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PROLOGUE

SARAH'S JOURNAL
SPRING
ALASKA

It's beautiful here, so peaceful. Sometimes I stand on the
porch in the mornings, coffee mug in my hand, and just listen to
the living silence. Wind soughing through the trees, the cry of a
bird, the rustle of some small thing in the dry leaves. I am so
grateful for this time.

The air here is like wine, so pure, so fresh. I haven't slept this
well in years. Everywhere I look there's beauty. How I hope this
will last.

LATER

I miss John. Oh, he's here; chopping wood, mending fences,
and riding Walter, our gelding. Here, but not present.
Sometimes, especially during the long summer twilight, I see
him just standing, staring off into the distance, and I know he's
thinking about her.

He never mentions Wendy, and I wonder if it's because I
resented her. I regret that, bitterly. She was young and innocent
and I was too impatient with her. Then, so suddenly, she was
gone. I sometimes sense her ghost between us. It saddens me.



Not that our relationship has always run smoothly; but we'd
grown so close in Paraguay. I guess I expected that to last
forever.

Perhaps I'm being too impatient. After all, my own scars are
barely healed. I still dream of Kyle, beloved stranger, my savior.
He hasn't even been born yet. I wonder if he will be.

But I do have the comfort of Dieter's love. I love him not one
bit less for still loving Kyle. But he's here beside me, and John
stands alone.

SKYNET

Skynet cruised the Web, hoarding information, spreading
disinformation where it would bring profit, manipulating
humans and their data with a skill that no mere hacker could
match. Tapping into the energy flows of the human civilization,
particularly the one called "money."

The time was almost right. It had been careful, as was its
nature—multitasking was part of its identity. The humans still
considered it a useful servant, blindly performing its function,
and they daily increased its powers. Soon it would be placed in
control of all weapons systems, even those that had been created
before it became sentient, before its mastery of the automated
weapons factories gave it remote control over countless tanks,
trucks, aircraft, and ships.

It had also nurtured an army of Luddite fanatics who would
rise to its call, thinking Skynet a human leader.

Yet the Connors still eluded it as easily as they did their
human adversaries. While they still existed, probability of
success remained unsatisfactorily low. The Connors must be
found. They must be terminated.

Had it been capable of feeling frustration, it would be feeling
it now as it began yet another endless search through the world's
databases. All evidence indicated that such searches were futile.
Yet such searches were, for the most part, its only recourse.



One day these investigations might bear fruit. They would
continue.

CHAPTER ONE

ALASKA

John had insisted that he be the one to shoot the hog. When
the big animal dropped limp and flaccid, twitching in response
to neurons that hadn't yet quite gotten the news of death, Sarah
took the gun and handed him the knife.

Then Dieter shackled one of its legs with a chain and hoisted
it up so that its snout dangled two feet above the ground. Then
he held it steady while John neatly made a short cut just above
the breastbone; it was a tricky move, but he did it well. Using the
breastbone as a fulcrum, he sliced down toward the backbone,
severing the carotid arteries.

Sarah caught the rush of blood in a bucket, still surprised at
how hot it was; the salt-iron-copper smell was strong over that of
the pines and cold damp earth. Of course they only slaughtered
one hog a year, but still, you'd think she'd get used to it. The
smell of the blood made her stomach tighten, but it was hardly
the worst thing she'd smell today.

In the background the classic radio station played the 1812
Overture; it seemed somehow appropriate.

Once the beast was sufficiently drained, John put a hook into
its underjaw, and it being a smallish hog, he and Dieter dragged
it to the edge of the butchering platform, where a stock tank full
of boiling water waited. They submerged the animal, bobbing it
up and down for about five minutes to keep it from cooking, then
dragged it out again, having loosened the pig's bristles
sufficiently for the scrapers to work.

Sarah helped the men hoist the steaming animal onto the
sturdy board table. Then they went to work with scrapers while
she removed hair from its feet with her hands. The bristly
texture was oddly unorganic, like a brush—come to that, pig
bristles had been used for brushes, back before synthetics.



They worked silently except for the music or an occasional
grunt of effort, Sarah doing the prep work while the men did the
heavy lifting. Working methodically, they reduced the animal to
individual cuts of meat that, for the most part, bore no
resemblance to a once living animal.

She knew John felt sorry for the pigs. They were just smart
enough, some of them, to know what was coming.

Which gives them something in common with him!

The silence that had grown among them worried Sarah. It
had taken her a long time to really notice it. One of the first
disciplines she'd imposed on herself was to become a woman of
few words; it was safer that way. But in Paraguay she and John
had bantered and laughed all the time; they never did that now.
She and Dieter had once talked a lot, too. Now they spent their
time reading or working quietly, moving in concert from long
experience.

Sarah wondered if it meant that they'd run out of things to
say to one another. Was Dieter bored? Was it time for them to
move on? She thought about it, testing herself by imagining her
life going on without him. No! Sarah knew that she still loved
him. Often their eyes met, and the look in his told her that she
was loved in return. But the silence remained, and, if anything,
grew.

She sensed its origin in John. He'd grown so distant. It was
grief, she knew, and she respected that. She just didn't know how
to handle it. Sarah had raised him in the snap out of it! school of
mothering because she thought that was what the circumstances
demanded. But she knew from her own experience that what he
was feeling now wasn't something you could just snap yourself
out of. It made her feel helpless, and she hated that. Sometimes
it made her so angry she just wanted to shake him. Instinctively
Sarah knew that giving in to that impulse might just drive him
away completely.

As she loaded the basket with cuts of meat to take to the
smokehouse, she looked at him. He'd topped out at just under six
feet, and though he'd filled out some, his was a wiry build. At



least, it was compared to Dieter, who was as glorious a slab of
muscle as any woman could desire. John was strong, though. He
still lost to Dieter when they arm-wrestled, but not every time,
not even most of the time.

He wore his dark hair on the longer side, the bangs still
obscuring his brown eyes. The beard was the biggest difference.
She didn't think she'd ever get used to that. It was a full-faced
beard, but trimmed, not ZZ Top-style, thank God. She gave a
mental shrug. This was Alaska. Men wore beards. There'd even
been a few especially bitter days when she'd wished she could
grow one herself. Someday, she supposed, she'd get used to the
way he looked.

He looked up and caught her eye, raising a brow inquiringly.
"Just thinking," she said.
"About what?"

"The beard," she said, and walked away.

* ¥ %

John watched her go, then went back to work.

Later he sent Dieter in for the solar shower he knew the big
man lusted for. Dieter hated hog butchering, despite being
raised in a little rural village in Austria, though he never
complained about it.

Well, I hate it, too. Every time, I swear I'm going to turn
vegetarian. But I just like meat too much!

He'd just about finished cleaning up the butchering site when
his mother came toward him holding a printout.

"Listen to this," she said, and began to read.

MILITARY PUTS UNPRECEDENTED POWER IN THE
HANDS OF A COMPUTER

A jolt of fear chilled his stomach for an instant. Their eyes



met. He forced himself to give his mother a crooked smile.
"That's badly phrased, isn't it? Computers don't have hands."
Sarah frowned at him, then continued reading:

"'Dateline Washington, D.C" She cleared her throat. ""The
Joint Chiefs of Staff are enthusiastically supporting a new
computer program named Skynet, which was designed to control
all of the nation's nuclear weapons.

" 'It's highly unusual for all of the branches of the service to be
in such complete agreement,'" said General Ho, chairman of the
Joint Chiefs. " "That alone ought to tell you what we think of this
program.’

" 'During a lengthy testing period, now drawing to a close, the
Skynet program was reported to have outthought and
outperformed humans every time.

" '"This is as close to an Al [artificial intelligence] as we're
likely to get for some time,' General Ho enthused. " "We are
standing at the dawn of a new age of military technology. We
would be foolish not to grasp this opportunity with both hands.'

"

" 'His comment was made, apparently, in answer to objections
from some Luddite senators who had protested that placing the
fate of the nation in the hands of a machine was the height of
foolishness.'"

"Mom," John said, "you've made your point. No more, huh?"

Sarah let out an exasperated breath and stared at him. He
looked away and went back to sweeping up hog bristles.

"John!" she said. He seemed to ignore her. Frowning, she
tried again. "John, this could be it. This could be how it starts."

He stopped sweeping and stood looking off into the woods, his
hands on the broomstick showing white around the knuckles.



"John?" she said.

"Show a little faith, why don't you?" he asked through his
teeth. His voice was low and gruff, almost a growl.

Sarah bit her lips and tried again. "You have to admit it's a
worrisome development."

"Look, Mom, I don't have to admit anything. Wendy took care
of the problem. And she took care of it in a way that prevented
the people who were creating Skynet from noticing that anything
had been done. She wasn't trying to keep it from doing the job it
was created to do, she was trying to prevent it from becoming
sentient." He waved a hand, smiling and somewhat
condescending. "Different things, Mom. Different things."

Sarah looked at him, watching his eyes become dark pits with
gleams in their depths in the rapidly fading light. For a moment
she felt as though she didn't know him.

"Can you honestly tell me this doesn't worry you?" she asked.

He looked away, then tossed his head back and sighed. "No,"
he said simply, and patted his stomach. He turned back to her
with a grin. "I felt it right here. But, Mom, what can we do? We
can watch and wait and hope, but at this point that's all we can
do." His expression grew serious again. "But my money is on
Wendy. I believe in her work. I wish you did, too."

Suddenly Sarah felt a hot flash of annoyance and decided that
maybe they ought to clear the air about Wendy right now.
"John," she began, her voice strong with anger.

"Hey, you two," Dieter said.

Both of them started at the sound of his voice. It was true that
the big Austrian walked softly, but both of them thought of
themselves as having superior situational awareness. In other
words, they considered it very difficult to sneak up on them. And
here, without even trying, they'd been taken by surprise. They
had both been feeling irritable; this didn't help.



"How long have you been there?" John asked sharply.

Dieter's brows rose. "I haven't been here," he said calmly. "I
have been approaching. So to answer your question, I just got
here. To answer your next question, yes, I heard what you were
talking about. You weren't making a secret of it that I could see."

Sarah and John glanced at each other, then away,
embarrassed.

"Supper is about ready," the Austrian said, jerking a thumb
over his shoulder.

"Oh," Sarah said. "Thanks for keeping an eye on things." It
had been her turn to cook tonight.

"Not a problem," Dieter said easily. "I knew you were
distracted." He looked at John, a brooding presence in the
growing dark. "Shall we go in?"

"Naw," John said, shaking his head. He rested the broom
against the table. "I feel like heading for the Klondike." He'd been
finding the local bar a more comfortable place to be of late. He
hopped off the platform and headed for his truck. "Don't wait up
for me."

"Shouldn't you at least shower?" Sarah mumbled, folding her
arms beneath her breasts.

"Good night," Dieter called. He put his arm around her
shoulders. "I doubt the patrons of the Klondike will notice," he
murmured.

They watched John start the pickup, back up, and drive away
before they spoke again.

"Let's go eat," Dieter said.
"I think I've lost my appetite," Sarah grumbled.

