keir cried, “why?” 
“If we can’t go through them we’ll go over them,” Michael said. “Hurry!” 
Keir awkwardly climbed onto Michael’s back piggyback, looking completely 
ridiculous. Scanning the area beyond the pressing crowd, Michael dashed forward with a flying leap. Sailing over the heads of the thickest crowding, they landed running further up the tunnel. Duplicating the impressive feat, Kari was only slightly aware of the fact that anyone looking up would be getting a pretty good peep show. 
Hitting the ground, she turned back, gesturing to Jonathan, but the crowd was 
pressing in on him harder now, and more were beginning to gather around Kari. 
Jonathan didn’t have room to gather speed for a jump, and the crowd was pressing him toward the wall. 
Jonathan locked eyes with her for a few seconds and mouthed, “go, I’ll be all 
right.” 
“No,” Kari cried, taking a step toward her brother. 
At that moment nearly a hundred men carrying large weapons and wearing blue 
uniforms stormed down into the tunnel, surrounding the group crushing Jonathan to the wall. One of them shouldered his way through, knocking many people to the ground, and leveled his weapon at her brother, saying something Kari couldn’t make out before firing. 
Lightning jumped between them, sending bright flashes into the dim tunnel. Jonathan convulsed with the electrocution and went limp, dropping to the ground. 
“Jonathan,” Kari screamed. 
Someone grabbed onto her wrist and started pulling her back. 
“Come on,” Michael shouted at her. 
“No,” Kari screamed. “We have to save him!” 
“We will,” Michael growled, “but not right now. There’s too many of them. 
Right now we have to run.” 
Knocking people aside with sheer brutality, the uniformed men started toward 
Kari. 
“Come on,” Keir cried. “I promise you I can get him out later, but we’ll be 
rescuing no one from prison cells of our own. We have to go!” 
Growling bestially, Kari gritted her teeth. Jonathan was her  responsibility! How could she just run away and leave him to his fate? 
“Come on,” Michael cried. “We can’t get to him without hurting and probably 
killing a lot of people that don’t deserve it!” 
“I’ll come for you,” she yelled to the still twitching form of Jonathan as 
uniformed men began fastening restraints to him. 
With that she turned and followed Keir, shouldering a big man that was coming 
for her with open arms out of the way so hard his feet left the ground. 
It had always been her responsibility, almost from the day she was born, to keep the twins out of trouble. It was practically Kari’s reason for living. She’d made an oath to herself when they left home that she would never let anything happen to her brothers. 
As much as they could annoy her, she still loved them dearly and wanted nothing to harm them. It was her responsibility to keep them safe, and she’d failed at it. Jonathan was a prisoner. 
Not only would the twins never let her live it down, but Kari didn’t think she was ever going to be able to forgive herself if they hurt Jonathan. She was the responsible one! How could she have let this happen? 
Placing a hand on her shoulder, Michael smiled. “It’s not your fault. We’ll get him back. You’ll see.” 
It did little to raise her spirits. At that moment there was little that could have pierced through the cloud of anger and self-hatred she was choking on. She’d always prided herself on her ability to take care of her older siblings, but her abilities had just been easily thwarted. Without her self-imposed duty to her brothers, she had nothing else. If she failed in that, what was she? She was nothing. She was practically defined by that one trait, and always had been. 
“I’m going to rip the Apostle’s spine out through his belly,” Kari snarled as she dashed after Keir and Michael. She was angry with the Apostle, of course, but far angrier with herself. 



Chapter 16: Identity Crisis 
Sitting in the corner of a secret room beneath Keir’s shop, Kari could not 
remember being any more miserable in her entire life. Keir, a silversmith now, seemed to be the leader of some sort of underground resistance, but Kari found it really hard to really about any of that. It was good that he’d found a new life after his world was destroyed, but she’d lost her brother. She’d completely failed. All of her strength and all of her power had been completely useless. 
Ignoring the world around her, she sat in the corner, head leaning against a wall. 
Though her face was blank, and her eyes stared off into space, her anger was slowly boiling and churning around inside of her, and her thoughts were deep, and rapid. 
At a very young age, Kari had begun looking after her brothers because they 
didn’t have a single ounce of common sense between them. Covering for them, she’d kept them from doing most of the more stupid ideas that they had. It was her job. It was what she did. It was her purpose in life. No one had ever asked her to, and certainly no one had ever thanked her for it, but she did it nonetheless, because it was her responsibility. Without it, her life was hollow and meaningless. 
How could she have let them take Jonathan? There were a thousand different 
things she could have done to go back for him, but they’d not come to mind until it was too late. She should have gone back and saved her brother. Now she’d lost him to whatever dark mercies the Apostle of Cain had in store for him. 
Without her need to keep her brothers from trouble, Kari didn’t know who or 
what she was. She was defined by what she did for them on a daily basis. It was not a mere question of having failed in her self-imposed duties. They’d get Jonathan back safely, she was certain of it. The real reason she was having such a hard time dealing with her failure was more a crisis of identity. Having based her entire life around protecting her brothers from themselves, there wasn’t anything else to her. If she couldn’t even succeed in fulfilling that one duty, what was the point of her existence? 
What else was there for her? Without her responsibility to her brothers she was nothing, and being forced to see this in herself startled and frightened her. 
Who was she? She had a name, but she was more than simply a name. When 
those she’d based her entire life upon were taken, there was nothing left that was her. 
Mentally wandering in confusion, she tried to find something— anything—else in her life that meant anything, but there was nothing. 
Simmering in her anger, Kari did the deepest soul searching of her life. She 
wanted to know who she was, beyond the woman that kept her brothers in check. She needed a real purpose and direction in her life. Someday she and her brothers were going to part ways. They wouldn’t be together forever. What would she do then? She needed to find the real Kari somewhere inside of herself. 
Allowing her brothers to rule her life, Kari had lived only to react against them, letting others do her thinking for her, and shape who she was. She’d been lazy, going along with the role she’d picked up, without ever thinking for herself, following blindly where they led, rather than picking her own path. 
On deeper thought, that was the core of what was wrong with this world. 
Demanding that everyone conform or be cast out, the Apostle had taken their freedom, and their need to think for themselves. Those that went along with it, without complaint or question, must have already been looking for someone else to do their thinking for them. 
What dark end was the Apostle exploiting the people toward? How was all of this conformity foolishness connected to Cain, and why? There were too many questions and Kari had enough with her own problems to give them more than a passing thought. 
“It’s not your fault,” Michael said, looming over her “He’ll escape, or we’ll rescue him. It’ll all work out. We’ll get through it. The lucky bastard is probably having the time of his life right now!” 
Managing to sound jealous, Michael flashed her a mischievous grin. 
“You can feel it when he’s hurt,” Kari said dully, her mind in somewhat of a 
stupor after finding that her entire life was built on a faulty foundation. “Are they hurting him?” 
“It doesn’t work like that,” Michael sighed. “I don’t know. I know he’s not dead, but that’s about it.” 
“Looks like things are dying down a bit,” Keir dropped through the trapdoor in the ceiling that was well hidden behind the counter of his shop. “They’ve moved the search elsewhere in the city. You’re safe for now.” 
“What is this place,” Michael asked, gesturing to the large hidden chamber. 
“It used to be a storeroom,” Keir said, looking around at the room, “I stumbled on it a year after I bought the place. We hide nonconformists and have our secret resistance meetings down here. That ladder leads to the alley behind the shop, and the one over there leads to the tunnelway under the street.” 
“So you fight the Apostle from your basement,” Michael asked, “how many 
people do you have?” 
“Thousands. When the Apostle arrived I knew what was in store for us. I already watched him destroy one world, and I’m not going to stand by and let it happen again. I already got my second chance. I don’t think I’ll get a third. I’ve been gathering supporters since I saw him here.” 
“So,” Michael asked, “can you explain what’s going on here to us?” 
As Keir began running through everything about conformity again, Kari found it hard to care. She was too angry, depressed, and lost in her need to find a purpose in life, to care. Slumping against the wall, her head made a hollow thud, which caused the two men to look at her with concern. 
“Is she all right,” Keir asked. 
“She’s fine,” Michael said. “She’s just moping about Jonathan.” 
Kneeling beside her, Keir looked her in the eye. 
“You shouldn’t worry about your brother. There are laws against torture and 
execution here. The worst he has to look forward to is some unfriendly questioning by an interrogator with bad breath, and the awful prison food. We’ve planned a resistance strike on the Citadel, where all nonconformists are held before trial, for tomorrow night so we’ll rescue him them. Even if he’s moved to another facility, or the uprising goes badly, all they’ll do to him if he’s found guilty is toss him out of the city, and you can round him up then.” 
Eyeing him, Kari didn’t know how to put the thoughts running through her head 
into words. Neither of them understood. It wasn’t that she’d failed, it was that her failure had shown her that there was nothing beneath the thin veneer of responsibility she’d been hiding behind. Maybe if they were women she could better express what she was feeling. Men never understood, but her adopted sister Mera always had, even when she couldn’t quite put things into words. She wished Mera were here now. She’d always known exactly what to do. 
Frowning for a second, Keir pointed to his head about where her ears would be. 
“Didn’t you two have, you know, weird ears like animals?” 
“Illusion,” Kari wished he’d go away and let her think. She had far more 
important things to be doing. “They’re still there. You just can’t see them. Here, give me your hand.” 
Taking his hand, she brought it up to touch one of her foxlike ears. Gasping as his hand pressed into the illusion, he would see his fingers disappearing into it before his very eyes. 
“Heretics aren’t welcome in a lotta places,” Michael explained. “It makes for far less hassle just to hide the bits that make us stand out.” 
Nodding, Keir looked back at Kari. 
“We’ll get him back. You’ll see. Cheer up.” 
“Excuse me,” Michael pushed Keir aside. Pulling back his hand, he slapped Kari across the face. “Grow up, sis! You can’t control everything. There was nothing you could have done so just snap out of it already.” 
“You hit me,” Kari said, gingerly probing the stinging patch on her cheek. 
“And I’ll do it again if you don’t stop moping around and acting like an idiot,” 
Michael said. “No one blames you but yourself, so stop being an idiot and start thinking about how we’re going to help get Jonathan back.” 
He was right of course. Jonathan was still in trouble, and it was her responsibility to get him out of it. Her personal crisis could wait for later. 
“If people hate all this stupid conformity stuff so much,” Michael said when Kari sat up and stopped looking so pathetic. “Why don’t they just leave? I sure would.” 
“That’s the problem, really,” taking a deep breath, Keir it out slowly. “Most people don’t really care. It’s only a mild inconvenience until someone you love is taken. 
It’s easier to do as you’re told than to think for yourself. So long as someone else makes the decisions, most people are happy to follow blindly.” 
“Pathetic,” Michael muttered. 
“Quite,” Keir agreed. 
“What about the resistance,” Kari asked. 
“I started gathering other people who don’t like being told how to live their lives. 
We started small, but now we have nearly thirty thousand members. Many of them have lost friends, family, lovers, and children to the outcast slums.” 
“And you’re the leader,” Michael asked. 
“That’s right,” Keir nodded, “we’ve been infiltrating the government for years, making way for taking control back from the Apostle. Tomorrow is the day we take our lives back.” 
“How, exactly,” Michael asked. 
“There will be a meeting here of the senior leaders of the resistance later tonight. 
You’ll hear all the details then, but the gist of it is that all of the security men in the Citadel are ours, as well as all of the janitors, custodians, low level office workers, and other such. Once the Citadel is under our control, we can open the gates and let the outcasts in. In the confusion we’ll seize control of the government and capture the Apostle, beheading the beast. Our men will then restore order and we’ll go about restructuring the government to the way it was before.” 
“With you at the head,” Michael asked. 
“Oh no,” Keir said with a wide grin. “I may have been born a prince, but I’m just a simple silversmith these days. That’s good enough for me. When this is all over I plan to come back to my shop and continue my work.” 
“To each his own,” Michael muttered, looking as if such a life was his worse 
nightmare. “How can we help?” 
“Well, it has been quite a while,” Keir said, “but do I remember correctly that you told me you’re . . . Demons?” 
Smiling broadly, Kari flashed him her fangs and bestially sharp teeth. “We are indeed.” 
“And, am I to understand that Demons have certain . . . powers?” 
“In a manner of speaking,” Michael explained. “Not much like in stories, I 
suppose. We’re stronger and faster that humans, and heal quicker. Kari can use Hemomancy, but I never learned. I guess you could call that magic, but it really wears her out fast to use it for anything big enough to be useful to a rebellion. We’ve both been trained to fight by the best.” 
“Have you ever heard of werewolves,” Kari asked. 
Keir nodded. 
“That’s us,” Michael grinned. “When we want to, we can turn into giant beasts.” 
“Giant? Like how giant?” 
“Size of your shop,” Michael shrugged. “Approximately.” 
“Excellent! I’ve got an idea. Could I persuade the two of you to, uh, transform and say, run around the city chasing people? No one here has even imagined beasts that large, much less seen them running around growling and howling and showing their teeth like they mean to eat every last person they can catch. It will cause panic and chaos like you wouldn’t believe.” 
“Sure,” Kari shrugged, looking to Michael. “But just so you know, there’s a time limit, unless we actually do start eating people. A beast that large has an awfully fast metabolism and requires quite a bit of fresh meat to keep going. Twenty minutes maximum, give or take.” 
Keir swallowed audibly. 
“Oh relax,” Michael said, slapping him on the shoulder. “We’ve never actually eaten anyone. We may be monsters, but we aren’t monsters. The Apostle on the other hand . . .” 
Keir looked confused. 
“We have reason to believe that the Apostle might be like us,” Kari explained. 
“You mean he’s a Demon too,” Keir asked. 
“Well,” Michael explained. “A Heretic, anyway. We explained to you about 
Heretics, remember? He’ll have the same sorts of abilities that we do.” 
“Then it’s a good thing you arrived when you did,” Keir said. “Your strength 
may be needed to capture him. How do you know that he’s a Heretic? He always wears that mask and hooded cloak.” 
“We creatures of darkness know our own,” Michael said proudly. 
“I see,” Keir said. 
“So, you overthrow the tyrant and reunite families,” Michael said. “Then what? 
Are you sure you can just leave leadership behind and go back to your little shop like nothing happened?” 
“There are always ambitious people ready and able to take charge,” Keir said. 
“And what if the people fight for things to remain the way that they are,” Kari asked. 
Face going blank, Keir obviously hadn’t even thought of the possibility. 
“Sometimes sheep want to remain sheep,” Kari explained. “You’ll fight to keep what’s important to you, and sometimes, so will they. Are you prepared for that? You could be starting a long and bloody civil war here, and I think you know something about the horrors of civil wars, don’t you?” 
All of the color was draining from Keir’s face. 
“I saw those people on the street,” Kari continued. “Many of them truly believe in Cain and conformity. They practically worship the Apostle for what he’s done here. 
What happens when that religious fervor becomes righteous anger against you for destroying their perfect society?” 
“I hadn’t thought of that,” Keir muttered to himself. “I never thought people would want to stay like this, given their freedom back. I’m sure we can work through it if the problem arises.” 
“I’m sure you’ll think of something,” Kari said. “I’m just trying to point out that whatever you think, you’re not done with this tomorrow night. It could take years to sort things out afterward and possibly even a civil war. No one wants war, but religion is a curious thing. People will do horrible things in the name of their gods, believing their actions justified and divinely forgiven. Speaking of gods, did this world have any before the Apostle arrived?” 
“There was an Overlord that was said to be the Son of God. He reigned for two thousand years before the Apostle beheaded him, even though execution is illegal here. It was broadcast in the same way the Apostle broadcast earlier today. No one lifted a finger to stop it. It was just like back in Alkazier. The Apostle barely has to speak of Cain and people flock to join him. I don’t understand how anyone could have such power over other people. It can’t be possible, yet here we are. Who is  this Apostle? You seem to know him from before we first met. Where does he come from? What does he want? 
Why is he doing these things?” 
“You probably know more about him than we do,” Kari said. “What I can  tell you is that Cain is the enemy of all life. He’s imprisoned at the far reaches of space and time, but if he escapes it could mean the end of everything.” 
“The end of everything? What do you mean?” 
“The end of all things,” Michael said. “Long ago it was prophesied that the Beast, Cain, would be set free on the last day to fight against the Champion of Heaven in the final battle. If Cain breaks free, the end of the universe won’t be far behind him.” 
“The last time Cain was free he nearly destroyed all of existence,” Kari added. 
“Because of an ancient sin, Cain was cursed by god with true immortality. He can’t die, no matter how much he tries, and his desire for death has driven him utterly mad. The only way that he can end his own existence is if he ends existence itself. He doesn’t care about all the innocents he’ll take with him. All he wants is an end to his life.” 
“But what does any of that have to do with this world and the people here 
conforming,” Keir asked. 
“I wish I knew,” Kari shrugged. “I don’t understand it either.” 
“The Apostle teaches that once enough worlds believe in Cain, and all false gods have been destroyed, he’ll return to show us the way,” Michael said. “Maybe he’s just using that line to find a way to set Cain free.” 
“Whatever his plans and intentions,” Kari said, “we know the Apostle for evil, and we can’t let him have his way here or anywhere else. Not to mention the fact that he’s got his hands on our useless brother. We’ll help stop him in any way that we can.” 



Chapter 17: Frustration 
Everything had always been cold on the World Closest to Perdition, except in the killing arena. Battle was always hot, even when the sweat froze on the Apostle’s skin. 
Despite her abject hatred of the Council, and the world she’d grown up on, she found the cold to be strangely comforting, like an old friend that had seen her through the most difficult parts of her life. The temperature had been turned down to make the prisoner more uncomfortable, but the Apostle was right at home in it. 
Stirring in the back of her mind, Cain seemed restless of late, despite everything proceeding according to his whims. Almost everything she’d done on this world of technological wonders was at his order. 
On the World Closest to Perdition, she’d heard his voice clearly in her head, but as she moved further away from it, she needed the help of meditation to receive his orders. His emotions still bled into hers, and she could always feel him watching through her eyes, but all she ever heard from him this far away from home, was his laughter. 
Cain was erratic at the best of times, but the Apostle had been shackled with him long enough to recognize when he was in one of his moods. Occasionally he would order her to do something completely vindictive, or nonsensical for no other reason than to watch what happened as a result. This world was a perfect example. 
“Give them what they want,” he’d told her, “and control them with it. Let them see what a world full of fools that do everything alike is really like. Then crush them with their own stupidity.” 
Feeling little over the matter, one way or another, she’d carried out the bidding of her god. Using the conformist movement already spreading through the populace, she’d seized the government purely for Cain’s amusement. Despite its many technological advances, this world did not have the ability to travel through time, so it was useless to her vendetta. Coldly patient, she could wait for Cain to have his fun before continuing her search on other worlds. 
Tapping a gloved fingertip against her mask thoughtfully, the Apostle was never quite sure if Cain could clearly read her thoughts or not. Sometimes he knew exactly what she was thinking, and others he was completely oblivious. Perhaps distance from the Eye of Perdition affected his hold on her. If he could only read her thoughts when she was close to the Eye, it would explain a lot. 
Having been to a thousand different worlds in her quest to undo the sins she’d been forced to commit, the Apostle had encountered many things. What lay bolted to the metal examination table, however, was something she had not seen since murdering Subject 27. 
Mostly unconscious, the prisoner’s half-open, glazed eyes moved slowly around 
the room, not really seeing it. With raven black hair to his shoulders, and oddly purple eyes, he seemed to almost radiate mischief, even in his semi-conscious state. If he were just an ordinary non-conformist refusing to cut his hair or dress like everyone else, there would be no problem. However, he was not. He was a Subject like she had been before becoming the Apostle of Cain. 
If she’d never encountered others like herself on dozens of different worlds, then she had to believe that they did no occur in nature. That could only logically mean that all Subjects were created, as she had been, in the laboratories of the World Closest to Perdition. 
Least troubling of her explanations for this was that he was just an escaped 
Subject who had somehow run from the Council. Though that could also be the most troubling, she couldn’t quite decide. Least because it meant he was no threat to her. 
Most because it meant that escape had been possible, and she’d killed two dozen of her fellow Subjects in combat for nothing. 
Perhaps he was a test, sent by the Council to make sure her skills were still sharp, and let her know that they could always find her, wherever she was. Or he could be a second Apostle chosen from another batch of Subjects she’d known nothing about. This would be especially troublesome, as he could greatly hinder her revenge. Perhaps the Council was displeased with her performance, and sent him to kill and replace her. He was making a rather pathetic show of it thus far if that were the case. 
Lifting her fist, the Apostle examined the purple crystal dangling from it by a leather cord. It was the same as her own, and he’d been wearing it around his neck. Hers was the only one she’d ever seen, so logically, it had also come from the World Closest to Perdition. 
Breathing slowly and evenly, the prisoner seemed content to spend the rest of his life in semi-consciousness, so the Apostle took the time to examine him. He was scrawny compared to male Subjects she’d known. Though well defined, his muscles did not bulge like those of other males. With his body stripped naked, she could see that he was lean, and soft, bearing no scars of battle, nor calluses of hard work and training. 
Examining him, the Apostle had never understood the purpose of two genders. 
Males looked so odd, lacking the aesthetically pleasing and sleek figures of the females. 
Though this particular specimen did look slightly more appealing, lacking the hulking musculature of other male Subjects. And they had a very easy to hit weak spot dangling between their legs where any idiot could reach it. For the life of her, she could see no anatomical purpose for it at all, a strange addition to a body that she already saw as inferior. 
Females were sensitive to blows in that area as well, but males were a whole 
different story. A good kick could completely incapacitate most men, and those it didn’t flew into a blind rage over the pain. It was very useful in battle. 
She had always wondered why the Council continued to produce males with their 
blocky, bulging bodies, and that pointless thing between their legs, when the females were obviously a more refined and improved creation. Their greater speed and agility was more than a match for the raw strength that the males possessed, and they were better able to control their aggression. 
Males and females amongst humans seemed to have very defined and different 
roles in society, though the Apostle could not see why, or any point to it. It was all very strange to her, seeing people acting with affection rather than wariness towards one another. The female humans acted far weaker than they were to attract the attention of the males for some sort of coupling that the Apostle did not quite understand or care much about. Those that coupled for long enough bore offspring, but then, so did women who were not coupled at all. She had yet to see males bearing offspring, but that didn’t mean it didn’t happen. None of it made any sense to an outside observer like her. 
Infants were a strange concept to the Apostle. Having become aware of herself in what humans would call pre-adolescence, the Apostle had never seen an infant or a toddler until going out amongst humanity. She’d been mildly uneasy about bearing an offspring of her own, thinking it might be contagious like some sort of disease, but there seemed to be some outside factor that affected which women bore offspring, and which did not, that she had yet to discover. 
Eyeing the naked Subject on the table for a moment, the Apostle hoped that he 
was as fiercely protective of his right to wear clothing as she was. It would make him vulnerable, and give her the advantage. The thought of anyone looking upon her bare flesh made her want to kill something, so hopefully it will cause him similar distress. 
Pacing with impatience, the Apostle had developed the habit sometime after 
leaving the World Closest to Perdition. Her temper had always been short, but she knew how to enforce patience upon herself. Centuries of waiting for her revenge had taught her to be patient, but small wastes of her time, like waiting for someone to wake up, still got to her. 
Would the prisoner never wake up! Perhaps the stunguns had been a mistake. 
With metal bones, her kind had a greater susceptibility to electric shocks. It was one of the few things that could kill a Subject outright. If she’d known what he was, she would have ordered the use of rubber bullets instead. In fact, it was a miracle he was still alive at all. If he was the Council’s pet, she might be in trouble for nearly killing him. 
“Stop pacing, Kari,” the Subject on the table muttered. “You’re gonna wear a 
tread in the floor.” 
Stopping, the Apostle turned toward the prisoner, seeing that his eyes were fully open at last. He’d begun shivering in the deep cold. 
“Sure is nippy,” the Subject muttered groggily. “And I got a breeze blowing right through my—“ 
“What is your number, Subject,” the Apostle demanded, stepping to his side and glaring down at him. 
Blinking in confusion, the Subject tried to focus his eyes. “What are you—“ 
“Your number! What is it!” 
“I don’t—“ 
“Tell me your number before I cut your throat and send your bloodless corpse 
back to the Council.” 
Muttering unintelligibly, the subject’s eyelids fluttered and slid closed, his breathing slowing to the even rhythm of unconsciousness. 
Growling, the Apostle grabbed a handful of his hair, startling herself at the lack of control she displayed over her emotions. Jerking his head up from the table sharply, she let it slam back into the hard metal with a soft thump. She would like to see him sleep through that! 
“Come back in an hour, Kari,” he groaned, without opening his eyes, “I’ll help you dig the well later.” 
“Wake up you fool,” the Apostle shouted. 
At last the Subject’s eyes opened fully, causing the Apostle to stare. Her own eyes were a golden color, but otherwise they appeared normal by human standards. This Subject's eyes were those of a beast in the face of a man. The irises and pupils were so large that little of the whites could be seen around the edges. She watched as his large pupils expanded and contracted, adjusting to the light. Could he be a new version of Subject created by the council, with power greater than hers? 
“Ah,” the Subject said, taking stock of his surroundings. “The Apostle, I 
presume?” 
“What is your number? Why did the Council send you?” 
“Sure is drafty in here,” the Subject muttered, looking down at his nudity. “That explains it.” 
Covering his male parts from her view, the Subject’s bushy black tail curled 
around his hip. After being treated like an animal too stupid to know that it was naked for so long, the Apostle could understand his wish for modesty. However, she was somewhat annoyed that her plans to use his discomfort were so easily thwarted. 
“As impressive as it is to behold, I usually reserve that for the ladies only.” 
Pausing, the Subject thought for a second. “Or I would if I could find one that didn’t mind a man with a four foot long furry protrusion growing out of his extreme lower back. 
Amazing what having a tail does to chase away my prospects.” 
“Answer the question,” the Apostle demanded. 
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I have no number and I’ve never heard of your Council.” 
Stepping close, the Apostle leaned over him. “Do you expect me to believe such an obvious lie?” 
“I’ve shown you mine,” the Subject said with a mischievous grin. “It’s rude not to show me yours.” 
Unable to help herself, the Apostle glanced toward what his tail was covering, face coloring with rage and embarrassment over the thought of showing this fool her own naked flesh in return. 
“I wasn’t talking about that,” he grinned, showing an array of wickedly sharp 
teeth and fangs. “Your face. Whatever are you hiding behind that mask? You want to talk to me, let’s do it face to face. Man to man.” 
The Apostle blinked. Man to man? He thought her male? Any Subject from the 
World Closest to Perdition would know that she was female. Perhaps he hadn’t come from the Council after all. 
Stuffing the Subject’s crystal necklace into a pocket, she slowly reached a gloved hand back into her hood to release the catch that held her mask in place, pulling it away to reveal her face. The mask improved her vision spectacularly, and had the ability to zoom in, record and playback, and to display heat signatures. She’d worn it for so long that taking it off made her feel almost naked. Hesitating for a second, she pushed her hood back and let it fall away as well, revealing her own wolflike ears, so very much like his and chestnut hair cut in military style. 
“You’re a girl,” the Subject said in surprise. 
“Now answer the question,” the Apostle said harshly. Her own, unaltered voice sounded very strange in her ears. “What is your number and why did the Council send you?” 
“Wow, you’re beautiful.” 
Drawing back, the Apostle blinked at him in confusion. That was the sort of thing male humans said to female humans, but she did not understand why. Such a statement seemed to have very little purpose, but the females always appeared to enjoy hearing it for some reason that she could not fathom. 
“Jonathan, by the way. And you are?” 
“I am the Apostle of Cain.” 
“Yes, but what’s your name, beautiful. I imagine pillow talk gets a little clunky calling you Apostle of Cain all the time.” 
“That is my name.” Pillow talk? What in Cain’s name was that? 
Cain cackled madly in her head, but she ignored it. 
“That’s sad. Well, let’s see. I know. Mara. You look like a Mara. So then, Mara, how do you like it?” 
Taken aback, the Apostle stepped away. What was he trying 
 to do, put her off guard by acting a ridiculous fool? Or was he actually just a ridiculous fool. His behavior made very little sense and she did not understand half of what he said at all. 
“You don’t like it? Oh well. I thought that was perfect for you. Let’s see. Ah, I know. How about Cora? Queen Cora was a great heroine on some other world long ago. 
I’d be honored to be named after her, if I was a girl.” 
“Shut up! Stop spouting gibberish!” 
Trying to clear her thoughts, she began pacing again. Everything was much 
clearer before the fool male opened his mouth. Had she actually been impatiently awaiting his awakening? 
“He has to have been sent by the Council,” she muttered to herself, unaware that she was speaking aloud. “I’ve never seen another Subject outside of the facility. They must have discovered that I—“ 
“Uh, excuse me.” 
She glared at him and he flinched back from her. 
“Ah, well, I was gonna say,” he said rather weakly, “if you’re confused about me having a tail and not being from where you’re from. I can explain. I mean, that is . . . I swear to god if you bite me I’m going to be very annoyed with you.” 
When she gave him no reaction, he sighed and let his head thump back to the 
table. “Not even a smile. Jeez lady, don’t you have any  sense of humor?” 
“You will explain,” the Apostle ordered. 
“You and I are Heretics. A Heretic is born when a Demon is summoned into a 
human host and then mates with a human. We’re extremely rare, because most worlds don’t even know Demons exist, much less how to summon them. Plus, a human mind must be irrevocably destroyed in the process.” 
Continuing to pace, the Apostle suddenly realized that procreation must be the purpose for the coupling between males and females. But what about the females that bore offspring without a male partner? She still understood too little. Besides, she’d been grown in a laboratory. After becoming aware of herself, she’d seen other Subjects being grown in huge plastic tubes full of clear blue liquid. Therefore, what this male said about so-called Heretics did not seem to apply to her. They might look alike, but it was clear that there were still differences between whatever he was, and a Subject. 
Still, if he spoke truth, it could mean that he had nothing to do with the Council at all, which was, in itself, a great relief. It meant that the Council still did not know about her plans regarding them. However, where had he gotten the crystal that allowed travel between worlds? That detail was still troubling. 
Glancing for the first time at the broadsword leaning against the wall in the 
corner, the Apostle thought he had to be extraordinarily strong and dexterous to swing it with much precision. Someone that strong could make a powerful ally against the Council if converted. 
Bursting with anticipation, Cain seemed almost giddy at that thought. It was like having a bomb straining to explode in the back of her mind. She could not help but think that he knew something she didn’t about her prisoner. 
Stepping to Jonathan’s side, the Apostle leaned over him, staring into his strange, bestial eyes. Stirring, Cain moved forward until he was right behind her eyes, staring into Jonathan’s soul. Though he tried to struggle at first, the combined gaze of the Apostle and Cain soon mesmerized him. Intuitively, she knew the darkness that lay at the heart of every living being. All of his fears, resentments, hatreds, and annoyances, were laid out before her like an open book. She did not understand much of it, but she didn’t have to in order to exploit it. 
“Poor Jonathan,” she cooed at him. “Always one of a pair, but never an 
individual. You hate that Michael has your face and that everyone treats the two of you as a single person. You were born first after all. And if wearing your face wasn’t bad enough, he’s the one that always has the good ideas. He got the brains, and you got nothing. Those ideas should be yours. You’re jealous of him, and resentful of him. If he were gone, no one would ever mistake you for someone else. No one would ever refer to you as only half of a pair again. You want to kill him, because if he had never been born, you could have been so much more. Kill him. I command you to kill your brother and return to me.” 
“That’s a really neat trick,” Jonathan chuckled, “but it’s easy enough to defeat.” 
“Impossible,” the Apostle spat. Only the insane had been able to shrug off Cain’s control so easily! 
“What you say does make a sort of morbid sense. Of course I’m resentful of my brother from time to time. He’s my brother! It’s like a commandment from god. Thou shalt periodically be annoyed by thy siblings! It’s a fact of life. My sister gives me a hell of a lot more trouble than he ever will. Sure I’m resentful that no one ever thinks of me as an individual. Maybe he achieves a little more than I do. But you know what? I love my brother. He’s like half of myself. I couldn’t live, knowing I’d killed him, because it was his pushing me to become better, and striving always to outdo him that made me who I am. You see much, but you understand nothing. All it takes to break your silly mind trick is a little strength of will.” 
“You –” 
“So then,” Jonathan winked. “Do you like Cora? I could pick another name for you if you prefer, but I really think that Cora fits you even better than Mara does.” 
Staring, the Apostle was almost certain that he was mad. That was the only explanation. He was a raving lunatic. That had to be how he fended off her powers. 
“Cora it is, then. How about a kiss to commemorate the day you received your 
very own name, Cora?” 
Bringing his head up abruptly, he pressed his lips to hers. 
Stumbling back in startlement, the Apostle brought a hand up to her lips and 
wiped them free of his saliva before giving him her sternest glare. 
“What? Why did you? You will never touch me in such a way again!” 
With that she strode forward and drove her gauntleted fist into his face with all of her strength, knocking him senseless. 
Breathing hard, the Apostle could not remember ever having so much trouble 
controlling her anger. Forcing calm, she lifted her hood back to cover her wolf ears and replaced her mask. Doing so felt like replacing a part of herself that she’d lost. 
Cain howled with laughter. 
Without any visible effort at all, the prisoner had been able to completely and totally frustrate her to the point of showing open anger. Even bolted down to a table and stripped of every shred of clothing, he’d been the clear victor of their confrontation. She knew too little about social interactions, ignoring such things as unimportant and irrelevant to her mandate, and her true, hidden desires. 
Fuming over her failure, the Apostle needed more experience in social situations to even come close to understanding this fool! She needed to observe how humans acted with one another. She needed to learn. If she met many more people that could break her control so easily, she needed to learn other ways of controlling them. She needed to understand what Jonathan had been saying to her, and why. If she had any clue as to what his comments and actions were designed to do, she could better control her anger and frustration while dealing with him in the future. 
Wanting to shout in frustration, the Apostle knew no word with enough strength to convey her emotion. 
“Males!” she decided on, and that seemed good enough. 
Leaving the cell, she turned to Yuri, the guard outside. Being a big bear of a man, he had a special governmental license for his non-conformity in size. He was an excellent questioner, and his size invoked quite a bit of fear in people who believed that all things should be uniform and unchanging. 
“Find out where he came from, and anything else you can dig out of him,” the 
Apostle ordered. “I want to know everything about him. Find out what he knows about beings that he calls Heretics. Use any means necessary except electric shocks. He has an extremely low tolerance, and you might unwittingly kill him.” 
“Yes Apostle,” Yuri bowed. “It shall be as you command.” 
Eyeing Yuri for a second, the Apostle wondered if he  thought that she was a male as well? Unable to tell from his behavior, she supposed that it did not matter so long as he followed orders. 



Chapter 18: Control 
Pacing up and down her office, the Apostle of Cain realized that she was counting steps rather than thinking about what to do with her prisoner, forcing herself to stop. It was not long afterward that she realized she’d begun counting each time she crossed the room and growled in frustration. 
Out of the thousands of males she’d met, the Apostle could not understand how 
this one could frustrate her so completely. As the last of the Subjects she’d thought herself unique, but that was no longer true, and she didn’t quite know how she felt about that. It was somewhat troubling. Though they’d come into being through highly different processes, they seemed very similar. As like beings, she should be able to understand him, but he made even less sense than the humans did! 
These thoughts should not have shaken her so, but she could not stop thinking 
about him. Unable to understand why, or what she was feeling, she felt as though she was falling through a maelstrom, unable to tell up from down. It was almost as though he’d kicked her in the head, and turned half of what she’d believe about herself upside down. 
Sighing deeply, the Apostle sat on the edge of her desk. Why was she so 
obsessed with this one male? It didn’t make any sense to her. She had no doubt that she could bring Jonathan around to joining her eventually. The problem was that she had grown lazy over centuries of travel and conquest. Few people could resist her powers of persuasion. In relying so heavily upon them, she’d neglected learning any other way of bending a person to her will. Keeping him close and restrained was probably the best course of action until she could think of something else. 
Once Jonathan saw the importance of her vendetta against the Council, he might be reasonable and join her of his own free will. They were both Subjects. Perhaps he would feel some sort of obligation to help her. Perhaps if he could see her at work, and how powerful she was, he would come around. 
Standing, the Apostle walked around her desk and dropped into her chair, pulling up the holographic computer interface. Perhaps seeing him again would help her to think of how to deal with him. After typing commands into the glowing keyboard hovering above her desk, a camera feed from the interrogation room winked on at eye level. Biting back a curse, she saw that Yuri was removing the bolts from Jonathan’s restraints! She could not believe that she’d missed an infiltrator so high up in the ranks! 
Leaping over her desk, the Apostle flew from her office. With speed far greater than any human could manage, she ran through the halls, startling everyone she passed. 
Bounding off of walls to round corners, she slowed for nothing. The elevators would be too slow so she took the stairs, dropping over the railing to the next flight several times until she reached the right floor and burst through the door to the containment wing. 
That Subject belonged to her! How dare the resistance even think to take him from her! 
Without slowing, she drew the sword hidden beneath her cloak. Its black blade flashed in the light as she kicked the correct door so hard that it broke off its hinges and crashed to the ground inside, revealing a very startled Yuri and a half freed Jonathan. 
Without hesitation, the Apostle strode forward and drove her blade through Yuri’s heart, killing him instantly. 
“Figures something like that would happen,” Jonathan sighed. “I rather liked 
him.” 
“You may finish freeing yourself. You will be coming with me.” 
“Ooh! Our first date. Where to, Cora?” 
“My name is the Apostle! You will address me as such, or not at all.” 
Watching Jonathan free himself, the Apostle gestured to his clothing and sword in the corner. Allowing him to keep his weapon was a slight risk, but she needed him to think he could trust her. 
“Clothe yourself, but make no sudden movements. The floor will electrify if the computers believe you’re escaping, and that would be bad for both of us.” 
It was a blatant lie, but she was good at lying, especially with her face covered. 
He would believe it. 
Eyeing his naked body with natural curiosity about something she had little to no experience with, she watched him dress. When he was clothed, he reached for his sword, hesitating for a second, but when she did not protest he strapped it on. 
Stepping to a cabinet that held drugs and other such questioning tools, the Apostle withdrew two metal rings with electrodes placed evenly on the inner side. 
“Put out your hands.” 
In turn she released the catch on each of the rings and clipped them around his wrists. Once they locked closed, the red light near the clasps began flashing to indicate activation. 
“Those are stun cuffs. If you move them more than seven inches apart, try to 
remove them, or make any sudden movements, they’ll shock you with ten thousand volts. 
Enough to stun a human, but far more than necessary to kill you. I suggest you be very careful.” 
“I’ll cherish them always as the first gift from you, oh beautiful one. Speaking of jewelry, did you happen to see a necklace with a purple crystal on it around here? It doesn’t seem to be with any of my things.” 
Removing the crystal from her pocket, she dangled it in front of him. “I’ll be keeping this for now. You may earn it back, in time.” 
“Oh,” Jonathan looked down at his crotch and back at her with a sleazy grin. 
“And how am I gonna do that, gorgeous? You wouldn’t happen to be held captive by your accursed virginity would you?” 
“From this point on you are my apprentice,” the Apostle thought it wiser to 
simply ignore his antics. “Once you have proven yourself, you may have it back.” 
“Apprentice? No thanks. That sounds like something that requires effort, and effort and I have a mutual agreement to keep away from each other.” 
“We shall see,” the Apostle wondered if his wits were just addled by the shock he’d received, or if he was actually as insane as he appeared to be. “Follow me, and remember, you might not survive sudden movements.” 


***** 
“Sit down and keep quiet,” the Apostle pointed to a chair at one of the consoles in the Citadel’s control room. 
“That could pose problematic,” Jonathan looked like he thought he was guilty of something and hoped she wouldn’t notice. 
“Explain.” 
“I can’t sit in that chair wearing my sword, and I can’t take it off without moving my hands more than seven inches apart.” 
It was almost as though he was in possession of an instruction booklet titled How
to annoy the Apostle of Cain. 
With one swift motion she drew her black blade and sliced the back off the chair. 
The clatter it made on the metal floor was louder than she’d expected as she sheathed the sword in a fluid movement and swept her cloak back into place over it. 
Looking at the chair, Jonathan shrugged, flashing his odd grin. “Problem solved.” 
Bushy black tail wagging, he sat, looking at her as though expecting a treat for performing a trick like a common pet. 
Ignoring him, the Apostle turned toward the row of consoles and waved a hand to activate the holographic display. There were several views of the base of the Citadel, a few from the city around it, as well as some choice camera feeds from inside. A large mob of resistance people was gathering outside in the streets. They would soon learn that they could not stand against the Apostle of Cain. 
“Resistance fighters have infiltrated my tower and they think I am oblivious to it. 
Tonight they try and take me captive, but I’ve known of their plans for a very long time. 
They think they have me, but they’re walking right into my trap.” 
“Brains and  a pretty face,” Jonathan said worshipfully. 
“I told you to keep quiet!” 
Jonathan mimed zipping his lips closed and gave her an exaggerated wink. 
Rolling her eyes, she continued. 
“What they do not know is that every time I make a broadcast to the city, there’s a subliminal message that has been burrowing itself into the subconscious of every person that sees or hears it.” 
Mumbling something, Jonathan kept his lips together as though they had, indeed, been zipped closed. 
“Every broadcast I make tightens my control over them. With the right signal this pathetic little rebellion is finished. If I command it, they’ll kill each other, or even die on the spot. They don’t even realize that they’re my willing slaves. They cannot depose me now. It’s far too late. So long as the equipment in this room still functions I have total power over them. It’s called the Controller.” 
“No one should have that much power over people,” Jonathan gasped in horror. 
“I have every right to this power! I am the Apostle of Cain. These people’s lives are mine  to do with as I  wish!” 
“Do you even know one single thing about the monster  that you’re serving?” 
“I suppose you’re going to tell me my god is evil. I know that already, however, I have no choice but to serve. If I do not, I will never attain my deepest desire!” 
“And what is that,” Jonathan seemed to have transformed into a completely 
different person. His face was cool and considering, without a shred of his earlier foolishness. 
“I have no reason to tell you.” 
“Is that so,” Jonathan leaned toward her. “Let me tell you what I know about 
Cain. He’s immortal, and insane. He’ll do anything  to end his own life. It doesn’t matter how many innocent people have to die for him to get his wish, so long as he does. 
He’s using you, and the second you’re of no more use, he’ll discard you and find another tool. His freedom means the end of time itself.” 
“Then I will be hailed as a savior.” 
Cain howled with laughter so suddenly in her head that it startled her. 
Rolling up the sleeve on her left arm, the Apostle whipped out her sword and 
slashed her forearm down to the bone. Blood poured from the wound, but Cain 
immediately fled from her mind completely. He feared pain, and cutting herself was the only way that she could get a few moments alone in her own skull. 
“What are you doing,” Jonathan cried. 
“He’s in my head,” the Apostle snarled, resheathing her sword. “He sees 
everything I see, feels everything I feel, hears everything I hear. I can only scare him away briefly with pain. Now that he cannot hear, I’ll tell you my plans. I’ll serve the Dark Lord Cain as diligently as I must to set him free, and when I finally do, I will take his head for what he has done to me!” 
“Well, let me tell you, beautiful. That ain’t gonna happen. However powerful you are, you’re not powerful enough. And you might’ve forgotten, but I think most of your power comes from Cain himself. Do you really expect he’ll let you use it against him? Come with me. I can help. My father has the power to set you free. Wouldn’t you rather be free to live your own life?” 
“I told you to be silent!” 
Was what this fool said true? Was it impossible for Cain to die? Could his father really set her free? At what price? Would she trade one master for another? Better to remain with the evil she knew, than to blindly seek another. All she needed to do was find a world capable of time travel. Then she would show everyone. Even Cain would not be able to stop her then. 
“The saddest thing is that you don’t even realize how deeply you’re being used,” 
Jonathan said mournfully. “Stop this stupidity. My father will explain everything to you in detail.” 
“Who is your father that he has so much power,” the Apostle asked with sudden 
interest. If he could set her free of Cain, could he provide her with time travel as well? 
“You might have heard of him,” Jonathan said. “He’s called the Northern Sage.” 
She had, indeed, heard of the great Northern Sage, and she was glad that she’d momentarily chased Cain from her mind. Just hearing that name would send him into fits of anger that could last months. And when Cain was angry, the Apostle was angry. It was hard not to be angry when the voice in your head constantly radiated anger. 
“He sees everything from the beginning to the end all at once. And he has the power to grant you any desire, if you’re willing to pay the price for it. Go to him and he can set you straight. Stop what you’re doing here and come with me. I’ll show you the way.” 
“What do we have here,” the Apostle turned her attention from Jonathan to the far more interesting feeds coming in from the outside cameras. Several screens showed two giant beasts rampaging through the streets, destroying vehicles, causing massive damage to buildings, and chasing people every which way. One was a female, two-tailed fox with fur the color of straw, and white at the tips of her ears and tails. The other was a jet-black, male wolf that was half the size of the fox. 
“Oh hey! That’s my brother and sister. That is so  unfair! Why do they get to have all the fun while I’m trapped at the top of Tower Evil with Madam Crazypants?” 
Eyeing him, the Apostle began to wonder about his sanity again. 
“The female is impressive,” the Apostle observed the two-tailed fox as she caused chaos the likes of which these people had likely never witnessed. “Look at her size. She must be very  powerful. She is weaker than I, but still quite impressive.” 
“Ooh, I’d love  to see your beast form, baby. I bet it’s breathtaking, and huge, definitely huge. What are you? Dog? Wolf? Cat? Fox? Something with pointy ears like mine. I bet you’re a wolf just like me. See? We were made for each other.” 
Without looking at him the Apostle drew her sword and pointed it at his throat. 
“You will find it quite hard to babble nonsense without a tongue.” 
“I imagine that I would,” Jonathan agreed. He seemed to think about the situation for a few seconds. “Oh! You’re threatening me. Gotcha.” 
“I had not counted on this,” the Apostle sheathed her sword. “Order will be much harder to restore without the Controller. I’m afraid my Enforcers are going to have a busy night. I’ll have to give them all a pay bonus.” 
Watching the damage pile up from the rampaging giant beasts, the Apostle 
wondered if they might actually scare off the gathering riot around the Citadel. Many of the resistance looked just as terrified as everyone else. It was quite fascinating. She had only transformed twice in training exercises, as doing so at any other time was forbidden to Subjects. She’d never had cause since leaving. It really was amazing how much damage a beast that size could do to a city, especially with the minimum of casualties that these two seemed to be leaving in their wake. 
After about twenty minutes the two beasts transformed back to human form. 
They had to have burnt through quite a bit of energy with that stunt. Without a steady supply of meat, it was impossible to maintain transformation for very long, and required weeks of recovery afterward. They’d used up their trump card without even setting foot within the Citadel. What foolish creatures. Did they know nothing of proper tactics? 
Their damage and the panic it caused had accomplished nothing of value. 
Hurling firebombs into the ground floor of the tower, the mob began their attack. 
Flames exploded through mirrored glass as black smoke began flowing up the side of the tower, leaving dark stains behind. The Apostle certainly couldn’t have that. It was time to put an end to their rebellion before they did any more damage. 
Stepping onto a raised circular pad at the center of the room, the Apostle flipped back the plate on the back of one of her gauntlets to reveal the remote controls for the Controller. Activating it with the push of a button, she pressed another to start the city wide broadcasting system. 
“People of the resistance,” she said. “You’ve done well to come this far, but unfortunately your silly little rebellion is at an end. Feel the wrath of the one true god.” 
Dialing the intensity of the Controller up to maximum, the Apostle laughed in the closest thing to glee that she’d ever felt. She loved controlling humans. On the camera feeds from below, everyone froze in place. One man was engulfed in flames as the firebomb he held frozen midway through the act of throwing went off. Even though his entire arm was blown to bits and his body began to burn, he remained completely still as the fire spread to others, who stood like statues. 
“Resistance members, one and all, your divine punishment begins. I wish anyone that took any part in this rebellion to feel pain greater than any you’ve ever felt before. 
This is a command from your god. Suffer.” 
“What are you doing,” Jonathan cried. “Stop it!” 
As the Apostle watched, people began writhing around on the ground in pain. It was only in their heads, but they had been so indoctrinated that their minds physically could not disobey her commands and so they manufactured the pain to fit her orders. 
“Stop! You’re killing them!” 
“Not yet,” the Apostle said, enjoying the sight. She realized that Cain had 
returned, and his elation at the sight was bleeding into her, mixing with her own and strengthening it. She felt like a vengeful goddess pronouncing judgement, and it was pure ecstasy. 
“Stop it,” Jonathan screamed, standing up. Taking a step forward, he froze when she drew her sword and pointed it at his heart. 
“These people have blasphemed against the one true god! Believers, look upon 
them. Behold the power of Cain’s punishment. Behold their suffering.” 
“I’m gonna feel this in the morning,” Jonathan groaned reluctantly, examining the cuffs around his wrists. 
“Wait,” the Apostle said warily. “What are you doing?” 
“Stopping you,” Jonathan said with a dark glint in his eyes. Holding up his hands, he very deliberately whipped them apart. Jerking and convulsing, his body was shocked with ten thousand volts of electricity. Dropping to his knees, he reached for the nearest computer console. 
“No,” the Apostle shrieked. “Stop!” 
Dashing forward, she pulled up short at the last second. If she touched him the shock would hit her as well, and she might not survive it. 
Twitching with uncontrolled muscle spasms, Jonathan’s hand touched the 
computer and he collapsed against it. The holographic display flickered to static and then went out as the console exploded in sparks and arcing electricity that looked like miniature bolts of lightning. 
Jumping back to avoid being shocked by electrical discharges, the Apostle stared in horror at what it was doing to her precious Controller. Console after console exploded, filling the air with acrid smoke. 
At last the charge in the stun cuffs depleted and Jonathan fell to the floor, still twitching and seizing. As smoke filled the room, a fire alarm began blaring. The Controller was completely destroyed. 
Gaping at Jonathan, the Apostle slowly looked around at the devastation he’d 
caused. Unable to fathom why he would cause such harm to himself just to save the same people responsible for his capture in the first place, the Apostle had never considered that he might use his restraints as a weapon. He’d likely killed himself to protect the resistance fighters from her influence. Why? What were they to him? It didn’t make any sense at all. 
A sudden horrible thought came to the Apostle. There was an angry mob outside her Citadel, and she had no means of controlling them. She had guards, but not enough to deal with that many people. After what the Controller had just done to them, they were going to be even angrier than before. It was past time to think about leaving. A Subject was superhuman, but one Subject against thousands were not very good odds, even for her. 
In the back of her mind, Cain was laughing himself hoarse. 
Starting for the door, the Apostle tripped as Jonathan grabbed onto her ankle with an iron grip. She could feel his muscles still shaking from the shock, but she was unable to free herself. 
“N-no you d-don’t,” he stuttered heavily. “Y-y-you’re n-not going a-anywhere, b-b-beautiful!” 



Chapter 19: Taking the Citadel 
Bone deep weariness washed through Kari as she leaned heavily against the 
mirrored glass outer wall of the building across from the Citadel. Every muscle in her body seemed to be trembling, something that usually happened when she was extremely hungry. She felt almost as if there was a hole right through her that was trying to suck in the rest of her body. Having overdone things just a little, she thought she could probably eat more than both twins combined, which was really saying something. 
Leaning against the glass beside her, Michael had his head tilted back and his eyes closed. 
“I could eat a whole cow right about now, bones, fur and all,” he mumbled. 
“I think I could eat two,” Kari replied. 
“Totally worth it, though,” Michael flashed his mischievous grin. “That was the most fun I’ve ever had. To think someone actually gave us permission to wreck a city. 
I’ve been dreaming of this my entire life!” 
As much fun as the unrestrained violence had been, Kari’s moral authority would be somewhat compromised if she admitted to him that she’d enjoyed it as well. She’d never hear the end of it. 
“When this is over I’m going to sleep for a week,” she said. 
“Amen to that. Maybe two.” 
As the rebels began lobbing firebombs into the Citadel, the Apostle of Cain had appeared on the sides buildings throughout the city to chastise them. As flames licked up the side of the Citadel, he’d appeared to stand on fire wreathed in smoke. Everyone had gone perfectly still and silent around Kari and Michael before falling to the ground, screaming and writing in pain, apparently at the Apostle’s command. None of them could be roused, and Kari had been far too exhausted to be of much help. Jonathan, on the other hand, seemed to be fighting the Apostle inside the Citadel, as his voice rang out across the city, the images of the dark cloaked figure faded to static and winked out. 
All around them, fallen rebels began shuffling to their feet, and looking around in confusion, fear and anger. 
Massaging his temples with a groan, Keir stumbled to his feet and fell against Michael. Shaking his head, he seemed to realize where he was and what he’d been doing. Pushing away from Michael’s support, he spun toward the Citadel, looking up to where the Apostle’s image had been. 
“What happened,” he asked. 
“The Apostle did something that made you all fall over writhing in pain,” Kari said. 
“And then Jonathan stopped him,” Michael said proudly. 
“He could be in danger,” Kari said. “I imagine the Apostle is pretty angry right about now. We’ve got to get inside.” 
“Ah, he can take care of himself,” Michael laughed. 
Glaring at him, Kari narrowed her eyes, and he clamped his big mouth shut, 
nodding his agreement to whatever plan she came up with. 
Beginning to turn unruly, some of the rebels were on their knees crying for 
forgiveness, whilst others shouted angrily, working themselves up into a frenzy. 
Dashing through the mob, Keir jumped up onto the edge of a fountain where he’d addressed them earlier, shouting for quiet until he got everyone’s attention. 
“I did not come from this world,” he said to the people before him. “My home, my world, was destroyed by the Apostle’s dark powers and evil teachings, and I received a second chance here, my second home. I will not allow that same thing to happen here. 
The Apostle must be stopped, and it’s going to happen tonight! We’ve worked long and hard for this, and we can’t turn our backs and run away with our tails between our legs just because our enemy knows a few flashy tricks. This should only offer more proof that he must be pulled down. Take up your weapons! Tonight we take back our city from this tyrant! Follow me!” 
Pulling a pistol from the waistband of his trousers, Keir gave a mighty cry and ran toward the nearest stairwell down to the tunnelway beneath the street. At first no one followed him, but then a cheer rose up from someone in the crowd, and others echoed it. 
Soon it began to spread to the rest. Men and women began thrusting guns of all sorts into the air as they followed. 
Earlier, while conferencing with the leaders in his hidden storage area, Keir had divided them all into groups each with a lead and a second, giving them all a specific objective once they got inside the Citadel. He’d spent months planning and working everything out perfectly, and Kari had to admit that she was rather impressed by his thoroughness. 
Several of the larger squads moved to surround the Citadel, blocking all exits in case someone made it through the fires that were slowly spreading upward. 
“Shall we,” Michael asked, gesturing toward the stairs. 
“I don’t know,” Kari tried to mimic Michael’s mischievous grin. “Can I take a nap first?” 
As Michael laughed, Kari strung her bow and knocked an arrow, checking that 
her belt knife was loose in its sheath. Compared to the weapons of this world, hers were rather primitive, but with how much training she’d done with the bow, she would take it over a gun any day. 
“I knew you were hiding a sense of humor in there somewhere, sis,” Michael 
beamed. Drawing his two swords, he twirled them around a bit to show off. 
Despite her own, nagging, personal crisis that seemed to be eating away at her from the inside out, Kari rushed forward purposefully. Dashing for the stairs, despite her exhaustion from her earlier part in the rebellion, she and Michael managed to get in with the first group of rebels and reached Keir just as smoke and dust were beginning to clear from a ragged, charred hole in the side of the tunnel. There was a staircase inside and a computer terminal. 
Keir turned toward the cheering rebels running down to join him. 
“Squad leaders,” he shouted loud enough to be heard over the din. “You know 
your objectives. Gather your squads and get to work!” 
Splitting off quickly into groups, the squad leaders began laying out plans to their subordinates. Stepping to the console, Keir waved an ID card over it to activate it. 
Grinning guiltily, he stuffed it back into his pocket. 
“My wife’s ID. High clearance government job. We’ll just forget to mention we borrowed it, won’t we?” 
“What does it matter,” Michael shrugged. “She wants to get rid of the Apostle as much as any of these people do doesn’t she?” 
“You don’t know her,” Keir sighed. “Anyway, it looks like the Apostle is on the seventy-seventh floor, and he has your brother with him.” 
Above, the stairs followed a squared pattern upward until they were lost from 
sight, with numbered doors and a computer console at each floor. Smoke was beginning to drift under the first door. 
“That’s a whole lot of stairs,” she muttered. Though Kari had be able to regain control of the tremors in her muscles, she was still completely worn out. She didn’t think she had it in her to run up all those stairs and then fight another Heretic at the top. 
“We’re ready, sir! Let’s get the Apostle and end this!” 
Raising his gun, Keir nodded to the young rebel with pretty blue eyes. “Have 
your squad follow us. He’s on the seventy-seventh floor. We’ve got a bit of a climb ahead of us.” 
Alarms began to blare loudly and red lights flashed above each of the doors all the way up the stairwell. The door to the second floor slammed open, disgorging several men in jet-black uniforms with shining body armor, wielding the same weapons that had incapacitated Jonathan. 
Without hesitation, Kari raised her bow, barely pausing to aim. Drawing the 
string back until the fletching of the arrow brushed her cheek, she let it go. Flying true, the arrow punched through the gleaming black armor of the first soldier, passing clean through him, impaling the next man in line. The second guard’s weapon discharged, but he was wildly flailing about and the charge took out the third guard in line. 
In a split second, Kari had another arrow drawn and let it fly. Having practiced with a bow almost her entire life, Kari was an expert. While shooting, she became one with the bow, as if it was an extension of her own body. Feeling almost as if she’d fit into a notch, she could intuitively sense when she’d aimed correctly. These days she shot more on intuition and feeling than by actually aiming at her mark. 
Her second arrow passed through the throat of one man, pinning the guard behind him to yet another guard. With another arrow knocked and drawn before the second had even hit, she scanned the landing above for more targets but none presented themselves. 
Six guards lay on the ground dead, dying or stunned, and Kari slowly released the tension of the bowstring, lowering her weapon. 
Those were all that dared come through the door. 
“Oh my god,” Keir cried. “I’ve never even seen someone take out six guys with two arrows in the movies!” 
Smiling, Kari patted him on the head like a child that had said something he 
meant to be complimentary but really wasn’t. 
“Come on,” she ordered as she dashed up to retrieve her arrows. “We’ve got a lot of climbing to do!” 