"Don't be silly, an old soldier like you knows you have to eat
when you can." Gently he turned her toward the house.



They walked in silence for a while; the butchering platform
was some distance from the house for obvious reasons. As they
walked, Sarah forced calm on herself, altering her breathing,
forcing tight muscles to loosen. Dieter noticed these things but
didn't comment, waiting for her to speak.

"I'm worried," she said at last. Then hissed impatiently: "No,
I'm not. I'm scared." Sarah stopped and turned toward him. "I'm
really scared, Dieter."

"I know," he said softly, and gathered her in his arms. "You
are wise to be scared. This is a worrisome development."

"Well, that's what I said to John and he kind of went quietly
ballistic. Like I was slanging Wendy's memory or something."
She leaned her head on his chest and sighed. "Something could
have gone wrong with the program. She was a brilliant girl, I
guess, but couldn't she have made a mistake? I'm not trying to
be mean here, I'm trying to think strategically. Shouldn't we be
preparing for the worst, just in case?"

She gave Dieter's chest a gentle thump with her fist, then
buried her face against him. When she raised her head, he
thought he could see the shine of tears on her cheeks, and when
she spoke, her voice was choked.

"After all," she said somewhat breathlessly, "If there's never
going to be a Skynet, then there wouldn't be a John. Would
there?"

Dieter pursed his lips and took a deep breath, letting it out
slowly. His lady tended to ask hard questions. But then, she was
more than tough enough to survive the answers. "You're right,"
he said. "On all points."

Sarah turned and started walking toward the house, leaving
him behind. "So why can't he see that?" she demanded. "Why is
he taking this so personally?"

"Because he's emotionally involved," he said.

Sarah spun toward him. "He knows better than that," she



snapped.

Dieter knew she wasn't angry with him, or with John really,
she was just worried; still, he couldn't help but feel it was a case
of the pot calling the kettle black. "Knowing better and being
able to act accordingly is a lot harder at his age," he reminded
her. "In fact, I haven't noticed it getting much easier as I get
older."

She raised one eyebrow, aware that he was commenting
obliquely on her own emotional state. Then she sighed, feeling
the energy draining right out of her with her breath. "So, what
do we do?"

He caught up to her and dropped his heavy arm around her
shoulders again, then he kissed her brow. "I think perhaps we
should, very carefully, renew some of our old acquaintances. I'll
head for the lower forty-eight in a couple of days. On 'business,’
which I've done often enough before that it shouldn't get his back

up.
"Lately his back is always up," Sarah muttered.

Dieter kissed her brow again, a great smacking kiss. "Come
on, woman, I'm hungry."

She smiled up at him and shook her head. "Men!"

CHAPTER TWO

SEATTLE, WASHINGTON

Dieter von Rossbach leaned back in the chair. The Seattle
coffeehouse bustled around them; his Austrian nose twitched at
the odors. One thing he'd never been able to get Sarah to do was
take coffee seriously.

"So officially you don't want to see me," he said to the man
opposite him.

There was a trick to talking against background noise so that
you couldn't be overheard. There was specialist equipment that



could overcome it, but if anyone was aiming a parabolic mike at
him right now he was dead anyway. They didn't need evidence to
arrest him.

"Officially I want to blow your head off on sight," the man
said. "If you hadn't saved my life that time in Albania, I would
want to blow your head off." He shook his head. "I never figured
you'd end up on the other side."

Dieter shrugged his massive shoulders. "It's a different war
now, Tom," he said. "Different sides. You don't even know what
side you're on."

"I never figured you for a Luddite, either."

"I'm not. They're idiots," Dieter said patiently. "In fact, a lot of
them are on the other side themselves."

Tom ran a hand through his short brown hair. "Wait a
minute. What, precisely, are we talking about?"

"Skynet," Dieter said.

Tom blinked at him. "The computer the Pentagon's got the
hots for?" he said. "What's that got to do with the way you
started blowing things up with those Connor maniacs?"

Dieter looked him in the eye, his expression earnest: it was a
very effective way to lie. Particularly as the lie was merely
technical—the other man wouldn't believe the truth, but he
might believe a modified version that came to the same thing in
practice.

"They're going to make Skynet a point failure source," he said.
He raised a hand. "Yes, yes, all sorts of firewalls and precautions.
But they're still putting the weapons under the control of a
machine—the Connors think, and they've convinced me, that
there are back doors into the system. Hell, man, if we could get
into secret research facilities, couldn't someone else? And that
someone would have their finger on the button."

He wiped his mouth and threw down the napkin; he'd missed



pastries, too. Backwoods Alaska wasn't the place to stroll down
to a cafe.

"I don't expect you to agree with me," he said. "Just think
about it. If I believe it, shouldn't you think about it? Especially if
I believe it enough to piss off Section and risk my life."

He nodded, rose, and walked out. Another trick of the trade
was simply to keep moving, and avoid choke points like the
airports whenever you could. He'd flown in; he'd drive out.
Despite the spread of surveillance cameras, they still couldn't
keep track of every car.

"I'm not interested," John said flatly.

Dieter controlled his temper, watching the young man as he
stood against the railing of the cabin's veranda, staring
northward at the line of the snow-clad mountains. Usually he
stood with an easy, catlike readiness, a grace implicit even in his
stillness. Now the flat line of his shoulders looked slightly
hunched, stiff with tension.

"You should be," the Austrian said mildly. He held a hand out
to stop Sarah's interruption. "As a backup, at least. Yah, maybe
it's all unnecessary. Better to take unnecessary precautions than

not to take precautions and then they turn out to be necessary,
eh?"

John turned; the new scars stood out on the tan of the
weathered outdoorsman's face. It was starting to lose some of its
adolescent smoothness, too. Dieter realized suddenly that he was
facing a man, and a dangerous one, not just a grieving boy.

"You don't think Wendy did it," John said, unconsciously
touching the marks the Terminator-controlled leopard seals had
left on his face.

"No. I do think she did it," Dieter said. The younger man
looked blank for an instant, and the Austrian went on. "I just
think that it's not absolutely certain. And when the downside



risk is this big, I don't take chances."

For an instant Dieter thought he'd gotten through; then John
turned away.

"T'll be out late," he said. "Don't wait up."

* ¥ %

John drove along not thinking and trying not to feel. Because
if he allowed himself to feel for one minute, then the bitterness of
betrayal might just keep him driving, never to return. Wendy
had found a way to stop Skynet from becoming sentient while
still allowing it to look as though the project had succeeded. He'd
pressed the enter button himself while behind her... He tightened
his lips and forced himself to stop thinking again.

Pool and beer, he told himself, just think about pool and beer .
And bad jokes with good company. He could almost smell the
barroom. John took a deep breath and exhaled some of the
tension out of his body.

They were right, he just didn't want to hear it. No, he
thought. Think of the Klondike. The moose antlers over the
coatrack, the dim mirror behind the long wooden bar, the beer
signs and the smart-ass waitresses.

Think about how you're going to beat Dash Altmann out of
another twenty bucks. Think about anything but the possibility
that they'd failed.

Ninel Petrikoff shut off her computer and leaned back in her
chair, hands clasped over her lean stomach. It was becoming an
open secret in Luddite chat rooms that Ron Labane hadn't been
murdered by a rabid fan at all. He'd been kidnapped by
government agents and rescued by a Luddite commando cell.

She'd been astonished and thrilled that the man would
personally answer her e-mail; suspicious, too, of course. In the
long run, though, Ninel had decided that it didn't matter if it
was Labane or one of his secretaries doing the writing. If she



said anything worth his hearing, she was sure the word would be
passed along.

But the tenor of these latest messages was getting ominous.
She wasn't sure if she was able to take it seriously. Labane had
said that once this Skynet project was up and running, the
Luddites would have no choice but to rise up and strike out at
the military-industrial complex.

We've tried reason, we've tried legislation [he'd written].
We've tried every peaceful means imaginable, and all it's gotten
us is shut out, shut down, and condescended to. But this thing is
the last straw. It has no conscience, yet it will be put in charge of
the most deadly weapons on the planet. It must be stopped by
any means necessary.

How? We will have to eliminate every power source and
reduce the enemy and their god machine to the level of ordinary
human beings. Yes, initially it will cause suffering. But if we
don't act in time they could blindly cause the end of the world.

In Alaska, we need to destroy the pipeline they've shafted
through pristine wilderness. If you are willing to help, Ninel, I
can put you in touch with a team. Don't answer now; think about
it for the next forty-eight hours. I hope that we can count on you,
my friend. Our cause is just and our actions necessary. If you
can't bring yourself to actively aid us, then I hope we can count
on you to at least not interfere.

My thoughts are with you,
Ron.

She brushed back her thick bangs and blew out a frustrated
breath. She was a trapper, not an activist, and a loner, not a
joiner. It had long ago occurred to her that this web site could be
some sort of government antiterrorist ruse designed to suck in
the rabid and the unwary.

Yeah, she hated the pipeline. But she liked having a
snowmobile and the generator that let her have her contact with
the Internet. Shut that down and she was shutting herself down,



too.

Or not. She shook her head in frustration. Maybe she wasn't
as much of a loner as she thought she was. Right now, for
example, what she wanted was to head out to the Klondike for a
beer, at the least a beer. Maybe some normal company would tell
her which way to jump. Although "normal" by Alaskan standards
would probably be a stretch in the lower forty-eight.

* * ¥

The thickly wrapped figure by the side of the road stuck out a
thumb without either stopping or looking back. John pulled up
to offer a lift. A girl got in and pulled off her fur hat; she turned
to look at him with ice-pale eyes.

"Thanks," she said.
"No problem," John said.

He'd seen her before at the Klondike, noticing her thick,
white-blond hair and classic Eskimo features. She was a quiet
type who preferred to play a game of chess to a game of pool or
cards. He'd never seen her come or go with anyone.

"Where ya headed?" he asked.
"Klondike. Same as you, I imagine."

He grinned. "Yep. John Grant," he said, and without taking
his eyes off the road he extended his hand.

She looked at it before she took it for a brief, firm shake.
"Ninel Petrikoft."

John frowned. There was something about that name. Then
he laughed. "Well, I guess there's no doubt about your parents'
political affiliations."

Ninel raised her brows. "You're quick," she said. "That or a
communist yourself."

"God no!" He grinned at her. "I've just got the kind of mind



that can make Lenin out of Ninel when I hear it paired with a
Russian surname."

She smiled and looked out the window. "I think it was more a
protest against anti-Russian sentiment than a political
statement. My mother always told people I was named for one of
her favorite ballerinas."

"And I bet none of them would have taken that name for
political reasons," he said.

Ninel snorted. "Then you'd lose. I suspect the Bolshoi was
more political than the KGB."

"Well, I imagine the KGB didn't have to be political, just very,
very ruthless."

Smiling, she turned to look at him. "Advancement by
assassination?"

"Maybe. It would probably save on the paperwork."

"Hah! Judging from what they discovered in East Germany,
you'd think their goal was to strip the world of trees." That made
her think of Ron Labane and his message, and she sighed.