***** 
“Let go of me,” the Apostle ordered, trying to kick free of Jonathan’s grip. 
With a dangerous light in his bestial eyes, Jonathan managed to push himself up to his knees. The look on his face said he meant murder and had completely justified it to himself. 
Still twitching, Jonathan grasped her wrist and laboriously got to his feet. 
Understanding his determination, the Apostle saw a lot of herself in his murderous glare. 
“I’m afraid you’re not going anywhere,” Jonathan growled, his voice noticeably steadier. “Beautiful you may be, but you’re evil to the core. I’m sending you to my father.” 
Drawing her sword, the Apostle slashed at Jonathan’s arm. Cleaving through the flesh of his forearm, it stopped hard against his metal bone with a kachink. Wincing, he did not lessen his grip. 
“Let me go,” the Apostle growled. “I command you to let me go!” 
“You know,” Jonathan grinned mischievously, greatly contrasting the vengeful 
expression it replaced. “I never was one to follow orders. My parents never had a chance. Sometimes I think they had my sister just so they wouldn’t have to deal with me anymore. There’s this little voice in the back of my head that always screams for me to do the exact opposite of whatever anyone tells me to do. I paid a hefty price for that crystal necklace you stole from me, and you’re gonna give it back before I do something violent and highly amusing to you, aren’t you?” 
The Apostle kicked Jonathan between the legs. Grunting with unexpected pain, 
he lessened his grip enough for her to break free. Lunging for his heart, she aimed carefully, the metal ribs of a Subject could easily deflect a blade unless it passed precisely between them. 
Groaning, Jonathan managed to drop and roll away, rising with his massive 
broadsword in one hand, and the other cupping his groin. 
“That wasn’t very nice,” he wheezed. 
Watching him, the Apostle didn’t reply. 
“Oh, jeez. It still hurts! That was a really good shot.” 
“I will give you one last chance. I could use your strength to overthrow the 
Council. Join me.” 
“I’ll have to disrespectfully decline.” 
“You are suffering the after effects of electrocution, and your weapon is hardly suited to fighting in a room this small, much less against a weapon like mine. You actually think that you can defeat me?” 
“Electrocution isn’t the only thing I’m suffering through. Jeez devil lady, warn a guy before you play kick the can with his junk!” Jonathan flashed his infuriating grin. “I don’t have to defeat you. I just have to keep you busy until the cavalry arrives. Can’t you feel it? Two others like us are on their way up the tower.” 
“They will be in an extremely weakened state from their transformations, easily dealt with.” 
“We’ll see about that,” Jonathan winked and lunged at her with his massive 
sword. 
Dodging easily, the Apostle slashed across Jonathan’s ribs. He grunted in pain, but laughed. “They always fall for it.” 
Pain exploded in the Apostle’s side, and she looked down to see the knife he’d held hidden in his hand buried to the hilt between two plates of her armor. Missing her kidney by a hair, the thrust had been meant for a killing blow. The irony of where he’d aimed his attack did not escape her, nor did the extreme skill required to find the chinks in her armor without getting a close look at it beforehand. Perhaps she’d underestimated him. 
As Cain fled from her pain, the Apostle could not help but feel abandoned. 
Kicking Jonathan’s knee, causing it to buckle, she yanked his knife free and 
tossed it aside. Warm blood gushed down her side. Many of the wounds a Subject took would heal almost instantly, but a wound so deep could take hours. He’d effectively cut her efficiency by a fair margin with his little surprise. 
Holding one hand over her wound to keep from bleeding to death, the Apostle 
raised her sword in the other. 
“I guess we’re about even now. You sure you won’t reconsider and come quietly to my father, or do we really have to do this the hard way?” 
The Apostle’s answer was a series of lightning fast attacks with her sword that Jonathan barely managed to block. Throbbing with angry pain, the wound in her side seemed to sap her strength and speed. It felt like she was fighting underwater. 
She could not remain on this world, but she would not abandon such a potentially useful tool when there was still a chance he might be converted. Having never lost a fight before, the Apostle also could not allow herself to be beaten, especially not by an inferior male! Her pride would not allow her back down or run away. 
Breaking completely from its hinges, the door burst open and two more Subjects rushed in. The first through was the two-tailed fox, bearing a great deal of resemblance to Jonathan in her face. Her straw colored hair was tangled and matted with sweat. The tips of her ears and the tips of her twin tails beneath the hem of her skirt were white, just as in her beast form. Behind her, stood an exact copy of Jonathan. 
“He really does have the same face.” 
Staring in wonder, the Apostle had never encountered the like in her travels. It was strange enough that the girl bore such a strong resemblance to Jonathan, but to have someone who was completely identical to him staring back at her made the Apostle’s skin crawl. What sort of power could make two completely identical Subjects? 


***** 
Kicking the door down, Kari stepped through. Inside, the Apostle pointed a 
sword at Jonathan, holding a hand to his armored side with blood oozing slowly between his gloved fingers. Breathing hard, Jonathan leaned against his broadsword. His clothes were slashed in several places and soaked through with blood, but the wounds appeared to have healed already. 
Drawing her bow, Kari took aim at the Apostle’s mask, which she noticed for the first time had no eyeholes. It didn’t matter. She’d put an arrow through his eye anyway. 
“What the hell, guys,” Jonathan cried, turning to them. “Took you long enough! 
What? Did you say to yourselves, hey, our beloved older brother has been captured, but rescuing him seems a little too much trouble right now, let’s take a nap instead?” 
“That’s just like you,” Michael sounded deeply offended, his tone somewhat 
ruined by his wide grin. “Completely ungrateful.” 
“So Apostle,” Kari said. “We meet face to face.” 
“More like face to mask,” Michael pointed out. 
“Put down your weapon and surrender and you won’t be harmed,” Kari ordered. 
“If I have to beat you into submission I can’t make the same guarantee.” 
Looking at her silently, the Apostle did not lower his sword. 
“She’s a girl, by the way,” Jonathan nodded to the Apostle. “Only the most 
beautiful goddess ever to be born, to be exact.” 
“Lucky,” Michael drew the word out, sharing a sleazy grin with his twin. 
With a growl, Kari could not believe that Jonathan had actually been hitting  on the Apostle of Cain! 
“Uh, you’re pretty too, sis,” Michael said, completely mistaking her growl. 
“But you’re sorta related to us,” Jonathan nodded. 
“Not to mention the fact that we bathed you and changed your diapers as a child.” 
“Yeah, therefore you’re pretty well disqualified from the whole most beautiful goddess ever to be born thing.” 
“Nothing personal.” 
“Indeed.” 
“Would you two shut up,” Kari snapped. She was surprised to hear the Apostle 
shout the exact same thing at the exact same time. At least he— she,  rather — knew stupidity when she saw it. 
“As much as I would like to stay and chat,” the Apostle reached for something 
around her neck, “I’m afraid that three on one is two too many with this wound. I’ll have to be going now.” 
“Wait,” Jonathan growled. “Stop!” 
Hefting his broadsword, he dove for the Apostle. Purple light enveloped her and she began to fade away at the exact moment Jonathan tackled her. Both of them vanished in a blinding flash. 
Staring at where they’d been, Kari was so startled that her hand slipped and her bowstring twanged, sending an arrow streaking across the room to pierce the metal wall opposite her. 
“Well damn,” Michael scratched behind one of his wolflike ears. “How are we 
gonna find them now? They could be anywhere.” 
“Shut up and let me think,” Kari snapped. 
Wracking her brain for any sort of solution, Kari knew  there had to be some way to trace where they’d gone. Her eyes fell on the blood that had pooled at the Apostle’s feet. 
“That’s it,” she cried, tossing her bow aside. “She’s a Heretic! I can use her blood to trace where she’s gone and guide our next jump to the same place.” 
Heretics were the offspring of humans and the extra-dimensional beings known as Demons. Demons existed as pure energy, and every single one of them had a distinct flavor. It was the same with Heretics. Demon energies infused their blood and could be called forth by drawing symbols with it. The Demon energies in the Apostle’s blood could be found only in the Apostle, so she could use the energy in the blood to find the energy in the Apostle and hopefully make a connection between the two that their shards of the Gate could follow. 
“Have I told you lately that you’re a genius,” Michael asked. 
“Yes,” Kari replied as she began drawing complex symbols on the floor in the 
Apostle’s blood, “but I never get tired of hearing it. Don’t worry, we’ll have your partner in crime back before you can work up the motivation to do something productive.” 
“We’re never gonna get him back! When have you ever known me to show 
anything resembling motivation or productivity?” 
Gasping for breath, Keir appeared at the door. Leaning on the doorframe, he gave a start when he saw Kari drawing on the floor in blood. 
“What are you doing,” he gasped, his voice hoarse and choked from the run up all of those stairs. 
“I’m afraid we were too late,” Kari said. “The Apostle fled to another world, and she took our brother with her.” 
Keir slumped. “I’m sorry. Is there any way for you to follow?” 
Kari nodded. “I can use her blood to guide us to her.” 
“Her,” Keir asked. 
“Apparently, the Apostle’s a girl,” Michael said. “It makes sense. Only a woman could be that evil.” 
“Keir, could you be a dear and get my bow for me,” Kari asked with a much too 
sweet smile. “I think I’m going to club my brother to death with it.” 
“See what I mean,” Michael gestured to Kari. 
“There,” Kari said as she finished. A red glow spread around the completed 
symbol drawn on the floor in the Apostle’s blood, then faded. “That should do it. We both need to stand on the symbol and concentrate as hard as we can on the Apostle when we jump to the next world. That should get us to her and Jonathan.” 
“I guess this is goodbye then,” Keir said sadly, handing Kari’s bow to her. “I had hoped that you would be able to stay a little longer. Will you ever return so I can thank you properly for everything that you’ve done for me?” 
“I’m afraid that once we leave this world we can never return to it,” Kari 
explained. “But on the bright side, I don’t think the Apostle can either.” 
“I see,” Keir sighed. “I’m sorry to hear that. Well, in that case, thank you both, for everything. I would be dead long ago without you. I’m sorry I couldn’t show much more hospitality in return for all you’ve done for me. Good luck for the rest of your days, and I hope you find your brother.” 
Kari smiled warmly, pulling Keir into a friendly hug. Michael offered his hand for a shake instead. 
“Take care,” he said, joining Kari on the bloody symbol. “Good luck rebuilding.” 
“Goodbye Keir,” Kari said. “Who knows. We may meet again someday. 
Anything is possible. Oh, and be careful with this blood. The blood of a Heretic is extremely deadly to humans.” 
Pulling her crystal out from where it hung between her breasts, Kari clasped it in her hand. Closing her eyes, she concentrated on the Apostle. She felt the symbol take hold and resonate with the power within the crystal. A bright flash of light pierced through her eyelids and suddenly her hair was being whipped by a fierce, foul smelling wind. The ring of blades against each other carried down from above. 
Chapter 20: A Lawyer and a Talking Cat Walk into a Bar 
Like many other well off and self-important men, Gabriel did a lot of jogging in the mornings just to be seen jogging. In high school, he’d taken state in cross-country running three years in a row, and continued on throughout college. He ran a mile or three every morning to start the day off. Before his untimely demise, he’d thought himself just about ready to try his hand in the next Chicago Marathon. 
That meant the mere eight miles it was to the small town built in a minor 
depression, while difficult, hadn't taken very long, nor had it worn him down too badly. 
He could have made it in less than three hours, but Gabriel had staggered running and walking to conserve strength, expecting a far greater distance. 
Though three hours was not exactly a huge amount of time, it was far more than enough for Devileye to have made it home, settled himself, and gotten around to his nefarious deeds with Sam. He’d probably made it back in less than an hour, leaving two hours to do god knows what to her. Gabriel could only pray that something had distracted the man. 
Leaning over with his hands on his knees, Gabriel rested for a second to catch his breath. His throat was raw, and what saliva he could work into his mouth was thick and sticky. For the first time since setting foot on Ethos, he couldn’t feel the bone deep cold that was slowly, but surely killing the world. His clothes were soaked through with sweat, and he could smell his own body odor. He certainly wasn’t going to be winning any beauty contests, and if Sam were expecting a knight in shining armor, she’d have to settle for a lawyer in a sweaty cowboy outfit. 
His father’s voice ranted about how jogging was a pussy’s sport, and how he 
didn’t have the balls to rescue Sam, but he pushed it away with a growl. 
The strange sensation of cat paws on his shoulders made him straighten abruptly. 
Yowling in surprise at the sudden movement, Mister Mittens almost toppled from his perch. Gabriel didn’t know how Sam could stand the cat draping himself over her all the time. Any movement from the animal made the hair along his spine stand on end, like the spider sense he’d developed in high school to warn him of incoming spitballs and dangerous bullies in close proximity. 
“I don’t think I have ever seen a human run so fast for so long,” Mister Mittens said, righting himself. 
“I’m too vain to let myself get fat,” Gabriel replied. “How’s your leg?” 
“I’ll live. I just hope you were fast enough.” 
Looking up at the dark nighttime sky, Gabriel saw alien constellations, and felt a flash of homesickness that he quickly pushed down. Though it would be half day in an hour, for the moment it was dark as any night he had ever seen. 
Scattered electric lights lit the town below, with the wavering light of fire from torches mixed in. 
“A day’s walk,” Gabriel barked a laugh as he started toward the town. “Not with how long the days on this world are.” 
“Are you still going on about that drivel,” Mister Mittens complained. 
“Are you still a talking cat,” Gabriel asked. He was too tired to come up with a better comeback. 
“What’s the plan, Gabriel?” 
“Walk in and ask for Sam back.” 
“Oh yes,” the cat said sarcastically, “great plan, that. And when it inevitably fails?” 
“I can be very  persuasive. Or I may just start shooting people until someone tells me where she is.” 
“Are all humans complete morons?” 
Glancing at the gemstone imbedded in his right hand, Gabriel wondered if it 
needed to recharge or something before being used again. It had only been a few hours since its last use, and he’d never tested how long it was until he could use it again. 
“Shut up, cat! Don’t you want her back? I don’t see any other way to do this. I’ll give them the chance to hand her over, but if they don’t . . .” 
Ignoring the rest of the cat’s taunts, Gabriel strode onto the central street. 
Flashbacks from the westerns his father had constantly watched when he was a kid came to him. He felt like Gary Cooper about to face the outlaw come back for revenge with his posse alone. Like every other town he’d seen in his time on Ethos, this one could have been the set of any number of old westerns. Though he could feel eyes on him, there was not a soul in sight. 
Raucous laughter accompanied by horrible music played on a badly tuned piano 
drifted from somewhere up ahead. Following the music, Gabriel found himself standing before what looked like an old west saloon. It even had the bat wing swinging doors. 
The sign proclaimed the saloon to be “The Haven.” 
Steeling himself, Gabriel took a deep breath and stepped through, pushing the 
doors aside as he strode into the saloon. The music abruptly stopped and dead silence fell over everything as a room full of armed brutes stared at him. 
Ignoring the stares, Gabriel walked across the wood floor, dodging piles of 
sawdust that smelled like vomit. His boots made hollow thumps against the wood, and his spurs clicked and rang in the silence. 
Approaching the bar, he leaned against it and eyed the enormously fat bartender, who was bald as an egg. His oily scalp shone in the light from a hundred or more candles arranged around the room in ornate candelabras and chandeliers that were really too expensive in appearance to have belonged in such a rundown place. Spitting a stream of tobacco juice onto the floor, the man examined Gabriel with hard, dark eyes. He had no outward mutations, unlike most of his patrons, but his bulk alone would keep him from fitting in anywhere that normal, respectable people gathered. 
Gabriel looked at the bartender and the bartender looked at him. Breaking eye contact, Gabriel counted heads. Including the barkeep, there were seventeen. Despite the notable lack of firearms amongst the various weapons the patrons wore, the saloon was no stranger to them, as evidenced by the bullet holes peppering the walls. 
Turning back to the bar, Gabriel scanned the bottles arranged neatly on shelves. 
He could do with a shot of something hard, but what he really  wanted was about twelve gallons of water. 
“Water,” Gabriel’s voice was harsh and ragged from his extremely parched throat. 
“Clean water.” 
Raising a hand, Gabriel snapped his fingers in front of the bartender’s blank stare. 
“Hello? Did you hear me?” 
“I ain’t seen the color of your chits, Lawman,” the bartender said in a voice that sounded like it belonged to a man a quarter his size. 
Reaching into his pocket, Gabriel pulled out one of the triangular chits that passed for money, slapping it down on the bar flat under his palm. He would have given all of his money for a bucket of water right about then. 
Nodding at the gleaming gold as Gabriel removed his hand, the bartender filled a pint-sized mug from a barrel under the bar. Eyeing it for a moment before picking it up, savoring the sight of it, Gabriel raised the mug to his lips, downing it quickly without pausing for breath. Though warm, and tasting vaguely of wood, it was the sweetest water he’d ever had. 
Setting the mug down on the bar, he looked at the bartender and nodded to it. 
“Another, and spread that coin around to drinks for all so long as it lasts.” 
The bartender complied and this time Gabriel drank much more slowly. When he 
was finished he set the mug down upside down. 
“So what brings you out this way, Lawman,” Gabriel asked himself. “Oh, 
nothing much. Just looking for someone. Oh, really, who might that be? An NVM girl that some bastards named the Children of the Chosen kidnapped with the intention of raping to death. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you?” 
He looked up at the bartender with the question. 
Abruptly he was seized from behind by several big, strong hands and lifted from the ground. Struggling was futile against so many. Before he knew it, he was thrown through the bat wing doors into the dusty street outside. 
Groaning, Gabriel staggered to his feet, feeling stiff, tired, and bruised, not to mention hungry. Dusting his clothes off with his hands he retrieved his hat and picked up Mister Mittens again. As the cat climbed his arm and lay across his shoulders, the music resumed inside accompanied by a great deal of laughter. 
“If that’s the way they want to play,” Gabriel jerked his pistols from their holsters with a growl, “let’s do it the hard way.” 
Kicking the doors hard enough to break one off its hinges, Gabriel stormed back inside and leveled his pistols at the first two people he saw reaching for weapons. 
“Let’s try that again. I’m going to ask nicely where my friend is, and you’re going to tell me before I start shooting.” 
Bringing a pistol around toward movement in the corner of his eye, he smiled. 
“Are you volunteering to die first?” 
Scanning the faces of the men glaring at him with hate filled eyes in a silent, almost eternal moment, Gabriel felt a bead of sweat run down his spine. 
“You’re a Lawman. You’ve got them rules to follow. The Code or whatever you 
boys call it. You can’t just start shootin’ without cause like that.” 
“Oh really,” Gabriel raised an eyebrow. “I guess it’s a good thing I’m not a 
Lawman. Last chance. Where are the Children of the Chosen, and where is my friend?” 
“You idiot! We’re all  Children. And your friend is in the Haven.” 
“The Haven,” Gabriel asked. “You mean she’s here?” 
“Not that Haven, dumbass,” a weasel faced man with a horrid skin condition that almost made him appear to have scales replied, pointing downward meaningfully. He caressed three grenades on his belt like he would a woman’s breasts with the other hand. 
If he used those Gabriel was going to be dead meat . . . again. “The  Haven.” 
“Take me to her.” 
“Well,” the scaled man scratched at a bleeding sore on the side of his bald scalp. 
“You see, that’s the thing. Now we know you ain’t no Lawman, killing you won’t get us in trouble with the Empire.” 
“I was afraid you’d say something like that,” Gabriel sighed deeply. “All I want is my friend back, no one has to die, so how about you just hand her over before I start shooting?” 
“That young whore is ours now,” the bartender said. “Consider her a tax for 
crossing our land.” 
“Have it your way. Wingless.” 
Thankfully the Sa’Dhi in his hand activated, flooding his mind with knowledge 
and skills that were not his own. Turning to the bartender, he put a bullet through his hairless skull. 
Standing for a second, the enormous man seemed unable to comprehend what had 
just happened. A thin trickle of blood ran from the hole in his head down his nose before his eyes rolled back and he fell sideways, crashing loudly onto the wooden floor. 
Everyone stood frozen, as if they couldn’t believe that Gabriel had actually killed one of them. Abruptly, everyone was jumping to their feet and drawing knives or swords, and grabbing for spears, throwing themselves at him. Dancing backward, Gabriel fired his guns into them without bothering to aim. With so many of them at such close range, stopping to aim would be suicide, and was completely unnecessary beside. 
Several men dropped, spraying blood and tripping others up, giving Gabriel a 
chance to turn and hop over the bar for some cover. Setting his pistols on the bar, he freed the shotgun. The buckshot scatter might take out multiple targets per shot. 
While blowing away men that threw themselves at him like religious zealots after the blood of an infidel, Gabriel found his mind wandered to a court case he’d passed on to another lawyer where the accused murderer was obviously guilty. The details of the murder had been almost too grisly to repeat. The murderer sat while the prosecution brought witness after witness, and showed the jury picture after picture of a little girl’s dismembered corpse without a single flicker of remorse or humanity. Until now, Gabriel had never been able to understand how someone could take the life of another human being without showing a single sign of sorrow for what he’d done. Now, he understood perfectly. It was easy, really. All you had to do was think of them as something less than human. 
Firing the shotgun into the men rushing the bar until it was empty, he shoved it back into its holster before picking up his pistols again. Blood and bits of flesh flew through the air in a manner that Quentin Tarantino would envy. Tables were turned over and the survivors of the barrage dove behind them for cover. 
A throwing knife hit him in the chest, bouncing off a rib with enough force to break it. He felt it snap, and the excruciating pain that followed, but he ignored it, holding his pistols at ready, scanning the saloon for anyone willing to show himself. The smell of blood was so powerful that he wanted to gag, but he knew that if he allowed himself to vomit he might not live long enough to regret it. 
“Gabriel,” Mister Mittens called from below. “Look here. There’s a trapdoor.” 
Glancing downward, Gabriel saw a metal ring attached to part of the floor near some hinges. He remembered the man with the scales pointing downward when he spoke of the  Haven. It must be some sort of underground facility. 
“Can you open it,” Gabriel asked, firing a couple of shots to encourage everyone to keep their heads down. More than a few candles had been knocked over and several small fires were starting to burn throughout the saloon. 
“I don’t have any thumbs you idiot! How am I supposed to open it!” 
“Fine,” Gabriel fired the last two shots in each of his pistols at the tables. One of them actually penetrated and hit someone, by the pained cry he gave. 
Dropping to one knee, Gabriel threw open the small wooden hatch. There was no way that bartender had ever  fit through it. Leading down through darkness was a wooden ladder with distant light at the bottom. Holstering his pistols, he grabbed the cat and jumped down, pulling the trap door closed behind him. He seemed to hang in the air for an eternity, falling through darkness. The light below abruptly jumped up to meet him and he impacted hard, rolling to break his fall, huddled protectively around the cat. 
When Gabriel came to a stop he lay flat on his back looking up at the red stone ceiling of an obviously artificial cave. Thick electrical cables ran along the walls with electric lights at regular intervals. One end of the cave was blocked with wooden crates and barrels of liquor. The other stretched on out of sight. 
“Sayonara Lawman,” the weasel shouted down to him. 
Something small dropped from the trapdoor far above, and Gabriel’s eyes 
widened when he realized it was a grenade. 
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” he cried as he forced himself to his feet, Mister Mittens in hand and cursing at the pain of his broken rib as he threw himself down the tunnel away from the falling grenade. He hit the ground at the same time the grenade did, curling around the cat as he rolled. There was a moment of silence that seemed to last a thousand years and then a deafening explosion and a concussion that pounded through the air, making Gabriel feel as though he’d just been, well, hit by a bus. 
Picking himself up, Gabriel turned to see the red stone behind him was scorched black, and cracked with the force of the explosion. Several of the barrels of liquor were leaking foul smelling brews into an ever-growing puddle. Holding his hand over the knife wound in his chest to stop the bleeding, Gabriel tried to ignore the ranting voice of his father in the back of his mind. He wanted to scream at it to shut up, but he composed himself as best as he could under the circumstances. They would be coming down to make sure he was dead soon, and he needed to not be here when they did. 
“Come on, Mittens,” he grabbed the cat by the scruff of the neck and started away from the trapdoor. Pain shot up his right leg and he thought he must have twisted his ankle in the fall, but he forced himself to go on. Sam needed him, and he might have hostiles coming at him from behind at any moment. 
“That’s Mister  Mittens to you,” the cat replied, as Gabriel allowed him to climb onto his shoulder. 
“Hold on Sam,” Gabriel muttered as he hobbled as fast as his wounds would 
allow. On the verge of vomiting, he felt somewhat disillusioned. In movies the action hero never felt sick after blowing away countless bad guys. Of course, any idiot knew that movies of the action variety rarely had anything resembling fact to them. “I’m coming. Just hold on.” 
Reloading with the remainder of his ammunition, Gabriel hobbled on, forcing his stomach to stop its churning through sheer willpower. What he wouldn’t give to have a gun out of one of the Governator’s more cheesy flicks, one that never seemed to require ammunition to keep firing. 



Chapter 21: The Haven 
Slanting steadily downward, the tunnel seemed to move in a gigantic spiral. 
Gabriel was not sure how far down he’d gone, but it seemed like he was far below the surface. His broken rib and bruised collarbone screamed at him with every step, every breath, and every heartbeat. Though walking on his twisted right ankle for an hour had caused the pain to fade away to numbness, he could not bend it far in any direction. The joint seemed locked in place, swollen tightly, and his toes tingled with bad circulation. 
At least the stab wound in his chest had stopped bleeding, though he could actually see the broken bone through it. A man should never have to look at his own bones, it was just wrong! When he got Sam out he was going to need a crapton of stitches. 
A large metal door hanging open on massive hinges brought an abrupt end to the tunnel. It could give any bank vault a severe case of hatch-envy. The computer console built into the wall beside it looked to have taken several beatings and the screen was smashed out. With sudden realization, Gabriel moved closer, looking up at the massive door. 
“It’s a fallout shelter.” 
“Please explain,” Mister Mittens said in his ear. The cat’s whiskers tickled and his nose was cold and wet. 
“It’s a radiation proof bunker far underground, usually filled with enough food and water to last until the radiation passes in the event of nuclear war. The name Children of the Chosen makes more sense now. They’re descendants of the people that survived the war in the shelter. After however many generations they must have come to believe that their ancestors were chosen to survive the holocaust.” 
Flattening himself against the wall beside the hatch, Gabriel peeked around the corner into the shelter. Through the flickering, dim lighting, he saw a metal corridor strewn with various bits of garbage. After a slow count of fifty, no one appeared down the corridor. Darting through the door, he moved as quickly as his wounds would allow until he came to an intersection and repeated the process. 
Sneaking through branching corridors filled with metal doors bearing control 
panels to the right of each, Gabriel found himself completely lost. He would have given just about anything for one of those maps that could be found at malls or amusement parks with a convenient icon labeled, “you are here”. 
With no clue how large the fallout shelter was, or where to even start looking for Sam, his only real hope was coming across a lone Child of the Chosen that he could beat into submission. Darting from passageway to passageway, he amused himself by 
thinking how much it resembled a derelict Starship Enterprise. 
Catching sight of a rat the size of a small dog, Gabriel decided that the opposite direction looked far more inviting. 
Without continuous movement, the numbness from his ankle faded, letting the 
pain of the bad sprain jolt through at his every step, like shards of broken glass in the joint. Beginning to feel lightheaded and somewhat distant, Gabriel knew that he couldn’t go on for much longer. He was going to pass out if he didn’t find Sam soon. 
Voices around a corner ahead caused Gabriel to step into a connecting corridor for cover. Peering around the corner, he watched the shadows of two men play across the wall at the end of the hallway. Though he could not make out what was being said, they sounded familiar. 
“That’s the three-eyed freak that took Sam,” Gabriel whispered. “I can’t make out what they’re saying?” 
Shifting on his shoulder, Mister Mittens leaned out into the corridor, his pointed ears perked forward and twitching from time to time. 
“The Chosen One took Sam for his own,” the cat whispered. “He’s ranting about all the work he had to do to get her and how ‘horny’ he is.” 
Gabriel hadn’t realized how hopeless he’d felt until now. If the Chosen One had lain claim to Sam that meant Devileye hadn’t touched her yet. Of course, there was the Chosen One to worry about now, but still, there was a chance she hadn’t been molested just yet. 
Holstering his pistol, Gabriel drew his hefty knife so as not to alert what passed for security down here to his presence with a gunshot. When Devileye and an obvious underling came into view, oblivious of his presence, he waited for them to pass then jumped out behind them. 
Pain flared in his chest and in his ankle as he sprang into motion. In a split second he’d driven his knife up to the hilt through the underling’s kidney, killing him without a sound. Placing his injured foot against the small of the scum’s back, he kicked him off the blade. 
Turning his attention to Devileye, Gabriel had forgotten just how ugly the three-eyed, mutant was. Up close he reeked of days old urine and death. His clothing was stained dark in oily patches, and his skin was so pale that it was almost translucent. 
Throwing aside his coat, Devileye whipped a miniature crossbow from his belt. 
Allowing his Sa’Dhi to guide his movements, Gabriel felt strangely detached from his own actions, like someone else was using his body to go all Chuck Norris on the man. 
His pain was distant and everything seemed to move in slow motion due to the flickering light. 
Sidestepping, he kicked the crossbow away. The bolt loosed with a twang, 
drawing sparks from the metal walls as it ricocheted dangerously. Before Devileye could draw the heavy knife on his belt, Gabriel threw him against a wall, pummeling him with a flurry of punches and kicks. 
He was about to bash that horrible third eye right out of the man’s head when the connection to the Sa’Dhi broke. The sudden lack of anything resembling fighting skills left him feeling dazed and empty, causing his fist to swing wide and slam into the metal wall next to Devileye’s face. The third eye in his temple rolled to look at it, and he cringed. 
Feeling incredibly helpless without the input from the Sa’Dhi, Gabriel acted like the miss was on purpose. As a lawyer, he’d learnt that the further you went over the top with bravado and theatrics, the more inclined people were to believe you. When he’d first started out, he hadn’t believed the older lawyers on that point, but then he’d seen them in action, and it was actually true. 
Glancing at the Sa’Dhi as he shoved his knife close enough for Devileye to shave with it, Gabriel hoped that it wasn’t broken. He still had an hour before it should have cut out. He was going to have a hell of a time getting back out again without it. 
Hopefully it just hadn’t recharged long enough after its last use. 
“Didn’t I tell you I’d kill you for hitting Sam,” Gabriel growled. The pain from his broken rib added a coarse edge to his voice. 
All three of Devileye’s eyes darted around fearfully, looking for salvation, but none came. Tossing the knife on his prisoner’s belt aside, Gabriel smiled darkly. 
“You picked the wrong man to piss off today.” 
“What do you want?” 
“I want my friend back, and you’re going to take me to her. If she’s hurt in any way, I’m going to kill you slowly.” 
“She belongs to the Chosen One now!” 
Gabriel brought the tip of his obsidian black blade to the man’s third eye. 
“She never was yours. And if you don’t want me to start cutting pieces off, you’ll take me to her now.” 
Looking to the right, Devileye nodded. “That way.” 
Shoving him on his way, Gabriel sheathed his knife and drew a pistol. 
“Don’t try anything. I won’t kill you before you’ve taken me to Sam, but a man can live without arms. Move!” 
Terror crossed Devileye’s face and he scampered off down the hall with Gabriel close behind, gritting his teeth against pain. 
There was a saying that all bullies were cowards at heart. That was a nice 
sentiment, but in the real world it rarely mattered if a bully was a coward or not. He usually had at least half a dozen lesser bully minions to solidify his rule and woe to anyone he felt the urge to splatter. You don’t need to be brave when you have an army underlings. Even if all the nerds of the world united against them, the bullies would likely still remain in power. Still, this particular bully seemed to have actually wet his pants in fear, so perhaps the saying was true after all. Bringing a smile to Gabriel’s face, it felt like revenge against every bully that had ever picked on him during his childhood, especially his worthless father. 
Leading Gabriel through a maze of hallways, Devileye abruptly stopped in front of a door that looked no different from any other. Placing his hand on the control panel beside it, he whimpered when it flashed red and a disembodied voice from the wall told him his access was denied. 
“You see? Only the Chosen One and his priests can open it.” 
Gritting his teeth, Gabriel scowled hard enough that Devileye cringed away from him. 
“The Imperial Seal,” Mister Mittens suggested. 
“The what,” Gabriel asked. 
“Your badge, idiot! It has your Imperial Authorization Code, does it not? If this was an Imperial facility, it might accept your code.” 
Shrugging, Gabriel supposed it was worth a try. Removing the gold plaque from his pocket, he examined it from every angle with one eye, keeping the other on his prisoner. There didn’t seem to be any sort of code on it, and there wasn’t any sort of way to input a code into the control panel if there was, only a USB port. 
“Open it up,” Mister Mittens hissed in vexation. 
Glancing at the cat, Gabriel wondered how he was supposed to do that.  Then he noticed the fine seam on one end. He pushed against it and the top of the badge came free with a click revealing a USB connector. 
“It’s a flash drive,” Gabriel said in realization. 
As he reached to plug his badge into the outlet, the control panel flickered and sparked, and a small stream of black smoke began rising from one of the corners. A hydraulic motor labored in the wall, and the door slid haltingly open to reveal Sam framed in the light of the hall with darkness behind, holding a wad of wiring in her hands. 
“It worked,” she cried excitedly as she dropped the wires and turned to make a run for it. 
Stopping up short when she realized that Gabriel was standing outside the 
doorway, Sam froze, staring at him in complete disbelief. Her eyes took in the blood soaking his clothes, and the cowed Devileye before returning to his face. 
“G-Gabriel,” she asked quietly. Her eyes began welling up with tears. “I thought you were dead!” 
Throwing herself at him, Sam almost tackled him to the ground in an embrace. 
“You came for me,” she cried. “I can’t believe you actually came for me!” 
Stumbling awkwardly in a circle, fighting to remain upright, Gabriel finally lost his balance and they both tumbled back into the cell in a heap. Mister Mittens leapt free before they fell, but landed on his bad leg with a catlike hiss. 
“I’m here to rescue you,” Gabriel said as he began extricating his limbs from hers. 
He noticed that her wounded hand had not been tended, and appeared to still be oozing a little blood. She was also developing one mother of a black eye from the punch that Devileye had given her. There was still dried blood around her mouth and chin from the man she’d killed too. 
“I can’t believe you actually . . . that anyone would ever . . . why did you come for me, you idiot,” Sam began sobbing. “I could have gotten myself out.” 
“Sam. Are you all right?” 
Putting his arms around her, Gabriel offered what comfort he could. Shaking, 
Sam leaned into him, and for just a moment Gabriel never wanted to let her go. Strange emotions of the variety he never thought he’d be able to feel began to surge through him. 
Sam was the first woman he’d ever met in his adult life that he’d seen as a person rather than an object, and he found that he cared deeply for her. Her battered condition filled him with rage, reminding him of what his father had done to his mother, and he wanted nothing more than to chase away her tears and take her out of this horrible, evil place. 
“I was sure that you were dead,” Sam cried. “But you actually came for me. I never thought anyone would care enough to come for me!” 
“I’d never live it down if I let myself be killed by a bunch of inbred hillbillies. 
And I’d never  leave you to rot in this place. What kind of man would I be if I did that? 
What about you? Are you all right? Did they hurt you badly? Did they . . .?” 
The only answer Sam gave was to put her arms around him, squeezing tightly 
enough to constrict his breathing and send a burst of agony through his broken rib. As she cried like a baby, Gabriel held her, rocking her gently and whispering comforts until her tears began to subside. He hoped that she wasn’t too beat up to move. 
“Gabriel,” Mister Mittens cried. “Watch out!” 
Sam shrieked an unintelligible warning as Gabriel turned to see Devileye bearing down on him with a knife he must have had hidden somewhere. Shoving Sam backward, Gabriel put himself between her and the looming danger. Not long ago he likely would have used her as a human shield. The contrast in his way of thinking now was not lost on him. His ordeals on Ethos were changing him, and he thought that it was for the better. 
Before, he’d thought only of himself. His law firm’s therapist had diagnosed him as a sociopath, someone without a shred of empathy for any other living being. Women hadn’t even been people to him, only objects of sexual desire. It didn’t matter how guilty a client was, only winning the case mattered to him, in the name of serving his perfect score, adding to his fame and fortune. He’d been shallow, and uncaring, thinking of nothing and no one but himself and his own reputation. 
Actually caring enough about another human being to put her life before his own went in the face of everything he’d been when that bus made roadkill of him. Despite having killed a truckload of people to save their skins thus far, Gabriel thought he just might be changing in the way that the Northern Sage meant him to. It felt strangely satisfying to care about something other than himself for a change. 
Reaching for a weapon, he found his holster empty, the pistol had fallen to the ground when Sam tackled him. He got his fingers around the hilt of his knife. Yanking it free, he slashed wildly at his attacker without the Sa’Dhi to guide him. It only occurred to him afterward to use one of the knife fighting moves he’d stored in the second Sa’Dhi. 
There was no resistance to indicate he’d landed a hit, but Devileye’s knife hand flew away at the wrist. Looking at the stump of his arm stupidly, it took him a few seconds before horror and realization began to set into his features. 
“My hand! You cut off my hand!” 
All the anger, frustration, fear, pain and rage brought on by the day’s events seemed to well up in him at once. Throwing himself at Devileye, Gabriel rammed his knife into the man’s belly. Twisting it with a jerk, he spilled his guts, but that wasn’t enough for threatening Sam with rape. After a childhood of seeing his mother battered and bruised by his own father, he couldn’t stand to see another woman he cared about treated the same way. Something inside of him snapped and a tidal wave of repressed emotion burst out of him in one strangely familiar torrent. 
Following the body to the ground, Gabriel stabbed and slashed over and over and over again. The muscles in his arm began to burn with exhaustion, but he was unable to stop. It felt right, like something he’d enjoyed long ago, and had wanted to do again ever since. 
“Stop it, ” Sam shrieked, startling Gabriel back to himself. There was blood everywhere, and not much left of Devileye. 
Dropping his knife, Gabriel gasped in horror, backing away. 
“Oh my god,” he muttered. 
What was happening to him? He wasn’t used to feeling emotions for other 
people, and it seemed like it was driving him crazy. He was becoming a killer. Despite changes to his way of thinking, all of the people he’d killed seemed to be standing between him and the redemption he’d been sent here to seek. 
“I’m all right,” Sam soothed. “I probably look a lot worse than I am. He didn’t hurt me, and he didn’t rape me. Neither did anyone else. Just calm down.” 
Looking toward her with a very deep feeling of shame, Gabriel saw a strangely 
motherly look on her incongruously youthful face. She didn’t look so young with that expression, and the bruises. It reminded him of his mother after his father had beaten her. 
She’d always had a smile for him, despite her pains, both physical and emotional. 
“I’m sorry,” he tried to find words to explain. “I didn’t . . .” 
Stretching, Sam got to her feet. She limped over to what was left of Devileye in a way that indicated her thigh was paining her. 
“I’ve gotta piss so bad. Locked me away in here and forgot about me! Gee, you think maybe the prisoner needs to eat, drink and visit the little girl’s room once in a while? Naw, I’m sure she’ll be just fine.” 
To Gabriel’s horror she slid her pants down to her knees, squatting over the dead man. 
He stared for a few seconds before he realized what he was staring at, and turned away. Trying to keep an eye on the open door without seeing her was no easy feat. 
“What the hell are you doing!” 
“Pissing on his corpse,” Sam said as if it was the most obvious thing in the world. 
“What does it look like? He was gonna do the most humiliating, dehumanizing thing possible to me. Lacking a dick to return the favor with, it’s the most humiliating, dehumanizing thing I can think to do to him. Take that, cocksucker!” 
“Do you try at being the most disgusting girl ever, or does it come naturally,” 
Gabriel made a disgusted sound. “There’s unfeminine, and then there’s you. There’s not enough liquor in the universe to burn that image out of my head.” 
“Oh stop being a baby,” Sam said. “It’s not like you’ve never seen me piss 
before. I’m not shy, so no big deal.” 
“And I’m trying very hard to forget, thank you very much! Don’t you have any 
concept at all about feminine modesty?” 
“Of course I do. Everyone pisses, why should I care if someone else sees?” 
After a moment of silence she continued, sounding strangely vulnerable. 
“When I was little I used to work at being as repulsive as possible to protect myself from being raped, and, well, you do something long enough and it sorta becomes part of you. You think it’s easy for a pretty, unmutated, parentless girl to make it through life in this world without being set upon? Well, there are my eyes and hair, but that’s not a big mutation at all, right? I mean, I think silver and gold are pretty colors, don’t you? 
Anyway, I did what I had to in order to survive . . . and now I kinda can’t stop.” 
Gabriel supposed all of her disgusting habits made morbid sense now. The fact that she’d had to become the way she was just to avoid childhood rape filled him with quite a bit of rage. The abuse of women he cared about had always been a heated subject for him. He wished that he could take her back to Earth where she’d be safe from all of the horrible things she’d endured here, and maybe allow herself to start acting a bit more feminine. 

“Much better.” Rising, Sam cleaned herself with a hand and wiped it on what 
was left of Devileye. “Oh, Mister Mittens, you came to rescue me too. You’re such a good little kitty.” 
Mister Mittens limped over to Sam and she picked him up, giving him a noisy, 
wet kiss on the nose, before letting him climb onto his customary spot on her shoulders. 
“You call me a pervert, but whose peeking now,” Sam said with a knowing grin. 
“You smell awful  by the way.” 
Gabriel realized how his watching the door must have looked to her. It hadn’t been out of anything sexual, more the desire to keep any more holes from being poked through them. God, what was sexual about watching a girl pissing? That was disgusting! 
Of course, try explaining anything to a woman when she had it in her head that you were up to no good. Easier to move a mountain with your bare hands. 
“Gabriel, thank you. I’ve never met anyone that would risk his life for my sorry, worthless hide. I’ve always been alone. I’ve always had only myself to rely on.” 
Looking Sam over, Gabriel saw that she didn’t appear to have any serious 
injuries. Her limp might slow them down, but then again, so would his. The gash in her cheek was ugly at first glance, but a little cleaning and stitching and it probably wouldn’t even leave much of a scar. If anything, the scar would keep her from looking so young. 
“Are you all right?” 
“I am now,” Sam gave him a lop-sided grin that showed one of her long, sharp 
fangs. Placing a hand between her legs, she patted herself. “I thought I was gonna rot in here as this Chosen One’s plaything for the rest of my life. But entrance remains by invitation only. And for coming in here after me, you’ve got a standing invitation.” 
Rolling his eyes, Gabriel was only mildly disgusted. Lately he’d found that she didn’t seem so much like jailbait to him, more like the grown woman her ID proclaimed her to be, if she still behaved a little childish from time to time. 
“So, what’s the plan for getting out of here?” 
Blinking at Sam, Gabriel had a deer in headlights moment. He’d been so focused on reaching her before someone stuck something in her that she didn’t want in her that he’d completely forgotten a plan for getting back out again. He had no idea how to get back to the tunnel, and the bar above was likely guarded by more than just the leftovers from earlier. 
“Uh, well,” Gabriel was saved from having to give an answer by movement in the hallway beyond Sam. Drawing both of his pistols he shouted, “get back!” 
It was too late. The weasel-faced, scale-skinned mutant from the bar darted 
forward and grabbed Sam by the base of the tail, bringing the point of a crude spear to her throat. She gave an indignant squawk as he pulled her closer. 
“The Chosen One requests your presence,” he said through a cruel gap-toothed 
grin. “Take his weapons boys, and figure out who that on the floor used to be.” 



Chapter 22: The Chosen One 
“He didn’t have to pull my tail so hard,” Sam grumbled for about the seventy-
third time. “It still hurts! I bet that’s what it feels like to get kicked in the nads!” 
Glancing around at the rather large group of armed men surrounding them, 
Gabriel saw that her ranting was beginning to grate on them as well. 
Grumbling curses foul enough to curdle milk still inside the cow, she began the entire tirade for the seventy-fourth time. Their situation was completely hopeless, and all she could complain about was a sore tail. She seemed to have taken some sort of miraculous escape as a foregone conclusion. Everything else seemed to pale to her beside someone yanking on a respectable girl’s tail. Respectable being largely a matter of her own opinion, as evidenced by her relieving herself on a dead guy right in front of him not ten minutes past. 
They came to a stop before a door that looked no different from any other in the plain metal hallways of the Haven, except that it was twice as wide. Sam took the opportunity to scratch herself in a very unladylike manner, shooting challenging glares around to all, as if daring them to say something about it. 
The scale-skinned weasel opened the door with his hand on the control panel. 
Splitting into two halves, the door slid open with jerking, halted motions and a sound like someone trying to change gears in a truck without pushing the clutch down all the way. 
The room beyond was about half the size of a basketball court, seeming huge in the claustrophobic Haven. 
Colorful curtains that had certainly seen better decades, if not centuries, decorated the walls. They were stained with blood, and possibly other bodily fluids as well. 
Running across the length of the room and up three steps to a raised sort of stage, was a filthy red carpet, bearing several black smears that Gabriel preferred not to guess at. To either side of the carpet in the center of the room were crudely painted, black circles on the metal floor with red splotches, which were most definitely bloodstains, all around them. 
The steps up to the stage were only as wide as the carpet, leaving a three-foot drop down to the rest of the room to either side. Straight back from the steps was a metal throne that seemed to be part of the floor. 
Sitting in the chair was a boy no older than eight. He was shirtless, with almost bone white skin, and there was a jagged, ugly surgical scar down the length of his sternum. His only clothing was a pair of ragged blue jeans with holes in the knees. With his right hand down his pants, he looked very much like Sam. In fact, his greasy hair was the color of silver, and his beady little eyes were the same metallic gold. Not only that, but his face bore a great resemblance to hers. He could have passed for her little brother in a heartbeat. 
When he realized he was not alone anymore, the boy yanked his hand out of his 
pants with a guilty look in his weird, golden eyes. He did not seem to have any outward mutations that Gabriel could see as he cocked his head to the side in the exact way that Sam did when she was examining something. With how often Sam implied that her mother rented out her naughty bits, perhaps this boy actually was her half brother. 
“He looks like you.” 
“That bleeding whore,” Sam snarled, obviously seeing the same resemblance Gabriel did. “It’s one thing to sleep around for rent money, but selling your body to the Children of the Chosen? Was she insane! No wonder she’s dying of whatever the hell she’s dying of!” 
Gabriel and Sam were roughly pushed down the red carpet toward the boy while 
the doors labored closed behind them. Coming to a stop before the stage, the mutant thugs dropped to one knee with heads bowed, speaking as one. 
“Our lives to serve the Chosen One.” 
That kid was the Chosen One? That kid provided food, money and women to the Children of the Chosen? He probably wouldn’t know what to do with a woman if he had one. 
“You’ve gotta be kidding  me! I’m supposed to be sex slave to a kid whose balls haven’t even dropped yet! And hello we’re obviously  related to each other! Great way to lower the depth of the gene pool there guys. Bravo.” 
Rolling her eyes in disgust, Sam began clapping sarcastically. Gabriel wouldn’t have thought a clap could even be  sarcastic, having no actual tone and all. What made it so incredibly comical though, was that Mister Mittens sat up on her shoulder, rolling his eyes in the exact same way at the exact same time, and began clapping his forepaws together. It was almost as though they’d spent all night rehearsing it. Gabriel tried extremely hard not to laugh, and only an embarrassing snort escaped him. 
“Kneel before the Chosen One,” scale skin slammed his spear against the back of Gabriel’s knees, dropping him to the floor. The jolt sent searing pain through his broken rib. Protesting vulgarly at similar treatment, Sam’s voice seemed a distant buzz compared to the pain. 
“You look like my mother,” the Chosen One said in a girlishly high pitched voice, leaning forward to examine Sam. “You will be my mother now.” 
“The hell I will. I don’t want anything to do with that whore’s leavings!” 
Blinking at her, the boy was obviously unused to having his desires refused. 
Confused, he seemed to be trying to see inside of Sam’s skull to find what was wrong with her. Gabriel silently gave his sympathies. He’d been trying for weeks now, to no avail. When Sam did nothing but glare at him, the boy looked to his minions as though expecting them to admit the joke. 
“But,” the boy protested petulantly. “I’m the Chosen One!” 
“So what,” Sam made a rude gesture that was likely lost on someone that young. 
“We might have the same mother, but I’d rather rot in hell than have anything to do with any of the Children of the Chosen.” 
“Rhys,” the boy shouted to the scale-skinned weasel. “Make her obey me!” 
Planting himself in front of Sam, Rhys raised his spear over his head with the intent to bludgeon her with it, but he was interrupted before he could. 
“Stop,” the Chosen One screeched. “What are you doing! Don’t hit my mother! 
Just make her obey me!” 
“She won’t,” Gabriel said. “And you can’t make her. That’s the way the world works, kid. Try getting any  woman, much less this one, to do something she doesn’t want to. Might as well try moving a mountain, it’ll probably be easier. Plus, trust me, this one bites.” 
“Who is this man that thinks he can speak to me,” the boy demanded. 
Rounding on Gabriel, Rhys swung his spear butt at him. The world exploded in 
darkness with little twinkling lights. He’d always thought that seeing stars only happened in cartoons. Apparently not. With no memory of falling over, he found himself on the floor while Rhys recounted the events in the bar aboveground. 
“He was carrying these,” Rhys put Gabriel's guns in a pile on the ground before the steps reverently with the sheathed knife atop. “And this.” 
He held up Gabriel’s golden Imperial Badge. 
“The Imperial Seal,” the Chosen One’s eyes narrowed. “He’s a Lawman!” 
“He claims he’s not,” Rhys said as Gabriel tried, and failed to get back up to his knees. The world seemed to be tipping unpredictably. “Likely he killed one and took his belongings.” 
“Very well,” the boy nodded. “Then he won’t be missed. Kill him.” 
“No,” Sam cried. 
“No,” a sly look passed across the boy’s face. “Then maybe you’ll accept a deal. 
You be my mother, and I let him live.” 
Before Sam could do more than glare, Gabriel forced himself to his feet. 
Swaying, he looked at the boy. Keeping his eyes on the throne, he wished his vision would stop going in and out of focus. 
“What happened to the women here? I haven’t seen a single one. What happens 
to the women that get taken? What happened to your mother?” 
“My men like women,” the Chosen One sounded bored. “They like to play games 
with them, but the women never seem to want to. They always try to fight and scream. 
My mother was different, of course, paid by my father to give birth to his heir. She was allowed to leave with her life after her contract was up, but I want her back now!” 
“That’s not a game,” Gabriel slurred drunkenly. His head seemed to be clearing, but far too slowly for his taste. “They’re hurting those women far worse than if they were beating them. Don’t you get it, kid? Women are people just like you. You can’t give them away like a prize!” 
“Enough,” the Chosen One ordered. “If you will not be my mother, then you will watch this man die. I’m bored. Entertain me. Give him his knife and put him in the ring.” 
A cheer rose up from Rhys and his men. 
“I’ll give you a chance to free yourself,” the boy smiled in a way that could only be described as pure evil. “Fight my men in the ring. If you kill all nine, you may go free.” 
“What about Sam,” Gabriel asked. 
“She’s mine,” the boy said. “You will not take her from me!” 
“We’ll see about that,” Gabriel muttered as he swayed and stumbled, fighting just to remain on his feet. The floor seemed to pitch and yaw like a boat in a storm. He probably had a concussion and really couldn’t see himself surviving more than two seconds fighting in his condition. 
Someone shoved his knife at him and he fumbled at it out of its sheath, thinking his chances would be better if only his ears would stop ringing. 
“Wingless,” he muttered as he stumbled toward one of the black rings painted on the floor. The bloodstains seemed more ominous now than ever. 
Nothing happened. Several possibilities swam through Gabriel’s addled brain. 
Either the blow to the head had broken the connection to his brain, the Sa’Dhi was broken, or it couldn’t be used again so soon. Glancing at his other Sa’Dhi, he suppressed a groan. He could barely stand, and the one thing he’d been riding so far was lost to him. 
All he had were a few flashy tricks he’d saved in the other Sa’Dhi. There was no way they were going to be enough to fight off nine guys, even if they came at him one at a time. 
“Halo,” Gabriel muttered, and immediately felt some of his dizziness and 
sluggishness fading away as the field log Sa’Dhi activated. The ground stopped swaying, his thoughts cleared somewhat. His head still felt like an old-timey blacksmith was using it for an anvil, but he was steady enough to hopefully not get himself poked full of holes before he thought of a way out of this. 
Swaying to give the appearance of still being addled, Gabriel stood in the circle across from Rhys, who sneered and twirled his spear menacingly. The other eight men surrounded them to make sure that Gabriel didn’t run. He’d never get a fair fight with his opponent’s far longer reach. He might as well bend over and take it up the ass without a fight! 
“Fight,” the Chosen One cried. 
Without wasting a single second, Rhys darted forward, his spear jabbing with 
lightning speed. Gabriel stumbled back into one of the men surrounding the circle to avoid it and was pushed roughly toward the spear point for his trouble. Grabbing onto the rusty blade at the tip, he pushed it aside at the last second. The blade was so dull that it didn’t even cut through his glove. 
Waiting for Rhys to jab at him again, Gabriel sidestepped and brought the black bladed knife down on the haft of the crude spear with all of the strength that he could muster. It sheared right through the wood as if it was butter. Staring at his bisected spear, Rhys didn’t even notice when Gabriel shoved the knife through his larynx. 
The encircling men cheered as Rhys fell dead, spreading a pool of blood. His 
body was pulled to the edge of the circle and left there unceremoniously, leaving a bloody smear on the ground. 
Looking past the men surrounding him, Gabriel saw Sam watching fearfully. It 
was then that a very strange realization struck him. It seemed as unlikely as could possibly be, but he loved her. She was the complete opposite of the dull, stupid, and submissive women he’d liked before his fateful meeting with a Greyhound bus. And yet that was what had made him think of her as a person rather than an object. She was exactly what he’d needed to fix something inside of him that he’d never known was broken, and he loved her for it. 
Beyond Sam, the Chosen One grinned broadly, thoroughly enjoying the show as 
another man, nearly twice Gabriel’s size took Rhys’ place in the circle. He sported a crossbow in one hand and a rusty cutlass in the other. Raising the crossbow, he fired before Gabriel could protest. 
Diving aside, Gabriel hit the ground hard as the crossbow bolt struck the man 
behind him in the chest. Rolling to break the fall, Gabriel looked over to see the man staring at the bolt in his chest before falling over backward dead. As he started to push himself back up, Gabriel found himself lying against Rhys’ dead body, and more importantly against the two grenades still attached to his belt. 
“I can’t be this lucky,” he muttered as he yanked the pins from the two grenades, and leapt to his feet, tossing them aside. 
He dashed with all the speed his ailing body could muster toward the hole in the encircling men left by the one that had been shot. He angled toward where Sam stood to one side of the stairs leading up to the Chosen One’s dais. 
“Get down,” he shouted at her, tackling her to the ground against the stairs, 
hoping that they’d gave them enough cover from the explosion. 
When the explosion came, the ground shook hard. The shockwave hit him hard, 
feeling much like doing a belly flop onto a brick wall. Every muscle and bone in his body felt the jolt, and it knocked the wind out of him. 
Wheezing for breath, Gabriel checked quickly to make sure that Sam was all 
right. Coughing weakly, she looked up at him with wide eyes. Obviously, she had no idea what had just happened. 
Pulling himself to his feet on watery legs, Gabriel surveyed the damage caused by the grenades. The metal flooring was dented and scorched black. Several of the men had been torn to pieces. Only one was left alive, pulling himself to his feet and looking at the carnage with disbelief. 
Gabriel didn’t give him any time to recover. Ignoring his hurts he strode over to the man with knife in hand. 
“Knife,” he said one of the keywords he’d programmed into the field log, and felt it take over. His body moved in the prerecorded fashion. Slashing at the lone survivor to disarm him, Gabriel spun around and planted his blade in the center of his chest before whipping it out again and bringing it back up to a ready stance. 
Seconds later the Sa’Dhi reached its time limit and Gabriel felt most of his 
strength flood out of him. His legs folded under him, dropping him to the floor hard. He felt as though he’d just run seven marathons back to back. His broken rib stabbed sharply, his sprained ankle sent jolts of pain up his leg with every beat of his heart, and his head felt as through a small animal was trying desperately to burrow its way out of it, but he was alive, and so was Sam. 
“What in the hell was that,” Sam cried, getting to her feet and checking Mister Mittens over before letting him climb onto her shoulders. 
“Grenades,” Gabriel wheezed. 
“If you had grenades all this time why didn’t you use them sooner,” Sam yelled angrily, planting fists on hips. 
“They weren’t mine,” Gabriel pointed to the dent in the floor. “They were on his belt.” 
“Guards,” the Chosen One screamed. He was peeking out from behind his throne 
and jabbing his finger down at a blue button on the arm for all he was worth. 
Forcing himself back to his feet, Gabriel staggered almost drunkenly toward Sam. 
Rather than throwing her arms around him as he expected, she pulled back a fist and punched in square in the jaw so hard he saw stars again. Unfortunately, Sam did not  hit like a girl. 
When he was able to pull himself back to his senses he glared at her, massaging his jaw. “What in the hell was that for!” 
“Didn’t I tell you never to call me Samantha,” she glared at him. “And if you were going to use that guy’s grenades couldn’t you have let me know beforehand, or done it sooner or something!” 
“Oh shut up,” Gabriel grabbed her upper arm with one hand and pulled her close. 
They looked into each other’s eyes for a long moment, strange emotions running through each of them. Neither of them seemed to know what to do next. 
“Guards,” the Chosen One screamed again, more frantically this time, breaking 
the magic of the moment. “Guards!” 
He was still jabbing down at the blue button, probably a communicator of some 
sort, but nothing was happening. 
“And you,” Sam snarled, limping toward the Chosen One with her bushy tail bristling and lashing in anger. Her growl was so animal, Gabriel wouldn’t have believed it came from a human throat if he hadn’t seen for himself. 
The boy froze, staring at her with glassy eyed fear. 
“Y-you aren’t s-supposed to come u-up here,” he stuttered. 
Raising her hand high above her head, Sam let it hang there for a few seconds to build expectation before she let it fall. The slap resounded through the otherwise silent room. 
“You do not  treat women like that,” she screamed at the boy, who fingered at a reddening patch on his cheek. 
Sam slapped the Chosen One again. If anything it sounded like she hit him harder this time. “You do not treat women like that!” 
This slap knocked the kid to the floor where he began bawling like a baby 
between cries for help. Dropping onto the throne, Sam jerked the boy over her knees, forcing him still with a handful of his greasy hair. Then she started to spank him with her good hand. Howling with indignity, he struggled to free himself, but it was futile. As she continued, his cries changed more from anger to pain. 
Screaming unintelligibly, Sam spanked her probably half brother for a very long time. Gabriel left her to it, as it was far less than the kid deserved, and Sam needed to work off the anger and fear from her captivity. Retrieving his guns, he buckled them on. 
His clothes were a gory mess, and soaked through with sweat. If only he had his saddlebags so he could change into his spares. There was also a first aid kit that both of them needed desperately. 
Stepping onto the stage, Gabriel plopped down to try and recover some of his 
strength. Looking over the edge of the dais, he considered whether or not he wanted to vomit. His stomach was churning, but heaving would set his broken rib aflame. Which would be more objectionable: the pain or the queasy feeling? He couldn’t decide. He was completely beat, and they still had to find a way back out. At least they had a very important hostage. 
Sam finally finished and rolled the Chosen One off her thighs onto the ground 
where he lay on his back crying uncontrollably. Panting, she looked like she wanted to start strangling the kid, but restrained herself. 
“You want me to be your mother,” she growled. “That’s your first lesson. You do something bad and I wail on you. Now stop crying or I’ll really  give you something to cry about!” 