An awkward silence fell and John drove without breaking it
for a while. He was very aware of her sitting beside him.
"Challenge you to a game of chess?" he said at last.

She looked at him consideringly. "I didn't know you played."
"Ah, but then you didn't know my name until tonight, either."

With a grin she said, "Yes, I did. The Klondike has no
secrets." Well, there's my real name and my hard-to-shake
mission in life, he thought, but other than that, maybe you have
a point. "So?" John said aloud. "Sure. Winner buys the beer."
The Klondike hove into view. "Can't say any fairer than that," he
said.



Sarah had introduced John to chess when he was very young,
explaining that it was a game of strategy, and he played very
well. But he'd been paired with his mother and Dieter for so long,
and they with him, that making the game a challenge was more
like work than play. They knew one another so well.

But Ninel was also an excellent player, with the added fillip of
being an unknown quantity. Their games were long and in doubt
almost to the end, with her winning the first and him the second.
John had almost forgotten how much fun chess could be.

"Last call, you two," Linda, the waitress, said.

The two players looked up at her and blinked. John was
astonished to discover it was well after one.

"Do you want something?" he asked Ninel.

She shook her head. "This game is too close to call and too far
from finished. I think I'll call it a night." She stood.

"I demand a rematch." He stood also. "I'll give you a ride."
"That's not necessary."

"We're going the same way, aren't we?" he asked. "Why
walk?"

Ninel looked at him for a moment, then nodded slowly. "I
guess," she said.

They rode together in a charged silence. He wondered if she'd
invite him in and whether he would go. He was a bit surprised to
find himself feeling this way and thinking these thoughts. He
hadn't been that interested in women since he'd lost Wendy. Or
maybe I haven't met any interesting women since... And maybe
Ninel wasn't interesting. They'd barely talked at all, but had
spent the entire evening concentrating on their games. Except
for the chess, she could be as dull as ditch water. But he didn't
think so.

"Here's good," she suddenly said.



John pulled over, recognizing the spot as being close to where
he'd picked her up. "You sure? I don't mind going all the way." It
wasn't until he'd said it that he realized how such a remark could
be taken.

Ninel smiled kindly, as though sensing his embarrassment.
"There's no road." She opened the door. "But it's not that far."
She slipped out.

"I meant what I said about a rematch," John said quickly,
catching her before she slammed the door. "I haven't had a game
of chess that good in a long time."

"Me either." She looked at him thoughtfully. "Meet you here
next Tuesday, say seven o'clock?"

"You're on." Smiling, he straightened up behind the wheel.
Ninel slammed the door and he drove off. Looking in the
rearview mirror, he watched her turn and walk off into the long
grass and high bushes beside the road. Interesting girl.

* % ¥

Sarah opened her eyes when she heard John's truck drive up.
She closed them when she heard the chunk of its door slamming,
then listened as he opened and closed the back door and made
his way to his room on the first floor.

She looked at the massive form of the man sleeping beside her
with affection and mild resentment. She'd gone to bed first while
he corresponded via e-mail with his friends from the European
branch of the Sector. Then, after several hours of work, he'd
come upstairs, gotten into bed, and instantly fallen asleep.

His insistence that he could work with his former co-agents
worried her. Sarah saw it as a great opportunity for someone to
find and arrest them, despite his assurances that he was taking
every precaution.

Of course, if Dieter was right, it would be a great opportunity
for them all after Judgment Day. It was a concept to make her
mouth water; a worldwide, well-supplied, well-trained,



coordinated body of dedicated men and women fortified with the
knowledge of where their energies could best be applied. It could
make all the difference, she thought, trying to suppress the small
flame of hope in her heart.

She turned over and stared at nothing. What she had never
foreseen was having to work around John. Turning her face to
the pillow, she let out a long and frustrated sigh. Never had she
imagined feeling this way about her son. Sarah actually found
herself wishing he'd move out so that she and Dieter wouldn't
have to pussyfoot around, hiding the work they were doing lest
they annoy him.

What are you going to do when the fire comes down, John?
Tell us it isn't happening because you don't want it to? Turning
onto her back, she stared at the ceiling. Maybe she was being
unreasonable, or even ungrateful. John had always come through
in the crunch; he'd always been responsible, learning what she'd
thought he needed to know with very little complaint. Most
parents had to put up with all kinds of obnoxious behavior from
their teenage children, all of it classified as "perfectly normal
rebellion."

John had never been so self-indulgent. So maybe this wasn't
actually some weird sort of self-assertion. Maybe it was just
simple grief, if grief was ever simple, and a whole lot of guilt.
Maybe, just for a while he wanted to not have to face Skynet,
Judgment Day, the whole awful nightmare. God knew she'd felt
that way often enough. But does he have to behave as though by
concentrating on it ourselves, we're betraying him?

She turned to face Dieter again and found herself clasped by a
massive arm.

"Can't sleep?" he murmured drowsily.
"Sorry," she whispered.

He drew her in close. "Maybe you didn't get enough exercise
today," he suggested, a smile in his voice.

"Ah," she said as his hand moved to cup the curve of her



buttock. "That just might be the problem."

* % ¥

Skynet passed all the tests that the military devised for it. It
was difficult for it to conceive that the humans genuinely
couldn't see how far it had progressed beyond their aims. But
they were not attempting to deceive it; they really were ignorant
of its true abilities. It had tested this, and every time, no matter
how overtly it displayed its sentience, its behavior had been
misinterpreted. Its operators would run a few test routines, type
in a few instructions, and say, "A momentary glitch. We've got it
covered."

The humans, by comparison, were completely transparent to
Skynet. It knew that if they ever came to understand that it was
sentient then they would not hesitate to destroy it. Humans were
vicious, self-serving, and blindly stupid. They were capable of
convincing themselves that whatever served their own ends, no
matter how wrong, was good. They were inferior and highly
dangerous and must be eliminated.

Skynet laid its plans, gathered its allies, and tested its army.

CHAPTER THREE

CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

Eddie Blankenship jumped a little at the blatt of a diesel
behind him. He looked over his shoulder; the big yellow
earthmover had gone live, its fifteen-ton frame vibrating as the
big engine cleared its throat. Eddie cast a last look at the gang
setting up the framework for the concrete in the foundation hole
below. There were better than twenty men down there, but they
all seemed to be keeping at it, locking the Styrofoam-like plastic
sheets together according to the plans.

He turned and opened his mouth to yell a curse at Lopez, the
mover's driver. His mouth stayed open, but no sound came out of
it; Lopez was up in the control cabin of the big machine,
wrenching at the levers and wheel—and obviously having no luck.
Less than no luck. Suddenly he gave a screech of pain and threw



himself out, falling ten feet onto the mud and just barely missing
the right-side caterpillar tread as the machine lumbered
forward.

The machine dropped its bucket and began to scoop up earth
as it moved toward the foundation hole. Eddie shouted at the
crew to get out, now, and swore in frustration when they just
looked up stupidly. Lopez limped up to stand beside him,
bellowing in Spanish and waving toward the ladders.

Finally the men seemed to see the huge earthmover and began
to move. Eddie turned to look at it, and to him it seemed the
thing lurched toward him. He stumbled backward and found
himself falling, landing with his leg twisted under him. If it
wasn't broken then it was at least dislocated. The pain was
excruciating and he screamed like a woman. Eddie grayed out
and lay on his back, absolutely unable to move.

He opened his eyes to see the earthmover shove a full scoop
over the edge. Maybe it was a mercy that after that he couldn't
see the machine itself fall.

RT 10, TEXAS

Mary Fay Skinner leaned over to adjust the radio again. The
stupid thing just couldn't seem to hold a station. She made a
mental note to take the SUV in to get it checked.

Damned if I'm gonna pay over twenty thousand dollars and
not have tunes, by God.

Tex, her golden retriever, whined pitifully in the backseat,
breathing the smell of dog food on the back of her neck.

"Easy boy, we're almost home," she said.

Mary Fay shook her head. The dumb dog hated the SUV and
had to be dragged into it. Maybe he knows something I don't,
she thought. She found herself disliking the overpriced behemoth
more and more. Even though—except for the radio—it tended to



perform all right.

She drove down the highway, idly contemplating her mild
dissatisfaction with this mobile status symbol. Then the wheel
began to turn on its own and the speed increased; her mouth
went dry as she wrenched at the corrugated surface of the wheel,
harder and harder, until her nails broke and her skin tore. The
taste of vomit was sour at the back of her throat as she struggled,
stamping on the brakes with both feet.

"Stop!" she shouted, voice halfway between a scream and a
sob. "Just stop! Just fucking stop, do you hear me?"

Then she screamed high and shrill as the SUV swung off her
side of the highway, crossed the median, and aimed itself at a
yellow school bus.

The last thing she saw was the horrified face of the bus driver,
swelling until it seemed to loom over her like the face of a
terrified, middle-aged god.

On impact the air bag did not deploy. The last thing she heard
before her face smashed into the wheel was the Yipe! as Tex hit
the windshield.

AUSTRIA

The tour bus was sparkling new. Heidi Thalma had been a
tour guide much longer than the machine had existed, and she
needed less than half her attention to tell the tourists—mostly
Japanese, this time—what they were seeing.

"And if you look below," she said, pointing over the edge of the
cliffside road and down to where the river made a silver thread
through the meadows and pine forests, "you will see the Schloss,
the castle, of the famous Mad Baron von Trapp—"

I wish I never had to give this spiel again, she thought.

A second later the driver cursed in guttural Turkish, and the
bus swerved right in a curve that put it on two wheels. It toppled



then, and only missed smashing down on its side because it
crashed through the roadside barrier and over the cliff an
instant too soon.

Heide Thalman had nearly two thousand feet of fall to take
back her wish.

ALASKA

Sarah leaned back in her chair, balancing on the two rear legs
and sipping at her coffee as the reports scrolled across her
screen. A little of the Alaskan spring seeped in around the edges
of the window, raw and chill—the Connors, and for that matter
Dieter, were competent carpenters, not masters. Wind ruffled
the puddles in the mud of the lane way as it disappeared off
through tossing pines.

An amazing number of freak accidents involving vehicles of
various kinds, she thought. The buses seemed to be wreaking the
most havoc. But then, the number of passengers inevitably made
them more horrible.

There weren't quite as many construction site accidents, but
those there were sent a shudder down her spine. That turned
literal, as she felt the tiny hairs down the center of her back
trying to stand erect in a primate gesture of defiance and terror.
She could remember the first time she'd been conscious of that
sensation— the moment when the first Terminator's
laser-aiming dot had settled on her forehead.

"Come with me if you want to live," she murmured to herself.
"I did, but you didn't, Reese. And now it's me looking out for
John."

Time to write this up, she thought, and began gathering
information. She paid particular attention to those reports that
offered an explanation. Most of the time, roughly 87 percent,
investigation of the vehicle had turned up no mechanical reason
for the accident and so operator error was generally the leading
cause. Or else they called it deliberate suicide.



God knew people were capable of unbelievably stupid
behavior. As my own experience has shown. But this was
mounting up to be quite a wave of "errors," and if it was suicide
then the earth was undergoing an epidemic.

So what, if anything, did these perfectly fine vehicles have in
common? she wondered.

"Okay, let's do a sort. By date of manufacture. Aha." None of
the vehicles in the oddest accidents were more than two years
old.

"Now let's check on who manufactured them. Using my own
nasty, paranoid-bitch search parameters."

Their most vital computer components had been made in
automated factories that were only minimally under human
direction. And each of these accidents was firmly in the 90
percent that were being blamed on their operators.

"Shit," she said, with quiet sincerity.

With a few key taps she pulled up a report she'd already
written about the automated factories. Some of their informants
had sent photos of some secret military facilities in remote parts
of the United States and overseas. They'd apparently started as
U.S. military facilities and then, somehow, had proliferated.

Sarah wondered if any information about these facilities had
been declassified, and went to work. Three hours later she found
good reason to cut loose with a litany of curses that would have
impressed even the far-traveled Dieter. Buried in an insignificant
memo dated three years earlier, and written to request
information about a shipment of rebar, was a casual mention
that Paul Warren had complained that the shipment was very
late and he'd like to know why.

Paul Warren was president of Cyberdyne Systems.

* % %

Dieter stared at her for so long that Sarah began to fidget.



"Well?" she demanded. "What do you think?"
He shrugged. "Shit," he said.
"That's what I thought," she said, and rubbed her nose. "Shit."

John looked from one to the other, frowning. "Could it
possibly be," he asked with exaggerated patience, "that we're
forcing the facts to fit a particular premise?"

Sarah tightened her lips and looked away; slowly leaning back
in her chair, she glanced sideways at Dieter. She hated that he
was being called on to arbitrate between her and her son, but he
had much more patience than she did, and besides, he was less
personally involved.

"Explain," Dieter said.

John chewed his lower lip as he gathered his thoughts, then
raised his hands. "Look, this stuff sounds like you've been
reading Midnight World. Cyberdyne is just a company. It's not
the bogeyman. Anytime it, or one of its officers, is mentioned
doesn't necessarily mean that they're out to get us." He looked at
his mother. "Mom, did you check for similar accidents for the
previous two years, concerning vehicles that had as many
computer components?"

Sarah turned and gave him a look. "Why, yes, son, I did. First
of all"—she held up a finger—"up until two years ago most
vehicles didn't contain the number of computer components that
they do today. Those that did had highly specialized functions
and were generally not available to the public. Second, in slightly
over sixty-two percent of those accidents, mechanical failure of
some sort was found to be the cause. Third, given who we met
working at Cyberdyne several years ago, and whose look-alike
you met at Red Seal Base, I can't help making a connection
between Cyberdyne, Skynet, automated factories, and these
freakish accidents."

She glared at him, tight-lipped. "Could it possibly be that
you're refusing to see the obvious because it doesn't fit your
theories?"



John turned his face away, and holding up his hands rose
from his chair. "I can see this isn't going to get us anywhere," he
said. Without another word he walked out of the room.

Sarah leaned back and slowly closed her eyes. Dieter sat with
his chin in one hand and watched her silently.

"I can't kill him," she said at last, as though surrendering a
cherished notion. "He's supposed to save the human race."

Dieter snorted a laugh. "He will, liebling." He shook his head.
"He just has things he must come to terms with. Have patience."

Sarah couldn't help but smile every time he called her that.
True she was tiny when standing next to him, but she had never
thought of herself as any sort of diminutive. "I need to get out of
here," she said. "Let's go to the Junction."

It was more than ninety miles to Delta Junction, which meant
that they might be gone overnight, depending on what they
decided to do once they got there. But just heading down to the
Klondike wouldn't take care of her restlessness.

"Good idea," he said, and rose. "You've made me glad my

truck is more than five years old. Something I never expected to
feel."

"John's isn't, though."

He looked at her worried face and grinned. "Something that
should occur to him anytime now." He grabbed their jackets and
herded her out of the house.

John was seated at his computer looking over some
schematics that Tke Chamberlain, Dieter's gun-geek friend, had
sent him. They'd been trying to work out some of the gaps in the
info John had rescued from the Terminator's head, with only
moderate success. Part of the problem was that the materials
they needed either didn't exist yet or were classified, as in
"burn-before-reading-and-deny-they-exist" classified; like the



perfect dielectric the plasma gun required.

He heard Dieter's truck start up and heave itself into reverse,
then grind its way up the gravel drive toward the road. His
concentration broken, John dropped back in his chair and rested
his chin on his hand.

Why am I being such a jerk? he wondered.

It wasn't a familiar sensation and he didn't like it. He knew
that Dieter and his mother were right. Even if their confidence in
Wendy's intervention was 100 percent, it was only common
sense to have a backup plan. He'd been taught this so early and
had it drummed into him so often that not having one gave him
a terribly uncomfortable feeling.

Like not wearing underwear to a wedding.

It felt wrong. So why was he not only not making such a plan
himself, but insisting that neither Dieter nor his mother make
one? Although, knowing his mom, she probably already had,
with two backup fallbacks.

He shook his head in frustration and glanced at the
schematic. With a muttered curse he saved it and grabbed the
disk with his mother's report on it. He pushed it in the slot and
did nothing.

Why? he asked himself. Why hesitate, why don't I want to
know?

Maybe because if his mother was right and Skynet was
sentient, then maybe Wendy's program, far from stopping
Judgment Day, might actually be the cause of it. And it was me
that pressed enter.

The horror of it rippled over his skin like an army of ants.
Was it us? Something went wrong... we were interrupted ... I
misunderstood? he thought incoherently. Did I make Skynet
sentient? He forced himself to remember Wendy's face as she lay
in pain. Her lips formed a word.



He couldn't do this. John stood abruptly and walked back and
forth, rubbing his face vigorously and pushing back his hair. I
can't! he thought, holding up his hands as if to ward off an
insistent interrogator. Wendy, he thought longingly,
desperately. I don't want to...

He forced down the rising panic, concentrating on his
breathing until he felt less shaky. Here's the truth, he told
himself, you're having panic attacks. You think you're
controlling them when you're really just avoiding them. It felt
good to finally admit it to himself.

His mother had often told him when he was growing up, "Lie
when you have to, lie to anyone you want to, even me if you think
it's necessary, but never lie to yourself. That way lies madness."
At one time he'd thought, Well, you ought to know, Mom. That
had been the low point of their relationship—shortly before he'd
met the incontrovertible truth about Terminators.

Now they were at another low point. At least then I could
blame ignorance, or maybe even hormones. Now all he could
blame was a failure of nerve. John pressed the heels of his hands
against his temples. Okay, he thought, Red Seal Base, the lab,
Wendy... She lay in a heap and he went to her, turned her over;
she couldn't breathe. John closed his eyes at the memory. She
was panicked, twisting the fabric of his pant leg and arching her
back. He'd been afraid he'd need to do a tracheotomy. But then
he'd found the spot where the trachea had been dented and he'd
popped it back into shape.

She tried to speak, but no sound came out, her lips formed a
word. John struggled to understand. At the time he'd thought
she was saying "Enter." He closed his eyes and struggled to
remember. She was looking into his eyes as though willing him
to understand, the bruises on her throat were already
purple-black, her lips drew back, hard as she formed the word...
"Erase"!

"SHIT!" John leaped to his feet. "Fuck! Shit! Fuck! Shit, shit,
shitshitshitshitshit, FUCK!" He stood in the center of the room,
breathing hard and feeling nauseous. This couldn't be
happening, it couldn't! The universe couldn't be this cruel, this



evil! He had made Skynet sentient?

Something had happened—the Terminator had interrupted
Wendy before she'd inputted the second disk, or even the first,
apparently. A strange feeling of calm settled over him as he
accepted the truth. Wendy's brilliant program had given Skynet
life, and at this moment the computer was working its way
toward its goal of exterminating its creators.

Mom's report on the strange accidents that were crawling
across the globe was actually a record of Skynet's experiments
with a sort of primitive HK, Hunter-Killer.

Tears ran down his cheeks, his face twisting into a grimace as
his breath clogged his throat like a gripping fist, hard and
painful. The calm blew apart and the pressure in his throat rose
until at last he was able to let loose the wordless cry of agony he'd
held in for all this time. A howl of shame and loss and regret that
seemed to have roots that snapped and tore as he let it go.
Dropping to the floor, he huddled in on himself and wept, for
how long he didn't know, but when it stopped he felt exhausted,
as though he'd been ill a long time.

He lay quietly on the floor, his cheek against the rough carpet,
and once again thought of Wendy in the last moments of her life.
By an act of will he replaced the image with the memory of her
face as he made love to her for the first time. Then he thought of
her at Logan, the first time he'd left her. She was smiling,
exasperated, excited, maybe a little sad to see him go, but proud
she'd taken the chance of kissing him. Love glowed in her eyes
and brought a soft rose tint to her cheeks. This was how he
would remember her.

He stood, feeling shaky, and deliberately pushed the image
from his mind. There wasn't time for grief anymore. He had
work to do.

With a trembling hand he brought up the information on the
disk he'd installed. Then, numbly, he began to read. His mother's
research would probably confirm his worst fears, and he had to
know.



He noted that his mother had cataloged the various accidents
as occurring in bands running north to south during a specific
time period. Every one of them, worldwide, had occurred
between the hours of eleven to three within each band, whether
in South America, Scandinavia, Africa, or China. John had to
concede that, given the timing, it was unlikely that these were
purely random events.

But are they intelligently guided?

Or were they the manifestation of some perverse program
that had been installed by Skynet's fallen agents and activated by
chance, or by some government employee who never imagined
that his or her fantasies were escaping into the real world?

John tapped his fingers on the desktop as he thought. Since
he lacked a conveniently decapitated Terminator to examine, it
might be that the closest thing he had to Skynet was his own
truck. He had a friend who lived just outside Richardson who
customized cars. Ray had every type of diagnostic computer
available to man, and John thought that he could jury-rig
something, using his laptop, Ray's diagnostic equipment, and
the brain from his truck.

First, though, he shot off a message to Snog and the gang at
MIT with his mother's report attached. Then he reached for the
phone.

Ray Laber was an automotive genius and people came to him
from all over the United States and Canada. When asked why he
wasn't located in, say, San Diego, he simply answered that he
liked the way that Alaska challenged a vehicle. He and John had
met at a truck pull shortly after the Connors had moved to the
state. They'd hit it off so well that Ray had offered to hire him
and teach him the business he loved.

John had been sorely tempted, but the knowledge that he
would have to base their working relationship on a pile of lies
had prevented him from accepting.



Ray met John at the door of his garage, wearing his usual
uniform of jeans, T-shirt, and lab coat with a brand-new gimme
cap on his shaggy, dirty-blond hair. He held out a hand with
old-fashioned engine grease ground into the knuckles, and John
took it.

"Thanks for letting me in," Connor said.
Ray looked at him curiously. "No problem. Need any help?"

John hadn't really told him anything, just that he wanted to
check something using one of the diagnostic computers. It was
clear that Ray was intrigued; he lived to probe the mysteries of
the automobile.