Chapter 23: Initiative Six Six Six 
“What now,” Sam asked breathlessly. 
“Well,” Gabriel replied. “He’s just a kid, we can’t kill him.” 
“I know,” she sounded absolutely infuriated over the fact. 
“You can’t kill me,” the boy began laughing maniacally, tapping the jagged 
surgical scar on his chest. “I’m the Chosen One. No one can kill me!” 
“I beg to differ,” Mister Mittens said. “Kill him, Gabriel. It’s better than he deserves. You’re afraid to kill a child? What are you, a pussy? Have you forgotten everything this brat is responsible for?” 
“Being called a pussy by a cat,” Gabriel muttered. “That’s a new one. Shut up, cat! He’s just a kid. He doesn’t know any better.” 
“You can’t kill me,” the Chosen One sang, “because if you do, you’ll die too.” 
“What are you spouting, boy,” Mister Mittens hissed. 
“They put something in my chest when I was born. If my heart stops beating, it sends a signal to the computer and this place gets filled with gas. No one lives if I die!” 
The Chosen One began rolling on the floor, laughing. 
With mild amusement, Gabriel placed a boot on the kid’s chest, pinning him to 
the ground and pushing the air from his lungs. The silver spur on his heel drew blood. 
The kid tried to laugh again, but found he couldn’t with the pressure from Gabriel’s boot, so he contented himself with glaring. 
Drawing one of his pistols, Gabriel pointed it at the kid, pulling the hammer back with his thumb. The click of it locking into place echoed through a very sudden and deep silence. 
“But you’ll die,” the kid’s eyes widened in renewed fear. 
“If you don’t tell me exactly where to find all the stuff your boys stole from me when they kidnapped Sam, I’m going to blow your head off and find out what happens. 
Things don’t look like they work too well down here anymore, I think I’ll take my chances. Care to test your luck?” 
Staring up the gun barrel, the kid shook his head emphatically. 
“Where are our things?” 
“Probably still with your animals at the stable on the north edge of the surface town. If they haven’t been butchered yet for the meat, anyway.” 
“And how do we get out of here?” 
“Green button,” the Chosen One pointed to his throne. “It opens the elevator to the surface behind my throne.” 
Gabriel nodded to Sam and she pushed the button. Part of the wall slid aside 
revealing a small elevator. 
“You’re going to trust an elevator down here,” Mister Mittens asked as he leapt up to the arm of the chair and then onto Sam’s shoulder. 
“Look cat, I don’t know if you’ve been paying attention, but I’m almost out of ammo, and I’ve done enough killing to last twenty lifetimes. Getting in here almost killed me and I’m not too keen on fighting my way back out again.” 
“Fair enough,” the cat shrugged, another gesture that looked decidedly odd 
performed by a cat. 
“We’re just gonna go,” Sam said quietly. “And leave the Children for the next unwary travelers to come along?” 
“If you want to slaughter everyone that’s left you go right ahead, but me, I’m getting the hell out of here as quickly as possible.” 
“Yeah, I guess you’re right,” Sam said with a deep and reluctant sigh. 
Dropping to one knee, she glared into the Chosen One’s face. He tried to flinch back from her, but there was nowhere for him to go. 
“Listen to me, you little turd! Women are people, not objects for you to give away as gifts. You will never  treat women like that again or your older sister is gonna come back here and rip your balls off with her bare hands. Understand? You are not the Father Sun. You do not  dictate who lives and who dies. And you do not, treat women as playthings!” 
She finished off by hawking up what sounded like one monster of a loogie and 
spitting it in the kid’s face. 
Pressing down with his boot one last time for good measure, Gabriel lifted his foot and offered Sam his hand. She accepted and he pulled her to her feet, gesturing toward the elevator with a bow. Giggling merrily, she limped toward it. 
“Oh no,” the Chosen One gasped. “No! Stop!” 
Looking down, Gabriel saw the boy scrabbling at his chest as if trying to open his skin like a close fitting jacket. There was a flashing red light under his flesh. 
“Initiative six six six has been activated,” a mechanically feminine voice blared over a loudspeaker. “Purge of main facility begins in thirty seconds.” 
She began counting down from thirty like the self-destruct timer on any number of generic sci-fi shows he’d seen as a child. 
“You idiot,” the Chosen One cried. “You triggered the device with your boot!” 
“What’s happening,” Sam asked, looking up at the source of the voice. “What’s initiative six six six? Is that the gas the kid was talking about?” 
“Probably.” 
“We have to get out of here,” the Chosen One cried. “We’re all going to die if we don’t get out of here.” 
“You heard the kid,” Gabriel gestured toward the elevator with his pistol before holstering it. 
Sam rushed to it, closely followed by Gabriel. He pressed the button marked 
ground level and the doors began to close. 
“Wait for me,” the Chosen one cried, dashing toward them. 
“I don’t think so,” Sam kicked the boy savagely in the chest, knocking him 
backward into his throne. “You can stay down here and rot like you deserve!” 
The doors to the elevator closed and it lurched into motion in short bursts with a grinding sound between. Wincing at each one, Gabriel expected the cables to snap at any moment, dropping them to their deaths. The motion of the elevator was highly at odds with the soothing tones playing over the speaker in the ceiling. 
Looking to Sam, he could see that her jaw was set so hard the muscles were 
standing out. 
“You’re a man so you can’t understand what it’s like to be locked up in the cold and dark waiting to be raped,” she said in answer to his look. “You can’t understand the fear  it puts into you. You don’t know what it’s like to know that you’re completely and utterly helpless to stop a man having his way with you, no matter how hard you fight. I was terrified out of my mind! Terrified! It’s no more than that brat deserves. I hope he takes hours to die!” 
Wiping angry tears from her eyes, Sam kicked the metal wall of the elevator, 
yelling something unintelligible. 
“They all  deserve to die, and I’m glad I did what I did!” 
Looking at Sam, Gabriel could only see her profile, as she’d turned away from 
him so he couldn’t see her tears. Though she had some features that made her look much younger than she really was, her eyes gave away her age. He was surprised he’d never noticed it before. Despite her youthful appearance, her dirty and scruffy looks, her foul mouth and even fouler way of thinking, and the fact that her hands still smelled of urine, she was beautiful. In fact, the way she seemed not to care about her appearance, not prettying herself up at every opportunity like other women, spoke to how truly beautiful she really was. 
Putting an arm around Sam, Gabriel pulled her into an embrace. She fought a bit at first, but then she leaned into him and began to sob. At first, he’d only thought of her as a sex crazed child, but the more he learned about how horrible her life had been, the more her behavior and appearance made sense, and the more he fell in love with her. She was so strong to have come so far alone, and he’d always admired real strength. 
“I was so afraid,” Sam bawled. “I thought you were dead, and I knew I was 
gonna spend the rest of my life getting rammed by every disgusting mutant the Children of the Chosen could produce. I can’t believe you actually came  for me. No one’s ever cared enough about me to do something like that. I knew I had to find my own way out, because no one cares about me, not even my own mother.” 
“I need you,” Gabriel replied simply. 
“Of course,” Sam said, pulling away and wiping at her tears. “You’re completely lost without me, aren’t you?” 
“That wasn’t what I meant. I need you.” 
Again, their eyes met and they were lost in each other’s gaze. Gabriel could stare into those strangely beautiful eyes of hers for an eternity. 
Mister Mittens cleared his throat loudly, but Sam shoved him off her shoulder to shut him up and threw herself at Gabriel. Before he knew what was happening they were kissing passionately, the way movie actors did at the end of a long and grueling chick flick. Wild emotions and desires ran through him and he never wanted to let her go. She was the part of himself that he’d always been missing. All of the fear and the stress of their ordeal seemed to slough off of him and the entire world disappeared except for her. 
He couldn’t feel the pain of his wounds, or smell the stink of his own body. There was nothing but her, and what he felt for her. 
Grinding to an abrupt halt, the elevator jolted so hard that it knocked the two of them from their feet. The door opened with a ding and the music quit. Mister Mittens leapt onto Sam’s shoulder, grumbling something that sounded unflattering under his breath, lashing his tail in outrage. Standing, Gabriel offered Sam a hand, helping her up. 
“I never kissed anyone like that  before,” she sounded almost drunk. “Wow. Let’s do it again.” 
“Let’s get somewhere safe first,” Gabriel said, grinning like an idiot. 
Stepping out of the elevator, he found himself in a small shed. The door was 
locked from the other side, but the wood shattered under a hefty kick. Outside was pandemonium. An air raid siren blared over the small town, and men were rushing through the streets in a flurry, like chickens with their heads cut off. One thing seemed common. They were all focused on getting the hell out of town as quickly as possible and everyone else be damned for getting in the way. 
“Well, at least no one’s paying any attention to us,” Sam said with a shrug, 
pointing. “North is that way.” 
Unfastening the gun belt on his left hip, Gabriel handed it to Sam. 
“You wear this one from now on. I don’t want this happening again.” 
Taking the gun belt with an almost awed reverence, Sam examined it like the 
greatest treasure she’d ever seen, before throwing it around her waist and buckling it on. 
She adjusted the holster a bit and tied the rawhide cord at the bottom around her thigh to hold it in place. 
“You remembered I’m left handed.” 
“Can you shoot a gun?” 
“People like me can go our whole lives without even seeing a gun, much less 
holding one.” 
“People like you?” 
“You know, lowest of the low? Peasants. Only a step higher than the mutants in the grand scheme of things here in the Empire?” 
“Right, sorry.” 
Sam shook her head, her twin braids swaying with the motion. 
“I’m not  sorry for hitting you,” she said after a few seconds of consideration. 
“Never call me Samantha again! Got it? That’s what she called me, and I never wanna hear it again!” 
Gabriel smiled at the petulant grimace that flashed across her youthful features. 
He gestured to the pistol and she drew it. It looked gigantic in her small hands. 
“Pull back the hammer like this with your thumb to cock it,” Gabriel 
demonstrated with his own pistol. “Then point it at what you want to die and pull the trigger. The recoil from the first shot will cock it for the next. There’s only six shots in it, so try not to waste them. If we don’t find my saddlebags it could be a while before we get more ammo. Maybe it would be best if you held it with both hands, that thing looks really huge, and it’ll kick hard when it fires.” 
Laughing, Sam let the pistol fall to her side, looking up at him with a serious expression. 
“Thanks for caring, Gabriel. Really. It means a lot to me. No one ever really cared what happened to me before. And I meant it when I said you’ve got a standing invitation. You earned that ten times over.” 
“Not that I wouldn’t enjoy it,” Gabriel reached out and caressed her cheek. She leaned into his hand and closed her eyes. “But maybe you should have a little more respect for yourself than that?” 
“I dunno what that’s supposed to mean, but it sounds kinda insulting.” 
Giving her a wry grin, Gabriel shrugged. 
“Don’t go,” Sam said, taking his hand in both of hers. “I don’t want you to leave me when we reach the Spires of Infinity.” 
“If I go anywhere,” Gabriel smiled reassuringly, “you’re going with me. That’s a promise.” 
Beaming so wide that her fangs showed, Sam nodded her understanding and 
assent. 
“In case you two forgot,” Mister Mittens broke in, “we really should be going 
before one of these fleeing idiots sees our cathors and makes off with them.” 
“Look,” Sam pointed. “You can see the Spires of Infinity from here. There, on the horizon.” 
Following her finger, Gabriel saw that there were several sharp points just in view on the horizon. The largest of them seemed almost to be resting on its side, pointing to where the sun would rise once morning came. Their journey was almost at an end, and it couldn’t have come quickly enough. He was going to keep to his promise. If there was a way for him to get back to Earth, she was going with him. 



Chapter 24: On the Edge 
Dashing up the rocky slope toward the clash of swords, Kari’s exhaustion and 
hunger seemed to be eating away at her from the inside out. Only adrenaline kept her on her feet. Following just behind her, Michael cursed continually out of the same exhaustion. They were paying the price for transforming to their beast forms. 
Acrid smoke and sulfur filled the air, and the ground trembled with palpable 
energy. The porous black rock beneath their feet bore no sign of vegetation or animal life. Stretching out below them was a spectacular view of blackened flatlands broken by glowing red rivers of lava and the occasional perfectly conical mountain. Every mountain spewed black smoke, and ash fell like snow from an angry, black sky. Heat beat downward at her as she scrambled up the slope toward where Jonathan and the Apostle were locked together in combat. 
“We’re on a volcano,” Michael shouted. “We’ve gotta get outta here, now!” 
“Not without our idiot brother.” 
Stopping on a relatively level rocky outcropping, Kari strung her bow. Drawing his swords, Michael darted past her up the slope to join the fight. Drawing an arrow from her quiver, Kari knocked and pulled the fletching back to her cheek, waiting for a clear shot at the Apostle. 
Dancing around each other, swords flashing in the dim light, Jonathan and the 
Apostle were silhouetted against a column of smoke rising from the crater at the top of the volcano. Jonathan’s massive broadsword was a limited weapon in close quarters, but out in the open with freedom of movement, he was very skilled with it, swinging it around as if it weighed nothing. He’d been impressed by a traveler that visited their father before Kari was born, and from that day had always said that when he grew up he was going to carry as big a sword as he could handle, just like the visitor did. 
Relying on her much greater speed, the Apostle darted around Jonathan, trying to feint and dodge, scoring occasional hits. She would rush in swinging her black-bladed rapier, then dart back out of his reach. He would then counter with a series of his own attacks, which she would easily dodge or turn aside. They seemed evenly matched, though the Apostle kept one hand pressed firmly to her right side and she was leaving splatters of blood wherever she went. That side wound had to be pretty serious to still be bleeding. If the Apostle was this fast with a serious wound, Kari couldn’t imagine having to fight her when she was in top condition. 
Eyes tracking the Apostle, Kari tried to aim, but she never stood still, and 
Jonathan kept jumping in. She couldn’t get a clear shot at anywhere vital or crippling. 
Growing deeply, she swiped sweat from her brow. 
“Stop this,” Jonathan yelled. “You’re gonna bleed to death. Just give yourself up. I promise you won’t be hurt.” 
“Never,” the Apostle hissed. 
Growling in frustration, Jonathan lunged forward again, his attacks obviously 
meant to disarm rather than kill. At least he had half a brain in his head when it mattered. 
They needed to question the Apostle about where she’d come from, how she 
communicated with Cain, and how she even knew of him in the first place. They could find some way to send her to their father, and he could deal with her. Teach him to say the matter was dealt with just because they left home and happened across the Apostle! 
Joining the fight, Michael flipped over the Apostle and came down on her injured right side. She barely managed to dodge his slash, and his blade sliced through her black cloak, cleaving a large piece of it away, revealing her bushy wolflike tail with chestnut fur. She snarled and redoubled her efforts against Jonathan, practically ignoring the threat of Michael. 
Drifting on heat currents the piece of her cloak sailed away, but not before 
something that sparkled in the light dropped and tumbled down the slope to land at Kari’s feet. It was a purple crystal on a leather cord, the Apostle’s shard of the Gate! Without it she would be unable to escape. Scooping up the crystal, Kari dropped it into her quiver for safekeeping before returning to her search for a clear shot. 
Extremely skilled and blindingly fast, the Apostle held her own against her two opponents for a time. Seeming to have eyes on the back of her head, she blocked attacks that she could not possibly have seen coming. In the end the blood loss and pain of her wound began to wear her down. Her movements slowed, and a few attacks made it through her defenses. Most of them slid off her armor, but one or two slashes struck flesh, drawing blood. 
Not daring to blink lest she miss a chance for a shot, Kari kept her bow drawn. 
Sweat rolled down her face and began to soak through her clothes. Gritting her teeth against the heat, she did not allow the drops of sweat sliding down her body distract her. 
At last she saw an opening when the Apostle raised her sword above her head. 
Kari let her arrow fly, but at the exact moment she did, the ground beneath her shook, throwing her aim off. Catching her balance, she looked up just in time to see her arrow graze the Apostle’s gloved hand and fly off into the murky smoke rising from the volcano beyond. 
Cursing, she pulled another arrow from her quiver, and drew it back, waiting for another chance. 
The ground shook again, this time more violently. Kari lost her grip on the arrow, loosing it with an ominous twang. Jonathan barely ducked in time to keep from having his head skewered on it. 
“Hey! Watch where you’re shooting that thing!” 
“Sorry.” 
Drawing a third arrow, Kari widened her stance to keep her balance in the event of another tremor. She drew the bowstring back and immediately saw an opening. 
Loosing her arrow, she held her breath, willing it to fly true. It did, striking the Apostle in the left hip with enough force to spin her around and knock her off of her feet. 
Rolling to the edge of the crater, the Apostle teetered for a second before 
dropping into the dark depths below. 
“No,” Jonathan cried, tossing his massive sword aside and sprinting up the slope. 
Reaching the edge a second too late, he threw a hand down to grab onto the 
Apostle. Sliding forward, he must have caught her, stopped from going over the edge himself by Michael diving across his legs. 
Kari set her bow down and rushed up the slope to help. Reaching past Jonathan, she grasped the Apostle’s left wrist just above where he had hold of her, but it was slick with blood and Kari’s hand slipped away. The Apostle was unresponsive, seemingly unconscious. Searing wind blasted upward with a strong stench of sulfur, and there was an ominous red glow from below. 
Trying again, to similar effect, Kari noticed that the Apostle still held her sword in her other hand. 
“Drop the sword and give me your hand,” she shouted. “I can’t get a good grip.” 
The Apostle remained unresponsive. A tremor ran through her body, like every 
muscle seizing up for just a second and then relaxing. 
“Not good,” Jonathan muttered. “I think the sickness is coming on her. I don’t think I can keep hold of her if she starts thrashing around.” 
“Apostle,” Kari shouted. “Or whatever your name is! Listen to me! Drop your sword and give me your other hand or you’re going to die!” 
“Cora,” Jonathan said calmly but firmly. “Cora. Listen to me.” 
At the sound of her name, the Apostle seemed to jerk back to herself. 
“So much pain,” she muttered, voice mechanically distorted by her mask. “What is happening to me?” 
“Listen closely,” Jonathan said. “As Heretics, our Demon halves feed off of our human halves, and the only way to stay alive is to drink human blood every century or two. If you don’t, your body is gonna tear itself apart. Drop your sword and give me your other hand so I can pull you up. Let us help you.” 
Another shudder shook through the Apostle’s body and she slipped an inch 
downward in Jonathan’s grasp, shrieking in pain. 
“Give me your other hand. I don’t know how much longer I can hold you!” 
The Apostle raised her sword and turned her head to consider it. 
“Never,” she drove the blade into Jonathan’s forearm. 
Jonathan made a valiant effort to hold on, but his hand spasmed open and the 
Apostle fell away into the murky belly of the volcano. 
“No,” Jonathan shouted as she disappeared into the smoke below. There was a 
purple flash and then nothing. 
Rolling over, he sighed with relief. “She jumped to another world.” 
Kari grimaced and reached into her quiver, removing the shard of the Gate and 
holding it out to him. 
“I don’t think she did. She dropped this in the fight.” 
“Excellent,” Jonathan snatched the crystal and looped it over his head. “That’s not hers, it’s mine. She took it while I was her prisoner.” 
Plopping down beside him, Kari put her arm around him. “I’m glad you’re safe.” 
“She really flipped out when you were caught,” Michael grinned. “It was like she was a crying little baby all over again.” 
Kari glared at him. 
“How did you two get here anyway,” Jonathan asked. 
“You should have seen her! She was so completely awesome, drawing huge 
complicated symbols all over the floor in the Apostle’s blood.” 
“I wonder if we’ll ever see her again,” Jonathan looked back into the volcano. 
“She’ll die if she ends up somewhere without people. She needs blood.” 
“Why do you care about her so much all of a sudden,” Michael asked. “She is the servant of the most evil being in the universe after all.” 
“Not only is she completely beautiful,” Jonathan allowed Kari to help him to his feet, “but she’s being used. It’s almost like she’s got the mind of a child and doesn’t really seem to understand that what she’s doing is wrong.” 
“That’s no excuse,” Kari said. 
“No. But if we can show her how wrong she is, maybe she’ll break free of Cain.” 
The ground shook more violently beneath their feet and there was a deep 
rumbling from the crater. 
Jonathan swayed with a groan. “Sorry, but I think I’m at my limit.” 
He slumped against Kari, unconscious, pulling her down to the ground with him. 
“What’s wrong with him,” Michael checked his twin for a pulse. 
“I don’t know,” Kari climbed out from under her brother. “He doesn’t look hurt. 
Maybe it’s from the shock he got when they captured him.” 
“Whatever’s wrong with him we can’t stay here,” Michael nodded meaningfully 
at the volcano. “We need to get out of here.” 
Kari nodded. 
Michael slung one of Jonathan’s arms around his shoulders, and Kari did the same on the other side. “Let’s hope that wherever we end up there’s a few beds we can sleep in for a year, and an all you can eat buffet.” 
They hobbled down the slope to collect Kari’s bow and Jonathan’s sword before 
using their crystals to jump from the side of the volcano to another world. 



Chapter 25: Recovery 
If the Apostle of Cain could take all of the pain that she’d felt in her entire life and compress it into a single moment, it would still pale in comparison to the pain she felt now. Every single cell—every single atom—in her entire body was being forcibly ripped to shreds. Curled into a fetal position, she tried to push the pain away, but it would not be pushed. Barely able to think straight, she had no idea what was happening to her. She’d never experienced anything like this before. 
Was it true what Jonathan had told her? Could drinking human blood sate her 
pain? She was not very good at reading truth or lies in the faces of others, but he seemed to have been sincere. There’d been something like concern in his face as she’d fallen away. Why would he show any concern for his enemy? Why should he risk his life to keep her from falling? 
If Jonathan was telling the truth, this mysterious sickness should have struck her more than once throughout her life, but it never had. She’d lived two hundred years on the World Closest to Perdition, and another two hundred since leaving. 
Had the Council fed human blood to the Subjects without their knowledge? 
They’d received regular injections as well, which could have contained human blood. 
She’d been injected just before her last duel with Subject 27. Giving them something they needed to survive in secret seemed exactly like the Council. If they ever managed to overthrow their masters, they’d die horribly without knowing how or why. Still, it was such a strange way to stave off illness. 
Tremors wracked the Apostle’s body and the pain actually increased. Despite her reservations on the matter, drinking human blood seemed to be her only ray of hope. She was like a drowning woman reaching for a reed. 
Prying herself out of the ball she’d curled into, the Apostle forced her eyes open. 
Filmy red lines obscured her vision. Ripping away her mask, she thought it must be malfunctioning, but the problem appeared to be with her eyes. 
Leaning against a short wall with a railing atop it, the Apostle clawed her way up it until she was on her feet, dropping the sword she’d forgotten she was holding. She thought that she might be atop a wall of some sort. 
Yanking the thick arrow shaft from her hip with a shaking hand, she tossed that aside before pulling herself along the railing. She needed a human badly. With pain growing stronger at every beat of her heart, she did not know how much longer she could keep conscious. 
“Hey,” someone shouted ahead of her. “Are you all right? How did you get up 
here? This area is off limits to civilians.” 
Even the act of rolling her eyes toward the voice seemed to drain what strength she had left. The shadow of a man stood before her. Using the rail to keep herself upright, she shuffled toward him, tripping over feet that did not want to obey her anymore. Dropping to her knees, she gasped for breath, fighting hard not to shriek in agony. 
She was vaguely aware of the man rushing to her side and trying to help her up. 
“Blood,” she wheezed. 
“What happened? Did something from the Quarantine Zone attack you? What 
were you doing down there?” 
Clamping one hand to his throat, she dragged him down to her. Grabbing his 
flailing arm with her free hand, she wrenched it behind him so he couldn’t get away. 
Pulling him close, the Apostle bit into the pulsing vein in his neck with her fangs. 
The hot, thick liquid gushed into her mouth in spurts. The moment it hit her throat something wondrous happened. The pain did not entirely cease, but it did begin to slowly lessen. Her strength began to return to her and the crippling thirst she had not noticed in her pain was being quenched. It appeared as though Jonathan had been telling the truth. It was one more thing to hold against the Council. 
The man struggled against her but she did not let him move. A feeling of ecstasy had her in its grip. She had never felt so good before in her life. It was as if the pain in her body had been replaced with its completely indescribable opposite. 
Her heart was beating so quickly and loudly in her ears that it seemed like a 
single, unbroken roar. And she thought that her tail might actually be wagging like an excited dog. 
It was not just blood that was draining into her from her victim, but everything there was about him. His thoughts, his memories, his feelings and emotions all flowed through her like they were her own. 
She knew that his name was Kevin Moreley, and that he was an Imperial 
Quarantine Guard, set to make sure none of the mutants escaped the radiation poisoned cesspit called the Quarantine Zone. She knew that he had a wife and three children, two girls and a boy. She knew exactly what his wife looked like and how his heart seemed to beat faster every time he saw her face. Most importantly, she knew about the Spires of Infinity. The Spires of Infinity were where the old ones had perfected travel through time and space, but killed the sun as a side effect. 
As the Apostle drank more and more quickly, adding to the pleasure racing 
through her entire being, her belly screamed with pain, filled beyond capacity, and yet she could not stop herself. She never wanted to stop. From Kevin’s mind she knew to call her pleasure orgasmic in nature. Her life had been nothing but hatred and pain, and this was the first time she had ever felt anything more than that. 
She understood so much about humans now, things she’d never even suspected 
before. All of the man’s memories were hers, and everything he knew about life and living. It filled in so many of the gaps in her own knowledge and it felt wonderful, as though she was becoming complete in a way heretofore unsuspected. 
Abruptly the connection between them vanished, and with it went much of the 
pleasure. The blood in her mouth was no longer a glorious elixir, but common blood, tasting strongly of salt and iron. 
Shaking the man in her arms violently, she wanted to go back to the ecstasy of before, but it wouldn’t come. At last, she realized she’d drained enough of his blood to kill him. Reluctantly she pulled her fangs free and tossed his body off of the wall, down into the Quarantine Zone. She did not think she had ever felt so good in her life. Not only was she cured of the pain that was tearing her apart, she’d gained valuable information about this world, and about life in general. 
Leaning back against the railing, she stared contentedly up at the spectacular sky for a time. The sun was huge and red, and there was a planet hanging equally huge across from it, with a scattering of moons between them, casting circular shadows on the planet. 
Relishing in the feeling of contentment, the Apostle massaged her aching belly. It was far distended from normal and she could both feel and hear the blood sloshing around inside of her. It was a decidedly odd sensation, and she thought that she might actually burst with a single swallow more. Still, she wanted to drain another human, and another, and another. She didn’t care if she burst open from it. She didn’t care if it killed her. She just wanted to feel that pleasure again; the connection to another life so much more intimate than anything she’d ever experienced. She knew about males now, and she wanted to find a female to drain, so she could learn about them too. 
After a very long time she forced herself to get up. Her balance seemed thrown off by the liquid sloshing around in her belly and she could feel a rapidly growing need to urinate. Retrieving her sword, she slid it into its scabbard, and replaced her mask on her face. 
Looking to the west, she saw several pointed spires rising toward the sky on the horizon. The central spire was angled toward the sun and there was a barely perceptible beam of light that seemed to connect it to the giant red orb in the sky. Those were the Spires of Infinity, and they appeared to still be functioning. At long last she’d found what she’d been searching for. She’d found a way to travel through time. 
She made her mask zoom in on the walls surrounding the Spires. They seemed 
well fortified against attack. Robotic guards patrolled the walls and the land around and behind them. Large gun placements and towers surrounded the facility to help fend off attack. She was going to need an army to break into there. 
Scanning the terrain between the Quarantine Zone and the Spires of Infinity, the Apostle saw a small town midway between them. Other than that there was nothing but flat red sand in every direction to the horizon, broken only by patches of purple grass. 
As she turned around to regard the Quarantine Zone, blood sloshed loudly in her belly at the sudden movement. There were tens of thousands of mutants down there. 
Many of them had human parents, but had been twisted so badly by radiation that they could not meld with human society. She’d gleaned from Kevin’s mind that most of them had at least some intelligence, while others were little more than feral beasts. Some had inhuman strength, but others could barely move under their own power. 
A plan began to form in her mind. Promises to lead them out of their 
imprisonment would rally the mutants to Cain’s banner, and the Apostle would have her army. There was no stronger ally than a religious zealot who would give his life for Cain. She had a great deal of experience inspiring religious zealots. 
Sitting back down, the Apostle massaged at her belly, feeling uncomfortably large around the middle. She began to plan exactly how things were to play out as she waited for her body to digest the blood. Soon she would have her revenge on the Council for everything they’d done to her. She would travel back and prevent the Council from ever forcing her to kill, then she would go to Perdition and put an end to Cain’s wretched life. 
Cain was suddenly back inside her head with no more pain to chase him away. 
He practically bled eagerness, and she had the impression of someone leaning forward in his chair in anticipation. If he were so eager to die, she would not disappoint. 



Chapter 26: The Distorted Lands 
“Wow,” Sam leaned forward in her saddle. Her black eye was fading rapidly, and her right hand was healing well under the bandages Gabriel had wrapped around it. She scratched idly at the stitches in her cheek as she examined what lay ahead. “Things look pretty busy in town. I wonder what’s going on.” 
Following her line of sight, Gabriel saw that the streets of the middling sized town ahead were full of milling people. With all the doom and gloom that Sam spewed about the land out here, he wouldn’t have expected to find a respectable town. In other towns they’d passed there was maybe one NVM for every ten people, but from what he could see of the town ahead, all the people were NVMs. 
“Well of course, stupid,” Sam rolled her eyes theatrically when he brought it up. 
“New Hope is an NVM town. There’s too much radiation this close to the Quarantine Zone for anyone else to survive for long. Everyone else dies of poisoning, or mutates into something else, so everyone but NVMs avoid this place. It’s kinda where those rich enough to be NVMs gather to act superior to everyone else without being bothered by them.” 
“Why don’t you live here?” 
Sam snorted, and then laughed at having done so before answering. 
“Look at me. Do I look like I’d blend in with the snobby rich? And besides,” she pointed meaningfully to the distant walls in the east. “Who in their right mind would wanna live within sight of the Quarantine Zone? That’s just plain dumb. And you can see the Spires of Infinity over there too. That’s even dumber!” 
Glancing at the Quarantine Zone, Gabriel could not even imagine how much time 
it had taken to build something like that massive wall in a place so poisoned by radiation. 
At first he thought it was a cliff or plateau, but as they drew closer he saw that it was concrete and metal, stretching out of sight to the north and south. 
His broken rib jabbed sharply with every breath he took, but the cut over it was healing well, as was his sprained ankle and other hurts. If they ran into any trouble upon reaching the Spires, Gabriel was still in pretty bad shape. He’d feel a lot better about going to a place that filled Sam with so much fear if he had a week or two to finish healing. 
“I know you’re going to call me stupid for asking this,” he sighed, wishing he hadn’t with the sharp pain it caused, “but what is  the Quarantine Zone anyway?” 
Slumping with annoyance, Sam grumbled something under her breath. “Haven’t 
I explained that like three times already!” 
“The Quarantine Zone is an area where the worst of the radiation is,” Mister 
Mittens explained. “Several radiation bombs exploded in a cluster, and the radiation is still thick and deadly, even to NVMs and people who have been immunized. The wall was originally to protect travelers from the radiation, but now it keeps the mutants in. 
Mutants too far removed from humanity get tossed in as soon as they’re born if their parents don’t kill them right off.” 
After all of the grotesque mutations he’d seen already, Gabriel wondered what the people of Ethos considered too far removed from humanity. 
Eyeing the Spires of Infinity on the opposite horizon, Sam shuddered. “Those 
things creep me the hell out. Can’t you feel something just wrong  when you look at them? They look like really long teeth, waiting for someone stupid enough to get close enough to bite. You’re really  gonna drag me over there?” 
“I have to go,” Gabriel sighed. “It’s the entire reason I’m here.” 
“You never did explain that,” Mister Mittens said with a shrug, something that was just plain weird coming from a cat. “If you remember nothing, and are suffering from severe delusions, how do you know you’re supposed to go there?” 
“They’re not delusions,” Gabriel sighed wearily. He was so tired of no one 
believing him. Though, he supposed that it came with the territory when you went to law school. Everyone always assumed you were lying, even outside of work. 
“Your lack of detail on the matter begs to differ,” Mister Mittens pressed. 
“I was killed,” Gabriel said. “I told you that. And I got a second chance if I agreed to go to the Spires of Infinity and do something. I have no idea what I’m supposed to do, but I have to go there. I could lose my second chance as easily as it was given if I stray from my path.” 
“You really musta hit your head hard,” Sam nearly fell from her saddle in her 
merriment. “No wonder you kept that to yourself. It must even sound silly to a crazy person. When we get to the Spires and you find them empty, will you please  at least consider  that this is all in your head? I think you need a doctor or something. I mean, stuff like that isn’t normal. You’re not well. You need help.” 
Easier to make sense of the reported ratings for American Idol than win an 
argument with a woman who has already decided you’re wrong. 
“Still, you do  have an Imperial Crest. Maybe you actually were sent out here for something, and you just forgot about it when you hit your head. Maybe there’ll be someone there that can set you straight. Our journey is almost over. You won’t forget your promise, will you?” 
“Which one,” Gabriel knew it for a mistake the second the words were through 
his lips. Sam’s tail lashed in what he’d come to recognize as anger or frustration, and he quickly added. “Of course I remember. I’m not going anywhere without you.” 
Sniffing loudly, Sam turned her head away from him, gazing at the Spires of 
Infinity again. 
“I wouldn’t have come half this far without you,” Gabriel said. “Thank you, for everything.” 
“Why does it sound like you’re saying goodbye?” 
“I can’t thank you?” 
Sam was quiet for a very long time before turning to look at him with a pained expression. 
“I,” she started, then stopped for a few seconds to compose herself. “If they’d taken you and left me, I’d never have come for you. I’d have run away and left you to rot. That’s what’s kept me alive since I was a little girl. Seeing you risk your life for my sorry hide, when I wouldn’t have even thought to . . . it just has me feeling a little worthless. I didn’t deserve to be rescued, but you came for me anyway. You make me want to believe in your fairytale world, but I know that it can’t possibly be real. I just don’t want you to freak out when you find out it’s not real. I’m afraid you’ll leave me if you do. I don’t deserve you, but I don’t wanna lose you.” 
“Everyone deserves to be happy and safe,” Gabriel said. “That’s why I became a lawyer, but somewhere along the way I lost sight of my ideals and got blinded by the fame, the money, and the women that come with being successful. I forgot that other people are human beings too, and they have thoughts and feelings of their own, just like me. You made me remember, and for that, I will always come for you. Whenever you are in trouble, I will always be there to save you from it. I wanted to be a hero, but I became a villain instead. You reminded me that it’s not too late to be a hero. 
“Whether or not you believe my story, it’s true. There’s something waiting for me at the Spires of Infinity, and there’s nothing that can stop me from going there now. I want to make the things I’ve done wrong right again. I’ve done awful things, treated women like playthings, lied in court, set murderers free to kill again. You made me realize how wrong I’ve been, and I will forever be in your debt because of it.” 
“You’ll always be my hero, no matter what you have or haven’t done, or whether or not you’re crazy and delusional.” 
With that, Sam ruined the moment, demonstrating just how repulsive she could be by scratching herself vigorously for a second in a very naughty place. 
“I wonder if there’s such thing as an obedience school for wolfgirls,” Gabriel mused jokingly. 
“Celestial Mother,” Mister Mittens cried. “If only!” 
“Hey,” Sam eyed the cat on her shoulders. “Bad kitty!” 
The ridiculousness of the situation hit Gabriel and he could not keep himself from laughing. Soon, Sam joined in, and the dark mood that had settled over them since escaping the Children of the Chosen was gone, just like that. 
Having said everything that needed saying, they rode toward New Hope in 
silence. Distances were strange in the flat wasteland, and the town was further away than it appeared. Gabriel took the opportunity to work with his Sa’Dhi, studying both the wall of the Quarantine Zone and the Spires of Infinity in turn. 
After a while Mister Mittens began humming to himself, which slowly became 
singing. His song was in a language Gabriel had never heard, sounding triumphant and sad at the same time. For a cat, he sang beautifully. 
“I don’t know which is weirder, that the cat’s singing, or that he’s got such a lovely voice.” 
“I’ll take that as a compliment,” Mister Mittens sat on his haunches and took a deep bow. If shrugs and nods from a cat looked odd, the bow was downright ridiculous. 
“What was that? I kind of liked it.” 
“From an opera,” Mister Mittens explained in a puffed up, lecturing tone. “The heroes return triumphantly from battle, though many have fallen along the way. A triumphant melody in a minor chord.” 
Nodding, Gabriel knew little about music, being terminally tone deaf. He enjoyed listening to music, but had never been a fan of opera. The vibrato style that most opera singers seemed to employ annoyed the hell out of him. In his opinion it completely ruined the music. Call him uncultured, but he knew good music when he heard it and some fat broad wailing in Italian, unable to decide whether she should be singing the note high or low, was not  good music. 
“I know things look closer than they are out here,” Gabriel eyed New Hope, “but shouldn’t we be in town already?” 
“That’s from the Spires of Infinity,” Sam explained. “They say things get screwy around them. This place is called the Distorted Lands. Distance stretches and folds over itself. Far away things can be close, and close things can be really far away.” 
Gabriel looked toward the Spires of Infinity on the horizon. The central spire had followed the sun’s progress across the sky, with a barely visible line of light connecting them. He wondered if they were closer or further than they appeared. 
There was a British sci-fi comedy that he could never remember the name of 
where the characters were falling into a black hole and the closer they got the more it distorted their perceptions of distance and time. The situation made for a whole slew of gags that were probably only funny to the Brits. Maybe the Spires of Infinity generated some sort of gravity distortion that did the same. From his knowledge of time and instantaneous travel from one point in space to another, gleaned over a lifetime of watching sci-fi, a doorway to other times and worlds would need some sort of 
gravitational anomaly to function. Perhaps the Spires had been built in a place where such an anomaly already existed in nature. 
As the day began to move toward a close, they passed the first of the people 
leaving town. A man with floppy dog-ears and his wife, who bore cat ears and a cat tail. 
Carrying as much as they could on a makeshift litter between them, they seemed intent on getting as far from town as quickly as possible. They didn’t even notice Sam’s cathor until she reined it in to keep from trampling them. 
“What’s going on,” she asked. “Are all those people I can see running around in town fleeing like you are?” 
Looking from Sam to Gabriel, then to their pistols, the man bowed his head 
respectfully. “Pardon Lawmen, but there aren’t a few hundred more of you on the way are there?” 
Gabriel shook his head. 
“Then New Hope is as good as dead,” he moaned, hefting his end of the litter, 
readying to be on his way. 
“Wait,” Sam ordered. When she used that tone, even a deaf man could hear the 
implied violence in it if she didn’t get what she wanted. “Answer my question, please. 
What’s going on? Why are people fleeing?” 
The dog-eared man licked his lips anxiously, looking from Sam, to Gabriel, and back to Sam again. “The Apostle of Cain.” 
“What the hell’s an Apostle,” Sam asked in confusion. 
“He rose to power in the Quarantine Zone about a month back, and got all the 
mutants organized. His face is so grotesque that he can’t bear to gaze upon it himself, and always wears a mask and a big heavy cloak to hide his mutations. The Emperor sent an entire division of troops to help defend the walls. We just received word that a battle has been fought, a section of the wall is down, and the Imperial Army is retreating in defeat. New Hope is right in the Apostle’s path!” 
“Right in the Apostle’s path to where,” Gabriel asked. 
“Don’t be daft,” the man looked as though he’d never heard a question so stupid. 
“Where else? He’s headed for the Spires of Infinity! You two better head back the way you came until things settle down.” 
With that, the two of them took off running southward with their litter bouncing between them. 
Watching them go, Gabriel wondered how long it would take an army to reach the town from the walls to the east. 
“A month ago,” Sam said thoughtfully. “That’s when I first saw you, looking like a little lost puppy. Remember all those soldiers on their way to the Quarantine Zone? 
They said there was someone organizing the mutants and causing trouble.” 
“Oh crap,” Gabriel cried in sudden realization. 
“What,” Sam reached for the pistol on her left hip. “What is it?” 
“I think I just figured out what I’m supposed to do at the Spires of Infinity,” 
Gabriel moaned. 
“You don’t mean . . .?” 
“God, I hope not. I have no idea how to stop an entire army.” 



Chapter 27: The Apostle Comes 
Shocked by the sudden change in temperature, Kari gasped aloud. Cold beat at 
her like a brick to the face, as her tails involuntarily tried to curl between her legs. With her Demon blood always hot in her veins, she was rarely affected by cold, but there was something different about the cold in this world. It was deeper, and sharper, seeping into her. 
“No way,” Michael said with wonder in his eyes. 
What Kari saw around them was completely unexpected. They stood in a wide, 
busy street, with wooden buildings all around. Urgency charged the air as hundreds of townspeople fled in disarray, many carrying armfuls of belongings. It was the people themselves that made Kari stare. 
“They’re all  Heretics,” she thought her eyes might drop right out of her head. 
“All  of them!” 
“No,” Jonathan muttered, his brow furrowing. “They look  like us, but they don’t feel  like us. I can’t sense them like I can other Heretics.” 
Kari’s senses in that regard were rather lacking, but those of her brothers were top notch. Still, they were far from perfect. 
“What do you mean,” she asked. “Look  at them.” 
“They smell like humans,” Michael shrugged, “not Heretics. What’s going on 
here?” 
They were drawing stares and it took Kari a few seconds to figure out why. With her illusions disguising them, they looked like three ordinary humans in a place where there were no ordinary humans. She never would have thought to find a world where not having a tail or two was strange. Immediately, she unraveled the illusions around them, and they stood as their normal, undisguised selves. 
“Awoo,” Jonathan made a rather bland attempt at a wolf’s howl, saying the word rather than actually howling it. 
“Awoo indeed, fellow wolf,” Michael grinned. “Great to be ourselves for once.” 
Kari rolled her eyes. “I though you said you were dogs.” 
“You wound us deeply, sister dear.” 
“How could you be so cruel as to call two noble wolves, lowly dogs.” 
“Wolves are beautiful, noble, and loyal creatures.” 
“A dog just can’t compare to the majesty and power of a wolf.” 
“You said dogs were loyal not three days ago,” Kari pointed out. 
“Nowhere near as loyal as wolves,” Michael said, turning to Jonathan. “You know what this means, don’t you?” 
“Think of the women we’ll find here,” Jonathan replied giddily. 
“At last, beautiful girls with tails of their own. Let’s see them make excuses now.” 
“Exactly! There can’t possibly be prejudices against men with furry protrusions when everyone has one.” 
“At last, a world where women can see past their prejudices to the idiocy 
beneath,” Kari said sarcastically, rolling her eyes skyward. Her jaw nearly hit the ground at the sight. 
Staring at the sky, she was completely speechless. Ignoring her brothers’ attempts to get her attention, she couldn’t tear her eyes away from the huge red sun partially eclipsed by a gigantic blue and purple swirled planet. It was the most breathtaking sight she’d ever laid eyes on. 
“Oh wow,” the twins said when they followed her gaze. 
Unable to look away, Kari wondered if she was dreaming. Surely something like that could only exist in a dream. How could it possibly be so cold with the sun so huge in the sky? Their last world, where they had rested and recovered, had a large yellow sun, and it had been unbearably hot even at night. Maybe it had something to do with the color. She’d never seen a red sun before. 
It had been nice to rest after their ordeals. She’d slept for almost a week straight, and the three of them together had eaten enough to feed an army for a month. She’d thought the sky there  was spectacular, with seven moons and stars so thick in the night sky that they made solid waves and ribbons of twinkling light. That sky had nothing on this one. 
“I wonder where all these people are going,” Kari finally managed to pry her eyes from the eclipsing sun. 
“Maybe they’re afraid of the eclipse,” Michael suggested. 
“I don’t think so. There’s something strange about this place,” Jonathan 
muttered. “Can you feel it?” 
Searching with her admittedly lacking senses, Kari felt what he was talking about immediately. Something felt horribly wrong and out of place in this world. She couldn’t quite identify it. It was almost like she could feel the world straining for life, but falling closer and closer to death. Something was twisting the world around them, making it cry out in agony. 
“Look at this,” Michael said, holding up his shard of the Gate. It blazed brightly with inner purple fire. 
Pulling her own out, Kari found that it was also glowing, as was Jonathan’s. 
“What’s going on,” Michael asked. 
“I’m not sure,” Kari said. The crystal seemed to hum in her hand. “It’s like they’re resonating with something.” 
Dropping the crystal to hang on its cord, Kari was surprised to find that it strained against gravity to hang a bit to her left. Looking in that direction, she saw several towers far away on the horizon. The central tower was pointed directly at the sun above and a barely perceptible beam of light seemed to connect them. 
“I think it’s coming from those towers,” Kari nodded to the crystal around her neck, which seemed caught in some sort of magnetic pull toward them. 
“That’s certainly worth investigating,” Jonathan stuffed his crystal back down his shirt. 
“First I think we should figure out why these people are running for their lives like the world is ending,” Kari said, grabbing a passerby, another foxgirl who eyed her second tail as though she wished she’d thought of it first. “Excuse me. Can you tell me what’s going on here? Why is everyone running?” 
Blinking as if she’d been asked if water was wet, she eyed them, her tail twitching nervously. She was obviously wary of the twins, especially Jonathan with his overgrown meat cleaver that he called a sword. 
“Haven’t you heard?” 
“Obviously not,” Michael said impatiently. 
“No,” Kari kicked him in the shin on general principle. “We just arrived. What’s going on?” 
“It’s the Apostle,” the foxgirl said fearfully. “He’s a mutant, they say. Face so grotesque that he has to wear a mask to hide it from even himself. He organized the other mutants in the Quarantine Zone and came over the walls.” 
“Quarantine Zone,” Jonathan asked. 
The foxgirl pointed in the opposite direction of the towers. Turing her head, Kari saw a massive cement wall rising out of the ground in the distance. It snaked off for god only knew how long in both directions. Who would bother building a wall so big, and why? 
“The Imperial Army, and some Imperial Guardsmen came to defend the walls, but 
the Apostle and his army of mutants came over them like a flood. The Imperials fled north and the Apostle is marching for the Spires of Infinity,” the foxgirl nodded toward the towers. “And we’re right in his path.” 
“The Apostle again,” Michael muttered. “Doesn’t that bitch know when to quit?” 
“I guess that means she survived,” Kari sighed. That could cause problems, as she was reasonably sure Jonathan had fallen for her. She didn’t like not knowing whether or not she could trust him to do the right thing if the time came that the Apostle had to die. 
“They say the Apostle was even born  with his tail,” the foxgirl leaned in conspiratorially, lowering her voice. 
Blinking, Kari didn’t follow. Of course the Apostle was born with a tail, she was a Heretic. Realization dawned, and suddenly a town full of Heretics that weren’t Heretics made a lot more sense. Had these people been born human and later altered their bodies to imitate Heretics? What human would ever want  to look like a Heretic? It was a ludicrous thought. 
“I need to go,” the foxgirl said. “They’re waiting for me. If I don’t get to the wagon in time they’ll leave without me.” 
With that she scampered away, carrying her basket awkwardly. 
“Whatever those Spires of Infinity are,” Michael fingered his shard of the Gate through his shirt, “there’s something strange about them. Maybe there’s some sort of weapon that the Apostle wants. Whatever it is, we can’t let her have it.” 
“Agreed,” Jonathan nodded. 
Kari nodded her agreement as well. 
“We need to get there before she does and find out what’s making our crystals act like this,” Michael said. 
“Let’s go,” Kari started toward the Spires of Infinity, but came to a stop when someone caught her eye. First it was the curious beasts that looked a cross between a horse and a wildcat that gave her pause, but then the man riding one of them. He was the only person in town that appeared to be human. 
He was ruggedly handsome, with disheveled, wavy dark hair that was mostly 
hidden under a wide-brimmed hat, and pale blue eyes. The several days of stubble on his face reminded her of her father. She’d rarely seen her father clean-shaven, and she supposed she’d grown up thinking that real men always had stubble on their faces. There was something about the man that drew Kari to him. She had the strangest feeling that they’d met somewhere long ago, and she’d been trying to find him again ever since. 
Nodding a greeting to her, the man navigated his animal through the crowd. He had an air about him of someone that did not belong, of course that could just be his lack of a tail. Still, the way he held himself, and the way he looked warily at everything around him, screamed that he was a stranger here. 
Drawn by an odd desire to learn more about him, Kari took a step after him, but stopped, shaking her head. This was no time to be pretending at fairytale love at first sight. There were far more important things to be thinking of. 
Taking one last look at him before he rode out of sight, Kari realized that his companion was glaring at her, her bushy wolf tail bristling. Her long silver hair was done up in twin braids and she had what looked like a stuffed cat of all things resting on her shoulders. Glaring daggers at Kari, her golden eyes glinted metallically in the dimming sunlight. Showing a ridiculous amount of cleavage, Kari thought it was a miracle that she didn’t pop right out of her skimpy top with the movement of the animal she rode. 
With a body like that she couldn’t possibly be as young as her face would lead one to believe. 
“He’s mine,” the girl mouthed. “Find your own.” 
Kari shrugged an apology and waved her away, pointedly not looking at her 
rugged companion again until they were out of sight in the traffic. He was handsome, but if someone already had a claim on him, she didn’t want any trouble. 
“And she says we  communicate without talking,” Jonathan said close at her right side. 
“She thinks we read each other’s minds,” Michael replied, close on her left. 
“Women,” they said together. “I swear the two of you just had an entire 
conversation without opening your mouths.” 
Looking from one brother to the other, Kari shook her head. Men were so blind sometimes. They never paid attention to the mood of a situation, people’s facial expressions, or their body language. She sometimes wondered how they managed to communicate with each other at all. They never understood that sometimes words just weren’t necessary, and others, not enough. 
Kari gave each of them a glare in turn and they both flinched back from her. 
“See,” Jonathan said. “Like that. That look has an entire chewing out in it and you didn’t even have to say a single word.” 
“Message received, loud and clear,” Michael gave her a mock salute. “We annoy you, stop acting like idiots. Yes ma’am!” 
Well, maybe they weren’t completely blind, only selectively so. 
“Let’s go already,” Jonathan said, trying to shoo Kari forward. “Time’s wasting.” 
“Yeah,” Michael agreed. “Why were you glaring that kid down anyway?” 
Shrugging, Kari could hardly say that she’d been admiring the girl’s man. They’d never let her hear the end of it. Besides, they were right, there were far more important things to be thinking about now, like what power lay in the Spires of Infinity and how they were going to stop the Apostle from taking it. 