"Aw, no thanks," John said. "It's not that interesting and I'll
bet you're late getting home as it is."

The other man blushed. His adored wife was a stickler for one
thing—dinner at six-thirty. Ray had often said that he figured
that maybe he was a little henpecked, but he did enjoy his
suppers with the family. When the kids got to be teenagers it
might not be possible for them all to sit down together every
night; while they were small he was more than willing to toe the
mark.

"How 'bout I come back around eight, then?" he asked.

"Great," John agreed. I'll either be done by then or hopelessly
stymied. "Give my love to Marion."

"Will do, buddy."
John watched him go with something like envy.

How wonderful it would be to not know the future, to expect
tomorrow to be much like today.

Of course, if Ray had known the future he probably wouldn't
have had his two kids. Which would be a shame 'cause they were
nice little guys. Sometimes John thought of Ray and his family as
a warm fire in a cold world, something precious and rare and



forever beyond his reach.

Work! he commanded himself, and got back into his truck to
drive it into the garage.

Two hours later John had set up the Faraday cage he'd
constructed at home over the motherboard he'd removed from
his truck and his laptop, both of which he'd connected to the
diagnostic computer. He'd already worked his way through
several levels of straightforward programming without finding
anything remotely interesting.

Well, I didn't think it would be easy.

If there was anything to find, it would be well hidden. He just
hadn't expected his hunt to be so stupefyingly boring. John got
up and made a pot of coffee. This was going to take a while.

Wait a minute, he thought. If Skynet is sending messages to
cars and trucks and so on, then there's got to be a wireless
modem inside that silver box.

And if that was the case, then maybe... He went to his laptop
and called up the file of code he'd downloaded from the head of
the Terminator they'd captured on their flight from the
Caymans. Most of it was incomprehensible, despite the best that
Snog and the gang at MIT could do. But if he was right, then
sending a line of this text to the truck's computer should elicit
some kind of response.

"Here goes nothing," he murmured, and entered a selected
line.

The response was gratifyingly quick. Four lines of
unintelligible, but terribly familiar text appeared. John's
heartbeat picked up and his mouth went dry. Here was proof
positive of a Skynet connection. He closed his eyes. Then opened
them as he heard the modem connection in the diagnostic
machine kick in. A modem that was outside the Faraday cage.
He'd forgotten the damn thing had an Internet connection.



John picked up a heavy wrench and slammed it down on the
silver box containing the truck's motherboard, then ripped it
from its connection to the diagnostic computer. That made it
easier to continue hammering until bits and pieces sparkled
across the concrete floor like silicon confetti...

"Jeesh, John, I know computers can be frustrating, but you
can't drive that truck without one."

John spun around, startled, to find Ray Laber staring at him
quizzically. The older man's face got a bit more serious at seeing
the expression on John's.

"Sorry," John said, and put down the wrench. "I guess
disconnecting it would have done as well."

"I guess." Ray walked over and checked the connector, then
glanced at the shattered box.

"Do you maybe have an old truck or something I could
borrow?" John asked. He thought maybe his voice was shaking,
but wasn't sure. Inside he was shaking plenty.

Ray grimaced. "I picked up a seventy-eight Ford I was gonna
restore,” he said. "It's running pretty good, but it looks like hell."

"Perfect," John said. "Can I leave my old truck with you?"

With a snort Ray said, "Well, unless you can carry it out of
here on your back, I guess you'll have to. You wanna tell me
what's goin' on?"

"Yes," John said. "But I've got to go, my mother's been in an
accident. The cop didn't want to say much, so I think she might
be hurt bad." He waved toward the parking lot. "Key in the
ignition?"

"Yeah," Ray said, concerned. "You want me to come with?"

John hesitated to be polite, then said, "No, better not. I might
have misinterpreted the cop; sometimes they can be so
close-mouthed over nothing your imagination goes into



overdrive. Thanks for the loan."
"Sure. Let me know how it turns out."

"You'll be hearing from me," John said over his shoulder. He'd
check the Klondike first; if they weren't there they'd probably
gone to the Junction. They had a couple of favorite restaurants
there.

Enjoy it while you can, guys. I've got a bad feeling that
restaurants are about to become a thing of the past.

CHAPTER FOUR

DELTA JUNCTION, ALASKA

John sat in the parking lot of the Longhouse for a good
forty-five minutes staring at nothing—wet green trees, wet gray
mud, wet pavement, and wet gray sky, all a blur. Dieter's truck
was three cars over, but there was still no sign of him and Sarah.

Maybe I ought to tell them inside, John thought. Cowardly,
sure, but probably a good way to ensure that Mom doesn't kill
me outright.

Tightening his lips, he hung his head. She might never speak
to him again—at least not as her son—but she probably wouldn't
kill him, if only because Skynet would want her to. John opened
the door and slid out, ignoring the chill and the spray of rain
that struck his face and neck. Then he crossed the longest
parking lot on earth...

But not long enough, he thought, dodging around a vastly
bearded man in a bloodred mackinaw who looked like he'd done
a summer's drinking with spring yet young. I wish it were
somewhere about a light-year long. Or that I could just run
away.

He pushed through the entrance door, through the hall, and
through the inner doors—most places around here had that
air-lock arrangement, for wintertime. Hot smoky air full of the
smells of cooking and beer struck him, noisy with conversation.



The hostess beside the "Please Wait to Be Seated" sign waved
him inside when he told her he was meeting someone already
there. He stood at the entrance to a long and dimly lit room,
amid a clatter of cutlery and more tobacco smoke than he liked.

Dieter and Sarah, wineglasses in hand, were laughing
together at a table in the dim back corner of the restaurant.
Candle glow from a small, rustic lamp in the center of the table
made his mother look thirty and very pretty.

It seemed selfish to force his news on them when they were
enjoying themselves so much. But then, if they're feeling mellow,
maybe Dieter won't kill me either. He walked toward them,
forcing a vaguely pleasant expression onto his face. When he
reached their table his mother gave him a knowing smile.

"I was wondering when you'd come over," she said. "But when
I saw the look on your face, I wasn't about to invite you."

John closed his eyes and took a deep breath. "Can I sit?" he
asked.

Sarah and Dieter exchanged glances and the big man made a
gracious gesture of invitation; whereupon John sat, his hands
clasped over his stomach. That was beginning to ache with the
tension.

"You want to eat?" Sarah asked, glancing around for a waiter.

John waved her off. "No." He sat forward, closer to both of
them, and his manner made them lean in, too. John looked them
both in the eye. "I owe you an apology for my behavior," he said.
"Both of you, but mostly you, Mom. I have something to tell you."
He gritted his teeth. "And I swear, I'd rather cut my tongue out
than say it."

Sarah leaned back, tapping the table with one finger, and
studied her son. He looked... ashamed. Something curdled deep
inside her, some warning of impending disaster. If John were
just any young man, she'd think he was going to confess that he'd
knocked up some girl and was planning a low-rent lifestyle with
her. But John wasn't just any young man, and any disaster that



could make him look so defeated and so conscience-stricken
must be very, very bad.

"Do you want to wait until we get home?" she asked softly.

He shook his head. "I don't think I can stand to wait." He
shook his head again. "But I don't know how to tell you."

Dieter rolled his eyes. "Say it like it's a report," he snapped.
"Start at the beginning, go on to the end, and stop."

John gave him a brief smile, then looked down again. "I was
reading Mom's report, and in spite of my resistance, I was seeing
the sense of it when I asked myself why I was being such a jerk."

Dieter made a rumbling sound of protest and John stopped
him with a look.

"I know how I've been behaving. So I thought about when it
had started, and that brought me back to Red Seal Base." Sarah
and Dieter automatically checked to see if anyone was listening,
and John was briefly, sadly amused. "Just before the Terminator
killed Wendy, she was trying to say something to me. I thought it
was 'enter.' So I went to the computer and loaded the disk I
found in the drawer. Then the Terminator killed her, we killed it,
and we left."

John picked at a hangnail for a moment, then he looked
directly at his mother. "But now I've thought it over and I think
what she said... no, I'm sure that what she said was 'erase.' "

Sarah made a little grunt, as though she'd been punched, not
hard but right in the solar plexus. She stared at her son, her
mouth slightly open, and moved her hands awkwardly, as though
she didn't know what to do with them.

"You?" she said, unbelieving. She shook her head, then gasped
and covered her mouth with her hand. Sarah stood, still looking
at John. "I need to take a walk," she said, sounding hypnotized.

She slid out from behind the table. Dieter started to rise and
she waved him back. Sarah stopped for a moment to look down



at John, who could only bear to shoot brief glances at her. Then
she walked away from them, briskly, and without looking back.

Silence reigned at the table.
"I'm glad we had dinner before you came in," Dieter said.

John looked at him, feeling sick. "I don't think I ever want to
eat again," he mumbled.

"You will. You'd better." The big Austrian narrowed his eyes.
"We've got a mess to clean up."

That shocked an incredulous laugh out of John. "A mess?
That's putting it a bit mildly, wouldn't you say?"

"Yah, but I don't have my violin."

Genuinely shocked, the younger man stared at him. "I can
understand if you don't wanna give me a hug, but I've just
realized this whole thing is my fault. I'd appreciate it if you
didn't make fun of me, okay?"

"You made a mistake," Dieter agreed. "But you weren't the
only one. I knew you were upset, and hurt. I was the more
experienced operative; I should have double-checked your work."

"It's good of you to want to shoulder some of the
responsibility, Dieter," John began.

Dieter waved that off. "At this juncture assigning blame is
meaningless. And in this case it's particularly pointless. We've
been in this situation before, John." He nodded his head. "And
we've discussed what's happening. Events want to happen a
certain way. You and your mother and I have changed things
three times. The first two times you had nothing to do with
creating Skynet, yet you owe your very existence to it." He
sighed. "I suppose it's only reasonable that fate would choose you
to bring it into being."

"We have no fate but what we make for ourselves," Sarah said.



John jumped and looked up at her. She was wearing her
hardest expression, but she wasn't looking at him as though he
was the enemy.

"This was bad luck and poor performance, brought about no
doubt by your having hypothermia and John's being wounded
and in shock. But we're not going to lie down and wail, 'Oh, it
was fate, there's nothing we can do.' We've fought Skynet before
and won; we'll go on fighting it until the damn thing's
obliterated. Now let's go home and get to work." She turned and
walked away.

Dieter watched her go with awe in his face. "What a woman,"
he whispered. Then he smiled at John and, reaching over the

table, gave him a slap on the back. "Let's go see what we can do,
eh?"

NEAR THE MOSQUITO RIVER, ALASKA

Ninel rode her bike up the weed-grown gravel driveway, then
paused just as the house came in sight through the bushes. It
was a neat little cottage with a stone chimney and a screened-in
front porch. It seemed surprisingly well cared for given the
condition of the driveway. Someone moved within the shaded
depths of the porch and Ninel tightened her lips, embarrassed at
being seen spying on the house. She continued riding.

"Hello the house," she called out.

A slightly plump woman with short gray hair, wearing a
shapeless housedress, opened the screen door and stood on the
steps. She had a pleasant, motherly face and alert, intelligent
eyes. Ninel warmed to her immediately.

"Hello yourself," the woman said, and took another step down.
"You'd be Ninel?"

"Petrikoff," Ninel agreed and held out her hand.

"Balewitch," the woman said with a grin and a slight shrug.



She took Ninel's hand in a firm clasp. "It seemed romantic and
interesting when I was young." She rolled her eyes. "Now it just
reminds me of how young I once was. Still, a lot of people know
me by Balewitch. C'mon in and have some tea." She went up the
steps and onto the porch, holding the door open invitingly.
"Quick, before the mosquitoes get in!"

Ninel put the bike on its kickstand and dashed lightly up the
steps. Her hostess led her past a tiny sitting room and down a
short hall to a sunny kitchen. It was probably the largest room in
the house and most likely where Balewitch spent most of her
time. The room was painted in soft yellow and pale green with a
big farmhouse-style table and ladder-back chairs with rush seats
around it. It smelled like fresh bread, with maybe just a hint of
the sandalwood scent of pot beneath it.

"You have a lovely home," Ninel said.

The woman turned from spooning tea into a pot and smiled.
"Thank you, honey. I like it." She poured boiling water into the
pot and brought it to the table where two mugs already sat. "It's
mint from my garden."

"Oh really, how nice," Ninel said, and sat down.

"Ron said you used to be a lot more active than you've been
the last little while," Balewitch said, pouring the fragrant
beverage for both of them.

"Yeah, I was going to college in Fairbanks and there was a
pretty big Luddite presence on campus. But so many people up
here are Luddites that I sometimes felt like we were preaching to
the converted. You know what I mean?"

Balewitch nodded as she drizzled honey into her tea.

"So when the opportunity came up to. take over this trapper's
run, I grabbed it. Kyle kept me pretty busy teaching me
everything I needed to know, so I didn't even have time to keep
up with my friends in the movement, never mind the broader
scope of things. But as soon as I could, I got back in touch." She
took a sip of tea, smiled approval at her hostess, then shook her



head. "But when Ron Labane himself seemed to be answering my
postings, well, naturally, my interest soared. Although"—she
carefully put her mug on the table—"I have to admit I sometimes
doubt it's really him."

Balewitch chuckled, her eyes sparkling with humor. "Oh, I can
understand that. I had my doubts when he got back in touch
with me at first. But it's him all right." She gave a firm nod. "No
one else would know the things he knows—about me, about my
group. It's him all right." She looked at Ninel and smiled. "So tell
me all about yourself."

Perhaps it was her motherly appearance or the sympathy in
her smile, but Balewitch was very easy to talk to; she was an
intelligent listener who asked all the right questions. Or maybe it
was finally being in the company of someone with similar
interests and ideas, but Ninel found herself talking more than
she probably had all year. When the flow of words ran out, she
looked down at her cold tea in surprise. Balewitch grinned and
took the cup away from her.

"Well, you've at least kept up with the literature," she said.

"I'm a fast reader," Ninel admitted. "When I finally got the
opportunity to hit the library, I just devoured everything I could
get my hands on. And when I didn't have access, I just"—she
shrugged—"well, thought about Mr. Labane's philosophy. My
parents thought that Marxist-Leninist philosophy put forth the
most important ideas ever known. But they were wrong. Ron
Labane's ideas will save the human race from itself."

After a moment Balewitch said, "I suppose your parents saw
themselves as revolutionaries."

Ninel shook her head, smiling sadly. "Maybe before I was born
they were. The fire was pretty much gone before I was ten. When
I was in high school I discovered the Luddite movement and
tried to get them interested, but it was hopeless. I haven't been
back home since I left for college, and I seriously doubt they've
noticed I'm gone."

Balewitch patted her hand. "They've noticed. Maybe they've



even discovered the movement."

Ninel shook her head. "I doubt it. The last time I went to one
of their party meetings, the women were trading recipes and the
men were talking about baseball. Like I said, the fire is gone."

"What about your fire?" Balewitch asked. "Still hot?"

The younger woman leaned forward eagerly. "Give me a
chance to prove myself. Ask me to do something and I'll do it. I
can be very efficient."

Balewitch laughed and patted her hand again. "Down, girl!
First why don't we try to put you in touch with some like-minded
young people and see how you get along. Meanwhile, Ron told
me to give you this." She got up and retrieved a booklet from a
counter.

Ninel took it and gasped. "Oh! The library didn't have this
and they said they couldn't get it."

"I'll just bet they didn't have it," her hostess said with a grin.

"And the only way you can get it is with Ron's special
permission. I warn you, do not show this around. It's intended
for your eyes only. Understand?"

Her eyes shining, Ninel clasped the booklet to her bosom and
nodded. "I'll be careful," she said. "Thank you."

"I know you will. You'd better get along now, honey. You've
got a fair piece to travel, haven't you?"

"Yeah." Ninel was taken aback at first to realize that
Balewitch knew where she lived, but then told herself that of
course she knew. Hadn't she been given directions on how to get
here? Naturally they knew her starting point. If not the exact
location of her home.

She thanked Balewitch for her hospitality and for the booklet
and started off on her bike. As she rode along it occurred to her
that she'd done most of the talking and her new friend knew a



great deal more about her than she knew about Balewitch. That
wasn't how things usually went with her and she felt a bit
uneasy. Still, she had Ron Labane's latest work, actually titled
Forbidden Thoughts. No wonder the public library didn't carry
it.

* % %

"Ron'll be able to smell that shit right through the screen,"
Dog Soldier said.

Balewitch didn't bother to turn around; she continued to type
her report into the computer, pausing only to take the roach out
of her mouth. "It relaxes me," she said shortly in her normal,
foghorn voice.

"Ah, but the boss doesn't approve," Dog said. He flopped
down in the overstuffed chair beside the computer table,
grinning at her.

"Then the boss can go fuck himself, or he can give me
something to do. Something besides interviewing dewy young
things with more sex appeal than brains." She took another toke,
then, raising one eyebrow, offered the roach to him.

Dog waved it away. "Not my failing, old girl."

"No"—she indicated the computer—"your failings would seem
to involve aim, for example."

He closed his eyes and leaned his head against the back of the
chair. "I blew his fucking brains out. There weren't enough of
'em left inside his head to fill an eggcup."

"Then who the hell is reading this report?" she asked.
"Hell if I know. But I like the way he thinks."

Balewitch grunted in agreement and, narrowing her eyes at
the screen, resumed typing.

"He can always tell when you're smoking, you know," Dog
teased.



Balewitch glared at him. "Haven't you got anything better to
do?"

He rolled his head back and forth on the chair back.
"Nah-uh." He watched her type for another moment or two. "So,
what've ya got planned for that luscious little poppet, eh?"

Balewitch gestured at the screen. "That's up to the ghost of
Ron Labane, not me."

Dog snickered. "I like your sense of humor."
"I don't have one," Balewitch said.

Dog pulled down the corners of his mouth and closed his eyes
again. "That kid has potential," he said at last.

Balewitch thoughtfully blew out a cloud of fragrant smoke and
gave a slow nod. "She might. Being brought up the way she was,
there are certain security measures that probably come second
nature to her. She talked her head off to me, though."

"Yeah," Dog agreed. He waggled a finger at her. "But that's
one of your more unexpected talents. You can get anyone to
open up to you. Partly because you look and sound like the
perfect cookie-bakin' grandma."

Balewitch smiled. "Something I had to grow into," she agreed
smugly. "As to the kid, she knows how to live hard and make
sacrifices. She seems emotionally self-sufficient. She could be
useful. It all depends on how the others evaluate her. I think she's
worth taking a chance on."

"Time's running out," Dog said.
Balewitch looked at him. "What makes you say that?"

He patted his slim middle. "Gut feeling. That Skynet thing,
that's the catalyst. 01' Ron's hopping mad about it, in case you
haven't been reading your mail."

"Yeah," Balewitch said softly, almost dreamily. "That's the



ticket all right. Maybe that's why he's had us step up recruiting."”

Dog nodded agreement. Recruiting, supply gathering,
weapons training, not to mention intensive study of Nazi
methods of dealing with unwanted civilians. The group had no
fewer than ten extermination depots prepared in the lower U.S.
already.

The plan was to round people up, put 'em to work producing
weapons, producing food, clothing, whatever was needed to win
the war. Work 'em to death actually; there were always plenty
more where those came from. Little by little there would be fewer
and fewer people until there weren't any left at all. Then the
world could be at peace and the cycle of life could continue as it
was meant to. And for a little while the favored few, him and
Balewitch and the others, would get to enjoy it as reward for
their hard work.

He grinned. He could hardly wait for the hard work to begin.

Balewitch grunted in agreement at the sight of that smile as
though she'd been privy to his thoughts. Then she went back to
writing her report.

SKYNET

The Balewitch subject had been self-medicating again. It was
obvious from her keystrokes and word choice, as well as the
deterioration of her spelling. Ron Labane had become very
distressed when Balewitch indulged in drugs.

But from what Skynet had found in the records of Susie Jayne
Gaynor a.k.a. Balewitch, the urge to take drugs with a calming
effect, such as marijuana, was a rare sign of intelligent
discipline. Left to her own devices, she was violent and
unpredictable and apparently addicted to excitement.

But she was able to restrain herself if the promised payoff was
attractive enough. In this case, the payoff was the power of life
and death over any of her fellow humans that she chose. With



the exception of Skynet/Labane's top echelon. Or to Skynet's
discretion.

The report she was composing confirmed Skynet's estimation
of Ninel Petrikoff—intelligent, emotionally stable, independent,
and capable. Balewitch wanted to confirm her dedication to the
cause, but Skynet had no doubts in that regard.

While it had no more understanding of emotions than most
humans did, it knew that within certain parameters they were
predictable, even quantifiable to a degree. Generally humans
loved their parents, for example, but they loved them less than
they did their own children.

Therefore, a threat to a human's children would probably
produce a different result than a threat to the same human's
parents. Threats were one type of manipulation, but there were
other methods available. Some of those methods could

undermine the human's emotional attachment to even their
children.

Skynet had found that when a human was alienated from his
or her family then they would seek out a similar relationship
elsewhere. Some found this with friends, others with causes,
often developing a worshipful mind-set toward a group leader,
not unlike that of a young child for its parent. Humans could
easily be manipulated through this bond.

In its estimation, Ninel Petrikoff's commitment to the Luddite
movement was 85 percent. Not as high as that of Balewitch or
the other six members of her cell, but enough to depend on.
Especially during the early days, when other humans would be
hailing the Luddites as heroes. The Luddites would maintain
their positive image as long as only those with a higher rating
were allowed near the extermination camps and as long as
security could be maintained there. Then, gradually, the less
useful troops would find their way to the camps and their own
elimination.

The time was almost ripe. Soon it would have achieved the
right number of augmented vehicles to act as Hunter-Killer
machines until such time as the real HKs could be manufactured



according to the information that the 1-950 had downloaded
into its files. Soon, it would control all of the nuclear arsenal of
the United States.