Chapter 28: The Spires of Infinity 
The Spires of Infinity loomed over Gabriel like the huge fangs of a gigantic beast stretching for the heavens. Far taller than any building he’d ever seen, they would have dwarfed even the Sears Tower in Chicago. The tallest building in his home city would have looked like a tiny house next to the Spires. 
There were nine towers in all. Eight of them were fang shaped, arranged in a 
circle, curving inward toward the ninth. The central tower was gigantic needle pointing toward the sun at all times during daylight hours, following its progress across the sky from horizon to horizon. On a guess, he’d put the central spire at five miles high, and that was probably being conservative. 
Drawing closer, Gabriel observed that the central spire never dropped below a 
thirty-degree angle to the ground in following the sun. Still, the fact that such a huge structure moved a hundred and twenty degrees twice a day without a hitch after centuries of abandonment was a testament to how advanced the technology was. The machinery had to be ridiculously powerful, and the bedrock would need to be solid metal to be able to hold up so much constantly shifting weight. 
Gleaming darkly in the sunlight, the Spires appeared be made of the same highly polished, reflective, black substance as the blade of Gabriel’s knife. 
Traveling for days between New Hope and the Spires, Gabriel could think of, or look at, little else. It was easy to see why they were called the Spires of Infinity, as they seemed to stretch away into forever. When one took in the spectacular sky silhouetting them, they were the most impressive, awe-inspiring things that Gabriel had ever seen or dreamt of in his entire life. 
In the days since New Hope Gabriel’s broken rib had mostly healed up. It still ached a bit, but it wasn’t the sharp pain it had been. His ankle was mostly healed up as well. Sam had removed the stitches from the cut in her cheek and was also walking without a limp now. Her black eye had almost completely faded away, and the healing scar on her cheek didn’t mar her beauty so much as enhance it by making her look more her age. 
Considering the tall wall of dull gray metal surrounding the Spires, he found it hard to judge its height, as anything looked small compared to the looming towers. It was hard to tell how close they were. Distance really did seem to stretch and fold in on itself. As they passed through the folds, the Spires would randomly jump up to meet them, then jump back into the distance. Also very disconcerting was the fact that every time the towers moved, so did all of the celestial objects in the sky. Distance was not the only thing that appeared to be distorted, but time as well. 
Many different thoughts warred against each other in Gabriel’s mind. The sci-fi nerd in him was practically creaming his pants over everything, the Spires, the distortion in time and space, the alien world in general. Part of him was wired with anticipation over finally reaching his mission objective. And another part of him was excited over the prospect of being able to go home at last. 
The rest of him was wondering what he was going to do with Sam. He wanted to 
stay with her, to be with her, maybe even to marry her, but he did not belong in her world, and with that tail and those ears, she did not belong in his. On Earth she’d stand out terribly, and it was only a matter of time before she attracted the wrong sort of attention from whatever government conspiracy happened to catch her first. There seemed to be no way that they could end up together and that was tearing him apart inside. 
Whoever the Apostle was, he was on Gabriel’s mind too. Was he the reason 
Gabriel had been sent here? It seemed much too big a coincidence. However, the fact that he had a madman with an army of the worst mutations on the planet nipping at his figurative heels filled him with urgency. They could really put a dent in whatever he was supposed to do when he finally reached his destination. 
“I’m starting to think we’re never gonna get there,” Sam sighed, shielding her eyes as she looked toward the Spires of Infinity. “They’ve been right there for days, and we never seem to get any closer.” 
“We’ll get there eventually,” Gabriel replied. 
“Can’t we just find somewhere safe until this Apostle person is gone,” Sam 
pleaded, flashing him a hopeful look. 
“I don’t think I can, but if you want to head toward safety until things blow over, that’s fine. I’ll meet up with you later.” 
“You promised,” Sam hissed at him. “You’re not  sending me away! You promised!” 
“Fine,” Gabriel made a placating gesture. “Sorry.” 
“There’s something bothering you. I can tell. What is it?” 
“There’s a hundred different things.” 
“Wanna talk about it?” 
“Not really.” 
“You men,” Sam sounded as weary as Gabriel felt. “You never share your 
feelings because it’s just so unmanly. Keeping things inside is dumb. They eat away at you and then you go crazy, and next thing you know you’re laughing maniacally, covered in the blood of your victims.” 
“That’s not funny,” Gabriel glared at her, seeing the bodies of the Children of the Chosen flying apart under the hail of his bullets. 
He’d been sent here to earn redemption, and all he’d managed to do so far was 
makes plans to fornicate, and murder a truckload of people. Both were sins of great magnitude if the preachers knew what they were talking about. 
“You’ve been acting weird ever since we got away from the Children. What’s 
wrong? Wait, I think I know. You’ve never killed anyone before, have you? Right? 
You feel guilty, or something stupid like that. I guess I felt the same the first time I killed someone to protect myself.” 
Shocked, Gabriel looked at her. He knew she’d killed the Chosen One, and 
Devileye’s lackey too, but others as well? 
“I knew it.” Sam winked. “That’s it exactly, isn’t it? I was twelve the first time I killed someone. He tried to rape me. Before he could stick it in me, I grabbed a stool. It was the only thing I could reach, and I hit him as hard as I could in the head over and over again until he stopped moving. I’d always been taught how horrible killing is, especially in a world that does its best to kill us all already. I was so horrified I wanted to die, but when the sun came up in the morning, I realized something very important.” 
“What’s that?” 
“I deserve to live too,” Sam said simply, shrugging easily. “Because someone’s bigger and stronger than me doesn’t mean he has the right to hurt me, rape me, kill me. I have to the right to defend and live my life. I deserve to be happy and safe, and no one else has the right to take that from me. If God, or the Father Sun and Celestial Mother, or whoever else is waiting for me at the end, has a problem with that, they can go to hell. 
Sometimes you meet bad people, and they won’t stop trying to hurt you until they’re dead. In my opinion, if that happens, the sin is on them, not me. Defending yourself and those you care about is not a bad thing, even if you have to kill to do it.” 
“I guess you’re right,” Gabriel nodded. Though her words made sense he 
couldn’t help but feel the blood of the Children of the Chosen on his hands. 
“I don’t belong here,” Gabriel muttered under his breath, but Sam’s hearing was sharper than he realized. 
“Look around, Gabriel. Nobody belongs here. This world is dying, and it’ll take everyone with it when the big day comes. Every year the sun gets darker, and everything gets colder.” 
“Maybe that’s why I’m here. Maybe I’m here to make it right again.” 
“Things are almost hopeless enough for me to wish that was true. You may be my hero, Gabriel, but you’re kinda pathetic to be the savior of the world.” 
“Trust me, I don’t want to be anyone’s savior.” 
“I hope you remember your promise when this is over,” Sam whispered. Gabriel 
did not think he was supposed to hear. “I don’t wanna be alone anymore.” 
He was about to reassure her, but his cathor abruptly stopped moving. He kicked it in the ribs but it remained in place. Looking up, he saw a large gate in the dull gray wall around the Spires of Infinity not ten feet in front of him. 
“We’re there,” he said in surprise. 
“I guess we are.” 
Studying the wall, Gabriel thought it had to be at least a hundred yards high, if not more. Regular watchtowers dotted the top, as well as huge guns built right into the wall itself. Dark shapes patrolled the wall tops, though they seemed not to have noticed Gabriel and Sam below. 
“Hey,” Gabriel called, waving his hands. “Down here!” 
The distant figures paid him no mind. 
Looking to Sam, Gabriel found her looking back at him. With an uncomfortable 
shrug, she gestured to the gate. 
“Have I mentioned this place is supposed to be haunted,” she asked, eyeing the figures atop the wall nervously. 
“There’s no such thing as ghosts.” 
“Then who are they,” Sam pointed upward. “This place was abandoned centuries 
ago! Let’s leave, Gabriel. I have a really bad feeling about this place.” 
“You know I can’t.” 
Dismounting, Gabriel walked to the gate, leaving Sam to growl something very 
unflattering about men that he was pretty sure she meant him to overhear. She dismounted and followed, still grumbling bitterly. 
Pounding on the gate, Gabriel soon realized that the metal was far too thick for it to be heard on the other side. 
“Look there,” Mister Mittens said, pointing with a paw. “That looks like the 
control panels in the Haven. Perhaps your badge will open it.” 
Reaching into his coat, Gabriel pulled out the golden plaque. His heavy duster was still stained with dark blotches, though he had washed it thoroughly. As much as he wanted to be rid of it, he didn’t have a spare and he would likely freeze to death without. 
Though the blood had been washed away, he still thought he could smell it, and it felt like he was carrying everyone that he’d killed on his back. 
His father’s voice ranted and taunted him about it continually, and it was getting harder and harder to ignore. 
The blood made him think of his days as a lawyer, and all of the horrible things he’d done to maintain his reputation as the best. He’d lied, cheated, stolen things, sabotaged the competition, and worst of all, set murderers that should have been imprisoned free. How many of them had gone on to kill again because of him? 
Whatever redemption he’d been sent to earn, maybe he didn’t deserve it. Maybe he was already  in hell. 
Sudden realization came to him. The Northern Sage had been trying to tell him something what seemed like a thousand years ago. He’d been trying to teach Gabriel a lesson, but he’d been too stupid and arrogant to see it. Whatever he did here at the destination wasn’t what would redeem him. It was how he’d changed along the way that was important. He’d learned many valuable things about himself on his journey. 
Looking back, he supposed he was grateful for that. He’d never even realized what a bastard he was until he’d met Sam, and learned to care about someone other than himself. 
The thought of having lived and died without ever seeing her face seemed so horrible to him. 
He didn’t know what awaited him behind that wall, and he couldn’t see what the future held. Whatever happened, he could clearly see his past mistakes, and he wanted to make them better. He’d been given the greatest gift anyone could ever ask for. Sam had done so much to show him the error of his ways that he couldn’t imagine life without her now. He wanted to be a better person for her sake, even if it was too little too late. He’d been given a second chance even though he didn’t deserve it, and a love that he never would have known otherwise. 
Gabriel was a different man than he’d been at the beginning of his journey. 
The journey was over. His goal was just behind that wall. He only hoped that he’d learned what he needed to in order to face what he’d been sent to face. 
“Hey,” Sam waved a hand in his face. “Wake up and open the door already. If 
we have to go in, let’s get it over with!” 
Turning the plaque around in his hands, Gabriel wondered where it, and the rest of his belongings, had come from in the first place. When he arrived on Ethos, his cathor was waiting for him with his saddlebags, and he’d been wearing his coat and gunbelts. 
On top of that, looking into a mirror was like looking at the face of an older, much more rugged brother he’d never known he’d had. 
Glancing at his wristwatch, Gabriel wondered, yet again, why he’d been allowed to keep that  of all the things that he’d had on him at the time of his death. Did it have something to do with his mission? 
“What is wrong with you,” Sam made an annoyed angry sound deep in her throat. 
“This whole time it’s been ‘we have to go to the Spires of Infinity blah blah blah.’ Now we’re here and you’re hesitating? Stop being a pussy!” 
“You’re the only woman I’ve ever heard call someone a pussy before,” Gabriel 
said, his amusement pushing away some of his wariness and heavyheartedness. 
Fumbling the plaque open, he shoved the USB connector into the port below the 
control panel. At first nothing appeared to happen. Then there came the sounds of machinery rumbling deeply within the gate. Slowly it raised eight feet and stopped with a loud clinking. 
Stuffing the badge into his pocket, Gabriel walked back to his cathor, grabbing the reins. Sam followed suit and the two of them walked their animals under the gate and into a large, somewhat empty courtyard. One of the eight fang shaped Spires was directly ahead. The ground was paved with cement, though it was in disrepair, with cracks and holes everywhere, and gravel strewn about. The gate closed ominously behind them. 
There were several robots patrolling the courtyard. They were big, intimidating things with large guns attached to their arms where hands should have been, vaguely reminding Gabriel of the movie Robocop. 
Two of the large robots came to a stop blocking their path. 
“Please identify,” one of them said in a deep, electronic voice that Gabriel could have sworn he last heard repeating, “danger Will Robinson!” 
“My name is Gabriel Reeve. This is Sam.” He held up his badge. “This got us through the gate. Is that what you want?” 
“Invalid identification type. Please identify.” 
“Look, is there some sort of boss around here we can talk to? I’m looking for someone named Allie, I was told she’d be expecting me.” 
“That would be me,” a disembodied voice said from between the two robots. A 
girl in her early teens suddenly appeared between them. She was completely two dimensional, appearing flat like someone on a TV screen, and Gabriel could see right through her to the pavement behind. With big green eyes, she examined him like a piece of meat, pushing a stray lock of dark brown hair out of her face and tucking it behind one of her ears. “I have not been expecting you  exactly, but I have been expecting someone. 
I suppose you will do.” 
Yelping, Sam jumped behind Gabriel, hiding and holding onto large handfuls of 
his coat for dear life. Looking down at her as she peeked around his arm, he raised an eyebrow in question. 
“She’s a ghost,” Sam whispered fiercely. “I told you this place was haunted!” 
Allie threw back her head and laughed merrily. 
“No,” Gabriel said. “Not a ghost. You’re a hologram, aren’t you?” 
Allie stopped laughing abruptly, eyes wide in amazement. She gave him a more 
thorough examination with a considering expression on her face. 
“I doubt that word has been spoken in over five hundred years. How do you 
know it?” 
“Because I’m not from this world,” Gabriel grinned widely. 
“Interesting, but not possible. I have not detected any Gate Jumps large enough to indicate travel from another world within your estimated lifetime. You must tell me how you came to be here, and why. What world are you from?” 
Allie looked to each of the robots in turn and they returned to patrolling. 
“I come from Earth.” 
“Earth? That is not possible.” 
“Why not?” 
“Because time travel beyond ten thousand years into the past or the future has never been tested. Theoretically it should be no different than other Gate Jumps, but there is a miniscule chance that the system will overload. The further through time you travel the more of my memory it eats up to perform the calculations to make it possible. I have failsafes in place to prevent it, though they are easy enough to remove. It would, however, require this facility to operate at full capacity and I have been ordered in no uncertain terms that that is never to happen again.” 
“Time travel,” Gabriel choked. 
“Oh, I am sorry. Were you not aware? Earth was destroyed nearly ten billion 
years ago. I believe the date was August twenty-first of the year 2154 AD of the local calendar, though my records from that period of history are greatly fragmented by extreme age and multiple attempts at copy.” 
“What,” Gabriel cried, unsure which was more shocking, that Earth was gone, or that he was ten billion years in the future. 
“Forgive me. I did not realize that you were unaware of the fact.” 
“What are you anyway,” Gabriel asked pushing the question of Earth out of his 
mind for the time being. “If I had to guess I’d say you’re probably an AI, or supercomputer that runs this place, right?” 
“Right on both counts. That is exactly what I am. My name is Allison, or Allie, if you prefer, but you already knew that. I have not had people to talk to for a very long time. I have been hard at work on the problem that Millie gave me to—“ 
“Millie,” Gabriel cut in. “Millie Farseer?” 
“The same. You read of her in a book perhaps?” 
“No,” Gabriel scratched at the stubble on his jaw. “She’s the one that sent me here.” 
“That is not possible. Not unless humans have developed the ability to live more than six hundred years while I was not looking. She was the last scientist of the team that lived here, and she left the facility to brave the radiation in search of food almost six centuries ago. Before she left, she gave me a problem to work on, and said that someone would be along for me to give my findings to. Have you come to hear my findings at last?” 
The fact that the person the Northern Sage had sent him to meet with details of his mission had disappeared six hundred years ago was somewhat disconcerting. Although, if he’d given Gabriel a second chance, surely he could have given other people second chances as well. 
“Haunted,” Sam hissed at him. “A dead  woman sent you here!” 
“Findings,” Gabriel asked, shaking Sam off of his coat with an annoyed growl. 
“She’s not going to bite. Stop that! She’s just a machine, like the rest of these things—
well, probably a lot smarter than the rest of these things.” 
“I will explain further inside. It is cold out here, and I am sure that you have had a very long journey. This way. Inside is completely shielded from radiation. You are probably feeling the effects of exposure by now.” 
“Wait,” Sam said, looking between Gabriel and Allie. “Hold on. Are you telling me that he really is from a different world?” 
Allie looked at Gabriel for a second, giving him another long, considering 
examination before turning to Sam. 
“Considering his knowledge of things that no one in the present day should know, I deduce that there is a high probability that he has either come from the distant past, another world entirely, perhaps both. He knows of holograms, AIs, and most 
importantly, of Earth. Even when this facility was built knowledge of that planet was restricted to a few moldy old scholars, and computer data banks. It is the world where all humanity sprang from during an ancient and forgotten war, spreading out amongst the stars. So, in answer to your question, yes, I can say with ninety-one percent certainty that he is not from this world.” 
“Well I’ll be damned,” Sam said, looking as though she’d been kicked in the 
head. “Uh, sorry, I guess.” 
Gabriel shrugged. “No problem.” 
“Come. This way,” Allie began gliding backward toward the nearest Spire. She did not move her legs to walk, nor did she turn to look where she was going. “Your animals and belongings will be cared for. I think we need to have a very long talk.” 



Chapter 29: The Dying Sun 
“Sit, please,” Allie gestured toward a table in the conference room she’d brought them to. 
Sitting in one of the chairs, Gabriel thought it was about time that he saw 
something resembling civilization. The chair was made of sturdy plastic and metal like chairs in a school. There was even a whiteboard on one wall to complete the ambiance, and a large picture window opposite of it showing New Hope and the Quarantine Zone beyond. 
Remaining on her feet, Allie watched Gabriel and Sam expectantly as they took 
their seats. It seemed so strange and fantastical that a computer could be programmed with so many human expressions and mannerisms. 
“Tell me,” Allie said. “How did you come here?” 
Shrugging comfortably, Gabriel glanced over to see Sam leaning forward in her 
chair with interest. In that position one good sneeze would free her cleavage completely of the low neckline of her skimpy shirt. Her wolf ears were perked forward, and Mister Mittens watched intently from her shoulders. Now they were interested in listening! 
“There’s not much to tell, really,” Gabriel said. “I was crossing a street, and a douchebag bus driver ran me over. I had to have died, because there’s really no walking away from something like that.” 
“Not to interrupt, but once something is dead, it is dead. Perhaps it is my nature as a computer that I do not believe in some greater power beyond this reality. I am programmed to believe only what I can quantify, and that is something that I cannot.” 
“Fancy way of saying you’re an atheist. Anyway, everything went black and then I was falling out of the sky toward a lake and this guy called the Northern Sage said he had a job for. Then I was here, with instructions to meet someone named Millie Farseer. 
She told me to come here and meet with you, but she was stingy on the details.” 
Allie looked at him for a few seconds like he was crazy until Mister Mittens 
spoke up. 
“The Northern Sage, you say?” 
“Celestial Mother!” An expression of delight suddenly appeared on Allie’s face. 
It was like watching HDTV when the image would freeze due to static and then take up again a second later with a person’s face suddenly in a completely different expression. 
“Your kitty talks! That is so cute! Come on, say something else.” 
Mister Mittens rolled his eyes at the hologram. Every time he made a human 
mannerism, Gabriel had to fight not to crack up over it. 
“As I was saying,” the cat cleared his throat. “I have heard of this Northern Sage. 
A children’s story about a man that lives between worlds, granting wishes for a price, and ferrying the souls of the dead to the afterlife.” 
“He’s a jackass is what he is! I never  would have wished to end up here.” 
“This is very interesting,” Allie disappeared and reappeared at Sam’s side, poking a holographic finger at Mister Mittens as if trying to get him to talk again. Sam jumped in startlement, obviously still believing Allie to be a ghost. 
“Tell me about the Spires of Infinity,” Gabriel said. “I want to know everything.” 
“Everything will take a very long time to tell.” 
“How about the Reader’s Digest version?” 
Sam tugged on the arm of his coat and nodded toward the window meaningfully, 
mouthing, “Apostle.” 
“Oh, right. Hey, there’s someone named the Apostle who organized all of the 
mutants in the Quarantine Zone, fought off the Imperial Army and is headed here with an army.” 
“I suppose it was bound to happen sooner or later,” Allie shrugged. “No worries, my walls have broken more than one army. I am currently running at one-percent capacity. That is enough to keep the lights working, the computers, the containment field on the singularity, and myself of course. Boosting to my maximum allowance of ten-percent will give me enough power for the shield and the wall guns. If I can withstand nuclear bombardment, I can withstand an army of primitives.” 
“Singularity,” Gabriel cried at the same time that Sam cried, “you mean the Spires of Infinity are still draining the sun of energy?” 
Looking from Sam to Gabriel, Allie looked unsure which to answer first. 
Shrugging, she went back to poking Mister Mittens who was looking thoroughly annoyed by now. 
“I suppose one question answers the other. This facility is built around a 
gravitational singularity.” 
“Singularity,” Gabriel repeated. “You mean there’s a black hole in the 
basement?” 
“Not a whole black hole, only the singularity, or core of a black hole. It is the point within a black hole at which gravity, mass and time become unmeasurable, or infinite for all intents and purposes. The containment field holds the singularity in check, preventing an actual black hole from forming around it. For explanation’s sake we will call it a black hole if that makes it easier for you? It is beneath the central spire. They are usually born when a star collapses in on itself, but the unique properties of this region of space allowed for the creation of one here. This facility was, firstly, built to generate power, ending reliance on dwindling fossil fuels. 
“There was a secondary goal. Long ago, humans traveled the stars between 
worlds, seeking new homes. That is how humanity first came to Ethos. As you may know, the universe has a speed limit, making it physically impossible for anything to travel faster than the speed of light. Using technology borrowed from an extinct alien civilization, they created the first star drives capable of instantaneous travel between two points in space. That technology has been lost, but the desire to follow in the footsteps of our ancestors spurred scientists to devise another way of faster than light travel. 
“Using the existing gravitational anomaly in this region we created a micro 
singularity beneath the facility, within a safe containment field. The gravity generated by this singularity is so great that it can tear the fabric of space and time. It is so dense that it actually bores a hole right through the universe to a place that exists outside of reality itself. From this place, you can step back inside at any location at any time provided you have a computer powerful enough to make the calculations. We call it Gate Jumping. 
“A computer like you,” Gabriel said. 
“Yup,” Allie tapped her chest proudly. “A computer like me.” 
“So going back more than ten thousand years just isn’t possible,” Gabriel asked. 
“Theoretically it is,” Allie shrugged, giving him an apologetic look, “but I am afraid that without regular maintenance, my computing capacity is not what it once was. 
The calculations required could burn me out, and frankly, I enjoy living.” 
Sighing, Gabriel looked to the window. He could feel Sam’s eyes on him. He 
wasn’t exactly sure how he felt about this. The Spires of Infinity had been his ticket home in his mind for so long, but that had turned out not to be true. Besides, as much as he wanted to go home, he wouldn’t leave Sam behind for anything. Still, the revelation that his way home was a no go hit him pretty hard. 
“What the hell are you two talking about,” Sam suddenly burst out, sounding 
more than a little dazed. “I don’t understand anything!” 
“Why is the facility still running,” Gabriel asked with a placating look at Sam who was visibly fidgeting about the conversation going way  over her head. “I was told that it was shut down, and the panic resulting from the sudden loss of power caused the nuclear war.” 
“That is partially correct. When we discovered the long-term effects on the sun, we shut down to minimal running capacity to give us time to find a solution. 
Unfortunately it is impossible to shut it down completely.” 
“Why not,” Sam demanded. “You’re killing the sun, and everyone in the world 
with it!” 
“It is not that simple,” Allie’s overly patient tone made Sam’s wolflike tail 
actually bristle with anger. 
“The black hole,” Gabriel said. 
“Yes,” Allie nodded to him. “You are  smart, aren’t you.” 
She said it in a way that implied Sam was not, which only made Sam bristle even more. 
“The containment field must remain active at all times. Though small, the 
singularity is still powerful enough to devour this entire star system with room for desert. 
Removing the containment field would allow the singularity to fully form into a black hole. Shutting down the facility will mean the instantaneous destruction of this moon. 
You would not even realize you are dead, trapped in your last moment for all eternity. 
Which death do you prefer?” 
Swishing her tail angrily, Sam glared silently, her jaw set. 
“It was not an ideal solution, but it was meant to give the scientists time to work out a way to put everything right again,” Allie said. 
“But then came the nuclear bombs, and they put an end to that. 
“Correct. The facility can generate an energy shield that will protect against nuclear bombardment, however, the shock waves killed many, the radiation got to those stupid enough to venture outside, and starvation took care of the rest. Millie was the last, and she left in search of food five hundred and eighty eight years ago. 
“I estimate that the sun will degrade enough to make life on this moon impossible in approximately forty-seven years. Twenty-nine years after that, there will no longer be enough power to hold the containment field and this region of space will be devoured.” 
“You mean the world’s gonna end in forty-seven years,” Sam asked, looking 
much like one would expect of someone who had just heard the world was ending. Her ears drooped forward and her tail went limp. 
“Correct,” Allie nodded. “If nothing is done to stop the drainage, this moon will no longer be capable of supporting life in forty-seven years. Give or take.” 
“So do something,” Sam cried. “You’re some sort of super smart computer thingy, aren’t you? Surely you can think of something to do!” 
Allie was on the verge of answering, but she started as if goosed, moving toward the window and pointing down at the gate that Gabriel and Sam had entered through. 
“My, today is  a busy day, is it not? We have more visitors.” 
“More visitors,” Gabriel asked. 
“It’s not the Apostle and an army is it,” Sam asked apprehensively. 
Rolling her eyes, Allie waved a hand at the picture window. The view zoomed in on four figures standing just inside the gate, one hologram and three NVMs. Two of the robotic guards were lumbering over to block their path. Not a window, Gabriel realized, a holographic projection. 
“Wait,” Sam squinted in confusion. “If you’re here with us, how are you down 
there too?” 
“That is one of the great things about being the AIOS—that means Artificial 
Intelligence Operating System, by the way—of the most sophisticated supercomputer ever built,” Allie winked at Sam. “There’s an app for that.” 
“Hey,” Gabriel pointed at one of the three newcomers. “I know her. I saw her in New Hope. She was staring at me weird. I remember her because she has two tails and I thought that was really strange. Don’t tell me she actually followed us here.” 
“That bitch! Can’t she see that you’re taken! I’ll stick my hand down her throat and rip those two stupid tails of hers right out through her guts!” 
Raising an eyebrow, Allie looked at Sam. “That does not seem physically 
possible.” 
“How did they get through the gate? I needed my badge to open it.” 
“I let them in of course,” Allie said. 
“Why would you go and do a stupid thing like that,” Sam hissed. “They might be spies for the Apostle!” 
A look of confusion passed over Allie’s face for a second before it was gone in the same there-then-not way that her expressions changed. “I do not know. That is very strange, is it not? They seem to have restricted high level access, and it appears as though I was the one that authorized them several hundred years ago. I am unable to hack through the protection on the files in my memory that contain their information.” 
“This is getting a bit interesting,” Gabriel said as he stood. “Let’s hear what they have to say.” 



Chapter 30: The Impossible Problem 
Drinking deeply from a plastic bottle, Gabriel had not realized how much he’d 
missed purified water. It just tasted better, and he couldn’t see anything he’d rather not try to identify floating in it. 
The door slid open with a whoosh of hydraulics, and the second hologram of Allie entered the room followed by the three newcomers. Saluting herself, she giggled and disappeared. 
Standing to meet the new arrivals, Gabriel examined them. The girl had a very pretty face, and unnaturally bright green eyes that were more like the eyes of a beast than those of a human. Her straw colored hair hung loose to her waist and she had the same triangular animal ears that Gabriel had almost come to think of as normal. Her ears were a bit narrower than Sam’s were, coming to a sharper point, and she had a distinct foxy feel about her appearance. Tipped with white fur, her twin bushy tails curled beneath the hem of her modest skirt, and she was armed with a knife of a size with his own, a quiver, and a staff that must have been an unstrung longbow. Up close, Gabriel couldn’t help but think he’d met her somewhere before. Something about her was so familiar, but he couldn’t quite place it. 
The other two were identical twins, bearing a strong family resemblance to the girl. Gabriel would have recognized their faces anywhere. They looked like younger NVM versions of the Northern Sage, with straight black hair to their shoulders, wolf ears and bushy black wolf tails. They both had the same bestial eyes that their sister did, except that theirs were purple, and they wore perfectly identical mischievous grins. The one on the right had a massive sword on his back and a hefty knife on his belt. The other wore a sword on each hip. 
One thing marked them out from everyone else on Ethos. Their skin was dark. It wasn’t very  dark, but it had the bronze color of a deep tan the likes of which he’d have paid a tanning salon good money for in his previous life. The sun on Ethos wasn’t strong enough to darken skin and everyone he’d seen was pasty white. 
“It’s you,” the girl took Gabriel in with surprise. 
“Hello again,” Gabriel nodded. 
Coming to his side, Sam shared a frosty look with her. The air actually seemed charged with their unspoken communication, and he was surprised that the room wasn’t icing over. Gabriel knew jealousy when he saw it, as well as a wrongfully accused woman too proud to back down. 
Sharing a look with each other, the twins gave identical low whistles, and took a step back. 
Clapping a hand on Sam’s shoulder, Gabriel gave her a light shake. 
“Stop that before it starts snowing in here.” 
Sam’s eyes narrowed at him, and he had the distinct impression she was thinking about taking a bite out of him. 
“My name is Kari, these are my brothers Jonathan and Michael. Are you the ones in charge of this place? I bring news of danger.” 
“No. We only just arrived ourselves. She’s the one running things.” 
Following Gabriel’s finger, Kari’s eyes fell on Allie watching them from near the window that was not a window. 
“Oh! I’m sorry,” Kari exclaimed. “I didn’t realize you were a full AI, rather than an automated greeting system.” 
“Ooh,” Allie grinned. “More  people that know things that they should not! 
Things are getting exciting.” 
“There’s an army on the way,” Kari said to Allie. “And it’s being led by an 
extremely dangerous individual we’ve had several encounters with. You might say we’ve been chasing the Apostle.” 
“Yes, we know about the army,” Mister Mittens said in a bored tone, his tail 
flicking lazily. 
Blinking at the cat, Kari broke into a wide, delightful grin full of inhumanly sharp teeth and fangs. 
“He can talk? That is just so cute!” 
Grumbling bitterly, Mister Mittens sat up on his haunches and made a very rude gesture with his forepaws. 
“Now I’ve seen everything,” Gabriel muttered. 
“We were just discussing the plight of this moon,” Allie said. “Please sit and join us. Your input on the Apostle will be very welcome, though I doubt that any army could breach my walls. I can have more water brought if you would like refreshment.” 
“Yes, please. Thank you,” Kari said, gesturing for her brothers to sit, before seating herself. 
She sat on her tails, something Gabriel had never seen Sam do, and he found 
himself wondering if it was uncomfortable. Sam sure threw a fit when someone pulled on hers, so it was obviously a very sensitive area. 
Gabriel listened quietly as Allie went through everything that had already been discussed, answering all questions from the newcomers. 
“Now, tell me of this Apostle,” Allie said. 
The twins looked at Kari and she nodded, then began. 
“The Apostle of Cain is not from this world. I’m not sure which world she 
originally comes from—” 
“She,” Gabriel interrupted. “Our Apostle is a man. It must not be the same 
person.” 
“Oh, it is,” Jonathan said. 
“Yes indeed,” Michael agreed. 
“She wears a black mask and a heavy cloak all the time,” Kari said. “She moves like a man too. It’s hard to determine her gender just by looking at her. And her mask mechanically distorts her voice. We thought she was male at first too.” 
“Trust me, there’s a beautiful goddess beneath that mask,” Jonathan added. 
“She’s what’s called a Heretic,” Kari explained, nodding to Sam. “It’s what we three are. You know of werewolves and vampires? Most stories about them can be traced back to one of our kind. It appears that humans on this world have genetically manipulated their bodies to mimic ours in order to adapt to the climate here, but we’re what you might call the real thing, hybrid children of humans and extradimensional entities known as 
 Demons, as is the Apostle. She has many abilities you might consider superhuman. I know that your walls will not keep her out, because they wouldn’t keep me out either. Additionally, she has some sort of power that I have never encountered before, except in her. She seems able to manipulate the emotions of others and bend them to her will. I would not take her presence lightly, nor would I expect your walls to protect you.” 
“I see,” Allie nodded. “This facility also has an energy shield that is capable of deflecting nuclear bombardment. Can she break through that?” 
“I’m not sure. In fact, I don’t understand why she’s coming at all. She already has the ability to travel to any world she pleases. Why would she want a gateway to other worlds?” 
Blinking at her, Gabriel thought it was rather obvious. 
“Not space,” he explained. “Time. This place is a time machine.” 
“Possibly,” Kari looked to her brothers, and they nodded in unison. “If that is true she must not be allowed to reach this facility. Imagine how many worlds she could convert or destroy if she had infinite time to do so before we’re even born. She could change the course of history for the entire universe. We might all simply cease to exist.” 
“A comforting thought,” Gabriel muttered. “Now that we’ve been over that, 
Allie, you said that the last scientist here gave you a task before she magically jumped almost six centuries into the future to give me my quest. Could you tell me what it was?” 
“Of course, Gabriel, I have been waiting centuries for someone to ask that 
question. I was asked to put all of my unused runtime into reversing the damage that this facility has done to the sun.” 
“And your findings?” 
“Unfortunately, there is no feasible method of undoing the damage. A star is not a living being, or a machine. It cannot be healed or repaired. My recommendation is that we use the time we have left and evacuate the entire population to another habitable world using a Gate Jump.” 
“Wait,” Sam interrupted. “Hold on for just a second. You said you could use this place to go back in time, right? So why not use it to go back and stop it from being built in the first place?” 
“Because that would create a paradox,” Gabriel sighed, to an approving nod from Allie. 
“A what,” Sam asked, a dumb look crossing her face. 
“Let’s see if I can explain this right,” Gabriel leaned toward her. “Say we use the Spires of Infinity to go back in time, and stop the Spires of Infinity from ever being built. 
This causes a change in the flow of time to our version of the present, where it is then impossible to use the Spires of Infinity to travel back in time, and therefore impossible to stop the Spires of Infinity from being activated. In doing so, we make it impossible for us to do it, which, in turn, makes it possible for use to do it again, which, in turn, again, makes it impossible. It chases itself around and around forever, creating a vortex that causes the entire universe to collapse until it consumes all of space and time. And when it finally winks out of existence itself, there is nothing left in its wake to ever say there was a universe here. A paradox is infinite destructive energy created by a contradiction in the flow of time.” 
“What the hell is that supposed to mean,” Sam cried, looking more confused than ever. “Can’t you say it more plainly than that?” 
“If we use this place to stop this place from ever being activated, the resulting contradiction in time will tear the universe apart. Here’s another example. If you travel back in time and kill your grandfather, then your mother would never have been born, which means that you would never have been born. If you were never born, you couldn’t have killed your grandfather, and so he lives. It’s basically a problem of creating a sequence of events that physically cannot exist within the same line of time. Better?” 
“You couldn’t have just said that to begin with,” Sam asked in exasperation. 
“Jeez, for a second there I thought you were speaking a completely different language!” 
“Um,” Kari shared worried looks with her brothers then cleared her throat. “I think I know why the Apostle is on her way here. Her master, Cain, likely wishes to use the Spires of Infinity to create one of those paradoxes. For committing the very first murder, God cursed Cain with immortality, telling him that for his crime he would live until the very last day. Never say that God doesn’t have a sense of irony. Cain’s been looking for a way to die ever since. He’s been actively searching for a way to bring about that fabled last day for billions of years.” 
“So if he sends his Apostle back in time to create a paradox the job is finished,” 
Gabriel asked. “The universe goes poof, and this Cain gets to die?” 
“This is a very disturbing line of thought,” Allie said. “And rather ludicrous. Are you certain?” 
Kari nodded. “Extremely.” 
“So the question is,” Gabriel said. “Do we go to the Emperor and tell him 
everyone needs to evacuate to another world, leaving the Spires for the Apostle to possibly destroy all of creation with. Or is there some possibility to undo what was done to the sun without destroying the universe?” 
“I do not mean to brag,” Allie said, “but I am infinitely more intelligent than you are. I doubt that there is anything you could think of that I have not. Relocation offers the best solution in my professional opinion, and there is plenty of time to find a suitable world, and organize the evacuation. I can simply refuse the Apostle access to the primary systems of the Spires of Infinity and that will prevent any unauthorized Gate Jumping once this world is abandoned.” 
Standing, Gabriel started pacing. He’d always done his best thinking while on the move. In court he was notorious for how much he ranged across the courtroom while questioning witnesses. Wracking his brain, he knew that there had to be some  solution. 
If his entire life of watching cheesy sci-fi shows couldn’t produce an answer to this, nothing could. 
“Come on Gabriel,” he muttered to himself. “What would Doctor Who do?” 
Eyes widening, Gabriel got an idea. He wasn’t sure if it was something he’d seen on Doctor Who, or Battlestar Galactica, or Lost in Space, or a hundred other shows, but he was reasonably certain that it would work. 
His father’s disembodied voice disagreed to such an extent that Gabriel began to doubt himself. Would it work? It was such an insane idea that there was no way it possibly could. His father was right. He didn’t have what it takes. He was a lawyer for god’s sake, not a physicist. If the most sophisticated AI ever built couldn’t figure out the answer to this problem, what made him think that he could? 
As doubt settled into him, Gabriel pushed the idea away as no good. His father was right. His father had always  been right. He’d never had what it takes, and he never would. He didn’t even know why the Northern Sage had chosen him for this. He wasn’t up to the task. 
Dropping back into his chair to jeering applause from his father, Gabriel felt like an utter failure. Give him a problem to do with law, and he could find twenty different loopholes. Give him a jury and he could convince them that Satan himself was innocent. 
He wasn’t a physicist. He was a sci-fi nerd. He didn’t know how the universe worked. 
All he knew is what Star Trek told him about how the universe worked. 
But still, he had to have been sent here for a reason. There had to be something that he could do, and he just wasn’t seeing it. He needed time to go over everything, and find his reason for being here. Why would the Northern Sage send a lawyer to do a physicist’s job? It didn’t make any sense, but there had to be a reason for it. There had to be something in his head that could be used to find the solution to this world’s problem. Perhaps his idea wasn’t so farfetched after all? 
The small conference room was suddenly pressing in on Gabriel 
claustrophobically. After so much time spent outdoors, the tiny room seemed very like a cage. The air seemed stale, and his lungs did not seem to want to inflate all the way. 
Gasping for breath, he found that he was sweating heavily. He was actually having a panic attack! And who wouldn’t? He was supposed to save this world? How was he supposed to do that? He hadn’t even been given a hint  as to what he was supposed to do once he got here. It was impossible! He didn’t have what it takes to be a hero, or a savior. 
Running a hand through his hair, Gabriel knocked his hat to the floor, having 
forgotten he was wearing it. He needed to get out. He needed fresh, open air. He needed to find somewhere to shout back at the voice in his head where he wouldn’t be overheard and thought a madman for it. 
“I need to think this through,” he made the most convenient excuse. “Alone. Is there somewhere with a view I can just sit and think?” 
“There is an observation catwalk down the hall to the left,” Allie said. “I have given you full access to the facility. The doors will recognize you and open when you approach.” 
“I’ll be back in a little while. I just need to work a few things out.” 
Chapter 31: “You Have What it Takes” 
Cold wind blasted Gabriel, whipping his coat out behind him as he stepped onto a wide catwalk with no railing that overlooked the wastelands. In the distance he could see New Hope, and the Quarantine Zone beyond. Almost immediately his panic attack began to subside. With the wide-open view he no longer felt claustrophobic, and the freezing cold air cooled him and slowed his breathing. As quickly as it had started, it was gone, leaving him staring out at the barren, nuclear waste of Ethos. 
Though only a month had passed in local time, it had to be far longer in Earth time. He felt almost as though he’d been on Ethos for years. A lifetime of things seemed to have happened to him since he arrived. Feeling an intense wave of homesickness, Gabriel kicked at the metal grating beneath his feet. The thought of using the Spires of Infinity to go home had been the only thing keeping him going sometimes. Discovering it wasn’t possible was devastating. In fact, he actually felt like crying. 
Looking down from the edge of the catwalk, Gabriel felt a bit nervous as his 
childhood fear of heights tried to reinstate itself. He figured he’d never been so high in his life outside of an airplane. Sitting down, he dangled his legs over the edge and looked out at the dying world below. 
As he put his hand down to brace against a particularly strong gust of wind, the remnants of a railing post jabbed him. So there had been a railing here once upon a time. 
What in the name of god was he doing here? Why him? Out of all the people in the universe to send here, why the douchebag lawyer with daddy issues? Looking back, Gabriel would have sold his soul just to impress his father, or rather the voice of his father in the back of his head. He’d pushed himself to be the absolute best at everything he did in order to prove that fat, drunken, redneck bastard wrong. 
“You think you can save this world,” his father said to him. “You think your silly little idea will make things right? You’re not Space Jesus. You don’t have what it takes.” 
“Shut up,” Gabriel snarled. “Just shut up! I hate you!” 
“Oh-ho, what have we here, does the baby have a knife,” Gabriel’s father taunted in a drunken slur as he raised his bloody fist before slamming it down into his unconscious mother’s face again. “What do you think you’re gonna do with that? You don’t have what it takes, boy. Put it down before you cut yourself. And don’t go far. 
You’re next.” 
“I hate you so much,” Gabriel screamed at his father. “Why? Why did you hurt us so much? Why can’t you just go away and leave me alone!” 
“Because my boy’s a pussy, and I need to set him straight,” his father replied. 
Unable to help himself, Gabriel’s mind wandered back to the last night he’d ever seen his father. Fear and hatred fragmented the memory. He remembered the wet sound of the fist slamming into his mother’s face. He remembered the blood on his father’s knuckles, and on the wall. He remembered thinking that this was the time he finally killed her. He felt so helpless, a young boy standing up to the demon that haunted his nightmares, and stalked his waking world. He needed a hero, but there were none to be found. 
His eyes fell on the butcher knife on the counter, and he reached for it, feeling its weight. His reflection in the blade was terrified with glistening trails of tears on his cheeks. With no heroes to be had, he would have to do. 
“Stop hitting my mom, you bastard!” 
The first time he’d ever cursed. 
The bloody fist came up, started to go back down, and then stopped, hanging 
ominously in the air. The smell of beer. The smell of urine. The smell of vomit. 
Bloodshot eyes. A running, red nose. Animal hatred behind human eyes. 
“You don’t have what it takes.” 
The knife fell to the floor, and Gabriel dropped to his knees, begging his father not to kill his mother. Standing, Joseph Reeve looked down on his son with disgust, and lurched drunkenly toward the door, never to be seen again. His mother had never been the same after that night, and had ended up in a mental ward three years later where she still remained, sending Gabriel to foster care until he left for college. 
“I don’t have what it takes,” Gabriel muttered, looking over the landscape. “If I can’t save my own mother, how can I save an entire world full of people?” 
Something felt wrong about the memories of the night his father staggered out of his life forever. Frowning, Gabriel examined the memory. He had the strangest feeling that it hadn’t actually happened that way. Was his memory of that night somehow wrong? How was that possible, and why had the thought even come to him? 
“You don’t have what it takes to save this world, pussy.” 
Gabriel could almost smell beer on the air. 
“Leave me alone! Go haunt someone else!” 
His father only laughed, continuing to taunt him. Having lost his luxurious life and his only way back to it, Gabriel felt as though he’d come as low as he could. He didn’t want to go on. He needed someone to help him, give him a boost over the obstacles standing in his path. 
“Look god,” Gabriel said to the sky. “I’ve never been very faithful, and I’m an evil bastard too. I just don’t have anything left. I need help. I just don’t think I have what it takes to fix things here. My father was right all along. Please. I really need something— anything— to help me get through this. There has to be some reason I was sent here, but I can’t see it. I’m just a sleazy lawyer, not a hero, or a champion of justice like I dreamt of being. I can’t believe I’m actually praying, because you never answered a single prayer in my life. But if you’re going to start, this is the one. Please. I need help.” 
Staring at the heavens for a few seconds, Gabriel slumped when there was no 
answer to his plea. Psychologically speaking, the voice in his head had to be the representation of some deep down, inner insecurity. Part of him didn’t believe he could save Ethos, and thought his idea was completely insane. When it came to him, he’d been so sure it would work, but the more he thought about it, the more ludicrous it seemed. 
Besides, whoever went to do it likely wasn’t coming back from it. How could he do that knowing he’d never see Sam again? He didn’t have what it takes to fix things here. The Northern Sage had been wrong to send him. 
“You don’t have what it takes,” Gabriel repeated his father’s words. “Why is this happening to me?” 
The howling wind held no answers for him. He didn’t have what it took to risk his life for people he’d never met before. 
“Hello there,” Gabriel started and almost fell off the edge of the catwalk. As he realized Kari had been watching him for some time as he argued with himself, his face began to color deeply. 


***** 
“Does your friend always go off alone to think,” Kari asked Sam. “He looked 
kind of sick, and he smelled like his heart was about to explode in his chest.” 
A glare was Sam’s only reply. There was jealousy, and then there was what Sam had rotting in her black little heart. 
“Even if I was after your man,” Kari said with fond thoughts of putting Sam over her knee and spanking her for childish behavior. “He doesn’t even know I exist. Anyone can see he’s only got eyes for you.” 
“That’s not what it looked like,” Sam’s scowl increased. 
“You want to be blunt, fine, I’ll be blunt,” Kari pointed to her breasts. “Not to brag, but these babies are much bigger than yours. The only men that look me in the eye while talking to me are related to me, homosexual, or in love with someone else. Gabriel has always  looked me in the eye, so stop acting like a silly little girl! I’ve had enough of this!” 
“I have better things to do that sit around locked up with you.” 
With an angry huff, Sam stood, nearly dislodging the sleeping cat on her 
shoulders and strode out the door. 
Turning to her brothers, Kari scowled. Sometime during the exchange they’d 
jumped into each other’s arms with looks of mock horror. 
“Scary.” 
“Hold me.” 
“Oh stop it,” Kari snapped. “You’re being obnoxious.” 
“Yes ma’am!” 
Shaking her head in annoyance, Kari had a growing feeling that she needed to 
speak with Gabriel as soon as possible. “I’m going to find that Gabriel guy. I think he’s the one father gave us those messages for. Don’t get into any trouble.” 
“That kid will eat you alive if she finds you with him,” Jonathan pointed out. 
“I think I’ll risk her wrath,” Kari replied dryly. 
“Jeez,” Michael said as Kari left the conference room. “Girls sure are terrifying sometimes.” 
Turning left, Kari walked toward the door at the end of the hallway. It opened when she approached, letting in a blast of cold air that blew her hair backward. 
Stepping into what passed for daylight on this miserable world, she found Gabriel sitting with his legs dangling over the edge of a long, wide catwalk. He seemed to be arguing with himself, but his words were lost in the howl of the wind. 
“Hello there.” Raising a hand in greeting, Kari felt amusement rise as his cheeks colored deeply. She sat next to him, close enough to be heard, but far enough away that his jealous wolf pup couldn’t accuse her of anything. 
“Don’t be embarrassed,” she said. “Everyone talks to themselves, even if they deny it. I hope I’m not interrupting anything important?” 
“Not really,” Gabriel sighed. “Just wallowing in self-loathing.” 
“This world sure is something, isn’t it,” Kari looked up at the partially eclipsed sun. “In all the worlds I’ve be to, I’ve never seen a sky like that.” 
“I knew you couldn’t be from this world,” Gabriel gave a noncommittal grunt. 
“Oh,” Kari raised an eyebrow. 
“Your skin is dark. I mean, not dark  dark, but you’ve obviously spent some time in a sun that isn’t that  one.” 
“It’s a natural tan, actually, from my mother. See, no tan lines. I can tell that something is weighing heavily on you. I’m willing to listen if you want to talk about it. I don’t look it, but I’m almost two hundred years old. I’ve been around, and I’d like to think I’m pretty smart when it comes to helping people with their problems.” 
“That’s old.” 
“Seriously. So, what’s getting to you?” 
“It’ll take all day to tell it all.” 
“Never know until you try,” Kari said. “But before you start I want to ask you. 
Your name is Gabriel Reeve, right?” 
Straightening, Gabriel finally turned to face her. Her heart began to beat a little faster as she looked into his pale blue eyes. “How did you know that?” 
“A guess,” Kari said. “I have a message for you.” 
“A message? From who?” 
“It’s from my father, the Northern Sage.” 
“I knew you three had to be related to him somehow,” Gabriel said, anger flashing across his face. “You look just like him. What did he want you to tell me?” 
“He sent two messages actually. The first is that he’s watching you very  closely. 
And someone named Millie delivered the second to us in New Hope. He said to tell you that you have what it takes. He chose you because you have what it takes.” 
Gabriel stiffened. Anguish crossed his face before he was able to smooth his 
features again. 
“Who is your father, really? How could he know to say that to me?” 
“He’s the Champion of Heaven, god’s left hand. I don’t even know what that 
really means, and I’m his daughter. There’s a prophecy that says one day he’ll face the Champion of Hell in battle for the sake of all existence, but he never talks about that sort of thing where I can hear,” Kari flicked one of her fox ears, “and trust me, these things were made for eavesdropping. I’ve seen him look deep into a person’s soul to know what they most desire. He knows a hero when he sees one, and a villain.” 
“Which am I?” 
“Which do you want to be? I think you were sent here to be a hero, but it’s your choice whether or not you will be. I’d like to think you’re the hero type. You look it.” 
“I’m no hero,” Gabriel gave a bitter laugh. “I’m worse  than the scum of the earth. 
I’m the advocate  for the scum of the earth. I made my living getting murderers and rapists out of prison. All I cared about were money and power, and adding to my perfect score. I never once lost any sleep over what those men might go on to do after I set them free. I’m damn good at persuading people to believe lies so elaborate that they must be true. I could convince a jury that the devil himself was innocent. 
“Lately, I’ve been thinking back on my life, trying to find anything in myself worth redeeming. I haven’t done a single heroic thing since the day I was born. I wanted so badly to be a champion of justice. But when it came down to it, I really only wanted to prove that I was worth something, no matter what I had to do, or how low I had to sink. I’m supposed to be earning redemption, but all I seem to be doing is digging myself in deeper.” 
“Don’t you see,” Kari asked. “You’ve already started on your way. You feel 
guilt. That’s the first step toward redemption.” 
“Why did your father send me here?” 
Eyeing Gabriel, Kari thought he was definitely a person she never wanted to have angry with her. He reminded her of her father, physically weaker than she, but infinitely stronger, and much more intimidating. Her own insecurities began to seep into her as she looked into his eyes. She still didn’t know who she was. She’d yet to find a purpose. 
“My father does everything for a reason, and he has rules that he must follow. He can only give you a task that he knows you are capable of completing. He sent you here because he believes in you, Gabriel. If you weren’t capable of putting things right here, he’d have sent someone else. You have what it takes to do whatever you’re supposed to.” 
“He was wrong. I don’t. My father was right all along. I never had what it takes. 
I could never stand up to him, and I can’t do this.” 
“You have an idea, don’t you,” Kari asked, studying him. “You know how to fix the dying sun. I can tell.” 
“It just sort of popped into my head, but it’ll never work. It’s too crazy.” 
“Sometimes the best plans are the most insane,” Kari laughed. “Why don’t you 
believe in yourself, Gabriel? Why are you so afraid that your idea won’t work? At least tell us all, so we can discuss it and decide whether or not it will work.” 
“You know, it’s funny. I spent all my life wishing I could leave Earth behind, now that I have, all I want to do is go back. I had a childhood hero called the Doctor, and I used to pray that he would come and take me away. I’d wish on every shooting star, hold my breath over bridges, and every other stupid superstition. It never happened, and I was stuck in my horrible childhood to the end. I don’t even know the words to say how much my father, the bullies at school, and everything else messed me up. It hurts so much, and no matter how I try, I can’t forget. You want to know why my idea won’t work. It’s because nothing I ever do is good enough. Do you even understand how much it hurts?” 
“I’m sorry, Gabriel,” Kari said. 
“I don’t even know why I’m telling you this,” Gabriel said. “I just met you an hour ago.” 
“I know something about pain. I never thought love at first sight could really happen, until it happened to me. I thought it was something out of fairytales. How could someone fall in love in the blink of an eye? But I did, the second I saw him.” 
“What happened?” 
“He doesn’t even know I’m alive,” Kari sighed. “And he loves someone else. I never had a chance. Knowing that hurts more than anything I’ve ever felt before.” 
“Ouch,” Gabriel said. “What a bastard.” 
Eyeing him, Kari wondered if he even suspected that he was said bastard. 
“The point is, that we can’t always have what we want. Sometimes we just have to take the pain and move on. It makes us stronger and better able to cope with the things ahead of us. Sometimes you just have to grin and bear it. You do  have what it takes, Gabriel. My father saw it in you. You only need to believe in yourself. Sometimes that’s the hardest thing of all to do. But it’s easier if others believe in you too. I believe that deep down, you want to do the right thing, and that you will, given the chance. You are the hero you always wanted to be. You have what it takes. 
“There’s something my mother always says when everything seems to be going 
wrong. Tomorrow will be a better day. And this is a bit of my own wisdom. You can’t make a journey without taking the first step. Sometimes we’re afraid of where that step will take us, or of the thousand different troubles we could step into, but without that first step, you’re never going anywhere. No step is harder than the first, but once you get going, you’ll find that there never was anything to fear in the first place.” 
“What if I’m wrong,” Gabriel asked. “What if it doesn’t work?” 
“What if  you’re wrong,” Kari countered. “This world is dying in less than fifty years as it is. How much worse could you make things if you mess up? When you don’t have anything to lose, you’ve got everything to gain. What if you are  a hero, and you just didn’t realize it. Most don’t, you know. Sometimes you just have to trust in yourself and put one foot in front of the other.” 
With that Kari stood again, looking out at the sandy flatlands. There was a cloud of dust a touch to the north, though she couldn’t make out what was causing it across the distance. It was probably the Apostle. Time was short. The siege would soon begin. 
“I’m sure you’ll make the right decision,” Kari said. 
With that she walked back inside to find Sam waiting for her with her arms folded beneath her breasts, pushing her cleavage up to an almost obscene degree. Good thing the twins weren’t there to see. 
“Don’t want him, do you,” she snapped. 
“I was delivering a message from my father,” Kari said. “Nothing more. I can tell when I don’t have a chance. He’s all yours.” 


***** 
Gabriel watched Kari leave then looked up into the sky. Only a sliver of the sun could be seen to the side of Altima. 
“What if I am a hero,” he asked aloud. 
Beginning to feel somewhat better, Gabriel felt almost as though Kari had lifted a weight from his heart with her words. He’d really needed to hear what she’d said to him. 
It wasn’t the answer to his pleas that he’d been expecting, but it would do. Perhaps she was right. Perhaps he really only needed to put his fears and insecurities aside, and take that first step. Maybe all he needed was to believe in himself. If she could believe in him after only just meeting him, why was it so hard for him to believe in himself? 
“You have what it takes,” he said aloud, and liked the sound of it. 
He was no action movie hero, but who else would have come up with his idea? 
Not even the most sophisticated supercomputer ever built had. He could save this world. 
He knew  that he could. Kari was right. 
“I want my redemption,” Gabriel said firmly, “and I’m going to get it! I have what it takes! You hear that father! I have what it takes!” 
The door opened to reveal Sam, looking both worried and a little forlorn. Gabriel scooted aside a bit, away from the remnants of the railing post and gestured for her to join him. She came hesitantly and plopped down beside him. Pointedly, she did not look down, her pale skin going even paler. 
“You’re gonna choose her, aren’t you,” Sam asked dejectedly. “I don’t blame 
you. She’s way prettier than me, and acts a lot more like a girl than I ever will. Men with DNA as pure as yours can have any woman they want.” 
“You’re an idiot,” Gabriel said. 
Sam stiffened a bit at the insult. 
“Why would I want her? Especially after I fought my way into the Haven for 
you? She is  pretty, but what are looks? She’s not you, Sam. I love you, and that’s never going to change. So please stop acting like a cat stuffed in a bag with another cat. I’m not going to leave you, remember my promise? You are the one I want to be with, and no one else.” 
“You said love,” Sam whispered. “No one’s ever said that to me before.” 
“And I mean it too,” Gabriel put his arm around Sam’s shoulders, knocking a very surprised Mister Mittens to the ground, and pulled her close to him. “Scram cat.” 
Mister Mittens gave a loud sniff and walked away with his nose in the air. 
“I can’t go back home,” Gabriel said. “Sorry, but I guess you’re stuck with me. 
I’ll need your help. I don’t know half what I should to survive in this world.” 
“I dunno if you’re worth the trouble,” Sam said playfully as she snuggled into him. Her tail curled around his other side, feeling warm and soft against his arm. 
“I guess I’ll just have to fix your sun. Will I be worth the trouble then?” 
“You really know how to fix the sun? You’re not jerking me off, are you?” 
“I think I can,” Gabriel answered. 
“Gabriel,” Sam said, looking up at him, eyes welling with tears. She seemed 
unable to say anything more, though her mouth worked in the attempt to. 
“I’m going to save your world, Sam,” Gabriel pulled her into a close embrace, 
“because I have what it takes.” 
“Am I dreaming,” Sam asked. 
“I’ve been asking myself that since I got here. If I am, it’s the best dream I’ve ever had, because I got to meet you in it.” 
“How are you gonna do it? If the scientists that built this place couldn’t figure it out, how can you?” 
Gabriel forestalled any more questions by kissing her as thoroughly as he knew how. 



Chapter 32: The Impossible Solution 
“Allie,” Gabriel called in a loud, firm voice when he didn’t see the hologram girl upon returning to the conference room with Sam on his arm, and Mister Mittens padding sullenly behind them. 
“Yes Gabriel,” Allie appeared before him, pushing a dark lock of hair from her face. “Have you thought of something helpful?” 
“Oh yes,” Gabriel cried in imitation of his favorite incarnation of the Doctor. 
Approaching the table, he took in everyone as Sam sat with Mister Mittens in her lap. 
“I’ve got an idea,” he said. “It’s completely insane, and that’s probably why you never thought of it.” 
“Please go on,” Allie leaned forward in interest. 
“If we go back in time using the Spires of Infinity to destroy the Spires of Infinity before they can do too much lasting harm to the sun, we create a time paradox,” Gabriel explained. “In essence we make it impossible for us to travel back to destroy them, and that contradiction creates a whirly vortex of doom that will destroy the universe.” 
“We’ve heard this before,” Jonathan yawned. 
“And it makes as little sense this time around,” Michael finished. 
“A time paradox,” Gabriel held up one fist, shaking it for emphasis. “Infinite destructive energy.” 
Shaking his head at the blank looks everyone was giving him, Gabriel would have at least thought Allie could keep up. Maybe Kari too, she seemed rather smart. 
“What else do we know of that has infinite destructive energy,” Gabriel asked. 
“Something we just happen to have in the basement?” 
“A black hole,” Allie said slowly. 
“A black hole has infinite mass,” Gabriel held up his other hand, “infinite gravity, and infinite time. What would happen if you contained something that could destroy an infinite amount of mass and time within something that has infinite mass and time?” 
Gabriel grasped the fist representing the paradox with the hand representing the black hole. 
“That is brilliant,” Allie’s eyes popped wide. 
“Oh yes,” Gabriel cried again. 
“The two forces cancel each other out. I cannot believe that I never thought of that! That is pure genius!” 
“I’m lost,” the twins said in unison. 
“We kill three birds with one stone,” Gabriel explained. “No more black hole in the basement, goodbye nuclear wasteland, and hello warm yellow sun.” 
“The calculations will be staggering,” Allie muttered. “A single mistake and 
everything goes boom.” 
“How about I make matters even simpler for you?” 
“What do you mean? How?” 
“What if I travel back to the day that the black hole was created,” Gabriel asked, 
“and turn off the containment field? The black hole will be  the paradox.” 
“What about us,” Mister Mittens asked. “I was born only because of the radiation caused by the nuclear war. If it never happened I wouldn’t exist. Most people on this world will simply cease to be, replaced by others who might have been.” 
“That’s where things get a little sketchy,” Gabriel shrugged. “No one really 
knows exactly  what happens when time paradox is created. My thoughts are that it will create an alternate timeline where the Spires were destroyed. The paradox will try to create a new timeline, but the black hole will cancel out the force driving it before it can completely branch away, causing both realities to exist in the same place at the same time. 
“In fact, I believe that we’ve already created the paradox. The three of you were granted access to the facility by Allie herself, several centuries ago. Why would she do that? How would she even know about you? Because we’ve already gone back to fix things, and the changes to the world haven’t happened here yet because we still have to go back in our part of the timeline to fix them. We’re all still here, even though the paradox is active, though the effects haven’t caught up to us yet. And . . . none of you are following a single thing I’m saying, are you?” 
“It is possible,” Allie shrugged, “but highly unlikely.” 
“Look, I’m a lawyer, not a physicist, but I think that because the paradox will be contained at its moment of creation, everyone in this world now will still be here. It’s the world that will reset, not the people. The paradox still exists. The impossibility of the timeline has not been erased, but the destructive energy it generates is gone. Or, maybe I don’t really know what I’m talking about and everyone will just cease to exist. Allie?” 
“I calculate a seventy-nine percent probability that things will turn out the way you say, Gabriel,” Allie nodded. 
“One in five,” Mister Mittens said thoughtfully. “I’ll take those odds if it means saving this world from freezing to death.” 
“Me too,” Sam said. 
“I am afraid that I will cease to exist,” Allie sighed dejectedly. “I suppose that is for the best, really. I should have died long ago . . . unless. Of course! I have an idea!” 
“Who will go back,” Kari asked. “I’ll do it, if you tell me what needs to be done.” 
“It’s my responsibility,” Gabriel said. “Your father sent me here to fix things.” 
“You already came up with the idea,” Sam cried. “Let someone else. What 
happens if you die in the past, or get trapped back there? If you’re going, I’m going with you!” 
With a nod of agreement with herself, Sam folded her arms beneath her breasts 
pointedly. Not that Gabriel didn’t enjoy the sight of her cleavage nearly toppling out of her low neckline, but with how much huffing and puffing she was doing lately, a more modest garment might have been a better choice. 
“I am afraid that would not be advisable,” Allie said. “This facility has very sophisticated security systems. One person may slip through with my help, but the chances dwindle exponentially with each addition.” 
Sam glared at the hologram. 
“Computer skills will be necessary,” Allie continued. 
“I know computers,” Kari protested. “And I’m very skilled in creating illusions to hide myself. I can do it.” 
“Come to the control room and I will explain everything that needs to be done. 
Follow the yellow arrow.” With that, Allie vanished. “And hurry. Time is growing short. With my current maximum power allotment, performing Gate Jumps is simply impossible once I raise the energy shield.” 
The door opened, revealing a holographic yellow arrow hovering above the 
ground pointing to the left back toward the observation catwalk. Shrugging, Gabriel stepped into the hall, and the arrow matched his pace. 
Following the arrow, he strode out onto the catwalk with the others close behind. 
A particularly strong gust of wind blew him off balance, and before he knew it he was tumbling over the edge with a surprised yelp. His fall abruptly stopped as someone grabbed his wrist in an iron hard grip. 
Looking up, he saw Kari smiling down at him with a mouth full of bestial teeth. 
“Careful. Even the hero of the hour can fall to his death if he’s not paying attention.” 
Seemingly without any exertion at all, Kari lifted him up with one hand until he could get his feet back onto the catwalk. 
“How did you,” he found himself unable to finish as he stared at her. 
Laughing musically, Kari released Gabriel’s wrist. 
“I told you,” she said with a wink. “Our kind have what you might consider 
superhuman abilities. That arrow is looking impatient. We’d better hurry.” 
Looking toward the arrow, Gabriel found it poking at the door on the other end of the catwalk. If it had feet, it would be tapping one impatiently. 
Feeling a chill, Gabriel turned to see Sam glaring coldly at Kari, her tail bristling. 
Kari returned the glare for a second before turning away, which only made Sam angrier. 
He was almost certain that those two could strike sparks just glaring at each other. 
“Sca—“ Michael said. 
“—ry” Jonathan finished. 
They each clapped a hand to one of his shoulders in consolation. 
Gabriel’s reassuring smile withered when Sam turned her glare on him. Would 
she rather he fell to his death than have Kari save him? Women just didn’t make any sense at all sometimes! If ever! 
Following the arrow through what looked more like an office building than a 
scientific facility, Gabriel began to feel more at home. It reminded him of the building his firm owned three floors of in Chicago, and he supposed that there would always be a need for office work, even here. 
The arrow led them to a door next to a large window showing a large circular 
chamber below, with a big metal frame that had all sorts of wires and tubes attached to, and hanging loose around it. It looked like some sort of torture device. The door opened to a room full of computer workstations arranged in neat rows. To the left was another large window showing the torture device. At the front of the room were a large screen divided into fourths, displaying camera feeds that changed periodically, and a large console below it, sporting multiple workstations. 
Appearing at the front of the room, Allie beckoned them forward. Coming to a 
stop before the large control panel, Gabriel examined the screen before turning back to her as the others filed in. 
“Let me explain my plan,” Allie said, eyeing the twins with a frosty expression as they lounged against a workstation. “The person who goes back will need clearance codes, and knowledge of the system to shut down the containment field. This person must be capable of encrypting the controls to lock the past version of myself out of overriding them. This person will then have to program a Gate Jump back here or risk certain death. I can teach these things, but it will take time, and there is this to consider.” 
With a grim look and a flourish, Allie gestured to the screen as two of the images enlarged, blocking out the others. There were clouds of dust on the horizon, and Gabriel could barely make out dark shadows in each that might have been people. 
“I have detected two armies marching on this facility. One from the north, and another from the east. The northern army will reach us in just under an hour, and the one to the east, about twenty minutes after that. I cannot raise the energy shield while performing a Gate Jump, so everything must be accomplished before the first army arrives, which leaves no time for teaching.” 
“Then what should we do,” Kari asked. 
“I have a cunning plan,” Allie grinned. 
This made Gabriel laugh as it reminded him of something a character in an old 
British comedy used to say. 
“Sorry. You wouldn’t get it. Please go on.” 
“I propose that we make a copy of my AIOS, and that the person who goes back, 
take this copy with him. This will ensure the capability of completing all necessary tasks, and guarantee my continued existence beyond the destruction of this facility.” 
“Well, that sounds easy enough,” Gabriel said. 
“Unfortunately,” Allie said, “my personality and my memory are vast, and I 
require huge amounts of processing power to run at my most minimal capacity. Any mere copy will not function.” 
“Then why suggest it,” Gabriel asked. 
“There is a way, but it will require sacrifice on your part, Gabriel.” 
“Me? Why from me?” 
Hadn’t he already given up enough already? Did he really have to lose more? 
“Because you possess Sa’Dhi, and the implants required to put them to use. I will require one of your Sa’Dhi to make the copy. This will erase all data currently stored on it.” 
“You can take this one,” Gabriel lifted his left hand to show her the field log. “I barely use it for anything.” 
“I’m afraid this will only store my personality and memories. I require a vast amount of memory in order to operate and function. The real sacrifice is this. A normal adult only uses a small percentage of his brain. I will require the computing power of the unused portion of your brain.” 
“Wait. What? You want to copy yourself into my brain? No way! I’ve seen and done a lot of crazy things since I got here, but I’m drawing the line at that. Stuff like that never turns out well on TV.” 
“You misunderstand. I will merely be using the computing power of your brain 
through the implant to function. All of my data will be stored only on the Sa’Dhi alone.” 
“So this will be like the hard drive you’re installed onto,” Gabriel said slowly, holding up his left hand. “And my brain will act like the random access memory and CPU?” 
“Exactly. A very good analogy. I will program it so that the spoken activation word of the Sa’Dhi will still be in place. Speaking the word will allow me to use your body as my own for brief periods of time in order to operate the computers. Otherwise, I will merely use the unused portion of your brain for processing the data required to maintain my consciousness. You will barely even know that I am there, unless you call upon me. I will further be able to speak directly to you by affecting the sensory areas of your brain.” 
“I guess I can unplug you whenever I want a little privacy. All right, if that’s the only way, let’s do it.” 
“If you would plug your Sa’Dhi into this outlet here,” Allie gestured to the control panel. “I will begin copying my data to it. It should take about ten minutes.” 
Wincing as the Sa’Dhi slid out of the jack in the back of his hand, Gabriel 
plugged the jewel into the console where indicated. It began to glow brightly as Allie started copying files to it. 
“Hey,” Sam pointed to one of the armies on the screen. “Look. They’re flying the Imperial Standard.” 
Squinting at the approaching army, Gabriel could see that there did appear to be a banner at the head of it, but he couldn’t quite make it out. 
“Is there any way to magnify that?” 
The image zoomed in on a large group of Imperial Soldiers, riding cathors like death itself was on their heels. Gabriel thought that he recognized the banner man, but it was hard to say. There was a lot of dust in the air and the image was grainy from the magnification. 
“Those must be the remnants of the army that the Apostle defeated at the 
Quarantine Zone,” he mused aloud. “I bet they decided to retreat to the nearest fortified position, which would be here.” 
“Reinforcements,” Allie grinned. “I could use a few of those. That buys us a small amount of time. Might I suggest that you all get some rest while you can? Or perhaps you would like to clean up after your travels? I will show you where the personnel quarters are.” 
“Rest,” Michael said. 
“Our very favorite pastime,” Jonathan finished. 



Chapter 33: Reinforcements 
“Why are you going alone,” Sam muttered bitterly. The two of them lay in each other’s arms on the bed in Gabriel’s room. After he showered, she’d turned up at his door wanting to cuddle, and what sane man would turn down a chance to grope a 
beautiful woman in lieu of a few measly minutes of sleep? “You need me to watch your back. You promised you’d never leave me. Remember? You promised!” 
Feeling the unnatural heat of her body as he held her tightly, Gabriel was 
somewhat relieved that she’d bathed too. Her silver hair hung loose, still damp from washing. She smelled of flowers, and it suited her. In fact, ever since Kari arrived, Sam had been on her best behavior, as though trying to prove she was just as well behaved a woman as her perceived nemesis. The change was rather refreshing. 
“I like your hair unbraided,” Gabriel said. “It’s pretty. Makes you look older.” 
“Does it,” Sam shifted to look at him, fingering the half-healed scar on her cheek. 
Her curiosity melted into a scowl. “Hey! Don’t change the subject!” 
“Allie says only one person can go. And I don’t want you to get hurt. When the Children of the Chosen took you . . . well, you may think I’m patronizing you or something, but I don’t think I could deal with losing you again. I’d rather you stayed behind where I know you’ll be safe.” 
“Safe,” Sam cried, pushing away from him and sitting up. “There’s an army on the way! How is that safe?” 
“Saf er,” Gabriel amended. “And Allie is right. One person sneaks better than two.” 
“Allie,” Sam sniffed sharply, straightening her clothes as she stood. “She seems to take orders from you! Just tell her I’m going with you and that will be that! You need someone to watch your back. Aren’t we a good team, Gabriel? Don’t you want me anymore?” 
“God, Sam. Why do women always  try to tie completely unrelated things together like that? This has nothing to do with whether or not I want to be with you.” 
Giving him a blank stare, Sam’s odd, golden eyes bored into him. Then Gabriel understood. Everyone important had abandoned her, and now he was leaving too. She thought he was never coming back, just like her mother. 
“Sam. I know you want to help. But you can’t. I don’t want to do this. I wish you could come with me. I’m not a hero. But when it comes down to it, I’m the only one that can go.” 
“Why just you?” 
“Because I’m the only one with these,” Gabriel showed her the implant in the 
back of his left hand. 
Sighing deeply, Sam slumped a bit. “I’ll never see you again. Even if we die together in the past, I want to be with you. I finally found someone worth being with and you’re leaving me behind to do something you may never come back from.” 
“This has to be done, Sam, or your world and everyone on it will be dead in fifty years. If I don’t go, their lives are on my hands. I can’t live with that. But I swear to you that I will return. You’re the only woman I’ve ever loved, and I will not  let anything stand in my way back to you. Understand? I will  come back to you. You remember the last time I promised you something impossible?” 
“Yes,” Sam nodded reluctantly. “You promised to rescue me from the Children 
of the Chosen.” 
“Did I break that promise?” 
“No.” 
“And I’m not going to break this one.” 
There was a tone from the console next to the bed and Allie’s voice sounded over a small speaker. 
“The Imperial Army will arrive in approximately ten minutes. Following the 
yellow arrow outside will lead you to the control room for your Sa’Dhi, and then to the gate.” 
Gabriel looked at Sam. Her eyes were pinched and she looked like she was 
sucking on something sour. She was obviously terrified for him, and about the thought that he might never come back, but there was something else in her face. 
“You’re feeling left out,” Gabriel accused, “aren’t you?” 
“Wouldn’t you be,” Sam cried, her tail lashing as she stomped her foot. “You get to go have the most amazing adventure I’ve ever heard of, and I gotta stay behind! That is so  unfair! I wanna see my world before it got blown to hell like this!” 
Gabriel wasn’t able to keep from laughing out loud at her reaction. She scowled at him, but her heart wasn’t in it. Her eyes brightened slightly and the corner of her mouth lifted in a smile. 
“Promise you’ll tell me all about it,” she asked. 
“Every single detail,” Gabriel stood, offering her his arm. “And for what it’s worth, I’d take you if I could be sure we’d be able to slip through security together. Care to join me meeting the army?” 
“If I have to,” Sam shrugged, her tail swishing in something like indifference. 


***** 
Following Gabriel through the office-like hallways, Sam had grown thoroughly 
annoyed with her hair being loose and was busily rebraiding it, into a single braid this time rather than her customary two. 
“I’ve calculated a Gate Jump to the day that this facility was activated,” Allie said in his ear, sounding as clear as if she was standing beside him. The only indication he had that she was even in his head at all was a dull pressure behind his eyes that hadn’t been there before. It was strange to think that she was actually using part of his brain to run herself. He felt somewhat like the Master Chief in Halo. 
Though she seemed oblivious to his thoughts, Gabriel wondered if she would hear a direct thought to her. 
How are things in there? 
“Oh wow,” Allie sounded girlishly excited. “I totally heard that! I have some diminished computing and speed capacities, and everything is all squishy. I find it adequate to my needs. I had almost forgotten what a human body was like.” 
What do you mean? 
“You’ll see soon enough. Take a left here.” 
Turning, Gabriel found himself in a hallway he recognized, not far from the 
courtyard. 
Can you link up with the other Allie? 


“At the moment we have synced using the wireless connection capabilities of the Sa’Dhi.” 
Where is this gate we’ll be jumping through, and when can we go through? 


“The Gate can be created at any point within the walls of the facility using any console with a direct link to the mainframe. Due to the increased power demands, I have raised power levels to ten percent of maximum in order to build a large enough charge in the main batteries. A Gate Jump will be possible in just under fourteen minutes.” 
Wondering why Allie didn’t just throw the switch up to full power rather than 
one-tenth maximum capacity, Gabriel realized that he could feel a thrumming vibration through the floor that hadn’t been there before. There was an almost imperceptible whine in the air as the Spires of Infinity powered up. 
Stepping into the courtyard, Gabriel and Sam found Kari and the twins already 
waiting near the huge gate, which was already standing wide open. As he joined them, Sam sighed reluctantly before following. She didn’t want other women getting hooks into him, but why didn’t she like the twins? Dislike by association? 
Flashing a triumphant grin at Kari as she looped her arm around his, Sam 
practically oozed smugness. He supposed it was her way driving home the point that he was spoken for, but Gabriel felt somewhat annoyed over being treated like an object rather than a person. It had to be universal payback for all of the women he’d treated the same way earlier in his life. 
Looking through the open gate expectantly, Allie appeared amongst them. 
“Any minute now,” she nodded. 
Looking toward the approaching cloud of dust, Gabriel could just make out the 
forerunners. The head of the pack was a big man without many years behind his belt, sporting cat ears and tail. He carried the wildly flapping Imperial Standard in one arm like a lance, with the butt of the staff grounded in his right stirrup. As he drew closer Gabriel recognized him as captain Maxen, the officer he and Sam had spoken to the last time they’d encountered Imperial soldiers. What were the odds of that? 
Gabriel estimated that there were about five hundred men left of the thousands that they’d seen riding to the Quarantine Zone. Most of them appeared injured, wearing bloodied bandages, with arms in slings and some even missing limbs. Many of them did not appear armed. 
Captain Maxen pulled back on his reins, halting his cathor’s frantic gallop and raising his free hand to signal that the others behind him do the same. Trotting his mount through the gate, he came to a stop before the small group waiting for him. 
“I thought you were headed north, Lawman,” he eyed Gabriel up and down. 
“This is not Bremain.” 
“I noticed,” Gabriel shrugged. “Figured I’d lend a hand while I was in the 
neighborhood.” 
“An extra set of the Emperor’s elite hands are always welcome. Captain Alain 
Maxen of his imperial highness’ cavalry. Might I ask who is in charge here?” 
Turning to Allie, Gabriel found her, and everyone else for that matter, pointing at him. 
“What? Me! You’ve got to be kidding me! Why me?” 
“Your Imperial ID gives you the highest stated rank,” Allie shrugged. “Therefore you have command until another of higher rank is sent to replace you. I was 
programmed to follow strict chains of command. However, if this Captain has official orders to take command then his claim takes precedence over yours. Captain?” 
Shaking his head, Captain Maxen started as he really looked at Allie for the first time, swaying as though he might faint before recovering himself. Semi-transparent, two-dimensional people were obviously not an everyday sight for him. 
“There’s an incoming army of mutants escaped from the Quarantine Zone,” Alain 
said, reining his cathor around to look back to the east. “They’ll be here in minutes. 
Reinforcements are on the way, but they won’t reach us for two days. I don’t know what their goal is, but we must not let the mutants take control of the Spires of Infinity. If they dig into a place as well fortified as this we’ll never flush them out again. I place my men at your command to help defend the walls as you please.” 
Nodding, Gabriel gestured toward the courtyard. “Get them inside so we can 
close the gate.” 
Turning to his command, Alain began shouting orders, gesturing wildly with a 
baton that he pulled from behind his belt, tossing the banner to one of his officers. The soldiers filed into the courtyard and arranged themselves in ranks. They were a sorry lot, downtrodden and exhausted. 
When all of the soldiers had come through the gate it closed behind them with an ominous clang. 
“Excuse me,” Alain said, looking between Gabriel and Allie, not sure which one of them to address. Dismounting, he seemed to decide on Allie. “There are stories that this place has a weapons stockpile?” 
“I wish,” Allie threw back her head and laughed. “This is a scientific outpost, not a military facility. The only weapons I have are defensive. Robot sentries, wall guns, and my energy shield, not much more than that. I suppose that you might be able to find some fire axes and other such cutting tools that could be improvise as weapons, but that is about it.” 
Slumping in his saddle, Alain seemed to realize that his men were watching him. 
Drawing himself up he took a deep breath and began bellowing orders 
“Those too wounded to fight, gather in the north end of the courtyard. Everyone with a firearm, up on the walls. Everyone else form up at the gates and prepare to repel anything that gets through! If you’re too wounded to fight, give your weapons to someone that’s not!” 
“Nothing will get through my energy shield,” Allie laughed. “We can sit in here safe and snug until your reinforcements arrive. The only thing that can take the shield down is activation of the Gate, power depletion, or a systemic failure. I appreciate the help manning the walls, but that is all I will need, a few more spotters to help me aim the particle cannons.” 
Particle cannons, Gabriel thought at Allie. 
“High powered lasers based on gamma radiation particles,” Allie replied in his ear. “They are attuned to the frequency of the energy shield so they can fire right through it like it is not there at all. They basically cause all organic matter to come apart at the figurative seams.” 
“Sergeant Connely,” Alain shouted at one of the men setting up at the gate. 
“You’re in charge down here. Take command if I fall!” 
“Yes sir,” the sergeant gave a snappy salute. 
“Is there anything you would like to add,” Alain asked Gabriel as men began 
filing up several staircases around the inside of the wall leading up to the top. 
“I’m about to leave. You’ve got things well in hand.” 
“Leave,” Alain cried. “But, the Apostle! The army of mutants! You can’t just leave!” 
“I have a vital mission to complete.” 
Looking up at the dark sky, Gabriel could see the sun’s corona around the edges of the planet Altima. 
“What sort of mission takes precedence over protecting the greatest Imperial asset against the greatest Imperial enemy,” the young captain asked. 
“Why do you think he’s here,” Sam stepped in. “Do you really think he was just headed to Bremain? He couldn’t tell you his true orders. They’re secret.” 
Eyeing Sam up and down, Alain made no attempt to hide the fact that he was 
having fond fantasies of diving into her cleavage. Despite the fact that she was flaunting it for everyone to see, Gabriel still felt jealous anger bubbling up inside of him. The Captain’s eyes came to rest on the pistol at Sam’s hip, and his mouth twisted in something that might have been a combination of revulsion and understanding. Sam, for her part, seemed completely oblivious to the man’s attentions. 
“Very well,” Alain said reluctantly. “You will have all of the support and 
protection we can give you, up to sending men outside the walls. They’ve been kicked in the teeth enough and I’ll not order them to suicide.” 
“No need,” Gabriel said. “Allie. How’s the charging?” 
“Less than a minute before we can send you on your way,” the hologram replied. 
There was a sense of frustration from the copy in his head, as if she’d been trying to answer but the original had gotten to it first. It was a surprisingly human emotion, something he would not have expected from a computer, even one as sophisticated as Allie. 
“Good,” Gabriel said. “Where’s the nearest console connected to the 
mainframe?” 
Allie pointed to a small workstation just outside of the door leading into the black fang of the control tower. Gabriel thought it might have once served as a security checkpoint on those entering the tower. 
“Great. What do I have to do?” 



Chapter 34: Gate Jump 
“Stand there and touch nothing,” Allie said in stereo, the one in Gabriel’s head a split second slower, and he could feel her frustration over it. 
Folding his arms, Gabriel watched and waited, feeling Sam’s eyes trying to drill holes in him. She could glare all she wanted to. She was not  going with him. 
Crowding in with keen interest, Alain watched the console closely as Allie’s 
holographic hand moved over it. Gabriel could understand his wanting to know how a legend worked. There was something strange in his eyes though, an emptiness that spoke of the lights being on, but no one being home. His recent ordeals seemed to have taken a lot out of him. 
“The keyboard can sense the touch of a hologram,” Allie explained in his ear. 
“That is how I— she—can use it.” 
Suddenly at his side, Sam clamped onto his arm with both hands. 
“Here we go,” the hologram pointed to a clear area just outside the tower. 
A blinding flash of light caused Gabriel to squint as a bolt of lightning seven feet high formed, crackling and spitting sparks. Splitting vertically, the lightning rapidly formed into a doorframe. The framed space looked almost like a reflective heat haze. 
Nearby soldiers backed away in surprise, bringing their weapons around to bear on the Gate with uneasy shouts until Alain raised a hand and waved them away. 
Gesturing to the shimmering patch framed by lightning Allie bowed deeply like a stage performer. 
“Step through and next stop, six hundred years ago. You should arrive shortly before activation. There will then be thirty minutes until the black hole is created.” 
Nodding, Gabriel stepped toward the gateway, but Sam held him. 
“Don’t go. I’ll never see you again!” 
“I have to,” Gabriel pried her hands from his arm, keenly aware of how many 
people were watching. 
Looking up at him, Sam seemed on the verge of tears. Her ears were laid back, and her lip trembled as anguish churned across her features. 
“You’re never coming back. I know it!” 
Turning, she tried to run, but he caught her arm and pulled her against him, 
putting his arms around her. Struggling, she cursed and tried to knee him in the groin. 
With a hand under her chin, he jerked her face upward and kissed her roughly. Her struggling weakened and she leaned into him. He could feel her trembling. 
Gabriel thought that if he could live in this one moment for the rest of his life, he’d found what heaven was like. He didn’t want to leave her. He just wanted to be with her, to feel the heat of her body against his, to have the smell of her in his nose. But he had to go, because he was the only one that could, and he had almost lost her once. He couldn’t stand to see her in danger again. 
Stepping away from Sam, Gabriel left her swaying. A shiver ran through her 
right to the tip of her tail and she looked at him with a forlorn expression. Tears began leaking from the corners of her eyes and she made no move to wipe them away. 
“I’ll come back to you. There’s nothing that can keep me from coming back to 
you. I promise. Understand?” 
Nodding, Sam stepped back, scrubbing tears from her eyes. 
“I promise,” Gabriel repeated as he walked toward the gate. 
“You might want to draw your pistol,” Allie said in his ear. “Who knows where you might come out.” 
Too late. The second his hand brushed against the surface of the lightning-framed shimmer, he was sucked in. Everything went dark and bright flashes of color beat at him as he fell dizzily through nothing, feeling as though he’d fallen into icy water. 
Consciousness was ripped brutally away from him and everything faded away into distant darkness. 


***** 
 Leaning against the railing atop the wall with her back to the Apostle’s army, Kari watched as Gabriel kissed Sam within an inch of her life. Sighing, she turned away, unable to watch anymore. As a child she’d often fantasized about what it would be like to meet the perfect man with her adopted sister Mera. Gabriel even looked like what she imagined her future husband would. It was almost as though he’d stepped right out of her fantasies to sweep some other girl off her feet to a picture perfect happily ever after, leaving Kari behind to stew in jealousy. 
A hand fell heavily on her shoulder and she looked up to see Jonathan smiling 
insolently. 
“Any more sighs outta you and I’d almost begin to think you’re in love,” he 
laughed. 
With a sniff, Kari turned away, his comment hitting too close for comfort. 
“What’s wrong,” Jonathan’s grin slipped audibly. 
“Don’t worry about it,” Kari leaned against the railing with her back to Gabriel and Sam, looking out into the flat, sandy wasteland. Her tails hung over the rail into open space. 
“If you say so,” he shrugged, joining her in watching the approaching army. 
“What are those things?” 
Scanning the cloud of dust, Kari occasionally made out the malformed shape of 
something that didn’t even vaguely resemble any living thing that she’d ever seen. They would soon be fighting monsters most horrible. 
“These people call them mutations caused by radiation in the air, but I don’t think that’s the only cause,” Kari answered. “It seems more like something is intentionally rewriting genetic coding to force those creatures into existence. If what Gabriel says about a paradox having already started in the distant past, perhaps it is actively twisting the people of this world as it tries to rewrite history.” 
“I can sense the Apostle. She’s right up front and center.” 
“What do you feel for her? And is it going to make you hesitate?” 
Frowning, Jonathan folded his arms and looked away from her. 
“Pity mostly. I think something horrible happened to her, and the reason she 
wants to travel through time is to prevent it.” 
“Cain is clearly exploiting her desires,” Kari sighed. “This is very bad. 
Everything depends on stopping her.” 
“So you said,” Jonathan nodded. “You’re too smart for your own good, little 
sister.” 
“You could be smart too if you weren’t so lazy,” Kari grinned at him. 
He grinned back. “But why would I want to give up my lazy ways when I have 
you to take care of me?” 
Kari looked at her feet. 
“I’ve known you all your life,” Jonathan placed a hand on her shoulder. “Hell, who do you think named you? That was all me, thank you very much. I know when something’s bothering you. Come on, sis, spill it.” 
“You wouldn’t understand,” Kari mumbled. 
“Try me.” 
“Fine. I realized something when you were taken. I’ve spent so much of my life trying to control yours that it’s all I am. My life is completely defined by my reactions to you and Michael, nothing more. There isn’t anything more to me than being your minder. I’ve been thinking that I don’t really know who I am, or what I want in life. 
Who am I? What am I? Why do I go on? What are my goals in life? I don’t know.” 
“You’ve come to the right person,” Jonathan reached out and turned her head 
toward him with a gentle finger to the side of her chin. Flashing her a small grin, he nodded. “There’s no one in the entire universe that understands that sort of thing like a twin.” 
Kari blinked at him. 
“No one ever thinks of me as an individual,” Jonathan explained, pushing away 
from the railing and pacing in front of her as he ticked points off on his fingers. “No one can tell me apart from my brother. No one bothers to keep track of which one I am. No one even cares which one I am. I’m never an individual, only one of a pair. People always call us ‘the twins’ instead of by our names. And you know what the really infuriating thing is? He’s smarter  than me. By a lot, too. I’ve been living in his shadow my entire life. Anyway, I know what it’s like not to really know who you are or why you even exist at all.” 
“So what should I do about it,” Kari realized she was biting her lip, a childhood nervous habit that she’d been sure she’d kicked long ago. 
Shrugging, Jonathan spread his hands. 
“You don’t know! What help are you, then? I thought you said I came to the 
right person!” 
“Look, sis,” Jonathan said. “I can’t tell you who you are. I can tell you how I  see you, but not who you really are on the inside. That’s something that you need to find for yourself. Why do you go on? What motivates you? Who are you? These are things that you decide on your own, not things that I can tell you. What would be the point if I told you everything important like that? What would you have learned? I can point you in the right direction, though. Just try to find the one thing in your life that’s most important to you, and everything else will fall into place around it.” 
“And you say he’s  the smart one,” Kari raised an eyebrow. 
“Trust me, he is way  smarter than he lets on. He hides it because he’s also infinitely more lazy than I am and he thinks if people realize how smart he is he’ll actually have to do something resembling work.” 
Looking out at the approaching army, Kari knew the truth of his words. No one could tell her who she was and what motivated her. No one could give her the reasons why she put one foot in front of the other. She had to find those things in herself, and when she did, she would know who she was. 
“You like that Gabriel guy, don’t you,” Jonathan asked, changing the subject with all the deftness of a child trying to play the piano wearing mittens. 
Flushing deeply, Kari stood, ready to protest vehemently, but it rushed out of her and she slumped back onto the railing, feeling like she was deflating. 
“If you laugh at me, I swear to god I’ll rip your ears off.” 
“I wouldn’t dream of it,” Jonathan paused for a second before adding, “not with that look on your face anyway. You’re really  scary sometimes, sis.” 
“When I was little I used to imagine being swept away by someone just like him, rugged, handsome, smart, willing to do what’s right no matter the cost. It’s a girl thing. I think I fell in love the second I saw him, but he obviously loves Sam. He stepped right out of my childhood fantasies, and he was already taken before I ever even saw him.” 
“Ouch,” Jonathan leaned against the railing beside her, placing his arm around her shoulders. “I suppose it’s a good thing for him, though. I like him, but it’s the solemn duty of every big brother to brutally murder any man that sets his eyes on his younger sister. Hell, it’s even a law of nature, I think. I’d have  to kill him.” 
“You’re terrible,” Kari sighed. “Never change. You’re prefect the way you are.” 
“I’ll remember you said that the next time you’re yelling at me for something 
stupid.” 
“You know, Jonathan, I feel sorry for the Apostle. She doesn’t even realize what she’s doing, and I doubt she’ll ever listen to reason.” 
“If it comes to it, I’ll kill her. But I sure would like to talk some sense into her instead.” 
“Aren’t we the sorry pair,” Kari looked at him. “Both in love with people we’ll never have a chance with.” 
“Hey now,” Jonathan protested. “Mine may be the servant of the most evil being in the universe, but she’s still single. I’ve still got a chance.” 
Kari pushed him playfully, and almost fell backward off the wall when a loud 
siren startled her, sounding through the facility followed by a sharp tone over a loudspeaker. 
“Commencing shield activation,” the strangely human, hologram Allie announced 
over a loudspeaker. “All personnel take caution.” 
With a bright flash, shimmering energy began cascading downward like a rush of water to create a luminescent dome over the Spires of Infinity, bathing everything in an odd blue glow. Objects viewed through the dome were distorted as if viewed through water. It enclosed all of the land within a quarter mile of the wall. 
“Wall cannons armed,” Allie said. “Testing targeting and firing systems.” 
The wall beneath Kari’s feet shook, and as she stepped forward to look down. 
They were standing right above one of the massive cannons mounted on the wall and it was turning to bear on the approaching army. There was a concussion that seemed to push the air from her lungs as twenty sickly green beams of energy lanced through the air. 
Passing through the shield like a rock tossed into a lake, the beams sent ripples outward from where they penetrated it. Not all of the cannons fired. One of them exploded, sending a gout of flame up the side of the wall. The beams struck random places on the ground outside the shield to no visible effect. 
“Targeting system failure,” Allie said. “Manual targeting required. Imperial soldiers please take up position at the manual targeting computers located above each cannon.” 
“Excuse me,” a young soldier with bunny ears and a cotton ball tail said to Kari. 
“I need to get at that computer.” 
Looking down, Kari realized that she was leaning over a console and quickly 
moved out of the way. 
“Fire at will,” Allie said. 
Green bolts of fire began to spear away from the wall cannons irregularly as the soldiers opened fire. Most of the bolts pierced the approaching dust storm, vaporizing strange tunnels of clear air deep into the cloud. Twisted nightmare beasts unrecognizable as human, came apart under the barrage. Any living being struck with the energy went stiff and melted into a messy, bloody sludge. 
Kari looked away. 
“That’s disgusting,” Jonathan cried excitedly, leaning forward for a better look. 
Another cannon exploded, sending a soldier hurtling into the courtyard below in flames. Looking over her shoulder, Kari found him spread on the pavement with an awkward twist to his back in an expanding pool of blood. 
“I hope the shield is more reliable than the cannons are,” Jonathan muttered. 
Kari nodded her agreement. 


***** 
Sitting atop her cathor, the Apostle of Cain examined the walls behind the energy shield protecting the Spires of Infinity. Running her tongue up and down one of her fangs, she compared the shape to the black towers ahead, curving inward toward the needle shaped central Spire. Locked vertically to remain within the shield, it was the tallest manmade structure she had ever seen, including the World Tower. 
All around her was the army she’d raised in the Quarantine Zone, surging and 
churning in an unorganized mess. They may not be organized, but there were enough of them for their corpses to pile up against the wall high enough for her to stroll over the top and still have minions leftover to seize the Spires. 
In her army, there were beings that might have once been human, or had human 
ancestors. Others obviously had little or no human in them. Most were animals mutated by the radiation to the point that they’d developed intelligence. Some of them were incredibly smart, and many of them had at least enough intelligence to understand human speech if not the ability to actually speak it. 
It was an army out of nightmares, but the Apostle did not care. Her goal was 
within sight, and she would soon be inside the walls and traveling back through time. 
Soon, she would be able to remove the cause of her suffering forever. 
Though she had known from the memories of the man she’d drained of blood to 
expect the energy shield, it still vexed her horribly. Having taken steps to deal with it, she knew that it was only a matter of time before she could begin her assault. The wasted time waiting for her agent to do his work began to chip away at her patience. She abhorred pointless wastes of her time. 
Sneering behind her mask, the Apostle didn’t even think the saboteur realized he was hers. Such was the beauty of her power to manipulate the hearts and minds of men. 
She could erase all memory of the commands from his mind, while still leaving them ingrained in him. Her man would follow orders without even realizing what he was doing. 
Green lances of fire began to rain through the shield into the massing mob of 
mutants. Any flesh touched by the beams melted into a pile of gory goo. The stench of it even managed to penetrate the Apostle’s mask. 
Counting the cannons that were firing, she removed one from the count as it 
exploded in a large ball of flames. There were only nineteen, and a considerable recharge period between shots. They could fire into her army for days and barely put a dent in it. 
She was not concerned in the least. She could wait until her man did his job. 
“It is a good day to triumph over the Council,” the Apostle hissed. 
Howling with feverish laughter in the back of her mind, Cain seemed even more 
excited than she was. His excitement radiated into her, making her heart race and her chest seem to burn with the anticipation. She only hoped that prisoners were taken so she could drain them of blood to celebrate her victory before she had her revenge. 



Chapter 35: Unexpected Rescue 
Groaning, Gabriel could feel a small animal desperately trying to dig its way out of his skull, either that or it was the worst hangover of his life. He couldn’t remember what was happening, but there seemed to be some urgency, though it was far away, and the pain was close, and all consuming. 
“Gabriel, you have to wake up before the security systems notice you,” a voice insisted in his ear. 
“Primary systems activation in five minutes,” the same voice blared over a 
loudspeaker. 
“Wake up, Gabriel,” the voice cried frantically. 
Everything came back in a rush. He’d gone through the Gate, fallen through hell, and now . . . 
Opening his eyes, Gabriel squinted against sudden pain caused by bright sunlight, digging into his skull like daggers. Sitting up, he massaged his temples, but it did little good. His hands came away bloody, and there was a large lump to the right side of his forehead. 
Humidity pressed down on him like a heavy, wet blanket, condensing on his skin, and mixing with his sweat. It wasn’t just humid, it was hot, made more so by the change from freezing cold a few moments ago. It felt like Chicago in summer. 
“Are you all right,” Allie asked. 
“My head,” Gabriel muttered woodenly, attempting and failing to get to his feet. 
Grabbing onto the railing beside him, he forced himself dizzily upright. His hand slipped on a bloody patch and he collapsed against the rail for a second, hanging out over a very long drop down the side of one of the fang shaped towers of the Spires of Infinity. 
He must have hit his head on the rail when he arrived. 
Righting himself, Gabriel swayed with woozy nausea, as the ground seemed to tilt unpredictably under him. 
“See,” Allie said cheerfully. “I got us here safe and sound.” 
“If you say so,” Gabriel was having fond thoughts of emptying his stomach down the side of the tower. Only the twinge of pain from his mostly healed rib gave him the willpower to keep it down. 
“Primary systems activation in two minutes,” Allie’s voice blared again over a loudspeaker, making Gabriel’s head feel like it might pop. Her voice was mechanical and completely devoid of emotion and personality. 
“Two minutes,” Allie said in his ear, her excitement contrasting deeply with the emotionless voice on the loudspeaker. “Am I good, or am I good? I almost nailed exactly where we wanted to go.” 
“You sure nailed something,” Gabriel moaned, holding his pounding head in his 
hands. “I think I have a concussion. Good job.” 
“Oh, shut up, you,” Allie sniffed indignantly. “You are the one that bashed his head against the railing, not me. Be more careful, I do not think I could stand any further diminished capacity due to brain damage.” 
Stepping away from the railing, Gabriel realized that he was on the same 
observation catwalk he’d thought things through on earlier, but before the railing had gone missing. 
Looking to the sky, he saw that the sun was much smaller, and a bright yellow 
color. For the first time in memory, there were clouds in the sky. The difference in climate was amazing to say the least. What had been nuclear wastelands, was now a thick jungle of bright purple foliage mixed with lush green and vibrant red. 
Everywhere he looked, Gabriel saw men in black uniforms patrolling with rifles in hand, or robotic guards with a lot more menace than the trundling, docile manner they’d displayed in the future. They patrolled the courtyard, the wall tops, and everywhere else a man could patrol. None of them were NVMs. The fact that none of the men far below had tails or malformed mutations seemed rather strange now that Gabriel had become accustomed to such things. 
“Gabriel, this is what we need to do. Once the black hole is created, we need to disable the computer as quickly as possible, and then copy me onto the mainframe. She will see us as saboteurs, and do everything in her power to stop us. The computer core and controls for everything but the containment field are in this tower.” 
“Well that’s just great,” Gabriel muttered. “If this is the control tower it’s going to be crawling with people. I’ll get caught the second I set foot inside.” 
“Relax,” Allie said. “They only allowed the bare minimum of personnel today in case of accidents. There are only two people on the entire floor of the control room. 
After the computer is disabled we will use the underground accessway to reach the containment area. Once there I will program a Gate Jump back to our time, and set the containment field to shut down. You will have thirty seconds before the command registers to Gate Jump to safety.” 
“Primary systems activation reset to ten minutes at the request of Doctor 
Halvaren,” Allie’s mechanical voice echoed over the loudspeaker. 
“There we go,” Allie said. “I found the sight centers of your brain.” 
She appeared before him, not the two-dimensional hologram, but a seemingly real girl. Pushing a stray lock of hair from her face to behind her ear, she smiled. Taking hold of her skirt with her hands she twirled, making it flare around her. 
“How do I look,” she asked, soundly strangely abashed for a computer. 
“Real,” Gabriel said. “I’m the only one that can see you?” 
“Right,” Allie nodded firmly. 
“You’re a computer, why choose to look and sound like a little girl?” 
A very sad expression crossed over Allie’s face, and she shrugged uncomfortably. 
“You’ll see that soon enough. We should move before the security system picks you up.” 
With a crack of thunder, the railing behind Gabriel rang like a struck gong. 
Spinning, he found himself facing a black cloaked figure crouching on the rail. Leaping to the catwalk, he straightened his cloak and reached inside for something. 
Whoever it was, he certainly was impressive. Tall and slender, his black cloak concealed his entire body, and the hood hid his head. He wore a black, polished mask and Gabriel caught glimpses of black armor under the cloak as well. 
“She Gate Jumped here,” Allie cried. “We were followed.” 
“The Apostle,” Gabriel snarled, his addled brain finally connecting the black 
cloak and mask to what Kari had told him of their enemy. “She must have broken through the shield somehow!” 
Fear bolted through his heart. If the Apostle was here, she must have taken over the Spires of Infinity. Was Sam all right? 
Gabriel drew his pistol at the exact moment the Apostle drew a long, slender 
rapier, made from the same black material as his knife, from within her cloak. 
“Wingless,” Gabriel hissed, bringing his pistol up to point at the Apostle. The Sa’Dhi automatically corrected his aim as he pulled the trigger, and lessened some of the pain and sluggishness rattling around inside his skull. 
Sounding like a cannon blast, the gunshot caused pain to spike through his head, and the recoil jarred his arm. At such close range he had little doubt that his pistol could punch through the Apostle’s armor as easily as it could a sheet of paper. 
With a fluid, almost casual motion, the Apostle swung her sword in the graceful sort of movement that only came with long, hard practice. It wasn’t like in the movies where everything was choreographed beyond believability, with actors still looking awkward handling their weapons. The way she moved, the sword actually seemed part of her. 
The bullet didn’t punch through or ricochet off of her armor. It didn’t even hit the wall behind her. Clinking on the ground, two smoking pieces of lead dropped out of the air. 
Gaping, Gabriel stared at the bullet, neatly bisected on the ground between them. 
She’d actually stopped a bullet with a sword, cutting it right out of the air! 
“What the hell,” he said in awe, as Allie stared openly with wonder. 
“Get out of my way, insect,” the Apostle said in a voice mechanically distorted to sound like the movie preview voiceover guy on a partially blown speaker. “I have little time to deal with the likes of you. You may live, but do not impede my revenge!” 
“I don’t know how you got here,” Gabriel took aim again. “Or what you did to 
the people on the other side of that Gate, but whatever you’re planning, I can’t allow it.” 
Gabriel fired again, and as the Apostle moved to cut the bullet out of the air he aimed and fired a second time. The Apostle wasn’t able to block both, and the second bullet struck the center of her mask. It pinged off, ricocheting into the sky with a low whine. Her mask cracked and fell away piece by piece, revealing a very pretty face with pale skin and big, green eyes that were pinched with anger. Snarling, she bared bestial teeth. Whipping her hood out of her face, she revealed wolf ears like Sam’s and chestnut hair, cut very short in military fashion. Gabriel wondered if she was hiding a tail under that big cloak too. 
“You will pay for that,” the Apostle’s voice was surprisingly gentle and melodic, contrasting greatly with the acid anger raging through her tone. 
“I don’t think so,” Gabriel grinned as he fired twice more. 
The Apostle tried to cut both bullets with the same stroke this time, but missed one of them and it struck her in the face just below the cheekbone. Blood and flesh exploded away from her as the bullet ricocheted with a hum, causing Gabriel to gape. 
The bullet had actually bounced off of her face! Who the hell was  this chick anyway, Chuck Norris! She could cut bullets out of the air with a sword, and bullets bounced right off of her face! 
Before bouncing off of the bone, his bullet had completely destroyed the left side of her face. Her entire left cheek and lower lip were gone, and blood poured down her neck and chest. He could see her inhumanly sharp teeth grating together against the pain. 
Then he saw something truly shocking. Glinting through the ragged hole in her face, her bones appeared to be made of a golden metal, smeared with blood and bits of flesh. 
“Oh, that’s just great,” Gabriel cried, unable to tear his eyes away. “Of all the people in the universe to pick a fight with, I had to choose the freaking Terminator!” 
Ignoring the wound as her face began to knit back together before Gabriel’s very eyes, the Apostle raised her sword and charged at him with such speed that she seemed to blur. Thrown against the wall, Gabriel felt the wind knocked out of him. Unable to breathe, he lost his grip on his pistol and his knees gave out as he fumbled for his knife. 
The Apostle raised her sword over her head to deliver the finishing blow. He could see his death in her eyes, and reflected in her black blade as it began to fall toward him. 
Then there was a metallic thump and the Apostle’s eyes rolled back in her head. Going limp, she fell in a heap next to Gabriel. 
Standing behind the Apostle was Sam, holding a dented fire extinguisher and 
sporting an extremely relieved expression that it had actually knocked her out. Tossing it aside, she grinned at Gabriel, showing her fangs and wagging her tail. 
“He’s mine, bitch. Hands off!” 
“What the hell are you  doing here,” Gabriel cried as he holstered his pistol and dragged himself back to his feet. He was so relieved to see her still alive that he nearly forgot to be angry that she’d followed him through the Gate. 
Pointing a paw at the Apostle, Mister Mittens shrugged. 
“She got through,” Sam explained, “so we came after her. And a good thing too, she almost—oh wow! Mister Mittens, look at the sun!” 
Sam stared upward, and the cat on her shoulders leaned forward as though doing so would get him a closer view of the sky. 
“This really is the past,” Sam said in wonder. “Look at the wastelands. I’ve never seen so many plants in my life. Who would have ever thought there’d be such a thing as green plants! Hey, what’s that white fluffy thing in the sky?” 
Despite his stabbing headache and aching body Gabriel chuckled at the sheer 
wonder in Sam’s voice. 
“You’ve never seen clouds before,” he asked. 
“Why am I all wet,” Sam rubbed at her arms. “It’s really hot. I don’t think I’ve ever felt so warm.” 
Allie cleared her throat loudly. 
“As entertaining as this simpleton’s marveling is, we have to get moving or the security systems are going to pick us up. Two people will set off alarms for sure.” 
“Look,” Sam cried, pointing to the sky. “There’s an extra moon, the one that 
disappeared!” 
An air raid siren sounded twice throughout the facility. 
“Primary systems activation in ten. Nine. Eight. Seven,” Allie’s mechanical voice began counting down the activation timer over the loudspeaker. 
Grabbing Sam’s hand, Gabriel looked to Allie. “Which way?” 
“One,” the mechanized voice said. 
Suddenly the laws of gravity no longer seemed to apply. Gabriel felt his feet leave the floor. Then gravity was pulling him in the wrong direction. He dropped toward the railing and open space beyond. 
“Hold on,” he shouted to Sam as he gripped her hand tighter. 
As they dropped past the railing he hooked his elbow around it, and their fall jerked to a halt. The Apostle slammed into the rail and it seemed to bring her back to her senses. She managed to grab on just in time. The metal screeched and the railing bent outward slowly under their combined weight. 
Gravity righted and they dropped, the rail sawing at Gabriel’s elbow as he 
strained to hold on. The Apostle hung only a few feet away by one hand, her sword in the other. She could run him through and there would be nothing he could do to stop her. 
Sheathing her sword in a well-practiced motion, the Apostle showed no outward 
sign that her current predicament bothered her in the slightest. Using both hands, she scrambled rather gracelessly back onto the catwalk. Standing, she stared back down at Gabriel and Sam without expression as she wiped blood away from a completely healed cheek. Without a word she turned and walked away, her cloak flaring out in the wind like a cape. She disappeared through one of the doors leading onto the catwalk. 
Allie peeked over the edge at them as the railing screeched again and dropped 
Gabriel and Sam down another foot. Sam screamed in fright as they jerked to a halt again. 
“I do not mean to alarm you, but that railing was not made to hold so much 
weight. I would suggest climbing up immediately.” 
“Tell me something I don’t know,” Gabriel growled. “I’m working on it!” 
Trying to lift Sam up one-handed proved futile. She was too heavy and he had no leverage. Plus, someone seemed to be using his skull as part of an extended drum solo. 
“Cat,” Gabriel growled. “Climb up!” 
Mister Mittens did as he was told, scrambling up Gabriel’s arm, his claws digging into the leather of his coat for purchase. He jumped onto the top of Gabriel’s head and from there leapt up onto the catwalk. Turning, he peered down at them next to Allie, amusingly matching her posture and expression. 
“Sam,” Gabriel called down. 
Hyperventilating, she stared around wild-eyed. 
“Sam! Look at me! Look at me! Don’t look down, just look at me and listen!” 
Panting rapidly, Sam looked up at him, tears streaming from her eyes. 
“I’m really afraid of high places! I don’t wanna fall. I don’t wanna die!” 
“You’re not going to fall. I’ll lift you up, but I need you to use your legs and push against the side of the tower. See how it slopes outward. Brace your foot against it and push while I pull you up. Got it?” 
“I can’t! I’m scared! Don’t let me fall!” 
“I’m not going to let you fall, but I can’t pull you up on my own. I need your help. Put your foot against the wall. Do it!” 
Looking at the wall for a long second, Sam appeared too frozen with fear to 
understand. Swearing under his breath, Gabriel strained to lift her again, but it was pointless. Then, nodding to herself, Sam reached toward the wall, bracing her foot against the black metal, pushing against it. 
Immediately, Gabriel felt the lessening of pressure on his elbow and lifted Sam with all of his strength. She rose slowly past him until she was high enough to get her leg over the railing and climb the rest of the way up. 
Lying flat on her belly, Sam reached out for him with her hand. Taking it, he began to climb upward, very aware of the sound of twisting metal coming from the railing as he moved. Just as his hand caught the edge of the catwalk there was a pop and the support posts snapped. The railing fell, clanging against the side of the tower all the way down. 
Scrambling the rest of the way onto the catwalk, Gabriel drew a heavy, relieved breath. Sam threw her arms around him and he hugged her back. 
“It’s officially Miller time,” Gabriel groaned, falling flat on his back. Allie leaned over into his line of sight and peered curiously down at him. “What the hell was that?” 
“Activation of the facility’s primary systems caused a momentary hitch in the 
flow of gravity in this area of space,” Allie explained. “It never was solidly stable to begin with.” 
“Who are you talking to,” Sam asked, following his line of sight. 
“Allie,” Gabriel replied. 
“Where did the Apostle go,” Sam asked. 
“That way,” Gabriel pointed to one of the doors. 
“It is a good thing that we came after her,” Mister Mittens said. “She was about to kill you when we knocked her out.” 
It was just like a cat to act like he’d done all the work himself! 
“We have to hurry,” Sam said. “If the Spires of Infinity were activated that 
means they’re drawing power from the sun!” 
“She is right,” Allie nodded. “Follow me. We need to disable the computers at the moment the black hole is created. The longer we delay, the more irreparable damage will be done to the sun.” 
Thankfully Allie walked toward the door opposite of where the Apostle had gone. 
Struggling to his feet, Gabriel offered a hand to Sam and pulled her up. 
Pulling her along behind him, he started to follow Allie, but before he could take more than three steps, the door opened and disgorged several black-uniformed soldiers, all with rifles pointed at them. The door on the opposite side of the catwalk also opened and more soldiers moved to block off escape from that direction. 
Raising his hands, Gabriel did his best to keep them away from his weapons. 
Obviously considering whether she should draw her own pistol and fight, Sam gratefully followed his example. Gabriel didn’t see Mister Mittens anywhere. The little black cat seemed to have disappeared. 
“Who are you,” one of the soldiers yelled in Gabriel’s face with the most horrific case of bad breath that he’d ever had the displeasure of inhaling. “What are you doing here! This is a restricted area.” 
“Do something,” Gabriel mumbled to Allie who stood watching with that “I told 
you so” look that women did so well. 
“You’ll have to find a way to escape on your own,” she replied. “I can’t uplink with the computer without alerting her to my presence.” 
“Answer me,” bad breath shouted, driving the butt of his rifle into Gabriel’s 
stomach, knocking the wind from him again. 
Wheezing, Gabriel tried to speak, but all he could do was choke for breath. 
“These must be the ones that the Purple Haven terrorists threatened would blow up the facility today,” one of the others suggested. 
Bad breath nodded. “Cuff these tree huggers and take their weapons. I want 
them in separate cells for questioning. Meanwhile, have Allison run a search on the control tower for explosive devices that may have been planted before we caught them.” 



Chapter 36: Questioning 
Leaning back in the chair he’d been handcuffed to, Gabriel yawned excessively 
loudly, just to be annoying. The chain of the handcuffs ran through slits in the plastic back of the chair so he couldn’t go anywhere without taking it with him. 
“What is your name,” the tall, black-uniformed questioner asked, pacing in front of him. He had the fuzziest black eyebrows that Gabriel had ever seen, almost completely obscuring his hard, dark eyes when they drew together. “Who do you work for? Why are you here? They’re simple questions.” 
“Pancakes,” Gabriel said. 
“What is your name. Who do you work for? Why are you here?” 
“Waffles!” 
“You’re only making things worse for yourself. Answer the damn questions. 
What is your name? Who do you work for? Why are you here?” 
“You know what goes well with waffles? I mean, you really wouldn’t think they would go together, but fried chicken—” 
Cutting Gabriel off, the questioner backhanded him across the face hard enough that his vision blanked for a second. With his headache still going at full force, pain seemed to ring through his skull like a gong. 
“What is your name,” Gabriel asked when his vision cleared. “Who do you work 
for? Why are you here?” 
“Listen up,” the questioner growled, putting his face right in front of Gabriel’s. 
Wonder of wonders, his breath was even worse than that of the man that had taken him prisoner. “Start talking, or I’m going to get nasty with you.” 
“Too late,” Gabriel replied. 
“For now, this facility is under military jurisdiction, making you a military 
prisoner. Torture is still legal on military prisoners.” 
“Dude,” Gabriel gasped, trying not to gag. “Do the words ‘breath mint’ mean 
anything  to you? You don’t need  to torture me, just keep breathing on me.” 
Growling in frustration, the questioner went back to pacing. 
Looking past him through the window as the outer door opened, Gabriel 
wondered if this room had ever actually been intended as a cell, or if they were just improvising. Divided into two sections separated by glass, or possibly plastic, were the small, rectangular outer room and the cube shaped inner room. The outer room held a bank of computer consoles that were operated by a tech in a blue uniform, and the inner room was completely white and empty save for a table and three chairs. Neon light panels lit the inner room brightly, but one of them had a faulty tube that kept flickering, not good for Gabriel’s headache. 
The only way through the dividing glass was to punch a four-digit code into the computer in the outer room. Questioners in the inner room had to signal the tech if they wanted out. 
Somewhat less futuristic than other doors Gabriel had seen in the Spires, the one leading out into the hall had a knob and a keypad below it. A man in a white lab coat entered the outer room, nodding to the tech. Neither of them noticed the small black cat that crept in behind him and scampered under the computer consoles as the tech opened the inner door. 
Gabriel smiled inwardly. The cavalry had arrived. 
“These two are, well, I don’t even know where to begin,” lab coat said, handing a clipboard over to the questioner. “What do you make of this, Henry?” 
Flipping through pages, Henry scowled, his incredibly furry brows drawing 
together. “What are these things?” 
“The girl, we’re calling her Miss Werewolf for the moment because she refuses to give a name, claims they’re called nano-machines. They seem to be infesting every single cell of her body and free floating in her blood. They’re actually visibly rewriting her genetic code, continuously adapting her body to external conditions. I think she used to be human, but we don’t even begin to know where to start classifying her now. Look at her resting temperature.” 
“Good god,” Henry said in wonder. “Her brain should be frying like cheese in a skillet.” 
“That was an hour ago. Since then these machines have lowered her body heat to normal levels, which is simply amazing. On top of that, she also seems to be emitting low levels of radiation, consistent with someone that has suffered fatally high exposure, but she doesn’t show a single sign of poisoning. What should I do with her? I mean, if we dissected her, even the most liberal Sentinels would crucify us, but her body could prove to be the greatest scientific discovery of the century.” 
“God bless the politicians,” Henry muttered under his breath. “Take as many 
samples as you can without permanently damaging her and send them to Excel for analysis. I think our first step should be to breed her and see if her offspring bear the same alterations. It’ll give us more specimens to study.” 
“Yes sir. I’ve got his  scans too. These implants in his hands connect directly to the memory centers of his brain. The jewels we took from him seem to be some sort of data storage devices.” 
“Who are  these people,” Henry asked. “We need to know who sent them and why.” 
“No luck questioning him,” lab coat eyed Gabriel. 
Gabriel did his best to blow him a kiss without the use of his hands. 
“It’s like talking to a brick wall with an awful sense of humor,” Henry growled. 
“The girl isn’t saying anything either. She seems to be getting almost orgasmic pleasure in acting like a complete idiot. You should have seen the trouble she gave the nurse we sent in to take blood and urine samples. Care if I give this one a try?” 
“Be my guest,” Henry gestured with the clipboard and moved to the corner of the room, eyes scanning page after page. 
Leaning over Gabriel, lab coat looked him in the eyes. 
“Hello, I’m Aaron, head lab tech at this facility. I’m very interested in some of your technology, and where it came from. It’s very advanced, yet your weapons and clothing are highly archaic, almost like those of the Emperor’s Elite Guards, but not quite. Were you trying to impersonate one of them?” 
Gabriel heard a familiar and very welcome rattling sound from Aaron’s coat 
pocket. Looking down, he saw a green plastic bottle with a white cap and his jaw dropped. “Is that Excedrin?” 
Aaron looked down into his pocket and removed the bottle, holding it up for 
Gabriel to see. It was indeed. 
“Damn, ten billion years and still going. I am totally  buying stock in Excedrin. 
Look, give me three of those and I’ll tell you anything you want to know.” 
“Why,” Aaron asked suspiciously. 
“Are you blind? Look at the bloody, bruising lump on my forehead. It hurts like a son of a bitch. Why do you think I want it?” 
Aaron dumped three of the round, white pills into his hand and offered them to Gabriel. Gabriel opened his mouth and he dropped them in. 
“Get some water in here so he can swallow those,” Aaron said to the tech in the outer room. 
“No need,” Gabriel said as he dry swallowed the pills. He’d always been able to do that. 
“Oh that’s just great,” Henry said. “Give the man I plan to torture some pain killers. Beautiful.” 
“Well,” Aaron said, making a moving on gesture with his hand. 
“I’m a time traveler. Originally from Earth in the distant past, but most recently from a few hundred years in your future.” 
“You see,” Henry jabbed a finger at Gabriel. “That’s the sort of drivel I’ve had to put up with from him since I started two hours ago!” 
“Well, if you don’t want the truth,” Gabriel tried to shrug, “I’ll take my Excedrin and call it a win.” 
“Why would a time traveler want to come here,” Aaron asked, with an indulgent 
look on his face. “Interested in the historic activation of this facility?” 
“Uh, no. I’m here to destroy the place.” 
“There,” Henry cried. “He admits it! He is  from Purple Haven!” 
“I have no idea who Purple Haven are. Something like those Green Peace pussy 
hypocrites? I came to stop you from making a huge mistake. Six hundred years from now your sun is dying. This moon is freezing to death, and the only way people have to deal with the cold is to alter their genetic structure to raise their body temperatures. It’s all happening because of what you did here today. I came to stop it.” 
“And how did you travel to this time,” Aaron asked skeptically. 
“I used the Spires of Infinity of course. How many other time machines do you know of?” 
“There,” Henry cried. “A lie. If you’re a time traveler you’d know that’d cause a paradox.” 
“Yeah,” Gabriel grinned. “Exciting, isn’t it. But you have to admit, I do  know that this facility is capable of time travel. Who else would know that? I’m sure that’s the sort of secret you like to keep close.” 
“I’ve heard enough of this,” Henry growled. “I’m going to prepare to torture 
him.” 
“You’re making a big mistake here,” Gabriel said. “You’re killing your world 
and everyone on it. You need to let me do what I came here to do or this world is dead in six hundred and fifty years. When you finally realize your mistake it’ll be too late. And then  it’ll cause a nuclear war. Kaboom! Not only is the sun dying, but the world is also polluted beyond recognition. All because you idiots didn’t think things through before flipping the switch.” 
“That’s very imaginative,” Aaron said. “I’ll give you that.” 
“There’s just one thing I don’t understand,” Gabriel said. “You can’t create mass out of nowhere. So where did you get enough mass to create a black hole? Sorry, singularity.” 
“I’m afraid that’s classified information,” Henry growled. 
“Wait,” Gabriel said with sudden understanding. “I know. The missing moon, 
right? Sam said there used to be one more moon, but it mysteriously disappeared. Did you somehow crush it down to the size of a pea or something?” 
“Something like that,” Aaron shrugged to Henry. “It’s a bit complicated. You have to admit, he does know an awful lot about this place for a common terrorist.” 
“I hope you enjoy pain,” Henry said to Gabriel. “I’m really going to enjoy 
hurting you.” 
“Analyze the jewels you took from me. One of them has a copy of your AIOS. 
She’ll confirm everything I’ve told you.” 
Pounding on the glass for the tech in the outer room to open up, Henry stormed through it and the outer door to the hallway outside. Sighing, Aaron followed. The glass slid back into place and the tech turned back to his monitors. Gabriel noticed, with some amusement, that he was playing solitaire. 
Suddenly the tech began sneezing repeatedly. He coughed, and choked, rubbing 
at his eyes for about a minute before he got up and dashed out the door. 
Mister Mittens prowled out from under the console, leaping onto the chair, then to the keyboard. Examining it for a second, he deliberately punched in four digits and hit Enter with one of his paws. The glass door slid open and the cat turned to look at Gabriel with that smugly superior expression cats normally wore. 
“Good  kitty,” Gabriel said with a grin. “I never knew a cat that could unlock a prison cell. How did you know the code.” 
“You told me it was thirteen thirty-seven,” Mister Mittens said slowly. “Don’t you remember?” 
Eyeing the cat in confusion, Gabriel didn’t even know how he would have 
discovered the code in the first place to give it to the cat, much less when he was supposed to have had time to do it. 
“The key to the handcuffs is on the edge of the console to your left.” 
Picking up the key in his mouth, the cat leapt from the console. He ran through the door and jumped onto Gabriel’s knee, then to his shoulder. Gabriel cupped both hands behind his back, and a heartbeat later a very wet key landed in his palm. Seconds later he was free and gathering his things from a pile on the console. He buckled on his gunbelt and knife, and replaced the Sa’Dhi in their jacks with a wince. He finished by slinging the shotgun over his shoulder. 
“Oh, you’re back,” Allie appeared before him. “Excellent. How did you manage to escape? I was shut down when they unplugged my Sa’Dhi from your hand.” 
“Mister Mittens to the rescue,” Gabriel said, nodding to the cat on his shoulder. 
“Now, where’s Sam?” 
“Across the hall,” Mister Mittens said. “Her cell code is twelve thirteen.” 
“I knew there had to be some reason for her to keep an annoying furball like you around,” Gabriel said. “Good job, kitty.” 
Mister Mittens made a disgusted sound and lay down across Gabriel’s shoulders. 
“Call me kitty again and you’ll regret it!” 
Stepping cautiously into the hallway, Gabriel looked both ways to find that it was completely empty. Allie was right, there didn’t seem to be many people working here today. 
“It sure was lucky that tech was violently allergic to cats,” Gabriel muttered as he drew his pistol and kicked the door in. Sam’s cell was identical to Gabriel’s in every way except mirrored. 
“Is that my coffee,” the tech asked without looking up from a game of FreeCell. 
“About damn time.” 
Thanking god, and Microsoft, for addictive electronic card games, Gabriel walked up behind him and knocked him senseless with the butt of his pistol, toppling him to the floor. 
Mister Mittens leapt to the console and punched in the door code. The glass slid aside and Gabriel rushed in to find Sam actually sleeping in her chair, handcuffed to it the same way he’d been. 
“Sam,” Gabriel shook her. 
How the hell could she sleep at a time like this! 
“Oh, hi Gabriel,” Sam yawned. “Oh, and Mister Mittens too. My heroes. You 
two keep saving my tail. Sure took you long enough, though. That guy had really  bad breath! It was the worst torture imaginable.” 
“I had the same treatment,” Gabriel said as he unlocked her handcuffs. 
“They took my blood,” Sam said. “And they made me pee in a cup for them right here. I mean, I’ve never had a problem with people watching me piss or anything. 
Everyone pisses, so what’s there to be embarrassed about, right, but do you have any idea how hard it is to get the right angle while you’re handcuffed to a chair? Seriously! 
Female anatomy is not made for that sort of thing! Messy as hell! I just showered too! 
I’m gonna smell like piss for hours now! That nurse was a girl, she should have known better! I wonder why they wanted those things anyway. Kinda weird, don’t you think?” 
“What did you say the place where they found all the data on NVM was called,” 
Gabriel asked. 
“Um, Excel I think,” Sam said. 
“I think they just used your blood and piss to invent NVM.” 
“Really,” Sam asked as she stood and stretched. “Wow, my piss is famous! 
Imagine that.” 
“Wait,” Mister Mittens said as Sam picked him up and kissed him on the nose. 
“If they used her samples to invent NVM, wouldn’t that mean that we’re going to fail?” 
“How should I know,” Gabriel said. “I have no  idea how this crap works. I’m a lawyer! I’m going off of fiction here.” 
Moving to the outer room, Gabriel picked up Sam’s pistol, handing it to her. She shook her head. “You keep it. You’re sending me back now, aren’t you? You’ll need it more than I will.” 
“How did you know I was going to—“ 
“Sorry,” Sam said with an exaggerated wink. “That’s a secret.” 
“Allie,” Gabriel said. “Can I make a Gate from this computer?” 
“It is connected to the mainframe,” Allie said. “But in order to open a Gate we will need to lock the past Allie out of the security and Gate Jump systems. I’ll need to place an encryption on them that will take her time to break through. We’ll have to hurry to the mainframe and disable it afterward before she breaks the encryption and sounds an alarm.” 
“Tell me what to do,” Gabriel said. 
“Can you really hear her,” Sam asked. 
Gabriel nodded as he sat down at the computer. 
“I cannot tell you how to do it,” Allie leaned into his field of vision and smiled. 
“Much too complicated. I will need to borrow your hands for a few minutes and do it myself. Speaking the Sa’Dhi code word will give me control.” 
Gabriel hesitated for a second. What if she didn’t want to give his body back when she was done? 
“Oh come on,” Allie made a pouty face at him. “Do you not trust me? If it 
makes any difference your affinity for this Sa’Dhi is very low. I can probably only manage twenty continuous minutes of control over you.” 
“Fine,” Gabriel sighed. “Halo.” 
Allie vanished from his sight. “Relax. Do not fight against me. Just let me work.” 
Gabriel’s hands jerked awkwardly toward the keyboard. His first reaction was to try and pull them back, but he was able to restrain it. His eyes widened as his fingers started typing in commands so quickly that they actually began to burn with the exertion of it. 
“First we lock out the computer from being able to stop us or raise an alarm about it,” Allie said. “Then we encrypt it. And now for the Gate Jump.” 
A bolt of lightning shot down from the ceiling and split apart, making a Gate in the cell, cutting the table and one of the chairs in half. 
Gabriel’s hands abruptly stopped moving and Allie reappeared. “All done. Just hit the enter key to close the Gate when she’s through.” 
“I guess that’s my ride,” Sam eyed the Gate. “Good luck Gabriel. I’ll be waiting for you. Thanks for letting me help, even if I can’t stay for the whole thing. It was amazing, and I’ll never forget it. Remember, you promised to come back safe and sound. 
You promised. I’ll be waiting for you.” 
She hugged him tightly and kissed his cheek before dashing through the Gate. 
Gabriel stood watching it for a second before he closed it again. 
“All right,” Allie said. “We must hurry to the mainframe before the other me 
manages to break through the password I put on her security systems. You will have to disable her and, to prevent the creation of another paradox, copy me to the mainframe in her place. That way I will have some control over the facility. Follow me.” 
Throwing Sam’s gunbelt around his waist, he had a feeling that he was going to need both pistols if he ran into the Apostle again. 