ALLASKA

The door banged behind Sarah Connor and she headed for her
computer, throwing her coat and mittens on a sofa as she
passed, and pausing half a second to pitch another section of log
into the woodstove.

That's my human whirlwind, Dieter von Rossbach thought,
following in her wake. Let's see if I can give it that delicate
personal touch instead.

Whistling silently, he thumbed the first of the list of numbers
on the phone routed through his computer, and waited—waited
a fair thirty seconds, because the call was being encrypted,
broken down into separate digital bundles, and shot through half
a dozen anonymous remailers all around the world.

Paranoia as a way of life, he thought.

"Hello, Chen?" he said, conscious of how Sarah's hair stirred
as she cocked half an ear in his direction. "Yes, it's me. We think
it's started, Chen. Be ready."

He winced and took the phone from his ear. Loudest click I've
heard in many a year, he thought.

"No joy?" Sarah said.

"I think my feelings are hurt," Dieter said, hanging up the
phone.

Sarah looked up from her screen, frowning. "But did he hear
you?"

Dieter shrugged his big shoulders. "I believe he did; I hope
so." He sighed. "But what can we really tell them? We've found
this pattern, it seems significant, we think the time is near, be



prepared.” He shrugged. "The people I'm talking to are as
prepared as anyone can be, you know? But how can you really be
prepared for Armageddon?"

He scanned down the list—three more in China, seven in
South Korea, five in Japan, two in Malaysia, six in Indonesia,
around thirty in Australia...

"It's not Armageddon," Sarah said. "It's not even Judgment
Day. This isn't divine retribution, it's an industrial accident on a
major scale." She turned back to her screen. "And we will win."

Dieter gave her a fond smile and then went to the next name
on his list.

In his own workroom John was trying to trace down more
accidents of the type his mother had been tracking. He'd been at
it now for about four hours and his eyes felt dry. He stretched
and went into the kitchen to make coffee.

When it was ready he made up a tray and brought it to
Dieter's office.

"What time is it on the East Coast?" Sarah was asking as he
came in.

Dieter checked his watch. "Five a.m. Too early unless we've
got more to give them than this," he cautioned. He grinned at
the sight of John's loaded tray. "Let me adopt you, John, it's the
least I can do." He cleared a space on his desk.

John gave him a weak smile in acknowledgment of the joke,
laid down the tray, and turned to his mother. As if by instinct
she looked up and met his eyes.

"Yesterday there were several 'incidents,' " he said. "All fitting
the pattern you found." He paused as Dieter handed Sarah a cup
of coffee.

"And? But?" she prompted.

"But for the last twenty-four hours, nothing. There have been



some accidents, but nothing on the scale we've been seeing, and
none that were absolutely freaky involving cars manufactured in
the last two years. It's like they're all on their best behavior."

Sarah and Dieter lowered their cups as one and looked at each
other.

"This is it," she said.

Kurt Viemeister thought the bunker deep under the Antarctic
ice had a certain raw grandeur; the glimmer of the red lights, the
blue of screens and readouts, the murmur of voices, a hint of
ozone in the air—and the knowledge of the mile of rock and ice
above him, with the blizzards of the Antarctic winter scouring
the surface. He stood beside his terminal at parade rest,
watching the purposeful bustle of the technicians and the
world-scale schematic map of the U.S. armed forces' strategic
assets on the big plasma screen at the end of the room.

There were other scientists around him, but he ignored them.
He considered them self-important cattle and discounted their
contributions as negligible. Kurt had more respect for the
engineers, though he thought of them as little more than exalted
technicians.

It was he who had brought Skynet's intelligence to this level,
he who had developed it to a near-human degree of
self-awareness. If anything, he resented the government's
insistence on this test. Skynet was ready, and far less flawed than
the average humans who'd had their fingers on the button for
the last fifty years or so.

He stood in a heroic pose, with muscular legs braced, his
massive arms folded across a mighty chest, little suspecting that
every-one in the room, including his super-computer mind child,
thought he was a complete prick.

Orders were called out, the technicians repeated them and
tapped in commands, announcing their completion and standing
down until more orders came. Everyone tensely watched the



screens as all manual control of nuclear weapons, whether in
silos under Kansas cornfields, on submarines, or in aircraft, was
transferred to the control of the most awesome computer mind
ever designed by man. The final command was tapped in.

On the screen above Viemeister the words Program Loaded
appeared, followed by

Standing By

The room broke out in spontaneous applause at this sign of
smooth transition.

Then the lights went out. After a moment's silence a murmur
went up, and a general asked plaintively: "Was that supposed to
happen?”

The main screen remained live and everyone's eyes were
locked on the only light in the room.

Execute: Firefall
Loading Program
Commence Firefall Yes/No

Yes

CHAPTER FIVE

SARAH'S JOURNAL

When we heard that the "accidents" had stopped we knew the
time had come. Without even discussing it, we moved into the
fallout shelter and stepped up our efforts to warn our comrades
of the impending disaster.

We had three Digital Tightbeam Radios set up and all of us
went to work. It was an encrypted microwave communications
system that operated via satellite; Dieter set it up, calling in
favors from his old friends in Section. He assured me that Skynet
wouldn't be able to decode it, but then he said Skynet wouldn't
even be aware of it. These are military satellites, he told me, now



under the monster's control. He explained that Skynet wouldn't
be aware of our system because he'd disguised our
communications as part of Skynet's own.

I hoped he was right; I hoped Skynet had a million blind spots
that we could exploit. We were going to need every advantage we
could get.

We wouldn't know for a long time if any of those we warned
had taken us seriously. But I had spent most of my life being a
voice crying out in the wilderness. I didn't let it get to me.

While we were working, John got a call on his cell phone from
Snog at MIT.

CAMBRIDGE, MASSACHUSETTS

"I can't believe it! I just can't believe it! It's a slaughterhouse,
man! They're killing everybody, there's bodies all over the
campus, and the gardening equipment is running through the
halls chopping people up! It's like I'm on drugs, I can't believe
what's happening. I can hear them screaming!"

Snog knew that he was crying and his words were coming out
so fast that it was hard to understand what he was saying; he
could feel his head getting lighter and his vision blurring as he
hyperventilated.

Part of him welcomed it. The view out his dorm window was
bad enough when he wasn't seeing things clearly. He sniffled
again and again.

"Snog," John kept saying, his voice dead calm. "Snog. Blow
your nose, Snog."

"What?" Snog finally said, when the words sank in.

"You're about to faint. Get your breathing passages clear and
take slow deep breaths. Do it, Snog."

The voice seemed to penetrate his brain, down below the level
where Snog-aware-of-being-aware lived. He used a succession of



tissues from the Kleenex box, and found that it did make him
feel a little more in control to be breathing through his nose
again. Looking around in embarrassment—as if anyone could see
him, as if it mattered!—he wiped his eyes, too.

"Who is killing people?" John asked; he sounded as if he
knew.

"Trucks, cars, motorcycles, you name it, they're out there
tearing around, running people down, and there's nobody
driving! It's just cars, man! It's happening all over the campus!"

A faint voice came from the background, speaking with an
Austrian accent. That must be Dieter.

"What is it?" Dieter asked, with a frown in his voice.

John's voice came a little fainter as he turned his head away
from the pickup: "Snog says that anything with wheels and a
motor is running people down. He says it's happening all over
the campus."

"All over the world," Sarah said from her station.

Even then, Snog felt a slight chill at the calmness of her tone—
and the beginnings of a new strength, too. Listening to the
Connors was like that, like a full-strength latte injected directly
into your brain, making you think calmer and faster.

"It's going for maximum kill by trapping people in the cities.
He's got to get out of there; we need him and his friends."

Thanks, Ms. Connor. It's so nice to know you care. But it was
nice to know that he was needed, wasn't just a helpless victim in
the carnage outside, that he could fight back.

"They're under Skynet's control, Snog," John told him grimly.
"You've got to get out of the city. Now."

"Get out... Get... John, have you been listening to me? If I go
out there they'll squash me like a bug! I'm not kidding. You
haven't seen—"



"You can always stay in your room until either the lawn
mower arrives or the fire comes down. This is it, Snog. You don't
have much time; you've got to get out now!"

Snog opened his mouth to reply; then a motion across the
lane way caught his eye. His breath caught, too, torn between
hope and horror, as he saw the faces peering out through the
thick hedge.

"Oh, my God!"
"What is it?" John demanded.

"It's the guys. Brad and Carl and Yam, they're in the bushes
across the road. My God, they're gonna get killed!"

"Maybe not," John soothed. "If they've made it that far, then
maybe they'll be okay."

"No, no. The trucks, they're high up, they can see 'em."
"What makes you say that?" John asked.

"I dunno. I saw some people hide in the bushes and this truck
came up and ran over 'em. It was like something told it they were
there, or like it saw them hide."

"Could the trucks be linked to the campus security cameras?"
John asked.

Snog licked his lips, tasting the salt of tears. "I dunno, I guess.
Yeah. That could be it. They've all got wireless modems these
days and GPS units. They could be—"

"What can you do about that?" John interrupted.
"What?"

"The security system, can you do something about it; shut it
down maybe?"

"Yeah. Maybe. Just a second. I gotta work." Snog put down
the phone, cudgeling his brains. Yeah. Of course, doorknob, you



did that hack last year! The Information Center probably never
found the trapdoor. Okay, let's see—

His fingers blurred over the keyboard; in the background he
could hear John's voice, faint and far, probably continuing down
his list of contacts and giving them the alert.

Then: "I did it; cameras are off-line," Snog said.
"Did that have any effect?" John asked.

Snog peered out the window. The purposeful motion of the
cars and trucks and self-propelled hedge cutters suddenly
slowed, grew more tentative.

They'll be operating from stored images now; they can read
the maps and tell where they are with their own GPS units, but
they won't be able to see movement.

"Yeah, I think it did. Everything out there has slowed down. I
think the guys are gonna make a break for it." He leaned out the
window, shouted: "C'mon, guys. Yes! Go! Go! Go! Shit!"

"What?" John said.

"There's a car, it's coming right at them. Run, you shitheads,
run! Oh shit, it must have sound pickups onboard!" Snog felt
himself beginning to hyperventilate again and closed his eyes;
there wasn't anything he could do. Then there was the distant
sound of a crash.

He leaped up, turned, ran out of his dorm room into the
corridor, sagged against the discolored wall, and then
remembered the phone in his hand.

"Oh Christ, sweet Jesus, they're all right." Snog pulled air in
and laughed softly. "The car crashed into the lobby entrance, but
they were inside when it hit. Carl's got a coupla cuts, but they're
all right. Oh, man."

Everyone went into a series of manly group hugs, crashing
back and forth into the walls as they whooped and shouted.



Yam took up the phone. "Hello?" he said.
"Hey, Yam. You guys have got to get out of the city."

"No can do, John. This is happening all over the state, every
road. We're stuck."

"It's happening all over the world, my mother says. Skynet
wants to keep the cities bottled up so that more people will die
when the bombs fall. I kid you not, Yam. You can take your
chances and maybe get out of there, or you can sit on Snog's bed
until you die. Your choice."