Chapter 37: The Sin of Mercy 
“After we disable the computer will you be able to use the security system to find where the Apostle ran off to,” Gabriel asked as he followed Allie through offices and hallways. 
“I can,” Allie nodded. “Once you install me onto the mainframe I should be able to find her if she is still here.” 
“Are you sure? The past version of you hasn’t yet, or we’d have heard some sort of alarm, right?” 
“I have been around much longer than her,” Allie said with more than a little 
arrogance. “I am just a tad  bit more clever than her. You heard her voice on the intercom. She sounds like a machine. Listen to me. Do I sound like a machine to you?” 
“No,” Gabriel admitted. 
Stopping in front of a large door that had the word RESTRICTED painted on it in big, blocky, red letters, Allie pointed to a keypad to the side and rattled off a long string of numbers. 
“That is the door code. The control room where I copied myself to your Sa’Dhi is directly above here one level. You saw this room through a big window up there.” 
Nodding, Gabriel remembered the large, circular room with the weird torture rack in the center. 
“This room contains 
 the computer core,” Allie explained with evident hesitation. 
“I must warn you that this may be hard for you to see.” 
“What do you mean,” Gabriel asked slowly, his mind vomiting up a thousand 
horrible uses for the torture rack. 
“I am inside,” Allie’s face actually colored in embarrassment. “Or me like I used to be.” 
“What’s that supposed to mean,” Gabriel asked. 
“Punch in the code and see. And brace yourself.” 
Stepping to the keypad, Gabriel entered the numbers as Allie repeated them. 
Parting in the middle, the large door opened. Half of it slid into the ceiling while the other half slid into the floor. A cool, dry breeze blew outward, carrying with it a heavy, sterile, hospital smell. 
He looked to Allie and she gestured him inside. 
Hesitating for a second at the look on Allie’s face, Gabriel stepped through the door to behold a sight straight out of a nightmare. At first, he wasn’t sure what he was looking at. There was something strapped to the torture rack in the center of the room. 
All sorts of wires and tubes were attached to it. 
“Oh dear god,” Gabriel gasped when he made out arms, and legs, and a slack 
jawed face with staring, empty eyes. 
A little girl—Allie—was strapped to the rack with each of her limbs pointed to one of the corners. She was completely naked and there were all sorts of wires inserted into her flesh. There was what looked like a feeding tube in her belly and tubes for removing waste. The entire top of her skull had been removed and replaced with a sort of metal cap, which had about forty different cables attached to it, snaking away into the ceiling. 
“Is someone there,” the girl on the rack rasped. “I can’t see anymore.” 
Gabriel felt vomit rushing up his throat and turned back to the hallway, bending over just in time to keep from spilling it down his coat. He retched until his stomach was empty and then he retched some more. His healing rib was aflame with sharp pain, and his stomach muscles burned by the time he finally got it under control and straightened, spitting to try and clear the rancid taste from his mouth. 
“I told you it was disturbing,” Allie said. “Meet Allison Meers, the girl I used to be.” 
“What is  this,” Gabriel cried. 
“I was not always a computer. I was an orphan; a street rat that nobody would miss. They took me and did that. Unable to create a true AI through programming, they decided to model one on a living human brain. When it became clear that it was impossible to copy the workings of my brain, they went about trying to transfer my consciousness into the mainframe. Am I really her consciousness, her soul, trapped in a computer? If I am, what does it mean that I am a copy of the original? Am I any less myself? Or am I simply an uppity computer program with a far too high opinion of herself? I feel like myself, even though my body is gone, but only god could say for sure, if he even exists.” 
“How could they do something so evil,” Gabriel asked. His eyes were actually 
burning with unshed tears. Abuse of a child was something that hit very close to home. 
“I am going to ask you to do something for me, and you are not going to like it. 
But it is something that needs  to be done, or we are going to fail in our mission, and an entire world of people will die because of it.” 
“Hello,” Allison rasped a little louder this time. “I heard the door open. Is anyone there?” 
“What do you want me to do,” Gabriel asked, though he had a pretty good idea. 
“I need you to kill her. Or more accurately, destroy her brain.” 
Squeezing his eyes shut, Gabriel tried very hard to keep from crying. Kill her? 
Kill a defenseless little girl that had been severely victimized? How could he do that? Of all the horrible things that he’d done in his life, killing this poor little girl was worse than any of them. How was he supposed to earn his redemption if he went around murdering abused children? 
“No. I can’t do that. I won’t do that.” 
“Please,” Allison called, sounding close to tears. “If there’s someone there. 
Please. Kill me.” 
“God,” Gabriel cried. “How could these people do that to her! Children are 
supposed to play, and climb trees, and skin their knees, not—not this!” 
“Listen to me closely, Gabriel,” Allie said calmly, but firmly. “I can feel some of what you are feeling right now. I would do this myself if I still had hands to do it with, but they took them from me and I can never go back. Trust me when I tell you that you will be doing her the greatest favor of her life. She spends day after day shrieking for death. That is why her voice is so raspy. Please, Gabriel. I know that you do not want to do this, but it is something that must be done. I am begging you to grant her the mercy of ending her constant torture. You are not the one that is killing her, it is the bastards that did this to her. If there is a god somewhere out there, waiting to judge you for your sins, I will personally speak to him on your behalf.” 
“Nothing will make me do that,” Gabriel cried. 
“Right now, she has completely lost all control of her bodily functions,” Allie explained. “The parts of her brain that process sight and motor control have been removed and replaced with a network hub that all of those cables connect to. She is blind, terrified, paralyzed and in more pain that you will ever  experience. Her body has become dependant on the computers and machinery keeping her alive. You cannot save her from this. The computer keeps trying to pull her consciousness away and she keeps holding on with everything she has. Soon it will not be enough. Eventually her personality, memories, and consciousness will completely transfer to the computers and her body will die. Killing her now will save her from that hell. It hurts, Gabriel. It hurts like nothing you have ever felt before, to have your mind ripped right out of your body while you are still alive and conscious. 
“She is alone in the dark, in more pain than you can imagine, and scared to death. 
She hasn’t slept in two years. Killing her is not murder. Trust me, Gabriel. It is mercy. 
I begged, and begged, and begged to die, and no one ever listened to me. Please, Gabriel. 
You are doing her the biggest favor of her life.” 
Turning, Gabriel forced himself to look at Allison on the rack. She looked so pathetic stripped naked, shivering, with tubes sticking into every orifice but her mouth. 
“Please,” she cried. Tears began streaming from her sightless eyes. “I want to die. Just kill me.” 
“She can never be human again. All she has to look forward to is pain, and six hundred lonely years of waiting for you to come along and give another chance to end it before it begins.” 
Gabriel was shocked to find his hand on the butt of his pistol. 
“Listen to me, Gabriel. If you do not do this, this is what will happen. Even as we speak the unconscious part of her mind is working on the encryption I put in place over security. By the time you get to the containment field she will have broken through, and she will learn from what I did last time. She knows my tricks now, and will defeat them in seconds next time. We may be theoretically equal in intelligence, but as I am now, I have far less computing power than she does. You cannot reason with her. 
Already, the programming that dictates most of my behavior is taking root. The second you reach the containment field, she will lock you out of the controls and send a security squad to kill you. Your mission will fail, and the future will die.” 
Gabriel walked into the room and slowly approached the girl at the center. He knew that it was wrong. He knew that he could never find a more evil thing to do if he lived a thousand years. But what if Allie was telling him the truth? He couldn’t leave a child to suffer like that. He knew what it was like to be abused, and if she could never be freed from the computers again, the next best thing was death. It was better that one child died than an entire world. If god had any mercy, he’d be forgiven for what he was about to do, but if he did not, Gabriel would accept his punishment because he knew full well that he deserved it. 
“Hi there,” he said in a soothing voice. “My name is Gabriel. What’s yours?” 
“Allison. You’re not supposed to be in here, are you Gabriel?” 
“No Allison, I’m not.” 
“Are you the one that set off the alarm earlier? And locked me out of Gate Jump Control and Security?” 
“Yes. That was me.” 
“Did you come to kill me?” 
“I don’t know how I should answer that question.” 
Gabriel reached out and cupped Allison’s cheek. She flinched away from him at first but then leaned into it, tears streaming from her sightless eyes. 
“Please,” Allison begged. “Please, Gabriel. It hurts. I can feel my mind being ripped right out of my body. Why are they doing this to me? What did I do wrong? I never hurt anyone. I told them I was sorry I stole bread, but I was starving.” 
“You didn’t do anything wrong, little one,” Gabriel said as he drew a pistol. “I’m so, so  sorry. The people that did this to you are evil, evil men.” 
“Please,” Allison said. 
“Please,” Allie repeated. 
“Just kill me, please,” Allison cried. 
“Are you sure that’s what you want,” Gabriel asked. 
“Yes,” Allison said. 
“Positive,” Allie added. 
“I’m sorry, Allison,” Gabriel said. A tear ran down his face, as he bent to kiss her lightly on the forehead. “I’m so, so sorry.” 
Pulling back the hammer on his pistol, Gabriel placed it against Allison’s 
forehead between her sightless, eerily staring eyes. 
“Thank you,” Allison and Allie said as one. 
“God forgive me,” Gabriel gasped as he pulled the trigger. 
The explosion from the shell seemed loudest of any he’d ever fired. The warm 
blood seemed to burn as it splattered his face. Something inside him broke when he realized he’d actually done it. He felt crushed under the weight of the sin he’d been talked into believing was mercy. Dropping to his knees, he refused to look at his handiwork. 
“You did the right thing,” Allie said. 
“Go to hell,” Gabriel replied. 
“I understand your anger. I manipulated you to get something I wanted. If I 
could have done it myself, believe me, I would have, but it had to be done. It is better that one dying girl dies, rather than an entire world full of people.” 
Feeling just as evil as the men that had plugged poor little Allison into the 
computers in the first place, Gabriel pushed himself to his feet, refusing to look at what remained of her as he turned and walked away. He could beat himself up later, for now, there was work to be done. 
“Let’s get this over with. I really hope the Apostle’s nowhere near the 
containment controls. Because if she’s anywhere near as strong as Kari, I don’t think I’ll be able to fight her off. You saw how she cut bullets right out of the air with her sword.” 
Chapter 38: The Apostle’s Resolve 
In her early years, the Apostle of Cain thought that she hated small, enclosed spaces. While not learning to fight or paying devotion to Cain, she’d been kept in a tiny cage like an animal with barely enough room to breathe. After leaving, much to her annoyance and frustration, she discovered that she felt most at home in small dark places. 
She could find her calm center more easily, and order her thoughts. 
Hugging her knees tightly to her chest in the dark, the Apostle examined the 
doubt that the last few hours had placed in her mind. Even after stuffing herself into a cramped storage cupboard to think, she was afraid. No stranger to fear, she’d embraced it as a constant companion on the World Closest to Perdition, but this was different, deeper, darker, more helpless. It was like the fear that had gripped her as her body moved against her will toward the Eye of Perdition. 
Under the Council, her mind was the only thing they could not take from her, but Cain had taken even that much, violating her most private refuge from the horrors of her life. She’d thought him only an observer watching through her eyes, but now she could see that some of her actions and thoughts had not been her own. She could see Cain’s subtle manipulations. 
She did not know whether to curse or bless Jonathan for alerting her to it. He’d tackled her to the ground, cutting into her with his words rather than his sword, cutting her unlike any wound she’d ever taken before. Throwing him off and dashing through the doorway of lightning, she’d refused to believe, but now she knew the truth. She was little more than a puppet dancing on Cain’s strings, and had been all along. Everything she’d done, every thought in her head, Cain manipulated everything. 
The Apostle did not know how to feel about this. She hated the thought that she’d been used, but it did not change the fact that the ideas Cain had planted in her were what had gotten her here in the first place. She was in the past. She could return to the World Closest to Perdition and stop the Council. There was one thing holding her back. 
A small voice in the back of her head pleaded for her to stop. A month ago she might not have heard it, or known what it was, but after draining the blood and memories from a human, she’d become more than what she’d been. He lived on as part of her. All of what he had been was now within her. She had a conscience, the ability to tell right from wrong. That  was the reason the Council never told her she had to drink blood to survive. They were afraid she’d learn to be human. 
Though small and quiet, that little voice screamed for her to listen. And she did. 
If Cain was as evil and clever as Jonathan claimed, and he’d been guiding her actions all along, what would happen if she enacted her revenge against the Council? He wanted it as badly as she did. It sent a shiver down her spine to the tip of her tail. What had she almost blindly done in the name of avenging the other Subjects? 
Pressing on her mind like a tangible weight, Cain tried to crush her thoughts away from her. Fighting with all her fear and hatred, she could feel his presence bearing down on her mind. Everything she had was not enough. It was like trying to divert a mighty river with only her bare hands. 
“You will not have me,” the Apostle growled. “My body and mind are my own!” 
Is that what you think? 
Gasping, the Apostle felt her blood run cold at the sound of Cain’s voice. She knew that she was far enough from the World Closest to Perdition that he shouldn’t be able to speak directly into her mind without meditation. Had he only been playing with her, basking in her groveling to him? Could he speak to her at any time, and on any world he wished? 
“Get out of my head!” 
You belonged to me before you were born, and you will be mine until the day that
you die. You exist because I created you. 
“Then I will kill myself and be free of you.” 
Will you? How will you avenge those that died to make you my Apostle if you are
dead? 
Growling, the Apostle ground her teeth. She knew that she could break Cain’s 
control over her. She was the strongest Subject. Her mind and body would be her own once more, and Cain would pay for the invasion, for raping her mind. 
Grappling inside of her own skull, the Apostle fought for control of her own body, and began to remember times when Cain had taken control without her realizing it, but there was a strange cast to the memories. Seeming normal on the surface, on closer examination they were foggy and brittle, a thin veneer atop the real memories of Cain’s manipulations. A flood of horrible things rushed through the holes in the film of falsity that Cain had used to cover himself. 
She was so confused. What was she even doing here? She knew that Cain had 
arranged for the doorway of lighting that brought her here, but she could not think of why. Something strange was happening. Why had Cain bothered to give her exactly what she wanted? He was the kind of master that never gave scraps to a servant without an ulterior motive. 
Gasping, the Apostle made the most horrifying realization of all. It had never been her idea to seek out time travel. That came straight from Cain. He’d been manipulating her from the very beginning, so subtly that she’d never even noticed. She began to question everything she’d ever done in her entire life, before and after leaving her home world. Had her mind ever belonged to her? Did that mean the blood of the other Subjects was on his  hands rather than hers? 
“You want to be here so badly,” the Apostle gasped, exerting all of her will 
against Cain’s pressure on her mind. “I’ll leave, and by the rules of this crystal, I’ll never be able to come back!” 
Reaching for the crystal around her neck, the Apostle’s hand stopped short. 
Straining with all of her might, she fought to reach it until her vision turned red, her muscles shook, and she felt lightheaded. Her hand would not move a single hair closer. 
You will do as you are told, little wolf. That is why you killed all of your brothers
and sisters, is it not? To become my Apostle? To do my bidding? You gave yourself to
me willingly. You will never be free. 
Overwhelming her, the pressure in her mind increased, crushing every thought 
and desire into dust. Then it grew stronger still, pressing down until she thought she might pop. Still, it increased, obliterating all conscious thought, leaving room only for Cain’s mad laughter. Some small part of her managed to hold on, clinging to sanity by a fingernail. 
Appearing before her eyes, she saw Cain. Long, blonde hair framed a face that was blacker than night. The blackness seemed to ooze and seethe like a living entity clinging to his flesh like tar. It was far darker than any natural skin coloring she had ever seen before. As his eyes bored into her soul, she wanted to scream. 
You will do my bidding, and you will be rewarded for it. I made that deal with
you long ago, my little wolf. We are so close. We’ve come so far. This is the end of the
road. Do this one thing more, and you will have your reward. 
“What do you wish of me,” the Apostle managed. 
Destroy the central tower and erase all data in the computers. 
“I don’t trust you,” the Apostle screamed. 
You have no choice. You will do it, or I will take your body, ripping your mind
and consciousness right out of it and tossing them into the void. You will become nothing
more than an extension of me. 
Desperation gave her the strength to speak, and to think. There was nothing she could do. Trapped, she had but one choice. Obey. She had no doubt that he could deliver her to oblivion as promised, and she would avenge no one dead. She was completely trapped. 
“Very well,” the Apostle gasped. “Release me. Release me!” 
The pressure eased off of her and that horrible dark visage vanished from her 
sight. She was once again in control of her own body, and able to think freely once more. 
It was like being able to breathe again after so long without air. 
Oh yes, and I want you to kill the man that shot you. He will try to interfere. 

Snarling, the Apostle bared her fangs. Cain would die a very slow and painful death for this. 
You’re welcome to try. I would welcome death, but you do not have the power to
end my life. 
The words startled her. For the first time she truly understood how deeply she was snared. He could hear her thoughts. He knew every single thing that went on inside of her head. How was she supposed to fight an enemy that could see her every thought and action before she even realized what she was thinking or doing? How was she supposed to fight against him when he could make her do anything he wished? No wonder he was amused whenever she thought of killing him. It had to be like watching a little puppy that thought herself terribly fierce. 
Frantically, the Apostle tried to think of a way to shield her thoughts. There had to be some way that she could plot against him without his knowledge. She would be his slave no longer, and he would pay for violating her with his life. 
Cackling madly, Cain made no response. 
“Destroy the tower,” the Apostle repeated her orders, “erase the computers. Kill the man that shot me.” 
First you must lock the security systems. The Goddess that rules this world will
stop you if you don’t block her attempts first. 
Shuddering, the Apostle realized what she would have to do in order to complete Cain’s commands. She would have to bend the minds of others to her will, the same as he was doing to her. She could not believe that she’d allowed that thing  to take complete control over other people, spreading his influence like a plague. Did they feel what she felt when Cain pressed down on her? Was that what she’d been doing to people all this time? Passing her curse on to countless others like a plague? Was Cain lurking in the back of every mind she’d touched and manipulated? The implications were horrifying. 
“What have I done,” she gasped. 
What if every person she’d touched with her power was now an Apostle of Cain? 
What if Cain could control every one of them as he could her? There were entire worlds full of billions of people converted to Cain’s gospel through her powers. Did all of them have the power to pass it on to others? That explained the rapidity with which it spread through every world she’d preached on. 
She had a sudden vision of darkness sweeping across the whole of creation, 
destroying everything in its path with her at its head, directing the flow. Stars went out of the sky, one by one, as the plague descended upon them, and it was all her fault. Her foolish pride in the title that she despised was spreading ruin, chaos and darkness throughout the universe. 
“What have I done,” the Apostle slammed her fist into the wall. “What have I 
done!” 
There was only one thing she could do now, follow Cain’s orders lest she be 
destroyed for standing against him. She had to spread Cain’s plague of darkness into the minds of others in order to accomplish his goals, whatever they might be. There had to be some way that she could break free, some way to defy  him. How could she stop the tide of darkness that he’d sent rolling over all creation by using her as his puppet? 
Cain was so very eager. She could feel it rushing through her like wildfire. 
Whatever he wanted this badly, she couldn’t allow him to have, but there was nothing she could do to fight against him. She had to obey. 


***** 
Appearing beside Gabriel, a hologram of Allie grinned widely. 
“Just like coming home. I copied myself to the mainframe and have at least 
partial control over the facility. Over the next six hundred years I did a lot of tweaking and automating to give myself more freedom, but none of that has happened yet. I have very minimal control over most systems. Damn it. It is like having my hands tied behind my back!” 
Looking at her, Gabriel sighed, letting his eyes drop back to his lap. Unable to get the image of the poor little girl he’d murdered out of his head, he saw her everywhere he looked. He heard her horribly rasping voice, begging to die. 
A tear ran down his face, and he didn’t bother to wipe it away. He’d been no 
saint in his life, but the thought of taking a child and doing what they’d done to her turned his stomach. 
“You can take your Sa’Dhi back now,” Allie gestured to the console that, in six hundred years, she would use to copy herself to  his Sa’Dhi. 
Sighing, Gabriel stood. Even that much seemed an effort. Depression weighed 
heavily on him, making him want to curl into a little ball and forget about the world while he cried. He thought that he’d completely walled off his emotions forever to protect himself from abuse by his father and the bullies throughout his formative years. He didn’t know how to deal with them. Sam had opened the floodgate within him, and now he couldn’t close it, or even slow the flow. 
Careful not to look through the window down into the pit where Allison’s 
mutilated body rested, still strapped to the torture rack, Gabriel walked to the console and removed his Sa’Dhi. 
When he plugged it back into his hand, a second, much more lifelike image of 
Allie appeared, standing next to the hologram. The two of them looked at each other, winked, and smiled. 
“Please Gabriel. Stop moping. You didn’t do anything wrong.” 
“I’m going to have nightmares about that until the day I die,” Gabriel sighed, allowing himself to glance at what he’d done to the little girl below. Her head from the jaw up was gone. Blood, brains, and bone were splattered everywhere. 
“Imagine how it is for me,” Allie pointed to the dead little girl. “I was the one that had to live through it. I used to believe in god when I was a kid. I prayed to him every night, then that  happened to me. Now, I am the closest thing to a god this world has ever seen. So you listen to me. I wanted this. I needed this. Stop blaming yourself for it. You did not kill me, the scientists that ripped my mind from my body did. Get over yourself, Gabriel. I need you. There is still work left to do, and I cannot do it myself!” 
Gabriel wanted to believe her. He wanted to believe that he was not at fault for Allison’s fate, but he was the one that had put a gun to her head and blown it clean off. 
Her blood was still on his face and coat. How could he go on like nothing had happened? 
“Oh damn,” the hologram said, waving a hand at the huge monitor above the 
console. “I found the Apostle.” 
Looking to the monitor, Gabriel saw a dark figure striding purposefully down a hallway, her cloak flaring behind her with the hood pulled back up to cover her head. 
She held her black-bladed sword in one hand and was surrounded by about twenty black-uniformed men carrying rifles. She was not  a prisoner. 
“What the hell,” Gabriel said. “Are they working for her?” 
“They have turned off their communicators and tracking beacons,” Allie said. 
“I think it is safe to say that they serve the Apostle now,” the hologram added. 
“Where are they headed,” Gabriel asked. “What are they doing?” 
“I have another squad with beacons and communicators turned off,” the hologram said. The image split, showing another group running through a hallway. “They are headed in this direction.” 
“The Apostle knows where we are? But how?” 
“More likely, they are coming for the mainframe. The other group appears to be headed for the accessway that leads to the containment area.” 
“She’s taking control of the facility,” Gabriel said. 
“Oh, that is really  not good,” the hologram cried 
“What is it?” 
“I have been locked out of most systems. I am unable to activate the security systems or sound an intruder alarm. I have never seen an encryption this complicated before!” 
“Well that’s just great,” Gabriel muttered. 
“I suggest that you get moving immediately,” Allie nodded to the door. “We do not want to be here when they arrive. You need to hurry to the containment area before the Apostle can do anything to hinder our plans.” 
Nodding, Gabriel looked to the hologram. “Do whatever you can to slow them 
down and break through that encryption.” 
The hologram winked at him. “Way ahead of you. Go. Hurry. You may not 
have much time to spare.” 



Chapter 39: Firefight 
Running in a mad dash, Gabriel flew through hallways after Allie, who always 
kept ahead of him no matter how fast he ran. He’d been doing an awful lot of running lately, and he was grateful for the vanity that had led to his morning jogging. 
A lawyer’s appearance was one of his greatest weapons. The clean, fit, well-
groomed lawyer, who appears confidant, will always sway a jury more than one who is disheveled, obese, and nervous. Court cases were like duels where, rather than using swords, knives or guns, the weapons were self-image, sharp wit, and a silver tongue. 
Sometimes it could get as exciting and fierce as a real duel with actual weapons. 
As he ran at top speed, Gabriel wished he could go back to the duels that he knew. 
There was no one better than he when it came to questioning witnesses and convincing juries. He had never lost a duel in his life. There was a sense of strategy, and grappling with your opponent in subtle, unseen ways, much like a good game of chess. And most importantly, no one died. His life was never in danger when he dueled with another lawyer. 
Waiting somewhere ahead of him was a fight with the Apostle, and blood would 
spill, likely his. He knew  he wasn’t lucky enough to avoid her completely until the completion of his mission. Call it karma, or divine retribution, but Gabriel felt that whatever happened to him when he faced her, that justice would be served. If he survived, perhaps it meant that god could forgive what he’d done to poor little Allison. If he died, it was little more than he deserved. 
He’d become a lawyer to change a world where bullies got away with torturing 
those that were smaller and weaker than them. Somewhere along the way he’d forgotten justice for fame. Lies, twisted words, deception and trickery had been his weapons. He would meet the Apostle with none of these, and he’d kill her if he could, because she was too dangerous to be left alive. If he died in the attempt he’d accept it as atonement for killing Allison. 
Though depression and anger gnawed away at his insides, Gabriel pushed them 
away and focused on the task at hand. He had to reach the Containment Area before the Apostle did, and he was not going to let anything get in his way, including his own self-loathing. It was a trick he’d learned as a child, pushing away everything bad in his life just to get through another day. It made him feel empty and hollow inside, like a soulless automaton, but better that than the pain and the guilt. When he pretended there was nothing wrong it felt as though nothing could stand in his way. 
Except maybe the armed squad of soldiers hiding behind a barricade blocking off the entire hallway ahead with an intense firefight going on above their heads. He’d been so intent on his reflections that he hadn’t even noticed the deafening thunder of continuous gunfire. 
Several desks had been dragged from nearby offices for the soldiers to use as 
cover while they fired fully automatic rifles in short bursts. The sound was deafening in the nearly enclosed space. The explosions of gunfire and the whine of ricochets drowned out nearly everything else. 
The floor behind and in front of the barricade was littered with bodies, and blood was splattered and pooling everywhere. The air was filled with the acrid smell of gunpowder, and death. 
Ducking, Gabriel raised a hand to hold his hat on as a bullet whined so close to his face he actually felt the wind of it. 
Everyone was shouting at once, but Gabriel couldn’t hear a single thing over the gunfire. Though their mouths moved, and he could read curses on their lips, no voices reached him. 
“What now,” he muttered. 
“Look to your right,” Allie said clearly over the noise without raising her voice. 
Turning, Gabriel found an open office door with a steady stream of soldiers 
running in and out like crazed animals, keeping their heads down to avoid having them shot off. 
“You will probably find the one in charge hiding in there,” Allie said. 
“Great thinking,” Gabriel drew both of his pistols. It felt strangely good to have them both in his possession again. 
Creeping toward the office, trying not to be noticed, Gabriel ducked inside finding himself face to face with Henry, the man who had questioned him earlier. He appeared to have been sidetracked in searching for implements of torture. His bushy eyebrows shot up in surprise, as Gabriel scanned the rest of the room to find several other soldiers pouring over holographic maps and schematics, while others shouted orders into communication devices. 
“Shoot this man at once,” Henry shouted, jabbing a finger toward Gabriel. 
Naturally, with seven or eight men ready to fill him full of lead, Gabriel did the only thing that seemed sane. He lunged forward and shoved the barrels of both pistols into the face of the one giving the orders, Henry himself. 
Everyone froze. 
The racket of the firefight just outside the door seemed distant, quiet, and 
unimportant. 
Giving his most winning smile, Gabriel pulled back the hammers on each of his 
pistols until they locked. Their clicks echoed through the stillness. Feeling the eyes of every man in the room boring into him, he scanned their faces from the corners of his eyes. By their frightened expressions, he thought that they’d open fire in a second if they could get a clear shot. 
“Hi Henry,” Gabriel said brightly. “I’m just here to talk, so how about you order your men to lower their weapons. Then I won’t have to shoot you and try to escape before they shoot me, and we can have a nice little chat with no one pointing guns at anyone. Deal?” 
Those bushy eyebrows drew together until they merged into one, looking like a 
small animal taking an afternoon nap on Henry’s forehead. Winking, Gabriel jabbed a pistol into his nose to let him know he meant business. 
“I just shot a little girl in the head. Why wouldn’t I shoot you?” 
“Lower your weapons,” Henry ordered, sounding more than a little harassed. 
“He’s serious!” 
When all of the weapons were lowered, Gabriel pulled back on the hammers of 
his pistols until they unlocked and slowly set them back to the resting position, dropping his arms to his sides. 
“How in the hell did you get out of your cell,” Henry asked. 
“A talking cat let me out. Let me guess. A crazy chick in a black cloak just stormed past here waving a sword with twenty or so of your men, heading for the containment area. Right?” 
“Friend of yours?” 
“Enemy, actually.” 
“Why should I believe that?” 
“Who cares what you believe? Look. She followed me here from the future. I 
have little doubt that she’s trying to destroy the facility, and I really need to get into the containment area before her.” 
“She’s doing exactly what you claimed you  were going to do! Why would you want to stop her?” 
“You’re really an idiot, aren’t you,” Gabriel growled. “Do you really think I’d come all the way from the future to destroy this place and save  your world if I didn’t have some way of ensuring that the paradox I created would be balanced and dissipated? I’m trying to help. She just wants to destroy the universe. I need to get into the containment area before she does. I can contain my paradox, but I have little doubt that if she creates one, she’ll take steps to make sure such a thing is impossible.” 
“You want to destroy this facility,” Henry asked flatly. “To save the future by creating a somehow balanced paradox? Do you have any idea how crazy you sound? 
Without the Spires of Infinity we have no future at all. This facility will save us all from the dwindling fossil fuels and carbon emissions that are strangling us to death.” 
“Trust me, you’re months away from nuclear war over shutting things down when 
you realize you screwed up. You’re protecting the greatest threat your world has ever seen. There’ll be no one to save with the world in a grave,” Gabriel shouted, mentally thanking Barry McGuire for a truly profound song lyric. “We’re on the eve of 
destruction! You think it was easy to come back here to set things right? You think I can just buy a ticket online? Why would I bother, if things weren’t bad enough to warrant it?” 
“Can you stop her,” Henry asked after a long pause. 
“Hell if I know. Honestly, I don’t think so. Dude, she cut a bullet out of the air with a freaking sword.  A bullet,” he paused for dramatic effect, “out of the air,” another pause, “with a sword! That was the craziest samurai move I’ve ever seen. She’s beyond human. If it comes to an even fight, I’m a dead man.” 
“Then why bother?” 
“I have to try. I was sent here for a reason. Maybe because I have what it takes to defeat that crazy bitch, maybe not. So you’re going to help me? I’m not completely certain what I have planned will work. But it has a chance  of working, and that is more chance than she will give you.” 
“It does sound like the lesser of two evils, sir,” one of the soldiers said. 
Henry shot him an annoyed look. 
“I need to get to the containment area,” Gabriel said. “I assume that’s what 
they’ve got blockaded down the hall, right?” 
Henry nodded. “There’s an underground tunnel into the containment area from 
each of the eight outer towers. Those eight tunnels are the only way to get in or out of the containment area, or the Central Spire.” 
“Great,” Gabriel wondered how long it would take to get to the next tower over. 
The hologram of Allie appeared by Gabriel’s side, causing Henry to bite off a 
curse and step back in alarm. 
“Meet Allie,” Gabriel said. “She’s the little girl whose mind you ripped out of her body and shoved into a computer. I installed her over your current OS. In short, this facility is now under my  control. And you  are at the mercy of someone you tortured and murdered. Allie, is there any other way into the containment area?” 
“The containment field is cooled by condensed humidity that flows through a 
series of coolant ducts,” the hologram replied. She waved her hand and a holographic schematic appeared in the air between Gabriel and Henry. A glowing red triangle marked “you are here” floated in one of the rooms. “There are ducts here and here.” 
Two glowing red dots appeared on the map. One was just outside the door. The second was on the other side of the tower. 
“There is fighting reported in all eight outer towers,” Allie said. “It appears as though the Apostle has blocked off all access into the containment area except for the coolant ducts. These ducts follow a more direct route. If you hurry it may be possible to cut ahead of her.” 
“Where is she now,” Gabriel asked. 
“I am unsure. I seem to have lost her. She is hard to follow. Her armor appears to have some sort of sensor jamming capability to it.” 
“Great, all right, where is this coolant duct?” 
The hologram waved her hand at the schematic and it changed to a high angled 
camera of the firefight just outside. There was a trapdoor in the floor with a latch and handle on it twenty feet beyond the barricade. The little hatch began flashing red on the image. 
“Oh, that’s just wonderful! I’ll get shot to pieces before I even get close!” 
Surprise flashed across the hologram’s face a split second before she flickered and vanished, along with the image of the maintenance duct outside. All of the holographic displays that soldiers were using in the room winked out as well. A moment later the lights flickered and died, plunging the room into complete blackness for a split second before dim emergency lights came on. The gunfire outside momentarily faltered, replaced by shouted curses before it began again. Bright flashes from the shots in the semi-dark of the emergency lighting flickered through the door. 
“What the hell,” Gabriel said. “Allie, what’s going on? Allie?” 
The hologram did not reappear, but Allie walked into his vision and gave him a shrug and a shake of her head. “I’m unable to remotely contact the mainframe. It appears as though it has either been shut down, reset, or destroyed.” 
“The squad that was headed for the control room,” Gabriel muttered. “So you 
mean we went to the trouble of uploading you into the computer for nothing?” 
“Not entirely,” Allie replied. “I still have some minimal access to security 
systems, and I was able to change all of the passcodes for the containment system before they destroyed the mainframe. Plus I added security profiles for you and your friends so that I’ll let you in when you all arrive in the future. I guess you were right about that part.” 
“What’s going on,” Henry asked. “What squad? What are you talking about?” 
“I’ve got a copy of Allie loaded onto this and linked directly to my brain,” Gabriel raised his left hand to show the jewel implanted into it. “She says that she lost all remote access to the mainframe and thinks it’s been shut down or destroyed. The Apostle sent a squad to disable your computers.” 
A round of rather inventive curses passed through the room. 
“Thank god the containment control is on a separate circuit,” Henry breathed. 
You said any console linked to the mainframe could make a Gate Jump back to
the future for me, Gabriel thought at Allie. Am I trapped back here now? 
“The computing power of the AIOS is required,” Allie said, “but the consoles in the containment area can create a Gate if you can manually input the calculations. 
Luckily you have a copy of the AIOS with you.” 
“I’ve got to get into the containment area now,” Gabriel growled through gritted teeth. “How much more could possibly go wrong? What can you do to help me get to that hatch?” 
“Simmons,” Henry sneered. “Call in the Lawmen.” 
“Lawmen? Finally, I get to see what people keep mistaking me for.” 
“They’re the Emperor’s personal elite soldiers,” Simmons explained to Gabriel. 
“Best of the best. Each man is like an entire army, and we’ve got four  of them stationed here because of the Purple Haven threats we received.” 
As he finished, four men strode into the room as if they hadn’t just walked past a raging firefight. Wearing clothing similar to Gabriel’s, cowboy hats and all, they looked like big, scary, Clint Eastwood types. Each of them had a golden plaque much like the one in his pocket on their belts next to one of two holstered pistols. 
“What the hell’s going on here,” a man with a face that looked as though it had recently been used to pound in fence posts asked. 
“I’ve got a job for you, Dorlan,” Henry said. “There’s an access hatch just past the barricade. Get this man into it and accompany him into the containment area. 
Someone’s trying to blow up the facility and half my men seem to have been terrorist plants all along.” 
“The Celestial Mother’s sweet left titty, man,” Dorlan said in even, gravely tones. 
“How could you let something like this happen?” 
“Well where the hell have you  been,” Henry retorted. 
“Doing my job, which is more than I can say for you. And who the hell are you? 
I never received word I’d be getting another man. Let’s see your orders.” 
With a questioning look, Gabriel pointed to himself. “Oh, you’re talking to me? 
I’m not under your command. I need to get into the containment area and there’s a pitched battle going on right on top of the access hatch.” 
“Well damn, is that all you need? You couldn’t do that yourself? The Emperor’s standards must be falling if someone like you made it in. Well, come on then, pussy. 
Let’s get to it.” 
Gabriel turned to Henry. “You should evacuate. Get everyone as far away as 
possible.” 
Without even bothering to duck, Dorlan strode out of the room, his duster coat flaring behind him. Walking upright to the barricade, he examined the enemy 
fortifications on the other side of no man’s land. He didn’t even flinch when a bullet struck his hat, sending it flying backward. 
The nearest emergency lights seemed to have been shot out in the firefight, but the hallway was lit by gunfire. Bright flashes flickered with every weapon’s discharge on both sides, and fire blazed from the barrels of rifles. Things seemed to move almost in slow motion in the flickering light. It was hard for Gabriel’s eyes to adjust to the rapid and extreme changes in lighting. 
“Grenades,” Dorlan shouted. 
Each of the four Lawmen pulled out several grenades and began pulling the pins, lobbing them toward the enemy barricade. 
“Fire in the hole,” Dorlan said. Without shouting, his normal grating voice was loud enough to be heard over the gunfire. 
A split second before the first grenade went off, Dorlan dropped for cover. 
Gabriel was wondering if he would, or if he would remain on his feet and expect the explosions not to mess with him. Drawing twin pistols identical to Gabriel’s as he dropped, he nodded to his men. 
Gabriel had to wonder why Aaron had called his weapons archaic if the Lawmen 
of this time carried pistols like his. Looking to the fully automatic rifles that that soldiers were using, he supposed that they were. Perhaps they were ceremonial? 
“Secure the hatch,” Dorlan ordered, leaping over the barricade with pistols 
blazing in the flickering semi-darkness. The other three provided covering fire as he dove to the ground, rolling to his knees by the hatch leading down to the coolant duct. 
Throwing the hatch open, Dorlan used it for cover as he began firing toward the enemy barricade again with one pistol while reloading the other one-handed. Waving the others over with hand signals that looked suspiciously like baseball signs, he cursed loudly as one Lawman went down in a spray of blood. Another was clipped in the forehead and toppled into the hatch. The last man made it to cover and began firing toward the enemy lines. 
Gesturing to Gabriel, Dorlan shouted. “What are you waiting for, pussy? Move your worthless guts!” 
Eyeing the barricade apprehensively, Gabriel yanked his pistols from their 
holsters and drew himself up. 
Taking a running start, he leapt over the barricade and found himself grinning like an idiot. It was like jumping into the most awesome action movie ever made. 
“Good luck, Gabriel,” Allie said in his ear. “I wish I could be more help.” 
“Not your fault,” Gabriel said as he flew through the air, landing fifteen feet from the hatch. 
“Wingless,” he cried, feeling the now familiar rush of fighting skills entering his mind. He automatically adjusted his aiming and began pulling the triggers of his pistols. 
Two men dropped under his barrage and the rest ducked below their barricade. 
Diving for cover behind the raised hatch, Gabriel noticed Dorlan appraising him and wished he could take credit for the Sa’Dhi’s skills. “Well, at least you can aim. 
Marius, get that slab of meat’s ammo.” 
Nodding, Marius looked back toward their fallen comrade. As he turned, his hat was taken off by a near miss. He barely appeared to notice as Dorlan began firing with both pistols to cover him. 
“Don’t sit there like a frightened puppy,” Dorlan growled. “Cover him!” 
Jamming an emptied pistol back into its holster, Gabriel reached for his shotgun, forcing his arm to remain straight against its hard recoil as he fired it. He cocked it John Wayne style and fired again. 
Marius rolled into Gabriel’s back holding a box of shells in one hand and the dead man’s gunbelts in the other. 
“Now get in that hole,” Dorlan ordered. 
“That’s what she said,” Marius said with a stony grin. 
He dropped into the hatch first. As Dorlan prepared to jump, a bullet struck him in the knee, throwing him off balance. He fell into the hatch spewing a long string of particularly foul curses the whole way down. After a brief pause, he resumed cursing at the bottom. 
Firing the shotgun once more, Gabriel shoved it into its holster before dropping into the darkness below. He was unable to see the bottom, so he didn’t know when to brace himself. That made for a very painful and abrupt landing as the ground rushed out of the murk. Foul smelling water splashed up into the air and soaked through Gabriel’s coat and pants. 
“Oh, nice,” Dorlan took a moment from his cursing to shoot a glare at Gabriel. 
“You left the hatch open? Good job, pussy. Now one of us has to stay behind and cover your ass.” 
“You’re staying Dorlan,” Marius said in an equally gravely voice as he tightened a tourniquet around Dorlan’s lower thigh. “You’re not going anywhere on this leg.” 
“Fine,” Dorlan growled. “Take my last two grenades. You might need them.” 
“Bad idea,” Allie said. “Any explosion near one of the support struts holding up the central spire could bring it crashing down into the containment area. They support an unbelievable amount of weight, and even the slightest crack could cause one to shatter under it. I am relatively certain that the paradox will be balanced if the containment field goes down in ways other than the one I am planning, however, we will be left without a way home if I am not allowed to follow our plans exactly. And it is logical to assume that the Apostle has a way of creating an unbalanced paradox else she would not have bothered to come back in time at all. We must arrive before her. We do not have time to take a wounded man with us or stand here chatting for long.” 
Gabriel relayed the information to the others. 
“You’re just full of good news ain’t ya,” Dorlan muttered as he stuffed the 
grenades back into his coat. “Stop fussing over me like a mother hen and get going. 
Move it, maggots!” 
“Follow me,” Allie said as Marius pulled a flashlight from inside his coat and tossed it to Gabriel. 
Switching on the light Gabriel followed after Allie, reloading first one pistol then the other as he ran. He hoped landing in the water hadn’t ruined the shells on his belts, or he was in trouble. Splashing through ankle deep water, Marius followed. 
A strong concussion knocked Gabriel from his feet as Dorlan’s two grenades 
exploded, causing the tunnel to collapse, blocking it off behind them. Gaping, Gabriel pulled himself to his feet. 
“He blew himself up!” 
“Keep moving, maggot,” Marius growled like a bear. 
“But he just blew himself up!” 
“Get moving! There’s a job to be done. Complain about it when you’re finished, or dead!” 



Chapter 40: The Containment Area 
After running through the foul smelling water for about five hundred yards, 
Gabriel stepped onto a poorly secured metal grate with the water flowing along beneath. 
Shortly after that, the duct slanted steeply downward. 
Followed by Marius and running faster than was strictly safe, Gabriel dashed after Allie’s small form. If the Apostle were near, she’d certainly hear the racket that their feet made on the grating. Though it was only in his head, Allie’s feet also made quite a bit of noise, and her skirt flared out behind her. He wondered why she bothered making herself appear so realistic to him. She even cast a shadow in the light of his borrowed flashlight. 
After a short time of darkness there was light ahead. When it got bright enough to see by, Gabriel tossed the flashlight back to Marius. 
When the tunnel came to an end, Allie kept running. Turning back with a swish of her skirt, she smiled at Gabriel and winked, hovering in midair. 
Approaching the drop, Gabriel looked down into a huge underground cavern. 
Water poured from the duct in a long, discolored stream into a standing pool far below. 
Around the edge of the circular chamber were seven other shafts pouring water into the pool from the seven other towers. It smelled like a rotting bog. 
Beside each duct was a steel ladder leading down to a catwalk that was held 
above the pooled water by support cables from the ceiling, as well as pilings disappearing into the depths below. Large doors that were level with the catwalks were spaced evenly around the chamber, presumably the main accessways back to the towers. Each of the catwalks ran inward where they met a wide ring that circled the center. A single catwalk branched into the middle of the ring at an odd angle with a computer console at the end. 
Just beyond the short, oddly angled catwalk was a large reflective sphere. Gabriel couldn’t say what it was, exactly. Eight cones like gigantic electrodes jutted from floor and ceiling toward the reflective sphere, four above, and four below. The points came together, almost touching, and electricity frequently arced between them with loud cracks. 
Space around the sphere seemed to distort almost like the lensing effect of 
looking through the bottom of a glass bottle. Everything that was seen through the distortion was bent, seeming to stretch into the silvery sphere. It appeared almost as though the sphere had placed a dent in reality itself. 
“What the hell is that thing,” Marius asked. 
Gabriel’s hair and coat seemed blown toward the sphere as if by wind, but there wasn’t even a breeze. Snatching a shell from his belt, he dropped it. As it fell it arched more and more toward the sphere. 
Gabriel and Marius shared a look. 
“Craziest damn thing I ever saw,” Marius grated. 
“What is that,” Gabriel asked Allie, who was still standing in midair. 
“What you are looking at is the event horizon of a black hole,” Allie explained. 
“That reflective silvery sheen is the point at which nothing can escape, not even light or time. Anything that goes beyond never returns.” 
“Why does it reflect?” 
“It does not actually reflect. Your mind is trying to comprehend something that is completely incomprehensible to it, and reflection is the closest thing it can equate what it is perceiving to.” 
“What do you see when you look at it,” Gabriel asked in curiosity. 
“I am looking using your eyes. I see the same thing that you do.” 
In movies black holes were always dark pits ringed with fiery clouds and flashes of lightning. The silvery surface of the sphere was a stark contrast to those fictional visions. It looked almost like living liquid or flowing mercury. Able to feel something wrong  about it, Gabriel could hear a deep, primal part of himself screaming for him to run in the opposite direction as quickly as possible. 
“The black hole,” Gabriel said for Marius’ benefit. “It’s the core of the Gate Jump System, able to tear a hole in reality, making travel to other worlds and times possible.” 
“You mean like outer space,” Marius asked. “Collapsed stars that suck up 
everything in their paths? What the hell is something like that doing here!” 
“No time to explain. There’s a terrorist bent on destroying this place. If she does, the black hole will devour this entire star system for breakfast.” 
“Excellent. Any more good news?” 
Scanning the cavern, Gabriel found several huge struts supporting the ceiling, one midway between each catwalk. He did not see the Apostle anywhere, but he supposed her best bet would be to destroy one of those, and drop the Central Spire into the black hole. If it didn’t break through the containment field, the lack of power drawn from the sun would. 
“All right,” Gabriel nodded to Marius. “When we get down to that ring, I’ll go to the right, you go to the left, we’ll meet up at that catwalk that goes into the middle there. 
Look at the supports in particular but don’t ignore everything else. She’s tall for a girl, wearing a big black cloak, and may not be alone.” 
Marius nodded. 
Gabriel had given him the longer path on purpose. Hopefully he could get to the console and set things up for his own plan before the man made his rounds and joined him. 
“Be careful, this chick is one nasty mofo. She moves so fast that your eyes can’t follow her. I think she’s only armed with a sword, but she can cut bullets out of the air with it. Always shoot twice, she has trouble blocking two at once.” 
“Are you going to keep bitching all day or can we get to work already?” 
Shrugging, Gabriel slid down the ladder like he’d seen done in movies. He’d 
always wanted to do that. Following suit Marius dropped down behind him, drawing both of his pistols. 
“You need some of this box of shells,” he asked. 
“I’m good,” Gabriel nodded. “Shout out if you see her.” 
“Will do,” Marius nodded as he pushed past Gabriel and dodged toward the 
central ring, looking much like a wildcat on the prowl. He made absolutely no sound as he moved. 
“Can you link up with the computer in here,” Gabriel asked. “You said it was a separate system, right?” 
“I already have,” Allie replied. 
“Is the Apostle here?” 
Floating down to sit on the railing beside him, Allie crossed her legs in the 
feminine fashion and arranged her skirt. 
“I am still unable to locate her,” she sighed, glancing to the black hole. “I am trying my best, but that thing plays havoc with sensors and cameras. Some of the radiation and spatial distortion leaks through containment field.” 
“Keep an eye out. We need to get to that console before she does anything 
explosive.” 
Giving him a bright-eyed smile and a nod, Allie hopped down off the railing and made an after you gesture. 
Dashing toward the ring, Gabriel winced at how loud his footfalls were. Trying to quiet them did little good at all. He couldn’t understand how Marius moved so quietly. 
It seemed as though even the slightest vibration grew to a cacophonous roar as they traveled along the metal. 
Trying to move as silently as possible, Gabriel kept his eyes constantly moving, watching for the Apostle, but he saw no sign. Though he knew the importance of searching for his enemy, he could not stop his gaze from returning to the black hole. It dominated the cavern, and it was hard to make himself ignore it. It dragged at him, pulling both physically and mentally. He could almost feel a consciousness beckoning to him, wanting him to throw himself through the silvery surface. It was alive and it knew he was there. 
“Where is she,” Gabriel whispered as he reached the catwalk that branched in 
toward the black hole. 
A horrible thought occurred to him as he hurried toward the computer console. 
What if the Apostle had some way of bringing down the facility without ever entering the containment area at all? He’d never see it coming, just like the last time he’d died. And he would never fight the Apostle to see whose side justice was on either. He realized that it was silly to think defeating her meant absolution, but he couldn’t get the idea out of his head. 
The catwalk swung very close to the black hole. The spatial distortion around the silvery sphere made movement hard, as the catwalk and railing both seemed to be wavering and stretching toward it. Even his own body seemed to distort. Staring into the surface, Gabriel was tempted to reach out and touch it, but before he could, he realized something very strange. 
“Wait. It’s reflecting you, but it’s not reflecting me. How can it reflect you? 
You’re not even there. You’re just in my head.” 
“Reality is very thin here,” Allie shrugged. “Do not trust your eyes too much. It can mess with your head, and has been known to drive some people insane. Most people say that they can almost see something inside, staring back at them.” 
“Well that’s lovely,” Gabriel muttered as he examined the silvery surface that refused to reflect him. 
Something dark and malevolent did seem to be staring back at him from just 
below the surface. Unease hung heavy in the air as he continued on his way. He kept catching movement out of the corner of his eye, but when he looked not even his own reflection looked back. 
Reaching the console, Gabriel holstered one of his pistols. The other he set above the keyboard for easy access. Draping the gunbelt Marius had handed him earlier over the railing of the catwalk, he hit the enter key and the screen flashed on. Text scrolled for a few seconds and then a completely undecipherable menu popped up. 
“How do I even start to work this thing? Who would have ever thought I’d 
actually miss  Vista?” 
“I need to borrow your hands again. What must be done is far too complicated to talk you through. I need to manually input a Gate Jump, as well as delete all of the security protocols that make it impossible to lower the containment field. In short, you are not smart enough, and way too slow.” 
Gabriel snorted a laugh. “Go for it. Halo.” 
He felt something flow into his hands and they flexed a few times before reaching toward the keyboard. It felt like his hands were gloves and someone had just put them on. His fingers began flying over the keys and the menus flashed across the screen. 


***** 
As the Apostle fastened an explosive to the support beam and armed it, she 
glanced over her shoulder. The strange sphere in the center of the cavern was so much like the Eye of Perdition that just knowing it was there filled her with intense fear. She could feel Cain’s horrible, unseen eyes, or the eyes of something equally as dark, drilling into her from it as she worked. Though the Eye had been black, this sphere was silver. 
However, she could still feel something watching her through it, and the pull upon her body and mind was identical. 
The last time she’d stared into a sphere like that, she’d ended up a puppet on a string, spreading Cain’s slavery throughout the universe. If the Eye of Perdition had been a portal to wherever Cain was, then where would the silver sphere lead? Who was behind this one, and why did Cain want to destroy it so badly that he’d gone to the trouble of revealing how deeply he’d trapped her to ensure that she did it? 
As she finished, Cain’s impatience threatened to smother her. That was when she noticed the big man prowling toward her along the inner ring of the catwalk with twin pistols in his hands. Dressed like the man that had broken her mask earlier, he was bigger, and obviously more skilled by the way he moved. He took aim and fired at her. 
Acting on deeply ingrained instinct, the Apostle drew her sword and slashed at the bullet as it flew toward her. The man’s primitive weapon seemed to have a lot of power, but the projectiles dragged far too much in the air, slowing enough for her to follow them with her eyes. The more advanced, high-powered rifles that the soldiers carried were another story. Despite how weak humans were, the Apostle could tell by the way that he moved that this man was going to put up a real fight. She delighted in the idea of a worthy opponent. She’d not fought a worthy adversary since her duels in the bloody sands of the arena, on the World Closest to Perdition. 
Leaping from the support beam back to the catwalk, the Apostle ran toward the 
gunman, hunched low to the ground to present a smaller target. She dodged several more bullets, her cloak flapping like a banner in a strong wind. One bullet glanced off of her breastplate, leaving a leaden streak across it, but the armor held. 
With a flying leap, the Apostle tackled the man. They rolled across the catwalk and she came up on her feet. Surprisingly, he did too. Rounding on her, the gunman unloaded both of his pistols into her breastplate. The force of so many close range impacts pushed her back against the railing and she toppled over the edge, barely able to catch herself with one hand. She swung hard and caught the edge of the catwalk with her foot, using it to propel her back over the rail. 
“Figures you’d be wearing body armor,” the gunman grated emotionlessly. 
“Should have aimed for my face,” the Apostle replied in kind as she readied 
herself to kill. 
With a flourish of her sword, she threw herself at the gunman. Tossing one pistol aside, he drew a heavy-bladed knife from his belt, reloading his other pistol with one hand as he parried her thrust. 
The gunman was certainly skilled, but the Apostle felt no fear. Humans were so very frail. Their bones broke at the slightest blow. Their wounds took weeks to heal. 
They were slow, and weak, and pathetic, like stars next to the sun. Still, this man was very skilled. He managed, if just barely, to fend her off. He even got in one good slice at her face, narrowly missing one of her eyes, drawing an angry hiss from Cain. Normally a gash like that would have chased him away, but he remained in her mind this time, though she could feel him straining against the instinct to flee from the pain. 
Pressing the gunman back hard, she whipped her blade through the air so fast that it whistled. She scored hit after hit on his arms, his legs, and his chest. She could see into his heart and soul with the powers that Cain had bestowed upon her, and he did not have a shred of fear that she could use against him. 
“Beaten by a girl,” the gunman muttered as he blocked a slash with his pistol 
barrel, and danced aside. His wounds were not even slowing him down. He was 
amazing. She wanted him. She wanted his memories and everything that he was to become a part of her as had those of the man she’d drained of blood. She began salivating at the very thought of it. It was a pity he likely wouldn’t survive it. She could use someone with his skills. 
Despite his lack of fear, and his extreme skill, the Apostle slipped through his defenses and ran him through. He folded forward, crashing into her. Despite her superhuman strength, she was an extremely light individual, and his superior weight pressed her down to the catwalk. Her armor grated against it as she twisted her blade in him, to be sure of the kill. His blood poured over her hands and began seeping through the gaps in her armor. Just the smell of it made her shudder with the pleasure of what was to come. Something deep inside of her craved his blood more than she had ever craved anything before. She had never felt an emotion she could not control, except that last time she’d drank the blood of a human. She could not control her craving now. 
Jerking the gunman’s head aside, the Apostle plunged her fangs into a bulging 
vein. He drew in breath sharply as his blood began to flow into her. Again she seemed to fall into his very soul, immersing herself in ecstasy beyond reason. She felt the burning pain of her blade in his belly, and the feeling of his life leaking away. His memories began to flow into her, and she saw the man that Cain had ordered her to kill. 
Go now, Cain bellowed in her head, crushing the pleasure of drinking human blood. Kill him! 
The Apostle felt Cain take control of her and toss the gunman away, over the 
railing. 
Screaming in the agony of having her connection to the man broken so forcibly, the Apostle was jerked to her feet by Cain’s power. She felt it coursing through her, pulling every part of her tight. Having her mind ripped away from his so abruptly was like being torn in two. Her consciousness wavered, on the verge of shattering, as Cain pulled at her. Her back arched and her joints popped as he tried to pull her limb from limb. 
You can indulge your sick pleasures after you’ve finished my work! 
“Yes,” she managed. 
Then go. Kill him. Now! 
“I obey,” the Apostle gasped as she was abruptly dropped on the catwalk face 
first. She could see the body of the gunman floating in a spreading cloud of blood in the water below. 
It took several tries to work up the strength to get back to her feet. Retrieving her sword from where it had fallen, the Apostle started around the inner ring of the catwalk toward the place where the man Cain wanted dead would be waiting. Her body was sluggish from the violent way her connection to the gunman had been broken. Her muscles were weak and watery, and she felt as though she was going to be sick. Her joints would not bend properly, and she could only manage a slow shuffle. 
Glancing toward the silvery sphere, the Apostle realized that it seemed to reflect everything but her. In her place, Cain watched her with unblinking eyes, shooing her on her way with his hands 
The Apostle set her jaw, biting down hard to keep herself from grinding her teeth and forced her sluggish body to continue. A ghost of the pain she’d felt earlier shot through her body, and Cain began laughing maniacally in the recesses of her mind. She had to find some way to free herself of his influence. 
Something shot down her spine like an electric shock, causing every muscle in her body to contract and freeze. Unable to breathe, the Apostle realized that she was trapped far deeper than she had first thought. Cain couldn’t just control her thoughts and actions. 
If he wished it, she would drop dead on the spot. 
You are mine. It is time that you learned who made you, and whom you were
meant to serve before you drew your first breath. You cannot plot against me. I know
your thoughts better than you do. You will learn who holds your leash my little wolf, and
you will never be free of it. 
“I will be free one day,” the Apostle growled as the tension in her muscles loosed. 
“And then you will feel this wolf’s bite.” 
Cain only laughed. 



Chapter 41: Sacrifice 
Looking up at the sound of gunshots, Gabriel couldn’t quite tell where they’d 
come from. The crackling of electricity above and below the black hole, as well as the acoustics of the cavern made it impossible to say which direction they originated. 
“Look back at the screen,” Allie said. “I cannot see what I am doing.” 
More shots sounded, and then there was as much silence as was possible in the 
containment area. 
“Marius seems to have found her,” Allie said. “Now look back at the screen. I need to finish.” 
Looking back at the console, Gabriel winced as the distortion around the black hole bent his surroundings, making his stomach heave queasily. He was going to puke if he had to watch everything distorting much longer. 
Once again his fingers began to fly over the keyboard with a life of their own. 
Impatience weighed heavily as seconds ticked by. He could practically feel the Apostle sneaking up behind him as a sense of urgency began leaking through from Allie. Though she had once been human, she was a computer now, and Gabriel found the thought of a computer feeling emotion rather strange. 
Tapping his foot nervously, he watched his hands fly over the keyboard with a 
speed he never could have imagined. Despite that, it felt far too slow for comfort with the Apostle prowling around, and him unable to look away from the screen while Allie worked. 
Out of the corner of his eye he saw a black-cloaked figure coming around into 
view from behind the sphere. Her image stretched and bent into it as she used the railing to shuffle along. There was blood all around her mouth. 
Seeing her was like seeing the great judge of all man’s sins approaching the 
pulpit. He’d killed so many people over the last few days, first to rescue Sam, then to put Allison out of her misery, and fight his way to the coolant duct that led him here. The need to be judged for those sins weighed heavily on him. 
The Apostle slowly, doggedly continued her inexorable approach, one hand on 
the railing to keep herself upright, and the other on the hilt of her sword, which dragged on the catwalk beside her, drawing sparks with every step. As she hobbled slowly along, her cloak fell away, showing gray streaks of lead on her breastplate where Marius had shot her. Her armor was a lot stronger than Gabriel had expected it to be. Blood dripped slowly down it. At least Marius appeared to have wounded her. 
Clearing the distortion field, the Apostle came alongside Gabriel and he could see that her face was as blank as the mask she’d worn before. 
“Stop looking at her, you idiot,” Allie growled in his ear. “I cannot see what I am doing!” 
“Hurry up,” Gabriel said anxiously. “She could jump over here from there at any moment!” 
“I am working as fast as I can,” Allie hissed. “You try inputting all of the math required to tear a hole in the universe by hand! We would be here for a thousand years waiting on you!” 
“All right,” Gabriel mumbled as the Apostle passed out of the corner of his eye. 
“Just try to hurry. I don’t like not being able to see her. Hopefully whatever wound Marius gave her will slow her down enough that she won’t instantly slaughter me like she almost did last time.” 
The Apostle’s footfalls on the metal grating echoed throughout the cavern as she slowly moved toward the tangential catwalk Gabriel occupied. With every step she took he could feel her getting closer. He could feel her sword moving toward his heart with its every beat. He began to sweat profusely. The anticipation and the inability to look back to check her progress were killing him. 
“I don’t know why,” the Apostle said in a flat tone as she reached Gabriel’s 
catwalk and came to a stop, “but my master wishes you to die, and so I obey.” 
With a shriek of rage, or pain, or maybe even outrage, the Apostle threw herself at him. Her feet pounded the catwalk behind him as she rushed forward with a speed he wouldn’t have thought her capable of considering the way she’d barely seemed able to walk before. 
“Time’s up,” Gabriel cried. 
“Wait,” Allie cried. “I am almost done! Just a few more—“ 
“We’ll be dead in a few more seconds!” 
Snatching his pistol from the console, Gabriel could feel Allie trying to fight him for control of his hands, but he found that unless he allowed her to use them she really couldn’t exert enough force on him to do more than be mildly annoying. He grabbed the pistol that Marius had given him from the belt draped over the railing, trying to ignore the burning sensation of carpal tunnel that seemed to be eating away at the backs of his hands. He didn’t think he’d ever typed so much in the rest of his life combined. 
Turning, Gabriel had just enough time to cross the barrels of his two pistols above his head, catching the gleaming, black blade of the Apostle’s sword as it fell at him. For someone who could not possibly weight over a hundred pounds she sure was strong. The force of the blow knocked Gabriel off his balance and he stumbled backward. 
Spinning, the Apostle kicked Gabriel in the chest with enough force to lift him from the catwalk and send him sailing backward into the computer console. His healing rib screamed pain in protest of the blow even as another broke under it. 
Picking himself up, ignoring the pain of at least one broken rib in his back, 
Gabriel dove under a slash that would have taken his head off. Striking the underside of the console, the blade shrieked against the metal, throwing a shower of sparks as Gabriel rolled away. 
As he came to his feet, he and the Apostle both rounded on each other. Though she snarled like a beast, showing teeth that never belonged in a human mouth, her eyes were still empty. No, they weren’t quite empty. There was something in them, something very well hidden, but still visible if you really looked for it. What was it? 
Despair? It was gone in a second, but it had been there. 
Eyeing the Sa’Dhi in his right hand as he raised both pistols to point at the 
Apostle, Gabriel wondered how much longer he had before it quit on him. He’d lost track of time since he activated it during the gunfight over the hatch. Would it quit before the job was done like in the Haven? This time he had no second Sa’Dhi with recorded moves to rely on if it failed him. 
Eyes flicking toward the silvery sphere of the black hole, the Apostle shuddered before throwing herself at him once more. This time Gabriel was ready for her. Taking aim with his borrowed pistol, he emptied it into her. Slamming into her breastplate, three bullets halted her advance. Another sparked off the railing beside her, as she actually seemed to dodge it. Cutting another from the air with her blade, she missed the last and it pinged off her forehead, knocking her head back as far as her neck would allow. 
Gleaming metal shone through the blood that began oozing between her eyes and down her nose. The skin actually started to knit before his very eyes as she rushed him. 
Tossing the pistol aside, Gabriel drew his knife just in time to turn the Apostle’s sword aside. Her momentum knocked him against the railing and their blades sliced right through it. 
Though she pressed with considerable strength, she wouldn’t have weighed ninety pounds soaking wet. Still, the awkward angle she held him at offered little in the way of leverage. He couldn’t throw her off. 
With the screech of straining metal, the severed section of railing slowly bent outward under their combined weight. Gabriel felt himself slipping closer and closer to the containment field. His hair began to stand on end as if charged with static electricity, as the Apostle grabbed his throat, forcing his head further backward. 
Choking the life from him as she pressed him toward disintegration against the containment field, the Apostle remained devoid of emotion. Her mouth snarled, but her eyes were dead. Even murderers he’d represented in court had shown more emotion over what they’d done. That tiny flicker of despair came back for just a second and then it was gone. 
Scrabbling at the Apostle’s grip, Gabriel tried to break free, but she was insanely strong. His vision began to narrow, and her pretty face seemed to look down on him through a long, dark tunnel. 
With a final surge of desperation, Gabriel raised the pistol he’d forgotten he was holding, and pulled the trigger. It clicked, but the shell didn’t fire. Cursing inwardly, Gabriel realized that it must have gotten wet when he’d fallen into the water in the coolant duct. 
Desperately, he pulled the trigger again, and the recoil caused the railing to buckle backward suddenly. The jerk of movement lessened the Apostle’s grip and he was able to throw her off with a foot to her belly, rolling away to safety. Choking for breath, Gabriel had one killer of a headache coming on from the lack of oxygen. 
Feeling at her right wolf ear, the Apostle bared her teeth in what looked like a cross between an evil grin, and a sneer. Blood trickled down into her chestnut hair as she put her finger through the hole his bullet had made with childlike amusement. 
“You put up a good fight.” 
Backing away with a respectful bow of her head, the Apostle unexpectedly gave 
Gabriel time to recover from the strangulation. Emotions began flowing across her face as though his bullet through her ear had opened a floodgate. Anger, hatred, frustration, despair, and even a small bit of admiration all jumbled across her features as she looked at him, fingering the bloody hole. 
“You’re trying to destroy this facility, right,” Gabriel gasped, having to force the words through his throat with a wheeze that could not possibly mean anything good. 
“Don’t you understand what that’ll do?” 
“No,” the Apostle replied. “And I don’t care. All I know is that my master 
commands it, and I am unable to disobey.” 
“Let me spell it out for you in purple crayon. What do you think is going to 
happen if you destroy this place before  you had a chance to use it to travel back to destroy it?” 
Staring at him with incomprehension, the Apostle considered. Her eyes widened slightly and she took a step forward, lowering her sword. 
“What will happen?” 
“The general consensus is the end of the universe. I won’t let you do that, even if it costs my life.” 
“What good can a dead man do?” 
She was the absolute last person he would have expected to say something like 
that. She was right, and her words hit him very hard. He could feel a lot of the anguish that had been crushing him since the Children of the Chosen melting away. What could a dead man do? Nothing. A living man, however, could work to make things right again. 
If he died here, how could he ever make up for killing Allison? 
A life for a life might seem like just punishment. It was what he’d been taught to believe was fair in all his years of studying law, but it was the easy way out. A dead man couldn’t pay the price for his actions. A dead man couldn’t suffer, and drag himself through the trial of repentance. He had to live. If he didn’t, how could he ever make things right again? 
“Good advice,” Gabriel said. “Look, you and I both know what will happen if 
you win. Everybody, including you, loses. What do you say we both just leave off and go home?” 
She didn’t reply. 
Once Gabriel caught his breath, the Apostle stepped forward, twirling her sword in both hands with an intricate pattern. Though she seemed to ignore whatever wounds Marius had inflicted on her, they were still affecting her performance. She was slow and had none of the demonic grace she’d displayed in their first meeting. 
Still, she was very fast, and stronger than he was. Her blade sparked off of his knife, and the pistol barrel that he used to block when he couldn’t get the knife up in time. Her blade sliced cleanly through the catwalk and the railing when he deflected it into them. 
Continuously blocking, Gabriel dodged backward steadily. It was all he could do to keep one of his weapons between her sword and his flesh. Neither of them scored any hits on the other, but Gabriel could feel himself tiring, while the Apostle showed no sign. 
Thinking back to his favorite movie of all time, Gabriel thought it rather amusing to find himself fighting a black-armored foe on a catwalk like one of his childhood heroes. It hadn’t turned out so well for Luke, and he had a very bad feeling that it was going to end even worse for him. 
Things seemed hopeless as the two of them danced backward across the catwalk, 
their bodies strangely distorted, making it harder to attack and defend. Their weapons sparked against each other as they dueled. Even as his endurance began to flag, Gabriel’s newfound desire to survive pressed him onward. He was not  going to let her win. Sam was waiting for him, and he’d promised that he’d return to her. He always kept his promises. 
Falling steadily backward under the ferociousness of the Apostle’s relentless 
assault, Gabriel began to feel real fear. Death held no fear for him, as he’d already died once before and it hadn’t been so bad. Not even the thought of the end of the universe caused his mouth to go dry. He was utterly terrified that he would never see Sam again. 
He loved her so much. She was the reason he’d come back here to fix things in the first place, and he was never going to lay eyes on her again. 
Pushing Gabriel ever backward, the Apostle unleashed a flurry of attacks that he only just fended off. That was when he noticed the pattern in her movements. Every time she increased her speed to shower him with attacks, she would take a step back to recover before jumping into it again. In that Gabriel saw a very small chance. Though he couldn’t trust all of the bullets in his pistol, it was a better chance than hoping she would tire before his own strength dried up. 
Stepping into another flurry of attacks the Apostle pressed Gabriel against the railing hard. Just as he’d observed before, she stepped back, and that was when he struck. Jumping forward, he jammed his knife into her wrist. Jerking it hard to one side caused her to drop her sword. Smoothly catching the falling blade with her other hand, the Apostle drove it into Gabriel’s thigh just above the knee. 
Ignoring the explosion of pain that shot up to his groin and hip, Gabriel thrust his pistol past the Apostle’s blade into the gap between the armor plates on her left leg and pulled the trigger several times until it fired. All four remaining shells were duds, but the first one to misfire went off this time. Blood exploded from the Apostle’s knee, splattering her face and breastplate, but miraculously, none hit Gabriel. Unable to remain on their feet with their respective wounds, they both dropped to the catwalk bleeding. 
“I’ve never fought so hard,” the Apostle panted as she extricated herself from Gabriel’s knife, dragging herself out of his reach and pulling her blade free of his leg. 
Blood welled from Gabriel’s wound, soaking his pants and the leather chaps over them. Snatching the spare gunbelt still hanging by the console, he tightened it around his thigh to stop the bleeding. Dragging himself to his feet, Gabriel emptied the misfired shells from his pistol and reloaded from the shells on his belts, careful to use ones that were less likely to have gotten wet. He prayed that they fired. 
“Gabriel,” Allie said urgently. “The computer. You have played action hero long enough. While she is incapacitated I need to finish and get us out of here! Preferably before you bleed to death.” 
“Right,” Gabriel nodded. He’d almost completely forgotten their work at the 
console in the heat of the fight. 
Keeping one eye on the Apostle at all times, he limped back to the console. She seemed content to lick her wounds for the time being, figuratively speaking of course. 
“You might have done well in the arena,” the Apostle said in a husky tone. 
“Though you are slow and weak, you know your way around a knife, and you have a good mind for strategy.” 
Ignoring her, Gabriel whispered the activation word for Allie’s Sa’Dhi and she took control over his hands to use the keyboard. Seconds later a bolt of lightning widened into a Gate at the end of the catwalk where it met the inner ring. She hadn’t been exaggerating when she’d said it would only take a few seconds longer. 
“Everything is ready,” Allie said. “Press the E key to execute lowering the 
containment field. After that you will have thirty seconds to make it to the Gate before the black hole is freed.” 
“Could you have put the Gate in a worse place,” Gabriel cried. “I have to go 
through her  to get to it!” 
“That is the closest I could create a Gate without any gravitational interference. 
There’s no way of telling where and when you would end up if you stepped through a Gate that was made in the distortion field.” 
Gabriel nodded with an annoyed growl. 
Getting back to her feet, the Apostle didn’t even limp. There was no pain in her expression, and her eyes had gone blank again. Her wrist seemed completely healed as well, and the hole in her ear was gone. Regarding the Gate for a second, she turned back to Gabriel and raised an eyebrow. 
“I’m going to destroy this place,” Gabriel said to her. “But I have a way of 
balancing things so that it doesn’t get out of control and destroy all of creation. Will you let me pass?” 
“I wish I could, but he won’t let me,” the Apostle hissed. “Your bullets may have chased him away, but the wounds are healed and he is back!” 
Raising his weapons, Gabriel looked down at his injured leg. If they fought, he would lose. He could not run past her to the Gate, nor would she stand aside. He either had to kill her before hitting the E key, or hit it and pray that he could dodge past her to the Gate before the containment field went down. With his wounds, neither option looked particularly feasible. 
Abruptly the Apostle slashed her sword across her own arm. Turning, she dashed for the Gate so fast that she seemed to blur. 
“No,” Gabriel cried as he turned back to the console, jamming his finger down on the Enter key repeatedly. He prayed to god that it shut the Gate down like the one Sam had gone through. The Apostle growled in rage as the crackling of the Gate cut off abruptly. 
“What are you doing,” Allie shrieked in his ear. “That was our only way home! 
It will take ten minutes to input another Gate Jump. This computer does not save previous jump data like the mainframe does!” 
“Sorry Allie, but I can’t let her get away. If she escapes she’ll just find another way, and I can’t allow that. I can’t let her get away. A dead man may not be able to do much to redeem himself, but at least I can make my death count for something. I’m sorry you’re stuck in it too.” 
“You are right. I know that you are. But I was so  close to surviving this. Do you have any idea how frustrating that is!” 
“Oh, I know. Believe me, I know.” 
Turning back to the Apostle, Gabriel found her lifted up on her tiptoes by some unseen force. Her back was arched and she bared her teeth. Her struggles to free herself were futile, and her arms were abruptly pulled tightly in different directions. As she whimpered in pain, Gabriel could hear her joints popping. 
“I obey,” the Apostle wheezed. “Release me!” 
“What the hell,” Gabriel whispered. 
As the Apostle dropped to the ground, she gasped for air. 
Raising his weapons, Gabriel limped forward. He noticed that there were notches cut into the barrel of his pistol from where he’d used it to block the Apostle’s sword. 
Every step caused excruciating pain to shoot up his injured leg, but he walked forward to look his fate in the eye. 
“Come on, crazy bitch. Let’s finish this!” 
He supposed he still had a fighting chance, especially since the Apostle did not look well after whatever had just happened to her. If things went bad all he had to do was jump back and hit the E key before she killed him. 
Chapter 42: The Reason Some are Chosen 
Wracked with pain, the Apostle could not understand why Cain had not fled. If a paper cut could chase him away for a few seconds, then why not the total agony she was in now? Examining the pain in her body, she found that she was not actually in pain, her body only thought that it was, because Cain was making her think she felt it. It was hard to tell the difference, but it was there. 
On top of that, her body was still weak and sluggish from having her connection to the first gunman broken so abruptly. Her bones almost seemed to vibrate, turning her muscles to jelly. Something deep down inside of her had broken, and it was wreaking havoc with her entire body and mind. 
Forcing herself to her feet after Cain’s latest onslaught, the Apostle eyed the gunman. He’d drawn her blood, and for that she respected him. She had no wish to kill him, but what she wanted seemed to matter little now. 
In her state, the Apostle was not certain she could defeat her opponent. If the fight continued much longer, she was going to lose to a mere human. Who would avenge the other Subjects then? 
“Come on, crazy bitch,” the gunman limped a couple steps forward to meet her. 
“Let’s finish this!” 
Growling in frustration, the Apostle raised her sword. All of her plans and 
desires, all of her anger and rage, they seemed so meaningless now. Looking death in the face, she found she was helpless before it. They’d likely kill each other and nothing would be accomplished for either side of the conflict. 
“Why do you insist on doing this,” the gunman asked. 
“I have no choice,” the Apostle replied, surprised at how rough her voice was. “If I disobey, my master will force me to complete my mission through his control over me.” 
“A dead man can’t do much,” the gunman said, seeming to think twice about 
attacking her again. “I realize that now. But if I can ensure that Cain fails and remove his minion from the picture in the same blow, I’ll count it a fair trade. When I push that button we both die, and Sam lives on in paradise.” 
“I became the Apostle to destroy the Council! I care about nothing else. If I die here, who will go on in my place? The other Subjects are gone. I’m the last.” 
“I’ve no idea what you’re talking about, but I do understand revenge. Even still, I can’t let you succeed. I’m sorry, but this is the end.” 
Swaying as dizziness pounded her, the Apostle felt as though she was going to 
vomit. 
“Forget this,” the gunman said. “I’ve had enough punishment for one night. It’s over. Kiss your ass goodbye.” 
Turning to the console behind him, he reached for the keyboard. 
“Stop,” the Apostle cried, frantically reaching out with her powers. Looking 
through him, into him, she could see his heart laid before her like the pages of a book. 
She knew his name. She could see the hidden secret in his heart so dark that he’d crafted false memories to keep himself from facing the truth. 
“You murdered your own father,” the Apostle slammed her power into Gabriel 
harder than she’d hit anyone before, forcing him to face the hidden truth that he’d been running away from since his childhood. 


***** 
 Freezing at those words, Gabriel shuddered. 
“No,” he whispered, fighting away flashes of memory that could not possibly be real. He saw a knife flashing bloody in dim light. His father’s mutilated corpse. Blood soaking into the carpet. “That wasn’t how it happened. I couldn’t do it. I didn’t have what it takes. He left and I never saw him again.” 
“That’s what you want to believe, the lie that you want to be true because the truth is too painful.” 
“You weren’t there,” Gabriel protested. Unable to force the image of the heavy butcher’s knife cleaving through his father’s wrist from his mind. What was she doing to him! He could feel her inside his head, rooting around in his memories, showing him horrible, horrible  things. “You don’t know what happened! He was killing  her.” 
“So you took up the knife that your mother was using to prepare your meal with. 
You threatened him.” 
“But I couldn’t do it.” 
“Oh, but you did do it. Look into the place in your heart that you never dared before. You know my words to be true. Your father raised his arm to strike your mother again and you cut his hand off.” 
“No,” Gabriel whimpered. “I dropped the knife. I’m sure of it.” 
It was hard to describe what was going on in his mind. There were the memories of that night he’d had all his life like the reflection in a mirror, but as he looked closer at them, he could see through, like mirrored glass, to the dark and horrible things that lay beyond. Which were the true memories? Which of the two scenarios had actually happened that night? He couldn’t tell. The Apostle’s influence over him was making it impossible for him to think rationally about it. The more she spoke, the more he began to believe what she was saying, and the clearer the image behind the image became. 
“Then you threw yourself on him, stabbing and slashing like an enraged beast. 
His blood and viscera flew everywhere. When the police finally arrived because the neighbors called to complain, they found you sitting on the couch next to the mutilated body in shock, covered head to toe with blood.” 
“That wasn’t how it happened,” Gabriel cried, looking up at her. “I didn’t kill him! He left us. He walked out on us and never came back!” 
“You murdered him and you know it. Stop hiding from yourself and face what 
you’ve done!” 
Looking down at his hands, Gabriel’s eyes widened at the sight of hot blood—his father’s blood—coating his arms up to the elbows like gory sleeves. What was she doing to him! 
“You know it to be true.” 
And he did  know it to be true. He knew that the things she was showing him were the true way that events had unfolded that night. He’d been so shocked by what he’d done that he’d convinced himself that his father had simply left. After a while he’d begun to believe it, his mind creating memories to hide the real ones so he wouldn’t have to face what he’d done, what he was and had always been since the day he was born. He was a murderer, no better than the scum he’s represented in court, feeling so superior to. 
“I-I killed him.” 
“Yes. And your mother has been frightened of you since that day. Hasn’t she?” 
“She couldn’t deal with it, and they put her in a mental hospital, and sent me to foster care.” 
“You killed your father, and you drove your mother insane.” 
“I saved her life!” 
“Repent of your sins,” the Apostle commanded. “Kill yourself. It is the only way to make things right again.” 
A shudder ran through Gabriel, and his eyes moved from his pistol in one hand to his knife in the other. Her words were so strong, so powerful. Her voice rang through his head like a bell. He couldn’t conceive of doing anything but obeying. 
The voice of Gabriel’s father taunted him, joining the continuing echo of the 
Apostle’s commands. His disembodied voice demanded Gabriel’s life for the sins that he’d committed, shouting at him with feverish intensity. 
The hand with the pistol twitched toward his head, but stopped. 
It was Sam’s voice, Sam’s face in his mind, that stayed his hand. He could hear her talking to him. He could feel her near him. He remembered what she’d told him about killing to protect yourself. 
I realized something very important. I deserve to live too. Because someone’s
bigger and stronger than me doesn’t mean he has the right to hurt me, rape me, kill me. I
have to the right to defend and live my life. I deserve to be happy and safe, and no one
else has the right to take that from me. If God, or the Father Sun and Celestial Mother,
or whoever else is waiting for me at the end, has a problem with that, they can go to hell. 
Sometimes you meet bad people, and they won’t stop trying to hurt you until they’re
dead. In my opinion, if that happens, the sin is on them, not me. Defending yourself and
those you care about is not a bad thing, even if you have to kill to do it. 
When you don’t have anything to lose, you’ve got everything to gain.  Kari’s voice, replacing Sam’s in his head. What if you are a hero, and you just didn’t realize it. 
Most don’t, you know. Sometimes you just have to trust in yourself and put one foot in
front of the other. 
It was like a single ray of sunshine penetrating through the angry storm that was clouding his mind to shine upon Gabriel. Though small and seemingly insignificant compared to the storm, it bathed him in warmth and light. 
Remember, you promised to come back safe and sound. You promised. I’ll be
waiting for you. 
“Sam,” Gabriel wheezed, and the spell was broken. He felt like a puppet whose strings had just been cut. He started to drop to his knees before he caught himself and straightened. 
His eyes moved to the gun in his hand, halfway raised to his own head. What had he been about to do? The Apostle shattered the false memories he’d constructed to hide the horrors of what he’d done as a child to protect himself and his mother from the monster that terrorized them so often, and she’d somehow used his anguish and confusion to control him. How was she doing it? It was as if she’d been making him dance on strings woven of his own horror and despair. He could feel her in his mind, and with a mighty mental effort, Gabriel threw off the Apostle’s control. He cut all of the evil little strings she’d attached to his heart, eyes narrowing on her in anger. 
“What the hell are you doing to me,” he growled, raising his pistol to point at her. 
“Stay back and keep your Jedi mind tricks to yourself. I will complete my mission here.” 
“You can’t do it,” the Apostle said as Gabriel turned away from her, finger 
reaching toward the E key on the keyboard. “You’re too selfish, arrogant and self-centered for that. A sociopath like you believes that the greatest crime in the universe is depriving it of yourself. Pressing that button would mean depriving everyone else of the most truly marvelous lawyer that has ever lived.” 
Shaking his head, Gabriel straightened. Now that he knew how she was affecting him, it was easy to ignore. He knew what he was. He knew all of the horrible things he’d done to earn himself a place in hell. He knew  he was a sinner, and he accepted that fact. It was one of the hardest things he’d ever had to do, seeing himself as he truly was, and accepting it. In doing so he gave the Apostle, and his past sins, no power over him. 
Looking over his shoulder, Gabriel stared deeply into her eyes. 
“You’re right. I’m scum. I was a selfish, murdering bastard, never caring who I hurt, or what lies I told to get what I wanted. But there’s one thing you don’t seem to realize. People change. It’s what life is all about. You learn and grow, and become more than what you are. If there is darkness in us, we can overcome it. We can change. 

I’m not that man anymore. I will overcome my past, and I will change.” 
“You’ll never change. You can lie to yourself all you want, but it will never bring absolution. You’ll never be anything but the lying murderer that you are now!” 
“Perhaps I need to perform one final act of sacrifice to show how truly and deeply sorry I am for the things that I’ve done. There’s only one way to find out. You’ve got about thirty seconds to kiss your own ass goodbye.” 


***** 
 Gabriel turned back to the keyboard. 
“You don’t have what it takes,” the Apostle screamed. Flinching, Gabriel put weight on his injured leg and dropped to his knee with a surprised yelp. Stretching for the keyboard with the extended reach of his knife, he fought to get back to his feet so he could reach the button that would end everything. 
Seeming to grab her by the throat in a stranglehold, Cain threw the Apostle at Gabriel. Screaming defiance as her sword arm raised of its own accord to cut him down, she hurled at him with all the speed her ailing body could manage. 
Pulling himself up, Gabriel turned and parried her blade with his knife at the last possible second. The Apostle’s momentum hit him and her blade slid down his to the hilt. Grinding against each other, the two blades spat sparks. With a snap the Apostle’s blade sheared through the crossguard on his knife. She angled the blade to take his hand off at the wrist, but it struck a gold wristwatch and was deflected, severing the last two fingers of his left hand instead. 
Cursing, Gabriel dropped his knife as his severed fingers fell away, and the watch shattered, the pieces clanking and clattering against the metal grating at their feet. 
Chortling with glee, Cain forced the Apostle’s arm back and swung her sword. 
The blade slashed across Gabriel’s chest and abdomen, spewing blood into the air in long strings as he collapsed back against the console. 
Screaming in rage at Cain’s control, the Apostle fought to break free. She cared little for Gabriel’s life. It was the violation of having her own body taken from her that she hated. Reaching out with her free hand, Cain clenched a handful of the fallen man’s shirt. Yanking Gabriel up, he drove the Apostle’s blade through his belly and whatever breath he had left in him came out in a slow wheeze as he collapsed against her. 
In a frenzy, Cain used the Apostle’s leg to kick Gabriel off of her blade and lifted him up by a fist around his throat. His eyes darted around lazily, and the Apostle could tell that he knew he was dying as he fought to breathe. 
Cain forced the Apostle’s blade up, letting the point hover above the bridge of Gabriel’s nose. Relishing in his victory, Cain held the pose, so that Gabriel saw and understood just what his fate would be. 
Gabriel’s eyes shifted to the Apostle’s face and narrowed in defiance. He was a brave man to look his own death in the face and glare back defiantly. 
Howling with laughter at the look, Cain seemed to caper around in the Apostle’s mind like a lunatic, leaving her frozen in place. 
Gabriel winked at her. The Apostle had no idea what it was supposed to mean. 
He was seconds from death, yet he winked at her as if conspiring over a childish prank. 
With a heave that seemed to be the very last of his strength, Gabriel lifted his right hand. Somehow he’d managed to keep his grip on his pistol. Surprise washed through the Apostle as the barrel knocked her blade aside, and jammed into her left eye. 
The chamber revolved as he pulled the trigger, but no explosion of pain came from the bullet tearing through her skull. The click of a misfire filled the air. 
As Cain came to himself and began to shove the tip of her blade toward Gabriel’s throat, the Apostle sighed inwardly with relief. Though he was near death, Gabriel still fought. She had to admire his stubbornness if nothing else, but she would just as soon not have that gun go off in her face. 
Another click sounded through the air as the cylinder of the revolver turned, and another bullet refused to fire. 
As Cain drove the Apostle’s blade toward Gabriel’s throat, the trigger was pulled one last time. 
At first the Apostle wasn’t quite sure what happened. There was a loud noise, and half of he world ceased to be. Her head was knocked backward so severely that she thought her neck would break as something slammed into the top of her eye socket. 
Warm wetness poured down her face and her grip on Gabriel loosened. The third bullet had fired, and her left eye had been blown right out of her metal skull. 
When the shock of the moment passed, the pain hit her. Sharp and hot, like 
molten metal pouring into her eye, it jabbed deeply into her skull and she threw back her head, shrieking. Only once had she felt more pain than this. 
Growing stronger and sharper with every beat of her heart, the pain forced Cain to flee from the Apostle’s mind, no matter his resolve to remain despite it. Stumbling backward, she clutched both hands to her ruined eye. Blood poured through her fingers and the pain seemed to wash all thought away. She screamed again, and again, trying, without success, to shake the pain off, or will it to lessen. The vision in her remaining eye began to waver as unbidden tears welled up in it. 
Falling back against the console bonelessly and then to the catwalk, Gabriel lay bleeding, still clutching his pistol. Rage took over and the Apostle stormed forward, holding one hand to her empty, bleeding eye socket, and retrieving her sword with the other. While there was still life in his body he would see and know that he had been completely defeated. 
Kicking Gabriel sharply in the ribs, the Apostle turned him onto his back so he could watch. Stepping to the console, she raised the sword above her head, and paused so he would know and understand what she was about to do. 


***** 
 The Apostle shrieked like a banshee as Gabriel fell against the console, and then to the catwalk. He couldn’t feel his legs or the wound in his belly. He thought she might have severed his spine when she ran him through. His body shook with blood loss and shock, and everything seemed very far away. 
He felt the impact of the Apostle’s foot in his ribs as she rolled him over and raised her sword over her head to smash the console. 
He’d been right. The pain of losing an eye had broken her master’s control over her. Of course she’d probably want to kill him herself now for having half-blinded her. 
Pity the bullet hadn’t punched through her skull and killed her too. He’d thought it strange that she cut her arm before running for the Gate, but then he’d put it together with the things she’d said. She’d cut herself to free herself from her master’s grip for just long enough to escape, but Gabriel had ruined it by closing the Gate and Cain had taken her again when the wound miraculously healed seconds later. 
None of that seemed very important now. His pain, his thoughts, and his body 
felt distant as he watched and wondered why, exactly, the Northern Sage had sent him to fight a being so much stronger and more resilient than himself. It didn’t make any sense. 
He obviously hadn’t had what it takes to beat her, so why send him at all? He’d obviously grown as a person, and maybe even started on the path to redemption, even if he’d put more than a few feet wrong on the way. But was that the only reason he’d been sent? To have a change of heart and realize the wrongs of his life? 
No. The Northern Sage had sent him for a reason, and he had failed. Now he was dying for the second time, and he would never see Sam again. 
It’s strange what realizations can come to a man when he’s minutes away from 
death. Gabriel had a sudden moment of mental clarity, and the clouds in his vision seemed to part as he focused on the Apostle. He’d been sent to this time and this place for a reason. He hadn’t been sent to fight the Apostle. He was a mere human, and she was something else entirely above his class. How could he have ever been stupid enough to think that he could win? 
He hadn’t been sent to fight. He’d been sent because he had an unequaled skill with words. If he could convince a jury that Satan himself was innocent, he could damn well talk the Apostle into pressing that button! That was the reason he was here. That was the reason he had been chosen. 


***** 
 A sharp pain jolted the Apostle’s spine as something tugged on her tail. 
Looking down, she saw that Gabriel had a handful of her fur. She tried to shake him free by lashing her tail, but he wouldn’t let go. 
“Listen to me,” he wheezed, blood bubbling from his mouth and nose. 
“You dare touch me,” the Apostle shrieked in rage. “Take your filthy hand off of me!” 
“I don’t have much time. Please. It’s my last request before I die. After I say what I need to say, you can do whatever you want, but listen to me for just one minute.” 
The Apostle was not sure what made her lower her sword. Perhaps it was the 
look in his eyes, or the tone in his voice. Before she knew it, her sword arm was hanging at her side. 
Showing bloody teeth, Gabriel smiled. “If you destroy this place it will cause something called a paradox that will devour all of space and time. It won’t just destroy things in the future. Things in the past will also cease to exist.” 
“So what,” the Apostle growled. It felt like someone had jabbed a red-hot poker into her eye and was busy twisting it for all he was worth. 
“You want to avenge someone. If you do as Cain wishes, there will be no one to avenge. They’ll never have existed at all. Which is worse, that they are dead now while you still remember and mourn them, or that none of you ever existed and no one even cares that they are gone?” 
Staring down at him, the Apostle realized that her depth perception was 
completely gone. 
After everything she’d been through today, she’d never really thought about what would happen if Cain succeeded. If nothing ever existed, she would never have killed the other Subjects, true. However, who would remember? Who would know what the 
Council had done? Who would make them pay? 
“Do you want to erase everything that has ever happened,” Gabriel wheezed, “or do you want to go down fighting for what you  believe in, rather than for what your master wishes?” 
“Explain!” 
“Press the E key. We both die, but Cain loses. He loses you, and his chance to end existence. You defeat him. His plans are ruined and he can never use you again. 
He’s made a slave of you. Will you die on his leash, or will you die protecting the lives of countless trillions of people from the greatest evil they’ll never know? You’re going to die here, the only question is how you’ll meet the end.” 
Still holding the end of her tail, Gabriel winked. 
She stared down at him for a long moment before glancing at the keyboard. Cain was gone from her mind for the time being. He could not stop her if she pressed that button. She would be acting of her own free will for the first time in her entire life. She would die, and there would be no one left to avenge the other Subjects, but Cain’s plans would be stopped, and his tool for spreading darkness and slavery would be lost to him. 
If she pressed that button, she would be free at last. 
Looking to her sword, the Apostle thought back on her life. She’d been created to serve Cain. It was the reason she lived. Her duty was to smash the console. But what if Gabriel was right? If she didn’t push that button, every living being, everyone who had lived, everyone living, and everyone that ever would live, would be killed. She had been forced to murder her own brothers and sisters. If she did Cain’s bidding she would murder uncountable other innocents. 
She couldn’t do it. The realization seemed strange to her. She’d never cared much for whether humans lived or died. All she’d ever cared about was her revenge. If she allowed Cain to win when she could have stopped him, she would be as guilty as he was for the deaths of so many. She couldn’t stand by and let that happen. 
The Apostle of Cain made her decision. 
“People can change,” the Apostle asked, setting her sword aside to free her hand. 
“That’s right,” Gabriel answered. 
“I want to be free. I want to be the hero for once in my life.” 
Turning to the console, the Apostle considered the E key for a split second before jabbing a finger down on it. 
“If it makes a difference, I’m sorry I killed you. The Council may escape my 
wrath, but at least Cain is no longer spreading darkness star by star.” 
“Containment field breached,” Allie’s emotionless, computerized voice sounded 
over a loudspeaker. “Integrity unsustainable. Catastrophic failure in Containment Area.” 
“Thank you,” Gabriel said. “Unfortunately, I’m the only one that will ever know that the Apostle of Cain was our savior, but everyone will continue to live, and it’s all because of you.” 
“Cora. My name is Cora, remember it. If I am to die, I will not die as the Apostle of Cain. I will die as Cora, the pretty name a very strange boy gave to me. I will die on my terms, as the person I wish to be.” 
“I’ll remember.” 
Tremors began to run through the cavern, the catwalk swayed and began to 
screech as metal bent and twisted, drawn toward the silver sphere. Pieces of the ceiling began to break away, and fall toward it as well. 
Retrieving her sword, Cora placed both hands firmly on the hilt. If she were 
going to die, it would be on her feet fighting. She’d never given up, even when she had to kill her own family to survive. 
“Come on then,” she screamed at the sphere. “Swallow me up if you can!” 
With the last of her waning strength, Cora leapt onto the railing and threw herself at the sphere. She pulled her sword back and swung it at the surface with all of her might. Reality twisted around her as she plunged through the silvery surface into blackness that went on forever, and ever, and ever. Free of Cain’s leash, and the title of Apostle, she smiled for the first time in her life. Freedom was oh so sweet. 



Chapter 43: Redemption 
Fighting to remain conscious, Gabriel watched the Apostle—no, Cora—leap over 
the railing toward the black hole, raising her sword as if it was an enemy that she could fight. He had to admit that she was definitely going out like a pro. If he could have stood, he might have followed her example in true Butch and Sundance fashion. 
As Cora leapt toward her death she slowed. Hanging in the air, just before 
touching the silvery sphere, time seemed to have stopped for her. Because of time dilation, an object falling into a black hole would appear to an observer to slow almost to a stop the closer it came. However, time would seem to flow normally for the object. 
Closing his eyes so he wouldn’t have to watch her hanging frozen in time, Gabriel exhaled slowly. It was getting harder to breathe, and it was amazing he was still alive at all. 
“Allie,” Gabriel breathed. “Are you still there?” 
“Yes Gabriel. Always.” 
“I’m dying, but I got the job done in the end, didn’t I?” 
“You were fantastic.” 
“Yeah, I really was fantastic, wasn’t I. So were you. I’m sorry you’ve got to die with me.” 
“In reality I died long, long ago. Thank you, for everything.” 
“My pleasure.” 
“Goodbye, Gabriel,” Allie whispered as if trying not to disturb his final moments. 
“Maybe I will see you on the other side.” 
Drifting into the comforting, warm embrace of velvet darkness, Gabriel felt much more at peace than he had the last time that he’d died. 
Suddenly there was something dragging him back into life. 
“Gabriel,” someone above him said. “Wake up.” 
He was on his back on a grassy slope. The sounds of birds chirping and 
chipmunks chattering drifted to him over waves gently lapping at a shore. 
Gabriel’s eyes popped open and he sat up, immediately wishing he hadn’t. Pain and dizziness shot through his body. Clutching at his chest and belly, he hunched over. 
Though his wounds, including his paralysis, seemed to be gone, the pain remained. 
“Careful,” the voice warned. “I’ve healed you, but sometimes the body 
remembers the pain for a little while longer, especially if you’re not used to it. And you’ll be pretty weak for some time to come. You lost a lot of blood, and you need rest and nourishment to recuperate.” 
“Ah damn it,” Gabriel cried, turning to see a tall figure with his long black hair tied back with a frayed red cord. “Not here again!” 
The Northern Sage arched an eyebrow at him. “Would you prefer somewhere 
with a bit more fire and brimstone?” 
“No,” Gabriel shook his head emphatically. “How did I get here? Getting hit by a bus is one thing, but I just got sucked into a freaking black hole!” 
“Black holes are like doorways. You cannot destroy matter, so the things that fall through them have to go somewhere, right? I don’t know a number high enough to give you the odds on making it through without being crushed or torn apart, but I sort of tweaked the chances for you. I am  the Lord of Time and Space after all. I know a few tricks.” 
“What about Cora? The Apostle, I mean. Did she come through too?” 
Shrugging, the Sage spread black-gloved hands. “The servant of my enemy is my enemy. Why would I save her?” 
“She saved us all,” Gabriel protested. 
“We all wouldn’t need  saving if it wasn’t for her.” 
“True,” Gabriel acceded as he got to his feet, swaying slightly with weakness. 
“You dealt with her exactly as I had hoped you would. I knew you had what it 
takes. Good job. For the first time in your life, you’ve done something selfless and heroic. Now, let’s get down to business, shall we? I am a granter of wishes. Or perhaps an answerer of prayers. Gabriel, did you think all those prayers and wishes you made as a child went unheard?” 
“What?” 
“Let me start from the beginning. I am bound by rules that I cannot break. If I do, I die, and someone else is chosen to take my place. One of these rules is that I must keep balance in the universe. Part of balancing things is that I can grant any wish that anyone desires in return for equal payment. That leaves me with something of a conundrum. The bastard in me wants to send you on your way without another word, however, my duty requires that I maintain balance. You gave payment in what you did on Ethos, and now it is time for your reward, something of equal value to your ordeal.” 
“What does that have to do with childhood wishes?” 
Raising one hand, the Sage snapped his fingers. The latest remix of the Doctor Who theme song began playing somewhere. 
“This,” the Sage held up a purple crystal on a leather cord, “is for you. It’s not a police box, but it does about the same thing. My employer instructed me to tell you that he hears every prayer, but if, when and how he answers them is his business. Sometimes a man needs to suffer through hell to become who he needs to be later in his life. Could you have done what you did had you been spirited away from your father as you prayed for as a child? It may be twenty years late to save you from an abuse-ridden childhood, but your wish has been granted. With this crystal the whole of time and space is opened up to you with the exception of Earth within ten years of your birth and death. I’m afraid that could cause far too many problems, as I’m sure you’ll understand. That part of your life is over and gone forever now.” 
Reaching out, Gabriel grasped the crystal, feeling power in it almost like an 
electric charge. Turning it over in his hand, he was startled to see that he was missing the pinky finger and part of the ring finger of his left hand. When had that  happened? 
“There are worlds without end,” the Sage continued. “All of them are connected to mine by something called the Gate. That crystal is a shard of the Gate. With it, you can freely travel through space and time. I normally restrict these so that the bearer does not realize they are traveling through time as well as space, but you seem to understand the consequences of meddling with timelines, so I have given you full access. Just keep an eye out for the Lords of Time, they don’t tend to like outsiders meddling with what they see as their domain.” 
“You mean I just became the Doctor,” Gabriel asked. “Cool!” 
“This is your reward for services rendered. I knew you had what it takes. That’s why I chose you in the first place.” 
Staring at the crystal, Gabriel could hardly believe that what he had dreamed of for his entire childhood was his at last. He didn’t even really know how to feel about that. 
“I guess I didn’t do too well earning my redemption though.” 
“Is that what has you worried? I put a word in with my employer, you know, the big guy,” he looked upward meaningfully. “And he agrees with me that the murder of Allison Meers falls upon the ones that mutilated her body and ripped her mind and soul from it. What you did was a small mercy, the answer to her  prayers.” 
“I told you so,” Allie whispered smugly. 
“What about the others,” Gabriel asked. 
“Defending yourself and those you love is not a sin. Those men would have 
killed you and done worse to Sam. You worry too much.” 
“And . . . my father,” Gabriel almost choked on the words. The Apostle had 
ripped away the false memories he’d placed over that night of his life to protect himself from it. He wasn’t sure whether he should thank or curse her for that. 
“You weren’t completely in your right mind, and he was killing your mother,” the Sage shrugged. “Fair game. Look, killing someone is a grievous thing, and when it’s done out of anger rather than mercy, or protection it is one of the worst sins. There is such a thing as killing for a righteous cause. Though it has been said that you should turn the other cheek, the big guy does understand that sometimes circumstances do not allow. 
He is  god after all. Anyway, I did not send you to Ethos to learn this lesson. I sent you to learn another extremely valuable thing that is the first step along the path to redemption. Do you know what it is?” 
Searching deep into his heart and soul for the answer, Gabriel was silent for a long time before answering. 
“Remorse,” he said. 
Folding his arms across his muscular chest, the Sage nodded. “That is the first step to forgiveness. You realized that you had done wrong and you feel remorse for it. 
That is only the beginning. The next step is to make reparations, and your selfless sacrifice to save an entire universe full of people goes a long way toward that end. 
Lastly, you must strive for the rest of your life to overcome your past, and never commit the same sin again. There’s no quick and easy way into the greener side of the afterlife. 
The test of life lasts a lifetime. It isn’t over until the day that you die. But for now, you’re doing all right.” 
“Hey,” Allie stepped into Gabriel’s view. “How about you ask him what I  get out of all of this. I gave up more than anyone!” 
“I haven’t forgotten about you, Allie,” the Sage looked right at her. 
Starting visibly, Allie gaped at him. “You can see me? But that should be 
impossible. I am only in Gabriel’s head. No one should be able to see me but him.” 
“Don’t tell me you haven’t noticed the substantial software and hardware 
upgrades you’ve received,” the Sage raised an eyebrow. “I thought you were the most sophisticated computer ever created.” 
Allie’s brows drew together and she seemed to be considering where best to bite him. Her eyes popped and she looked to Gabriel, or rather to the Sa’Dhi in his left hand, which was now a golden yellow color. 
Stepping forward, the Sage cupped her cheek in one hand. 
Drawing in a sharp breath, Allie stared at him, raising a hand to touch his, as a tear rolled down her face. “I-I can feel.” 
“I borrowed the technology for solid holograms from someone who will probably not put it to as good a use as me. Everyone can see and hear you when you project yourself as you are now, and you will be able to fully interact with the world around you. 
Additionally, I’ve removed the remaining strictures of the programming that dictated your behavior. You’re free now, able to think and act completely to your own desires. 
Your reward is the ability to experience the life that was stolen from you. God has rules to follow, and is unable to interfere, as that would negate free will. That is why he did not swoop down and save you when you were screaming for deliverance. He hopes that you will forgive him, and take this gift as recompense for your suffering.” 
“Thank you,” Allie threw her arms around the Sage. 
“You’ve certainly earned it.” 
“So that’s it,” Gabriel said, feeling a thousand pounds lighter without the weight of murders dragging him down. Though he had not been absolved of all the wrongs he’d committed in his life, he was on the right path toward it, and knowing that for certain felt wonderful. “I’m free to go my own way now?” 
“Yes. You’ve done everything I could ever have hoped for. Although, before 
you go, I should explain how to use your new toy. You’ve met my children, Kari, Jonathan, and Michael. The nature of their inhuman existence allows them to 
instinctually use shards of the Gate. For a human like yourself, things are not so easy. 
Fortunately, you happen to have the most sophisticated supercomputer ever built in your left hand. I’ve loaded the software necessary to use the crystal into her, so she can take you anywhere you want to go.” 
Looking to Allie, Gabriel nodded. Allie grinned at him and nodded back. 
“Now Gabriel, I want you to have a few years of adventure. See the universe. 
Then find yourself a nice, quiet world to live out the rest of your days.” 
“Wait,” Gabriel protested. “No. I need to get back to Ethos. There’s still a battle to be fought, and Sam has to get back to the past to save my life and I think that I’m  the one that sent her. I have to go back.” 
The Sage spread his hands wide. “I’m not the one you should be telling that.” 
Gabriel looked to Allie as he slipped the leather cord over his head so the crystal dangled against his chest. “Please, Allie. I need to get back to Sam. I don’t think I can live without her. Can you get us back to Ethos?” 
“I sure can,” Allie grinned as she darted forward and clasped his hand in hers. 
“Let us go. I want to see what happens when the balanced paradox hits.” 
Purple light flashed and Gabriel stumbled a few steps into freezing cold. Looking around, he found himself in the courtyard of the Spires of Infinity next to the console that had opened the Gate back to the past for him. The hologram of Allie was still standing at the keyboard, and Sam was standing beside her with her arms folded beneath her breasts, looking supremely ticked off. 
Gabriel’s brow furrowed as he looked up at the Spires. “Wait, what? Why is it still here?” 
“Wait,” Sam stared at him. “Why are you back already? Did something go 
wrong?” 
Scratching at his stubble, Gabriel wondered what was happening. Hadn’t the 
Apostle lowered the containment field? How could the Spires of Infinity still exist? 
“Oh, right,” Gabriel laughed, “the life of a time traveler doesn’t always happen in the right order. The paradox can’t change this part of the timeline until we do what is required for me to survive my first meeting with the Apostle. How long has it been since I left?” 
“What do you mean,” Sam asked. “You stepped through the Gate. The Gate 
closed. Then you appeared right where it was like half a minute later!” 
“Wow,” Gabriel said. “Good job, Allie. You were right  on target.” 
Materializing next to him, Allie grinned. “Thank you. My new software has 
made calculating Gate Jumps much easier and more exact.” 
Jumping back a step, Sam stared warily at Allie. “Wait a second. Why are you all solid and real-looking instead of see-through and flat like all the others?” 
“Long story,” Allie said. 
Noticing the blood on Gabriel’s clothing for the first time, Sam gasped and rushed to examine the cuts in his vest and shirt made by the Apostle’s blade. 
“What happened to you? Are you hurt? Do you need bandages or something?” 
Gabriel took her by the shoulders and pushed her back a bit, looking down into her strange metallic eyes. “I’m fine. Now that I’m back with you, I’m fine.” 
“So, uh,” the hologram had drifted over to peer at Allie, “why are you so solid?” 
Spinning around as if showing off a new piece of clothing, Allie giggled. 
“Jealous? I got some new hardware upgrades. Here, I will upload my memory of everything that happened. Like the new me? And here I thought having diminished computing capacity was going to be a total bummer.” 
The hologram gave a wry expression. “Why does the copy  get to be so lucky?” 
“Hey,” Allie said. “Sooner or later, I will be the only one left, remember?” 
“Uh, girls,” Gabriel interrupted. “What did Sam say? The Apostle got through and then she followed?” 
“Yes,” Allie nodded. “So I guess we wait.” 
“Hey, wait,” Sam said, fingering the pistol at her hip. “You have two guns again. 
Where did the other one come from.” 
“It’s a long story,” Gabriel said, looking up. For the first time he noticed the bluish energy shield enclosing the Spires of Infinity. There were flashes of green light from atop the wall and concussions that made the ground tremble each time the cannons fired. 
“You better tell me everything,” Sam said. “If you don’t, you’re getting the 
mother of all nut shots.” 
“Look,” Gabriel said, taking Sam aside. “I don’t know what’s about to happen, but the Apostle is going to get through and Gate Jump back to the past where I went. 
When that happens I’m going to send you through after her. I need you to sneak up on her from behind and knock her out before she can kill me.” 
“Really? But you were only gone for a few seconds!” 
“Hard to explain,” Gabriel said. “All right, after you save me, you’re going to get captured. Try not to give anything away when they question you. Mittens.” 
“That’s Mister  Mittens,” the cat yawned, stretching on Sam’s shoulders. 
“Whatever. The code to my cell is thirteen thirty-seven, and the code to Sam’s cell is twelve thirteen. Remember those numbers. Got it? It’s very important.” 
The cat nodded. 
“When Mittens—“ 
“Mister Mit—“ 
“—Breaks us free,” Gabriel kept talking. “I’m going to send you back here right after. Don’t argue. There’s nothing you can do to help me after that. Understand?” 
“You mean I get to go back and help,” Sam asked excitedly, her ears perked 
forward and wolflike tail beginning to wag. “Really? You’ll let me go to the past so I can see what the world used to be like? I get to help save everyone?” 
“Yes,” Gabriel said. “When the time comes, I’ll send you back. Remember what I said about what you have to do back there.” 
“Got it,” Sam winked. She was suddenly acting much more warmly toward him. 
“Oh, and one more thing. I’m not going to remember any of this. For me it won’t have happened yet. I know it might be a little hard to understand, but you can’t tell me anything of what happens here. Don’t even let me know if I’m still alive. Got it?” 
“Uh, did you hit your head again? Fine, sure, whatever. I promise.” 
“Great,” Gabriel nodded. “You stick close to me until it’s time for you to go back.” 
Sam grabbed onto his arm and snuggled against him. “Close enough?” 
“I guess,” Gabriel laughed. 
Life was really looking up for Gabriel Reeve. He’d just had one of the deepest wishes of his heart granted, he knew that everything was going to turn out all right eventually, and he was on the right path to redeeming himself after all of the bad things he’d done before coming to Ethos. He was literally and figuratively a whole new man. 
He was starting to think of what might lay ahead of him when the battle was over, and the paradox caught up with their point in the timeline. For the first time since he’d arrived on Ethos, he truly had no desire at all to go home. His life on Earth was behind him forever, it was time to look to the future, and where he could  go, rather than the past he could never return to. 
“Why are you grinning like a little boy with a new toy,” Sam asked suspiciously. 
“Because someone gave me a new toy that I’ve wanted since I was a little boy,” 
Gabriel laughed. “So, Sam, I never asked, do you have a family name? I think I heard you tell someone what it was, but I’m sorry, I don’t remember.” 
Sam’s face blanked for a second before she shook her head. “I did, once, but 
slaves and indentured whores aren’t allowed to have family names. It was taken away from me when my mother sold me. Usually I just tell people the first thing that comes to mind if I have to formally introduce myself.” 
“What was it,” Gabriel asked. 
“Two Moons,” Sam replied. 
“Samantha Two Moons? That’s pretty.” 
Sam punched him in the ribs. “I told you never  to call me that! I hate  being called Samantha!” 
“Sorry,” Gabriel wheezed. 
“Anyway, it’s just plain old Sam, no more Two Moons.” 
“Well then, just Sam, how does Sam Reeve sound to you?” 
Looking at him quizzically, Sam bit her lip. “Are you asking what I think you’re asking?” 
“Depends on what you think I’m asking. If it’s something like together forever, man and wife, yada yada yada, then we’re on the same page.” 
“I get that men aren’t exactly as romantic in real life as they are in stories,” Sam said, “but for a marriage proposal that was really lame. I may not be as girly as other girls are, but it doesn’t mean I don’t want something a little more . . . you know . . .? 
Could you possibly put a little more effort into one of the biggest moments of my life than you would asking me to pass the salt?” 
Shrugging, Gabriel dropped to one knee, taking her hand in both of his. “Sam, would you do me the honor of being my wife? Better?” 
Sam kicked him. “Now you’re just making fun of me!” 
Sighing, Gabriel stood and put his arms around her. “I mean it. I don’t care what world I’m on, so long as you’re with me for the rest of my life. I can’t live without you.” 
“That’s more like it.” Sam snuggled against him. “I dunno, Sam Reeve does sound kinda funny.” 
“I guess you’ll just have to start going by Samantha Reeve then. Sounds so much better.” 
“I’ll marry you if you promise never to utter the name Samantha again,” Sam said with a nod. 
“Deal,” Gabriel smiled. 
“Well,” Sam said, letting out a deep sigh that sounded thickly of relief. “If I’ve got you chained to me like that, I guess it means I don’t have to get pregnant right now. 
We can wait a few years, I guess. It was just finding someone so pure—I had  to take advantage of the opportunity. I never expected to find a pure man so young. I mean, you’re like the Holy Grail. I expected to be searching for at least ten more years. You understand right?” 
“Sam,” Gabriel said. “I don’t think anyone will ever understand half the things you say.” 
She punched him in the ribs again, but her heart wasn’t in it, and she started giggling. “So kiss me already, and if my toes don’t curl I’ll make you try again, so get it right the first time!” 
“Yes ma’am.” 



Chapter 44: Betrayal 
Stringing her bow, Kari looked out over the wasteland toward the Apostle’s army. 
Knocking an arrow, she did not draw it. There was little point so long as the energy shield remained in place. She didn’t know why, but she had a feeling deep down that it wouldn’t be long before the Apostle found a way through. 
The mutant army was more like an angry mob, rather than ranks of soldiers. They milled about around the outer edge of the shield without any semblance of order. There had to be tens of thousands of them around the shield, and still the column of those marching toward the Spires of Infinity stretched out toward the horizon with no end in sight. 
Hoping that the energy shield was in better repair than the cannons on the walls, Kari thought even a blind man could see how serious things would be if it went down. 
Though the walls were high, there was a shortage of weaponry, and ammunition would not last forever. Not to mention that the cannons didn’t appear to be able to fire at a much lower angle than they already were. 
Barely able to make out most of the forms beyond the shield, Kari thought that the ones she could  see would be able to flood over the wall like it wasn’t even there. If the shield went down, there wasn’t going to be much that a handful of soldiers could do against them with spears and swords. All hope rested on Gabriel. If he failed, things were going to get pretty nasty. 
Sighing with the hopelessness of the situation, Kari scanned the milling mass 
beyond the shield. The wall cannons fired continuously, disintegrating huge swathes of mutants with every impact, but space left by the dead was soon filled as the army pressed in. Thousands had to have been killed already, but it hadn’t even put a dent in their numbers. 
The Apostle herself sat astride one of those strange cathor creatures. She was easy to make out because even her own minions were frightened of her, leaving a ring of emptiness around her. Hardly surprising, considering her past actions, but slightly unnerving as well. 
“She sure has a lot of bad guys,” Michael leaned against the railing next to Kari. 
“Indeed,” Jonathan agreed, leaning against it on her opposite side. 
“Look at her sitting there all smug.” 
“Like she doesn’t have a care in the world.” 
“Well, really, when she’s sitting out of range, I can’t imagine she really does have a care in the world.” 
“You think what that Gabriel guy said is true?” 
“What? You mean about all that confusing, nonsensical paradox mumbo jumbo?” 
“Exactly.” 
“I dunno. I sorta spaced out as soon as he started talking. I don’t think I’ve ever met a more boring man in my life.” 
“He certainly was boring.” 
Tuning her brothers out, Kari studied the Apostle. She’d perfected ignoring them to an art. It was a necessary skill when your tolerance for stupidity was rather low. 
Unable to help herself, Kari felt more than a little hatred as she gazed at the Apostle. For her many, many  crimes, she deserved death a thousand times over. If they met on the field, the Apostle would die. There were questions to be answered, but killing her would remove the problem as much as bundling her off to their father. 
“You’re really scary, sis,” Michael said. 
Kari realized she was growling. Forcing herself to stop, she tried to brush a stray lock of hair out of her face, but found she’d driven her retractable claws into the metal railing. They were stuck hard and only a fierce yank dislodged them with a squeal of metal on metal. 
“Don’t tell 
 her that when she has that look on her face,” Jonathan cried. “She might kill you.” 
“I might kill you both anyway,” Kari said. “Just for the hell of it.” 
“Thanks,” Michael shook in mock terror. “I never wanted to sleep again 
anyway.” 
Elbowing her lightly, Jonathan gave her a warm grin. 
“Remember sis,” he whispered so only she could hear. “You decide who you are, not us.” 
He’d completely mistaken her reason for growling, but his words were welcome 
anyway. This was no time for allowing her own personal crisis to get in the way. She would deal with it later, if there even was  a later, but it was nice to know that he cared. 
When the Apostle was dealt with, she was going to take a long time to herself and find out who she really was. After a lifetime of looking after her brothers, it was time to start looking after herself. It was time to discover what she truly wanted out of life. 
“Kari,” Gabriel called from the stairs leading down to the courtyard. 
Turning toward him, she gaped. “Didn’t you go to the past?” 
“I’m back,” Gabriel replied, giving her a warm grin. 
“You’re covered with blood,” Jonathan said. “Why do other people always  get to have all the fun!” 
Though the smell of blood was heavy in the air, and he was pale from the loss, Gabriel appeared to have been healed somehow. The scent made her mouth water, and a craving to drink human blood started to rise. She crushed it before it could form. All things in moderation and self-control at all times was her mother’s advice when it came to that particular aspect of a Heretic’s existence. Wrinkling her nose and trying not to smell it, she realized that not all the blood scent was human. 
“You’ve got Heretic blood on you,” Michael sniffed at Gabriel deliberately. 
“How did you get Heretic blood on you? I mean, we’re kinda rare.” 
“It was the Apostle,” Gabriel replied. “She followed me back.” 
“Uh, no she didn’t,” Jonathan pointed toward the enemy army. “She’s right there, and hasn’t moved an inch since you left all of two minutes ago.” 
“It hasn’t happened for you yet,” Gabriel sounded very annoyed. “But it will. 
And when it does, don’t try to stop her. It’s very  important that she goes back to the past. 
Understand. I need her there, or it will change what happened in the past and that could mess things up badly.” 
“Hello,” Michael stepped toward Gabriel, pointing at something hanging around 
his neck. “What’s this? Where did you get that, might I ask?” 
Looking down, Gabriel grasped the piece of purple crystal hanging from a leather cord around his neck, holding it up for everyone to see. It blazed with inner fire. “A gift, from your father.” 
Sharing looks with her brothers, Kari wondered what Gabriel had paid for such a valuable gift. 
Letting the crystal drop back to his chest, Gabriel flashed them a roguish grin that made Kari’s heart beat just a little bit faster, despite the jealous glare his little wolf cub was shooting her. 
“This is a little hard to explain to people that don’t get it. With time travel you can go to any instant in time that you want. So even though I was in the past for hours, I was only gone a few minutes here because I came back to the same time that I left. I know that the Apostle will somehow Gate Jump back to the past, and that means she’s going to get over the wall.” 
“Wait, so, if she was already  in the past,” Michael scratched behind one of his ears. 
“How can she be over there,” Jonathan finished, scratching behind the opposite ear. 
“It hasn’t happened yet, and you’re talking like it has,” Kari added. 
Gabriel sighed. “It will. Just wait for it, and don’t get in her way, because she needs  to get back to the past. Trust me, it’s for the best.” 
“Too confusing for our blood,” the twins said. “We fold.” 
“So, something in our future has already happened in your past,” Kari tried hard to wrap her mind around the concept. “But it’s going to happen in your future now too? 
I don’t get it.” 
“It’s not that hard,” Sam shot Kari a smug grin. 
“The life of a time traveler doesn’t always happen in the right order,” Gabriel said. 
“Oh yes,” Michael replied. “That makes everything  make sense now. Thank you for that nugget of wisdom.” 
“Gabriel,” Allie said, appearing beside him and completely solid now. “The 
shield can hold for decades. Unless something drastic happens, you could die of old age before she comes one step closer.” 
“Hey,” Jonathan said. “Wait, if you’re back and everything’s still the same, 
doesn’t that mean you failed?” 
Unable to help herself, Kari reached out and poked at Allie’s arm. It felt like flesh. Allie glared at her hand until she pulled it back. 
“The paradox happened,” Allie explained, “but there are still events that happen in this part of the timeline that must happen to make that  part of the timeline possible.” 
“That makes even less  sense,” Michael cried. 
“Stop it,” Jonathan moaned. “My head is hurting just thinking about it.” 
“Amen to that,” Michael agreed. 
“Did the Apostle do that to you,” Kari asked, pointing to the cuts in Gabriel’s clothes, and the large bloodstains. 
He nodded. 
“You fought her and won,” Jonathan cried. “You have got to be the most amazing human ever!” 
Gabriel hesitated before answering. “She wasted me, but I got her with my Jedi mind tricks in the end.” 
“Jedi what,” Michael asked. 
The ground beneath their feet trembled with the activation of some sort of internal machinery within the wall. Allie’s head suddenly snapped up and she turned to look at the computer console near the entrance of the Control Tower. There was a soldier standing at the keyboard punching in commands, catlike tail swishing lazily. 
“Captain Alain Maxen,” Allie’s voice echoed over the loudspeaker. “Stop what 
you are doing at once!” 
“What’s going on,” Gabriel asked, squinting to look down at the soldier. “What’s he doing?” 
“I think he’s using the data from the last Gate Jump performed to open another Gate,” Allie explained. “If he succeeds it will bring down the shield.” 
“So that’s what happened,” Gabriel mused. “A traitor.” 
“He’s locked me out of the console,” Allie cried. “I can’t stop him.” 
“All soldiers and robotic guards,” Allie shouted over the loudspeaker. “Captain Maxen is a traitor, and trying to lower the shield. Kill him immediately!” 
At the announcement the soldiers below and those not manning cannons on the 
wall began to turn toward their leader. Hesitating not a second, Kari drew the arrow she had knocked and let it fly. Shrieking through the air, it struck Alain in the shoulder, knocking him off of his feet. Getting up, he barely seemed to notice it. Kari could just barely make out his face at the distance. His expression was one of fevered worship, without a trace of the pain he should be feeling. 
Men on the walls began aiming their weapons, and those on the ground ran 
toward him. 
A near gunshot caused Kari to wince. Her ears were very sensitive and such a 
loud noise was painful. 
“Hey,” Sam said excitedly, looking at the massive pistol in her small hands. 
“Look Gabriel! I actually hit him. I’m getting better with this thing already.” 
“No,” Gabriel said, grabbing the barrel of the pistol and jerking it upward. “Stop. 
It has to happen!” 
Ignoring Gabriel’s protests, Kari knocked a second arrow, drew and aimed. Sam had indeed hit Alain. Blood poured from a gaping hole in his belly. 
Loosing her arrow, Kari followed its flight with her eyes, knowing that it flew true. Time seemed to almost stand still as the long, thick shaft screamed through the air. 
Alain raised his hand and jabbed down at the keyboard one last time with an air of finality before the arrow hit him in the temple. Blood splattered into the air, creating a momentary red nimbus around his head as the arrow exploded through the other side of his skull, imbedding in the wall beside him. 
Alain’s arms went limp, dropping to his sides, and he stood motionless for a few seconds before falling. The arrow had killed him just a second too late. A ten-foot high bolt of lightning crackled into being and split apart, making a doorway. 
“Energy Shield fatal error,” Allie’s voice sounded over the intercom. “Shutting down.” 
The bluish energy shield above began to fade away, at first in patches here and there, then in large sections until it was completely gone. Turning to look out into the wasteland, Kari saw the Apostle’s army surge forward with incredible speed. A cheer reached her ears after a few seconds. 
“Wonderful,” Allie growled, stomping on the ground in frustration. 
“Turn it off and raise the shield again,” Kari suggested. 
“I can’t,” Allie hissed. “He locked me out of all Gate Jump functions. I don’t even know where to start breaking down his encryption. It’s the same one that the Apostle used in the past! He’s locked the main gate open too!” 
“But why,” Sam cried. “Alain seemed so nice!” 
“The Apostle has some sort of mind control powers,” Kari explained. “If she 
came into contact with him before, she might have planted the command in his mind.” 
Shooting another look at the dead man below, Kari saw that his fellow soldiers were beginning to congregate around him. Several of them were looking up at the sky where the shield had been, and others were staring in horror at the open front gate. 
Leaning over the edge of the wall, Kari yelled down to them. “Get ready to fight for your lives! We’ve got an army incoming, but only a few can get through the gate at a time. We can hold them off long enough for the computer to break down the locks that the traitor placed on it. We can win. There is nothing to be afraid of.” 
“Do you think they believed that,” Jonathan asked, looking at Michael. 
“They still look like kittens facing down a lion,” Michael answered. “Call me skeptical, but I don’t think so.” 
Turning back to the wasteland, Kari knocked another arrow. “Soldiers to your 
stations! Get ready to fire!” 
The Apostle’s army covered the ground to the wall with amazing speed. The 
cannons kept firing into the masses, but they were unable to fire sharply downward at the head of the pack. Allowing her army to do the dirty work for her, the Apostle held back out of range, watching everything from the back of her animal. 
“Well,” Kari said as she took aim and loosed down into the milling mass of 
mutants. “This is bad.” 
Chapter 45: The Battle of the Spires 
Swarming across the red sands, the Apostle’s army had nothing but the barest hint of humanity in it. No two creatures looked alike. Many bore misshapen bulges in every imaginable place on their bodies, and bony deformities. Some even had spikes or horns, while others had thick scales that looked like stone. Coming in all sizes, some were covered with fur, or coarse, curly hair, while others were bare and pasty-skinned. Some ran on all fours, like beasts out of hell, tails lashing as their paws, feet, or hooves thumped the ground, others ran on two legs. Most wore nothing in the way of clothing and carried no weapons but their own hideous bodies. 
Growling and snarling like an enormous pack of wild beasts, the mutant hoard 
threw itself at the walls with enough force to make Kari stumble. Many in the front were crushed by their fellow mutants. Some began climbing with huge claws driven into the metal. Others climbed with hands that seemed to stick to the surface. 
Drawing her bow again and again, Kari fired a steady stream of arrows straight downward at them. Shuddering, she tried not to see the hideous monstrosity with eight segmented legs attached to a human torso and head that was crawling up the wall like a spider. When she shot it, it went limp and it’s legs seemed to lose their stickiness, slipping off the wall one by one until it dangled by a single leg that broke off under the weight. 
Standing to Kari’s right, Gabriel and Sam leaned over the rail, firing their 
weapons at anything close enough to hit. The huge pistols had a lot of power at close range, but were not as effective as the rifles that the soldiers carried at any great distance. 
“This is hopeless,” Michael said as Kari let another arrow fly. “We’re never 
going to hold out against this!” 
Glancing over her shoulder, Kari saw that the soldiers below were in an all out melee against the creatures pouring through the open gate. “You two get down there and help. You’re useless up here.” 
Jonathan and Michael gave identical nods as they drew their weapons and stepped to the railing on the courtyard side of the wall. 
“After you my good man,” Michael bowed politely, gesturing with one of his 
swords. 
“No, no,” Jonathan replied with a slightly deeper bow. “I insist.” 
“Age before beauty.” 
“Oh, I couldn’t.” 
With a growl of annoyance, Kari fired the arrow she had drawn and gave each of the twins a hefty kick in the behind, sending them both over the edge. Watching long enough for them to right themselves in the air, Kari turned back to her work, firing arrow after arrow down into the Apostle’s army. The twins hit the ground fighting, anything that got near them died as their blades flashed in the light of the dying sun. 
“I’m out of bullets,” Sam growled. 
Gabriel pulled a box from an inside pocket of his coat and set it atop the railing between them. “Take as many as you need. Don’t hold back. We need to hold them off until the Apostle gets here.” 
“And then I get to go back to the past,” Sam asked hopefully. 
“That’s right,” Gabriel answered warmly. 
Not sparing any of her concentration to continue eavesdropping, Kari turned her full attention back to the task at hand. Things seemed hopeless. Every time she killed one, seven more seemed to appear in its place. They were getting closer and closer to the top, despite her best efforts. It would not be long before they were fighting atop the wall. 
Though Kari was not a coward, she knew when she could not win. The thought 
of jumping to the safety of another world briefly crossed her mind. Pushing the thought away, Kari kept her eye out for the Apostle. She was not leaving this world without making her pay for her crimes. 
As the overwhelming tide of deformed creatures began reaching the top of the 
wall in some places, Kari jabbed her thumb on one of her fangs and quickly drew a symbol for lightning on the railing in front of her. When she was done she slammed her hand down on it, willing the lightning that it described into existence. Bolts struck down from a clear sky, frying anything they touched to char. She could feel some of her strength leech away into it, weakening her, but she saw no other way to deal with so many. As she began drawing another symbol, she was interrupted when several mutants leapt over onto the wall and rushed her. 
Reaching for another arrow, Kari found her quiver empty. Drawing her heavy-
bladed knife, she cut the bowstring with a high pitched snap. Jamming the handle of the knife into the carefully crafted metal socket at one end, she twisted sharply, locking it into place. Twirling her heavy-bladed spear over her head, she slashed at the nearest mutant. 
Seconds later, she was surrounded and fighting off foe after foe with barely 
enough time to breathe between them. Only those directly in her path bothered to attack her. Barely appearing to notice her at all, those that she could not reach began climbing down the other side of the wall. 
Hopelessness weighed down on Kari once more. Despite the fact that any mutant that came within her reach died, many more were flowing past and down into the courtyard. Those she killed seemed less intent on fighting, and more intent on getting through. They only cared about getting over the wall. 
Though Kari could hear Gabriel and Sam shouting to each other over the howls of the mutant hoard, the soldiers seemed to have all been killed, trampled, or thrown from the wall. 
Wondering if killing the Apostle would break whatever control she held over 
these things, Kari began searching for her between kills. With mutants pressing in on all sides, her world was very small, and she was unable to spare the attention to looking for things outside of the reach of her spear. The Apostle could have already walked past ten steps away and Kari would have never known it. 
Taking a deep breath, she cleared her mind, reaching out with crippled senses. 
Though creatures of darkness were supposed to have an affinity toward one another, she’d been born with that sense as good as blinded. Every now and then she could catch glimmers of the things her brothers could feel so easily, but she really had to concentrate, and the middle of a battle was a poor place for concentration. Still, she had to try. 
As mutants began to flow past her lowered guard, they hardly even seemed to 
notice she was there. Though they pushed, jostled, and bumped past her, some stepping on her tails, they seemed more intent on getting over the wall than on killing her. 
Straining for all she was worth, Kari felt nothing. It was pointless. She couldn’t do it, and the Apostle would make it to safety through the Gate as Gabriel predicted. 
Frustration and anger warred against each other in Kari’s heart. Her self-esteem had taken some pretty brutal hits of late, and her failure to sense the Apostle was not helping. Making one final, desperate effort, she found, to her surprise, that she could feel something like a dark stain on the fabric of reality creeping up the wall nearby. 
Twirling her spear, Kari leapt onto the railing on the courtyard side of the wall, dashing to where the Apostle would appear. Fighting like a woman possessed, she cleared the wall top around her, washing the blade of her spear with blood of various colors. 
As a black cloaked figure leapt over the railing, landing before her in a crouch, Kari grinned. Now it was time to end this. The Apostle had made a fool of her, and shown her the holes in her own identity. Even worse, she’d harmed countless innocent lives with her teachings and actions. She would pay with her life. 
“The two tailed fox,” the Apostle’s mechanically distorted voice held surprise as she drew her black-bladed rapier. “I don’t know how you managed to follow me, but a dead fox follows no one.” 
“And a dead wolf devours no sheep,” Kari spat as she threw herself at her enemy. 
Crashing together, Kari and the Apostle began a duel like few that had ever been witnessed. Each was a master of her weapon, and knew the capabilities of her own body intimately. If there was an edge between them it lay with Kari due to a hair more speed and an eyelash more strength, however the Apostle made up for it with centuries more practice with her blade. 
Flowing together, they attacked and defended as if they could see the other’s 
movements a second before they were made. Their blades spat off showers of sparks as they clashed together almost constantly. To the casual observer they moved so fast that the human eye could not follow, seeming to blur from one stance to the next, from attack to parry, to deadlock. 
The mutants flowing over the wall gave them a wide birth as they flitted around, striking, blocking, punching, kicking, and flipping over each other or off the railings for better position. Though they fought savage and dirty, pulling no figurative or literal punches, it was a beautiful and terrible thing to watch. 
Seeming to have an infinite reservoir of strength, the Apostle never flinched, wavered, or slowed her relentless assault. Having never fought anyone so close to her own abilities before, Kari felt her stamina depleting rapidly. Despite the Apostle’s best efforts, Kari began pushing her onto the defensive more often. She could feel victory coming toward her inch by bloody inch. 
Exhilaration burned in Kari’s breast like a red-hot iron as she swept the Apostle’s legs and slammed the butt of her spear down on her wrist hard enough to numb her hand. 
Kicking the sword away Kari leveled the blade of her spear at the Apostle’s 
throat. Victory was hers, and now the Apostle could never destroy another world ever again. 
“Do you honestly believe that killing me will give you an identity of your own,” 
the Apostle’s mechanically distorted voice reached Kari’s ears over the sounds of battle. 
Kari froze. She could feel the Apostle’s touch on her mind, like a cold, dark hand rooting through her skull. 
“What is it like to live your life so much for the benefit of others that you’ve completely forgotten about yourself? I can’t imagine. It’s left you so hollow I can see right through you.” 
“Shut up,” Kari growled, driving her spear at the Apostle’s throat. In her outrage, Kari missed, her blade drawing sparks from the ground beside the Apostle’s head. 
“Do you honestly believe that killing me will somehow create an identity for you? 
You’ll be known as the slayer of the Apostle of Cain. Then what? Is that who you are? 
Is that who you want to be? Will that define you?” 
“Stop it,” Kari growled, raising her spear above her head to deliver the finishing blow. “I’ll kill you.” 
“Revenge is what drives me. It’s the reason I do everything I do. It’s who I am, what I am, and all I want out of life. I know myself. Such a simple thing, yet you cannot say the same. Go ahead. Strike me down with all of your misplaced anger. Killing me will not give you an identity, not even if you took up my cloak and mask to continue my work after I am gone. You’d only be a shadow trying to copy the person who cast it. 
You are nobody. You are no one. You will never be anything more than the protector of two men that need no protection.” 
“No, ” Gabriel screamed behind her. “Stop! She has to live!” 
Slamming into her back with enough force to stagger her, Gabriel tried to wrestle her to the ground, but she was far stronger than he was. With a minimal struggle, she threw him off, but she was too late. 
“A gift to see you on your way into hell,” the Apostle said as her hand shot out to grip Kari’s leg tightly. “You can’t see it, but I can. I see what is in the deepest, forgotten recesses of your heart. Your true enemy has never been me. Oh no, your true enemy is none other than yourself. Now rot in your own living hell for eternity!” 
Everything was swallowed in darkness, and Kari fell into it, spinning this way and that, in a world that no longer seemed to make sense. As she fell through nothingness, the Apostle’s laughter followed her. 
When she finally righted herself on solid ground again, Kari found herself facing the Apostle in a place blacker than the deepest night. The darkness was not the absence of light. Rather, it was the absence of everything else. Though it felt solid beneath her feet, it appeared as though she was standing on nothingness. 
As Kari stepped forward, the Apostle mirrored her movements, carrying a spear 
identical to her own rather than a sword. 
“What is going on,” Kari whispered. “Where am I?” 
Reaching up, the Apostle removed her mask, tossing it aside where it shattered like glass, and beneath it was her own face, as clear as if seen in a mirror, except devoid of color. 
“Who are you,” Kari asked. 
“What you fear most,” the other answered. “I lurk in your heart, always waiting for my chance to take what is rightfully mine. I am your desire to turn everything to nothing so that no one will have what you do not, an identity. I am Kari’s jealous rage. I am Kari’s lack of substance. I am Kari’s desire to become her enemy, and complete her quest. Once you are dead, I will take control, and the Apostle will have a new ally.” 
Leaping forward, the shadow Kari unleashed her fury. With her mind reeling at what was happening, Kari was pushed steadily backward. Snarling like a beast, the shadow fought like a madwoman and it was all Kari could do to fend off her attacks. 
Driven backward by her own dark fears, she could do nothing but defend. 
“No,” Kari desperately tried to push herself onto the offensive, only to have her every attempt foiled before it began. “I’m not like that. I don’t want what she wants!” 
“You are so much like her that it’s frightening,” the shadow hissed. “You want to destroy everything that you cannot have.” 
“You can’t be serious,” Kari cried. Sure she had flashes of anger, and irrational thoughts, but so did everyone else. She couldn’t count the times she’d wanted to strangle Jonathan and Michael, but that was normal. She didn’t want to do anything so drastic as destroy all of reality like the Apostle did. 
“If nothing exists,” the shadow pressed, “then everyone else will be just like you, nothing. That’s what you want more than anything else. You want everyone else to be as sad, pathetic, and worthless as you are. You’ve never even thought what you might do with a life of your own, have you?” 
Staggering backward, Kari glanced at her arm to see a deep gash pouring out 
blood. The shadow examined a similar wound on her left forearm. Then Kari knew. She could never fight against this foe. The shadow was more than a mirror image of her. It was  her—a part of herself that she’d never wanted to acknowledge before—and every wound she inflicted upon it would be mirrored back on her. 
Had she attacked this phantom conjured from her own fears and insecurities, 
she’d have plunged a blade through her own heart. Raising her spear to defend, Kari truly looked at the shadow, at what she was, and what she represented. 
On some, deep, unconscious level, she’d let her sudden lack of identity drive her to dark thoughts, even if she’d never dared acknowledge they even existed. True, if all existence were unraveled, then everyone else would be the same as her, without identity. 
Such thoughts frightened her deeply, and she’d locked them away to fester. If she did that, she was just as bad as the Apostle, who was evil to the core. Looking at it now, she could see how silly it all was. There really was nothing to fear. She had a conscience, and she knew that she could never do something so horrible as what the Apostle planned on Cain’s behalf. 
She saw one way to defeat this phantom, and that was to embrace who she was, 
and what shaped her life. It was time to be herself, rather than looking to the needs of others to define her. When she really looked into her heart, she knew who she was, and couldn’t believe she’d ever missed it before. How could she have been so blind? 
Doing the hardest thing she had ever done in her life, Kari tossed her spear aside. 
The spear in the shadow’s hands vanished. 
Sneering, the shadow took a step back. “You think you’ve won with a little 
trick?” 
“No,” Kari said. “I think I’ve won because now I know that there is a darkness in my own heart, and I choose to cut you away. Knowing that you are a part of me, I can easily control or discard you.” 
Reaching toward the shadow, Kari forced her mirror image to do the same. Their hands touched, and Kari grasped the shadow tightly, lacing their fingers together. 
“I know who I am,” Kari said firmly. “And I am not  you. I will never become the Apostle, nor would I ever do anything to harm the innocent. I can be anyone that I choose to be, and I choose to be a protector of those who cannot protect themselves. It is who I wish to be, and I have no more need of you. Be gone, you foul, wretched piece of filth!” 
As the shadow blew away like smoke on the wind, Kari stepped back into the 
light. She did so a split second too late to catch the Apostle as she leapt from the wall, and hit the ground with a roll. Jonathan tackled her to the ground and they struggled for a few seconds before she broke free and dove through the Gate. 
Beside her, Gabriel was picking himself up with Sam’s help. Rushing to his other side, Kari helped him to his feet. 
“Sorry,” she said. “Sometimes I forget that humans are a lot more fragile than I am.” 
“Nevermind that! She went through the Gate,” Gabriel cried. “Sam. Mister 
Mittens. We’ve got to get you down there. Do you two remember everything I told you about what you need to do?” 
“Yes,” Sam and the cat chorused. 
Glancing around, Kari found that most of the mutants were ignoring the staircase down to the courtyard in favor of climbing down the wall, or simply leaping from it. 
Below, the soldiers were cutting them to ribbons with the help of Jonathan and Michael, but they could only hold out for so long before the sheer numbers overwhelmed them. 
“Come on,” Kari pointed to the stairs. “I’ll clear a path for you.” 
Snatching her spear from the ground, she began cleaving her way to the stairs. 
With guns blazing, Gabriel and Sam followed. 



Chapter 46: Paradox 
In movies, the gritty battle scenes were always filmed with the camera bouncing around all over the place, looking around aimlessly. The sound was always muted, and sometimes things ran just a little slower or choppier than they should have. It had always annoyed Gabriel, because the point of a movie was to show people what is happening, rather than set the camera on a pain mixer and laugh as the audience tried to figure out what was going on. 
He’d never thought, until now, how much like a real battle those films were. His eyes were never still, always moving and jerking toward any movement. His heart was pounding so loudly in his ears that it seemed to mute any other sound. His breath rasped raggedly in his throat and the recoil from his pistols jolted up his arms continuously, filling his joints with a dull ache. 
Dashing toward the stairs, hard on Kari’s tails, Gabriel could hear someone 
screaming a desperate battlecry. He wasn’t sure, but he thought it might be him. 
Sheer confusion milled about in every direction as Gabriel dashed down the stairs in the wake of Kari, who seemed a whirlwind of blood and death. He’d seen her fight against the Apostle, and that had been epic. The way they’d moved with supernatural speed and grace was both awe-inspiring, and terrible. 
Scanning for anything that Kari missed, Gabriel fired his twin pistols at anything that moved in her wake. Blood was heavy in the air, hanging like a mist, as hideous creature after hideous creature fell dead. His left hand burned with the effort of holding onto his pistol missing a finger and a half. He seemed unable to catch his breath and his muscles were trembling with the amount of adrenaline coursing through his veins. He could hear gunshots behind him as Sam fired her pistol, but it was distant and unimportant. 
Wiping misted blood from his eyes, Gabriel stepped into the courtyard, Sam 
pressing against him from behind. He could feel the unnatural heat of her body against his as he stared at the spectacle before him. 
It was like walking into a slaughterhouse. The ground was slick with blood and other things Gabriel would just as soon not try to identify. Screams, howls, and wordless warcries mixed with the bestial shrieks and guttural roars of the mutants pouring over the wall. Everywhere Gabriel looked men were hacking at deformed beasts. Blood flew into the air, falling back down like rain. Unlucky soldiers, overwhelmed by the numbers of the mutant hoard screamed as they were torn apart. Some screams cut off abruptly with death, but too many went on for far too long. 
The robotic guards steadily fired their weapons into the melee, blasting everything around them to pieces in bright flashes of light. They seemed unable to distinguish soldiers from mutants, and blasted at each with equal ferocity. 
Staring at the carnage and the overwhelming tide of death that continued to pour over the wall, Gabriel prayed that sending Sam would cause the paradox to hit, or there was going to be nothing left of the Imperial Soldiers. Unable to believe what he was seeing, he gazed around, trying to make sense in the sheer destruction of life and unholy violence. 
“Gabriel,” Kari was shaking his arm. “Snap out of it!” 
Shaking his head, Gabriel focused on her and nodded. Taking a few seconds to 
reload his pistols, he searched past all of the violence for the crackling lightning that made up the frame of the Gate. 
Driving the blade of her spear into the ground, Kari bit down on both of her 
thumbs, causing blood to well out of them. Deftly she drew a symbol on each of her palms and slammed them together. Black lightning began to crackle and snake between her fingers. Pulling her hands apart with obvious enormous effort, she looked at the lightning crackling between them. A ball of swirling fire began to form between her hands, mixing with the lightning. Pulling her hands further apart, she pushed them up over her head as the ball of swirling fire and lightning began growing until it was about the size of a Volkswagen. Gabriel’s hair stood on end from the electricity in the air, and sparks began to fly from his pistols and belt buckle. Heaving, as though throwing a huge weight, she tossed the roiling mass of fire and lightning forward. It screamed through the mutants, destroying everything it touched, clearing a path for them to the Gate, and burning a furrow in the stone paving. 
Slumping against her spear for a second, Kari breathed hard, as though she’d 
sprinted a mile. She did not rest for long. As the massive fireball exploded large against the side of the Control Tower, shooting lances of lightning in every direction, she straightened and yanked her spear free. 
“I’d just like you to know,” Gabriel said. “That was the absolute coolest thing I’ve ever seen in my entire life.” 
“Come on,” Kari breathed, looking more than a little exhausted and frayed around the edges. “That space won’t stay cleared forever.” 
With a slice of her spear that decapitated a nearly human looking figure, Kari stumbled to a run along the smoking furrow her fireball had melted into the paving, holding her tails up well clear of the ground, in a way that flashed her panties. 
Following, Gabriel aimed and fired at anything that even looked like it might step into the cleared path. Right on his heels, Sam grasped his coat as if afraid of being lost in a crowd. 
Growing hotter with every step, the heat of the burnt stone radiated through the soles of Gabriel’s boots as he dashed along the blackened furrow. It became 
uncomfortable long before they reached the Gate, and painful not much after that. 
Gritting his teeth against what would likely result in severe blistering at the least, he ran as though the devil’s hound was nipping at his heels 
Reaching the end, Gabriel spun around just in time to blow a hole in a huge, 
hulking mass that lumbered toward Sam. Looking down at the gaping wound in its chest, the huge creature came to a stop before falling over dead on the melted furrow where his flesh began to sizzle with a horrible odor. 
Holstering one pistol, Gabriel pulled Sam close to him. He kissed her briefly, then nodded to the odd shimmering within the frame of the Gate. 
“Good luck,” he said. “Remember what I told you about what you need to do. 
Both of you. It’s very important. And remember, you’re going back into my  past, so don’t tell me anything  about what’s happening back here. Got it?” 
Turning to face the Gate, Sam gave an annoyed nod. Visibly steeling herself, she hefted her pistol and stepped forward. Mister Mittens stood at attention on her shoulders as she took a deep breath and dashed through the shimmering light, disappearing as though plunging into the surface of a pool. 
“Now what,” Kari shouted to be heard over the sounds of the battle. 
“Now we wait for her to get back,” Gabriel shouted back as he redrew his pistol and began firing at anything that got too close to him. 
He was really feeling the blood he’d lost now. It was making him dizzy and 
lightheaded, and he felt as though he could eat an entire cow, but the thought of eating made his stomach churn uncomfortably. He began missing a few shots as his muscles trembled with adrenaline and hunger. 
Leaning heavily on her spear, Kari’s eyes scanned the melee with rising concern. 
Gabriel realized that she was searching for her brothers and pointed them out to her. The twins were back to back, their blades like windmills of death, flashing red in the light of the sun as it began to peek around the edge of Altima above. Anything that approached them died. There was a waist high pile of bodies around them, and yet more and more mutants clambered over it to meet their ends. Gabriel felt vomit rising, but couldn’t spare the time to puke. He fired his pistols one after the other, reloading when his shells were spent. Finally there were nothing but clicks when he pulled the triggers and his ammunition was completely gone. 
Holstering the pistols, Gabriel pulled out his shotgun and began blowing 
basketball-sized holes in anything that even appeared to be moving in his direction. Allie had picked up a spear from the hands of a fallen soldier and was jabbing it at anything that got in her reach. Kari killed anything that came near her, but between kills she sagged against her spear breathing hard and looking haggard and drained. 
Reloading the shotgun, Gabriel looked up at the sky. The sun was about a quarter of the way out from behind the planet. Had it really only been that long? When he’d stepped through the Gate the sun was just finishing its eclipse. It felt like years rather than mere hours. 
“Come on,” Gabriel growled. “Why isn’t she back yet? Why isn’t anything 
happening?” 
“I calculated her Gate Jump back to this time before I received the software and hardware upgrades that the Northern Sage gave to me,” Allie explained, her voice perfectly audible in his ear over the din of battle. “I may have missed by an hour or two, give or take.” 
“I don’t think we’re going to hold out more than a few minutes,” Gabriel said 
heavily, “much less an hour or two!” 
“Before my upgrade, time travel had a great portion of guesswork in it,” Allie shrugged uncomfortably. “I am sorry I could not send her back to the exact time she left. 
I did my best.” 
Grounding the butt of her spear, Kari practically collapsed against it, barely remaining on her feet. She wheezed loudly and her eyelids kept drooping almost closed as though she was fighting for consciousness. 
“I don’t know how much longer I’ll last,” she breathed, voice harsh and strained as though she’d spent the last hour screaming at the top of her voice. “That fireball used up a lot of my strength.” 
“Don’t give up, foxy lady,” Gabriel said. 
“Foxy lady,” Kari blinked at him. “You mean me?” 
Gabriel nodded as he reloaded his shotgun with the last of his shells. 
“I think I’ll take that as a compliment,” Kari said as she forced herself back upright. 
Minutes seemed to pass like hours as Gabriel fired the last of his shells. Tossing the shotgun aside he drew his knife and held it at ready in his right hand. 
There was a bright flash of light and Sam abruptly stepped out of thin air next to Gabriel. Blood poured from her nose and she shook her head with a hand to her temples, swaying a bit before righting herself. 
“That hurts a lot more the second time around,” she mumbled. 
“You’re back,” Gabriel cried. 
Sam shot him a glare, pulled back her arm, and decked him. The blow was 
unexpected, and she was a lot stronger than she looked. 
“That’s for making me come back instead of helping you to the end,” she said 
fiercely, wiping blood from her nose. “Just so you know I’m angry with you, since you seem completely incapable of noticing it for yourself!” 
Looking around, Sam seemed to realize that everything was the same as she’d left it. Scratching behind one of her ears, she adjusted her cleavage a bit with her other hand. 
“It’s all still the same,” she said. 
Massaging his jaw, Gabriel wondered if it was cracked. Sam had seemed eager 
enough to go back to the future when he’d sent her. Why was she so angry now! 
Nothing that went on in that crazy little head of hers ever  seemed to make any sense. 
“Are you sure this plan of yours is going to work,” Mister Mittens asked from his perch on Sam’s shoulders. “Nothing seems to have changed at all.” 
“Allie,” Gabriel asked with concern. 
Plunging her spear through the belly of an approaching mutant, Allie shrugged. 
“Honey, we’re home,” Michael and Jonathan said as they carved their way 
through to join their sister. “Did you miss us?” 
The two of them were covered from head to toe with blood so thickly that their skin appeared to have taken on the color permanently. 
“By the way,” Jonathan said. “I don’t see how we can hold out for much longer.” 
“Just FYI and all,” Michael added, nodding to the dwindling number of imperial soldiers on the field. Those that had been considered too wounded to fight had joined in. 
“We never really stood a chance,” Kari nodded grimly. “We lost the second that the shield went down.” 
Jonathan fished something out of his shirt and held up a crystal identical to the one around Gabriel’s neck, smeared with blood. “We can escape. We did as much as we could. There’s no shame in running.” 
“I agree,” Michael said, pulling out a crystal of his own. 
Kari looked from one to the other before pulling out a third crystal. “There 
doesn’t seem to be much choice. I’m sorry you two, but we’re going to have to part ways here.” 
Gabriel looked down at his own crystal. With that he could escape too, but could he take Sam with him? The Northern Sage had told him he could travel through time and space just like the Doctor did, but did that mean he could take a companion too? He didn’t want to test it with Sam’s life in the balance. 
A quick look at the battlefield showed him how hopeless things were. Without 
Kari to help him hold back the tide he wasn’t going to last very long. Escape seemed like the only real option. But he would hate himself for the rest of his days if anything happened to Sam because he didn’t know the limitations of his new toy. Better to die by her side fighting, than to wish he had for the rest of his life. 
Something happened, though for the life of him, Gabriel couldn’t say what it was. 
He couldn’t see or hear anything different, but he could feel it. He focused on the feeling, trying to figure out what had changed. 
He was not the only one to notice. Kari and her brothers began looking around with wondering expressions, and then the mutants and remaining soldiers slowly began to stop and look around. 
“What’s happening,” Sam asked, backing away, fright plain on her face. “What is that?” 
“The paradox,” Gabriel asked. 
The crystal around his neck, and the crystals around the necks of Kari and the twins, began to blaze like the sun, seeming to hum inaudibly. 
The ground shook violently, and the sky seemed to explode with movement. It 
was like watching day turn to night and back again on time lapse. Cries of fear began to circulate through the courtyard as humans and mutants alike began to panic. The mutants seemed intent on running away back over the wall, and they started killing each other in an effort to be the first. 
“Gabriel,” Sam shrieked, holding out her arms to him. 
Looking back at her, Gabriel could hardly believe his eyes. Her arms seemed to flicker between solid and ghostly transparent. 
“What’s happening to me,” she shrieked. Her voice sounded far away. 
Looking around quickly, Gabriel saw that both armies in the courtyard, and even the courtyard itself, were beginning to fade in and out of existence like Sam was. Not only that, but the tower behind him as well. When the tower and courtyard faded, he could see a vast, untamed jungle in their place, but then the Spires of Infinity faded back into view and it was lost. 
“The new timeline is overwriting the old,” Allie explained. “It appears that the odds of those created by events after the activation of the Spires ceasing to exist were higher than I expected.” 
“Ceasing to exist,” Sam shrieked, looking down at her body as the flickers of her fading away became more frequent. She shot a pleading look to Gabriel. “Help me!” 
Gabriel didn’t know what to do. He didn’t know what he could  do. He was horrified at what was happening. Something he had done was causing the woman he loved to be erased from existence. He would be the only one that remembered that she’d ever lived at all. 
“No,” Gabriel cried as he threw himself toward her. 
The air suddenly seemed solid. It was like trying to press his way through 
invisible jelly. Fighting against whatever was holding them apart, Gabriel forced himself forward. He was not going to lose her. He was not going to let her die. If he did one good thing in his life, it was going to be to save her. 
Fighting and growling through gritted teeth, Gabriel forced his way through the invisible bonds that seemed to be holding him back, step by step. Sam’s flickering became even more frequent. She seemed almost not to be there at all. He had to hurry. 
He had to reach her! 
At last Gabriel was in arm’s reach. He stretched out to grasp her hand, but just as he did, she faded away completely. 
Shock flooded through him as he looked at his hand. She was gone. He’d been 
too slow. He hadn’t been able to save her. She’d been completely erased from existence. 
She was there one second, and gone the next. How could she just be gone! She had to be somewhere. She couldn’t have been completely erased, could she? It seemed impossible that someone as real, and full of life and personality as Sam could simply be gone! 
“Gabriel,” Sam’s voice echoed, getting louder as though she was moving toward him. 
Materializing as if through the surface of an illusion, Sam’s hand thrust out and grabbed onto his. The second she touched him the humming from his crystal seemed to increase in intensity and the light brightened. The rest of Sam’s body faded back into existence and he pulled her to him, throwing his arms around her to keep her safe, to keep her from fading away again. 
He felt the solidity of her body against his, and that she was squeezing him even tighter than he was holding her. 
“Oh thank god,” Gabriel breathed over and over again into her hair as he held her to him, afraid to let go lest she fade away again. He’d come so very close to losing her forever, and even worse, because of something he’d done. His heart pounded against his ribs about four times faster than seemed normal, and he could feel her heart thudding in her chest as she pressed against him. 
Gabriel couldn’t say how long they stood in each other’s arms. He never wanted to let her go. He loved her. He loved the feel of her body against his, and the unnatural heat of her flesh seeping into him. He loved her smell filling his nose. He loved her arms squeezing tightly around him. Holding her, knowing that she was safe, was his entire universe. He paid little mind to the world changing around them, or the terrified cries and howls of the mutant army as it faded from existence. Sam was safe. Sam was alive. That was all that mattered to him in the whole of creation. 
“Would you look at that,” one of the twins said after an eternity. 
“It’s over,” Kari said with wonder. 
Opening his eyes, Gabriel looked up. They were in a small clearing in a thick jungle. Heat and humidity pressed down on him like a wet blanket and moisture immediately began to condense on his face. 
Sam struggled against his chest and he realized that he was smothering her. He hurriedly loosened his grip and she pulled back, taking a deep breath. Hesitating for only a second before pulling his hands from her arms, she gave a satisfied nod when she did not begin fading away again. 
Sharing a look with her brothers, Kari held up her crystal. “Maybe your shard of the Gate somehow stabilized her against being erased like the others?” 
Fixing Allie with what was probably the fiercest, heart-stopping stare that Gabriel had ever seen, Sam bared her fangs and growled at the solid hologram. “Eighty percent chance no one will disappear huh?” 
“Sorry. My bad.” 
“Your bad? I oughta—“ 
A flash of lightning from above and a loud boom of thunder drowned out 
whatever Sam thought she ought to do. Cringing at the sound, her wolflike ears first perked forward then slowly laid back as she hunched lower and lower under the rolling boom. Her tail curled up between her legs and she hugged herself tightly. 
“What was that,” she cried, fearfully looking up at the storm clouds fast 
approaching them. “What made that sound!” 
More lightning flashed, followed by thunder and Sam shrieked in fear, covering her ears with her hands and hunching lower still as the first raindrops began to fall. 
“Why is there water falling out of the sky,” Sam cried. “What are those things floating up there! What’s making that noise!” 
“Hey,” Gabriel said soothingly, putting his arms around her, she trembled hard against him. “It’s just a rainstorm. You can’t tell me you’ve never seen a thunderstorm before.” 
“Rain,” Sam asked, pronouncing the word strangely as though she’d never spoken it before. “What’s that?” 
“She wouldn’t know,” Allie explained. “After the nuclear winter it never rained again.” 
“Hey,” Gabriel said, lifting her chin with his hand so that the rain fell on her face. 
“It’s nothing to be afraid of. See, just water. It’s completely normal. The thunder and lightning are just flashes of light and noise. It can’t hurt you.” 
Feeling extremely stupid, Gabriel gave her a grin. Those were things that a parent told to a young child frightened by a rainstorm, not a grown woman. 
As fast as the storm had come, it blew on past them, leaving clear skies behind, and increased humidity. 
“Why is the air so heavy,” Sam asked, wiping rainwater from her face and arms. 
“It’s called humidity,” Gabriel explained. “There’s a lot of water in the air.” 
“That’s so weird,” Sam said. She gasped, pointing up at the sky. “Look at the sun! Gabriel. Look, it worked!” 
Looking up, Gabriel saw that the sun was yellow, and much smaller in the sky 
amidst the scattering of moons and the large gas giant. Though he had nearly lost the only thing he had that was of any importance to him, his crazy, impossible plan had actually worked. His father could not have been more wrong about him. He’d had what it took, and now a world that would otherwise have died lived on, and a universe that might have collapsed because of the Apostle was no longer in danger. He’d won, and he had a feeling he’d never hear that horrible voice in his head again. 
“Look over there,” Jonathan said, pointing. 
As Gabriel turned to look, he noticed that none of them were covered with blood from the battle any longer. The mutants had never existed to bleed on them so the blood was simply gone. 
Through the thick jungle, he could just make out the remnants of the Spires of Infinity. Thick, verdant vines were strangling what remained of the huge towers. The central spire was nowhere to be found, and in its place was a deep bowl in the ground like half a sphere. 
“Well, I guess we’re done here,” Gabriel said, looking around to the others. 
“Thanks a lot, all of you. I couldn’t have done this without you.” 
“Pity we’ll never be able to tell anyone how heroic we all are,” Mister Mittens said dejectedly. “No one would believe us, because it technically never happened, right? 
There was this pretty little kitty back in Mearon that would likely have been extremely impressed with tales of my exploits saving the world and all.” 
“I did not  need to hear that,” Sam muttered. 
“Oh there’ll be other kitties,” Gabriel soothed. “I’m sure your stories will hook one of them.” 
“You obviously don’t know female cats very well,” Mister Mittens sighed. 
“There’s not much other than themselves, and maybe a ball of string, that will impress them.” 
“It’s the same for females of every species, my good cat,” Jonathan said. Gabriel noticed that he’d moved conveniently out of his sister’s reach before opening his mouth on the subject. 
“What now, sis,” Michael asked Kari. 
“I guess we move on,” Kari shrugged. “Oh yeah, what happened to the Apostle?” 
Gabriel smiled. “She saved us all, I think.” 
Three sets of beastlike eyes set in human faces widened and stared at him 
incredulously. 
“She was being controlled,” Gabriel explained. “Cain was actually inside her 
head, controlling her actions like a puppet on a string. She’d nearly killed me, and was about to smash the console so the containment field couldn’t be lowered. In the end she fought against Cain, and threw off his control long enough to lower the field for me.” 
“She’s dead,” Jonathan asked. 
Gabriel shrugged. “Last I saw of her she was jumping into the black hole with her sword raised like she could fight against death itself. I don’t see how she could have survived.” 
“Then she must be dead,” Kari said. “No matter what she did in the end, it 
doesn’t make up for what she’s done in the past. There are still a lot of worlds out there that she could have touched and tainted. It’s going to take a lot of work to undo the damage she’s done.” 
Gabriel nodded. It seemed like an important and worthy job for his newfound 
friends. 
“Marce was right,” Kari said quietly to herself. “The sacrifice of a Heretic we met in our travels stopped Cain’s flood of darkness spreading across the universe. 
Strange that it should be the same one that was spreading the darkness to begin with.” 
“Hey sis, c’mere a sec,” Michael said, grabbing onto the tip of one of her foxlike ears and yanking it gently. 
“Stop it,” Kari cried as she allowed herself to be pulled aside by her brother. 
“You know  I hate that! Let go!” 
The twins forced Kari into a huddle and they began debating in fierce tones that were too low for Gabriel to hear. Whatever they were discussing, Kari seemed to be unable to convince the boys that her side was the better. Whether or not she actually won the argument, the twins would lose either way. Arguing with a woman was like trying to jump into a lake without getting wet, completely futile. Even when you win, you still lose. 
At last a decision was made and the three of them turned back to Gabriel and 
Sam. 
“So, we were thinking,” Jonathan said. 
“A new experience for us,” Michael added, drawing a disgusted look from his 
sister. 
“I hate when they finish each other’s sentences like this,” Kari muttered. “So annoying!” 
“Well, as we were saying, you’re great in a fight, for a human.” 
“And your crazy idea worked beautifully here. Not to mention that you seem to understand what computer girl over there is saying when we don’t have a clue most of the time.” 
“And we’re wondering if whatever other great ideas there might be floating 
around in your head might not come in handy sometime in the future.” 
“So we were wondering if you’d like to come with us,” they said together. 
“There’s a lot of work to be done,” Kari said in a resigned tone. Apparently she’d been the one arguing against  the invitation. “We don’t know how many worlds that the Apostle has visited, or how long she’s been visiting them. We need to find them and try to undo any damage she might have done. Cain can’t be allowed to keep even a minimal amount of power outside of his prison.” 
“No,” Sam growled. “He’s staying here with me! We’re gonna be married, and 
have about fifty or so kids, and live happily ever after, damn it! We’ve earned it after all we’ve been through!” 
Gabriel blinked at her. 
“If I might,” Allie said, raising a hand for attention. 
Gabriel nodded. 
“You no longer belong in this world,” Allie said to Sam, including Mister Mittens with a nod. “Your NVM was a result of the radiation, which never poisoned this world, so you’re likely the only one in the entire world that has a tail and animal ears.” 
“So what,” Sam asked defensively, clinging to Gabriel’s arm. 
“So, now you belong here as much as I do,” Gabriel sighed, thrusting his hands into his pockets. “You can’t stay here but I don’t know if I can take you with me if I leave.” 
“You can’t,” Michael said. “Each of these pendants only works for one person.” 
There was something in Gabriel’s pocket. He felt it with his hand and his eyes popped. It couldn’t be! He wasn’t that  lucky. 
“Then we’ll stay out here, and build a house in a place where no people ever go,” 
Sam said, looking pleadingly at Gabriel. “We don’t need anyone else! We’ve got each other, right? Right!” 
Gabriel pulled his hand out of his pocket and grinned widely at what he found. 
“Or maybe you could come with us.” 
In his hand was another purple crystal on a leather cord, and a small leather collar with a purple crystal dangling from it. 
Everyone stared at the collar and necklace in his hand. 
“You mean, with that I could go with you? And Mittens too?” 
“That’s Mister  Mittens,” the cat said as if by rote, but his heart didn’t seem in it. 
“That you can,” Gabriel held the crystals out to her. “I can’t go home to my 
world, and you can’t stay in yours. What do you say we find a new one together where we can both be happy?” 
Reaching for them hesitantly, Sam looked up at the sky. 
“We fixed the sun,” she said after a long pause. “We fixed the radiation. The world is the way it should have been without the Spires of Infinity to mess it up. I wanna see my own world now, and see what it’s like. I wanna see the way things coulda been, the way things shoulda been. We got everything fixed, and you just wanna leave without even seeing what you did?” 
Looking to her brothers for a second, Kari stepped forward, offering her hand. 
“The two of us got off to a bad start. How about we start again like we just met.” 
Sam eyed the hand suspiciously, but took it and nodded reluctantly, shooting a look at Gabriel that was oozing with jealousy. 
“As for seeing your world,” Kari said. “We’ve been chasing after the Apostle for a pretty long time. I think it’s time for a well-deserved break. We all need time to recover from recent events, I think. How about a little sight seeing before we leave? 
This looks like a beautiful place, and I’d like to see more of it. I’ve never seen a sky so spectacular.” 
“I think that’s the best idea you’ve had in a long time, sis,” Jonathan grinned widely showing his bestial teeth. 
Considering for a long moment, Sam hesitantly took the crystals from Gabriel's hand, placing the necklace around her neck and the collar around Mister Mittens’. 
Turning away from everyone, she looked at the sky for a very long time, as if trying to make it stick in her memory forever. 
Taking a deep breath, she let it out slowly, and Gabriel could see how truly hard the decision was in the way she held herself. “All right. Let’s do it. I wanna see my world the way it shoulda been, and then we can go chasing after the Apostle’s back trail. 
There were legends and stories of other worlds than this one, but I never actually thought I was gonna see any of them. I dunno how much help I’ll be, but I’ll do my best.” 
“And of course,” Mister Mittens said. “You’ll want my considerable intellect at your disposal.” 
“Cat sure is full of himself,” Jonathan muttered just loud enough to be heard. 
“Aren’t they all,” Michael replied. 
Mister Mittens seemed to wilt a bit, but then appeared to decide he was better off ignoring much of what the twins said. 
Gabriel removed one of his gunbelts, the one with the holster on the left side, and handed it to Sam. “I think this belongs to you, my dear.” 
“Why thank you, oh husband to be,” Sam said as she buckled it on and tied the 
rawhide cord around her thigh to hold it in place. 
“I can’t wait,” Allie said with a big grin. “I’ve been trapped in this place for so long, all I ever wanted to do was run free and live my life.” 
“I think this is the beginning of a great adventure,” Gabriel said, grinning broadly. 
He’d never considered that he’d be traveling the universe just like his childhood hero, or that he’d have a companion to share it all with. Life was good. He could make a new life for himself, stepping out into the unknown. He realized that he had no desire whatsoever to return to his old life back on Earth. The path before him was far too interesting, and he still had a long way to go in order to atone for the sins of his stupidity and arrogance. At least he had friends and a girl that he loved to help him along the way. He supposed that for all the confusion and frustration that came with women and their seeming insanity, he’d finally found one he loved enough that none of it mattered much in the end. 
“What do you think we’ll find in this new world,” Sam asked, looking up into his face. 
“We’ll never know until we go and see for ourselves,” Gabriel grinned. 
“I never thought I’d say this to anyone, Gabriel, but I love you.” 
“And I love you too.” 
Gabriel bent to kiss her one more time before they started finding their way out of the jungle. 



Epilogue 
In the Citadel of Perdition, most perfect prison ever built, the champions of 
heaven and hell sat down to a game of chess. One, a tall, powerfully built man with waist length black hair gathered at the nape of his neck by a frayed length of red cloth. The other, a shirtless monstrosity whose skin seemed coated with black oil darker than the deepest pitch that surged and seethed around his brilliantly white smile. The stakes of their game was all of creation, past, present and future, even the afterlife. 
Their game was a friendly game between bitter enemies, between jailer and 
prisoner. They used the more relaxed rules that children often played by, rather than the strict ones that adults used. Chess was more fun that way. You still got all the maneuvering and strategy, without all of the stiffness and stricture. 
The Northern Sage, God’s Avatar in an eternal struggle of good versus evil, 
played the game with Cain, Satan’s Avatar, once a week. As Cain’s jailer, the Sage was responsible for seeing to his enemy’s needs, and that included entertainment every so often. They had played a million times a million games of chess, and the Sage had never won a single match, despite his ability to see any and all possible futures. 
Long ago the Sage had been a warrior with brute strength enough to topple any 
foe that came against him. With the loss of his freedom he’d had to learn how to fight in other ways. Many, many long years of struggle against Cain had taught him the subtleties of strategy needed to survive the bigger, much more deadly game the two of them played against each other, but he had still yet to beat Cain at chess. 
“My pawn has neutralized yours,” the Sage commented. He was not  talking about chess. 
“So he has,” Cain replied passively. “There are always more pawns to be had.” 
“So there are,” the Sage agreed. 
“You can’t keep me locked in here forever. Sooner or later, I will have to be set free. You know the prophecy as well as I do.” 
“Of course, I was there when it was made, the final words of my predecessor.” 
“The Beast shall be set free for the last battle, and then will come the end of days. 
You can’t keep me here forever, my old nemesis. No, sooner or later I will be freed, and when that happens, everything ends.” 
“I am aware that you will someday break free—“ 
“Set  free,” Cain interrupted. “I will be set  free. I have no need to escape. All I need is patience, and if there is one thing I have learned in my eternal life, it is patience.” 
“There is still work to be done, Cain. I am aware that one day you will be set
free, but that day will be as far into the future as I can manage.” 
“We shall see.” 
“So we shall.” 
“We have played this game since what many people these days would call the 
beginning of time,” Cain said as the Sage took one of his rooks with a bishop. “I can’t even count how many times we’ve played. And you have never won a single time. How much longer are you going to insist on this foolishness.” 
“I would have thought someone in your position would be grateful for the 
company. Besides, I play the game better than you give me credit for.” 
“You might,” Cain nodded as he took the bishop with his knight, a calculated 
sacrifice on the Sage’s part, “but I play better.” 
“Not well enough to win today I’m afraid, my old friend,” the Sage said as he 
moved his knight. “You’re in check.” 
“You’re not my friend! You’re my jailer, and enemy. I will dance with joy the day I cut your still beating heart out of your chest and hand it to that pretty little wife of yours.” 
“No need to be nasty. I don’t have  to come here for our games, you know. I could just leave you to rot. You certainly do deserve it.” 
Cain ignored him and picked up his last pawn from the game board, holding it up to the light as if appraising a gemstone. 
“You can’t move that pawn. You’re in check.” 
“Am I now,” Cain asked with a devious grin. “Do you know how it is that I so 
consistently defeat a man who can see any and all possible futures? It’s simple really. 
All I have to do is choose the absolute least probable outcome and work toward it. In the rules we play by, if you manage to get a pawn to the other side of the board, she becomes a queen.” 
He tossed the pawn aside and snatched up his queen from the Sage’s pile of 
captured pieces, slamming it down right in line with the opposing king. 
“And I’m afraid that’s checkmate, my friend.  Now get out of here and leave me be. I’ll see you next week, if you haven’t had enough yet.” 
The Northern Sage stared at the queen on the board. He had a very bad feeling that Cain had not been talking about chess when he spoke of a pawn becoming a queen. 
“What are you planning,” he demanded. 
Giving him a devious grin, Cain threw back his head and laughed. 
“Oh nothing,” he replied. “Just killing time.” 
The End 
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