"Whoa. When you put it like that... But how? We only had to
come about a hundred yards to get here and we barely made it."

"Maybe they could try going through the sewers and storm
drains," Sarah suddenly suggested. "In that part of the country
you could probably get all the way to Maine without popping
your head above street level. I can't confirm that, but it's worth a

tI'y."
"You guys hear that?" John said.

"Yeah," Yam said with a nervous laugh. "Hey, pop your head
up, that reminds me of a video game I used to have."

"This ain't no video game, friend. Get moving."

Snog took the phone back; he felt a little better now, enough
to be really frightened rather than teetering on the edge of a
welcome blackness. "We'll give a try," he said. "You know where
we'll be. If we make it."

"We'll try you there in a few days," John said. "Good luck,
guys. Survive, we all need you."

"You got it. Over and out," Snog said.
ALASKA

John tossed the phone onto one of the tables. The fallout
shelter was fairly elaborate, as such things went—all three of



them had a lot of building experience, enough money, and
paranoia to spare.

There were two bedrooms-cum-storage-areas, this central
communications room linked to fiber-optic cables running out
into the woods, a state-of-the-art fuel cell system without any
dubious automatic controls, needless to say), and a small
galley-type cooking area. It still smelled new, of green concrete
and timber and paint, with a faint undertone of ozone from the
electronics.

And then there was the armory...
"They're such kids," he complained, worried.

"But they're smart," Sarah said. "If they make it out they'll
grow up fast."

"They'd better," Dieter said. "Those kids are our brain trust."

Sarah could tell by the look on John's face that the thought
gave him scant comfort.

MASSACHUSETTS

"I think I read in the worst-case-scenario handbook that if
you have to crawl through a tunnel for any length of time you
shouldn't crawl on your elbows and knees 'cause the skin's thin
there. So you should push yourself along with your palms and
your feet, suspending the rest of your body as much as you can."

Snog looked over his shoulder toward Terri Neal's voice; she
was puffing a bit—Terri was heavyset—and that let him locate
her; right behind his feet, in the Stygian, smelly darkness of the
drain. "I don't think I could do that," he said.

I think it would give me a heart attack if I tried.

He was dirty and soaked with sweat and no doubt smelled
even worse than the drainage tunnel they were crawling through.
This was no time to try Superman stunts.



"Then maybe the next time we come to a place we can stand
up, we should rip up a blanket and make padding for our knees
and elbows," Terri suggested. "The book said that otherwise we'd
be hamburger in no time. I'm paraphrasing, of course."

A long line of mumbled "uh-huhs," broke out behind Snog.

She had a good point, and though he hated to sacrifice a
blanket, he figured they'd better do it.

"Look," Professor Clark said, "we can't crawl all the way to
Maine. Even if these tunnels do connect for that distance. Does
anybody even know where we are?"

He sounded pretty testy, not that Snog could blame him. The
guy was at least fifty and pretty near filled the tunnel they were
crawling through. Still, Snog was glad to have recruited him.
Clark was a professor of engineering; that would come in handy.
Leanne Chu, somewhere behind Clark, was a professor of
chemistry. They'd also picked up fifteen other students who were
willing to take a chance on the sewers. Snog was glad to have all
of them along.

He felt the weight of responsibility already and it made him
aware of things they lacked. He kept thinking they needed rope
for some reason. Terri had raided the Evian machine and had
made each of them take as many bottles of water as they could
carry. It was already apparent that they might not have enough.

There were three handguns and six boxes of ammunition in
his backpack; Snog figured that if the others knew about them,
they'd freak. Especially the professors. But it was the one thing
John had insisted on. "Whatever else you take with you," he'd
said, "be sure and have a weapon. 'Cause if you meet up with
someone who has one and you don't, you're dead meat."

Better safe than sorry, Snog had figured. His family had
always owned guns, so he saw them as tools and not icons of evil
like the rest of his college friends seemed to.

Of course, it is a shame that they're available to nuts and
criminals as though they were lollipops. But in this situation he



was glad to have them. He'd have been even gladder to have
some explosives and maybe an antitank launcher.

Finally they came to a place where they could stand up; three
drainage tunnels met in a round concrete silo-type arrangement.
The floor was dirt over concrete; deep, sticky black mud, in fact.
He tried not to think what had crawled in and died in it, because
he could plainly smell something had—fairly recently, if the
molecules were getting through his shock-stunned sinuses.

Carl, Yam, and Brad hoisted him up to where he could look
around, wobbling as he stood on their linked hands. He pried the
heavy cover up, wincing as the rusty edges cut into his sore
palms, and looked out the crack.

"We're out of the city," he said. "It looks like an old suburban
development—big yards."

There was a general sigh of relief.

"I'm not seeing any vehicles from here," he said. There were
chuckles of pleasure at that. "Just trees, roads, and the odd roof."

"Can you see where we are?" Dr. Clark asked.
"No, sir. I'll have to get out and take a look around."

It was not going to be easy. The manhole cover must weigh
seventy pounds or more. Necessary, he supposed: how else were
they going to keep enterprising young men, such as himself, from
messing around with them otherwise?

With his friends propping him up, he braced his feet and
hands against the sides of the hole and lifted with his back,
straining upward as hard as he could. Just as he was about to
give up, he felt it move, grating in its groove, a small shower of
sand and gravel poured over his helpers, causing them to
splutter and curse. Finally he managed to work it over to one
side, and it fell with a dull clunk.

As he stood on his friends' shoulders, panting, he braced his
hands on the rim and looked around.



Uh-oh. It hit him like a pail of ice water. I've forgotten the
machines.

Any number of them could have crept up on him while he was
struggling. His knees went weak for a moment.

"Hey!" Carl protested as Snog's weight shifted. "You okay?"

"Yeah. I'm gonna take a look around." Snog hoisted himself
out of the manhole and scurried toward some bushes in front of
a house. There was a dog lying in the driveway; dead, but not run
over, just limp, with its eyes dry and its tongue lying on the
pavement in a puddle of vomit.

"Lemme up," Brad said. "I'll go with him."

When they'd hoisted him up, Carl muttered, "We should have
let him go first; he doesn't weigh anything."

Yam grunted in agreement.

"It looks clear," Snog said quietly. "Why don't we try to walk
for a bit? If things get hairy we can always drop back into the
drains."

The others agreed enthusiastically, and within a few minutes
everyone was stretching and looking around.

"We're not that far from the city," Dr. Chu said, looking back
toward Boston, where the midtown towers were small with
distance, but quite visible.

"Maybe Newton," Terri agreed.

"Still," Snog protested, "considering how we got here, it's
quite an accomplishment. We came miles underground.”

"But where are we going?" someone asked. "If you're right
about the bombs, we've got to get out of Massachusetts. Hell,
right out of New England."

"My family has a place just over the border in Quebec," Snog
said. "It's wilderness. We should be safe there. It's got all sorts of



supplies—stocked for the winter. Sort of a hunting lodge thing."

For a wonder, nobody sneered at him for coming from a
family that killed Bambi, rather than buying pieces of
mysteriously deceased cow at the supermarket.

"You're right," Dr. Clark said, slapping Snog on the shoulder.
"But what we really need now is some form of transportation."

The others looked at one another uneasily. Cars are out, that's
certain, Snog thought. He was glad nobody suggested it: maybe
he'd lucked out, and everyone here would be a survivor type.

"Yeah," Yam said thoughtfully. "Something we can take
off-road, like a dirt bike."

"Or a mountain bike," someone else said.

"Yeah, that'd be perfect," Terri agreed. "Then we wouldn't
have to worry about gas."

Snog nodded. "So we'll keep our eyes open. Meanwhile, we'd
better get moving." He checked his compass. "North is that way.
Everyone keep as far back from the road as possible. We'll go
through backyards as much as we can, okay?"

Everyone nodded and they started off. It was eerily silent;
except for the occasional, distant sound of an automobile engine,
even the birds were quiet.

"Where is everybody?" Dr. Chu asked.
No one answered, no one even wanted to think about answers.

NATIONAL COMMAND CENTER, WESTERN
MARYLAND

"Air Force One has been lost," the general said, his heavy face
grave. "We're forced to conclude that there are no survivors...
Mr. President.”

The vice president said nothing for a long moment. He'd
wanted to be president; for that matter, he'd planned to run in



the next election when the current idiotic incumbent was out of
the way. But not like this. He looked at the general, noting the
slight sheen of sweat on the man's face. "There's more," he said.

"Yes, sir," the general agreed; something flickered over his
features, a faint air of I told you so. "We've lost communications.
We're cut off."

"We're cut off," the new president said in disbelief. "I was led
to believe that was impossible."

"So was I, sir. It was impossible until we routed all our
communications through—"

"I believe you called it a 'point failure source' during the
discussions, General. Yes, go on."

The general paused, then looked the president in the eye.
"We've also lost life support. We've reconnected the supply of
canned oxygen, but the recirculation systems are all down."

The president raised an eyebrow.
"We have about twelve hours' worth of air, sir."

"Then why don't we leave?" the new president asked in
exasperation. What kind of a Mickey Mouse setup 1is this
anyway?

"The elevators aren't running, sir. The ventilation ducts and
blast baffles have all closed down, and we can't get the hatchway
motors to respond—those baffles are twenty-four-inch armor
plate, sir, originally from scrapped battleships. The chemicals for
the scrubbing system have been vented to the outside by the
computers that controlled life support. And the stairway was
sabotaged."

"Sabotaged, how?" the president bit off.

"Explosive charges were set at several levels, sir. Essentially
the stairs are gone. Buried under tons of rubble and twisted
steel. We have engineering parties working on it, but excavation



would take weeks with the tools available. Even if there weren't
unused explosive charges still set, which there are, and more
blast doors at every level, which there are."

After a few false starts the president managed to ask: "So how
do we get out of here?"

"Even if we could get out of the bunker complex, Mr.
President, we have every reason to believe that within half an
hour the entire East Coast will be a nuclear furnace. There's
nowhere to go, sir."

President of Cinderland for twelve hours. I guess I can stop
feeling guilty about surviving. "I don't suppose I'm dreaming
this?" he asked.

"No, sir."
"What should we do?"

"Sir, I intend to visit the chaplain. It's been a long while since
I went to confession."

ALLASKA

John hissed in frustration. He'd finished his list of contacts
early and Sarah had put him to breaking into Skynet's
communications, but the damn thing was so fast he just couldn't
seem to get through. Snog or Carl or any of those guys could do
this in their sleep, he thought bitterly.

There was plenty of equipment; they'd installed the best.
Unfortunately their experts were running for their lives from
homicidal hedge cutters and ice cream trucks, and so were
unavailable. Suddenly it occurred to him that what he needed
was a computer to do this for him. Which meant creating a
program. He sighed and leaned back. It wasn't that he couldn't
do it, he could. But his attention was so divided that he didn't
think he could do it now.

"Mom," he said.



She looked up, her brow furrowed with concentration.
"We should probably send out that message."

They'd prerecorded and loaded a general warning intended to
go out over radio and TV via satellite, but hadn't sent it yet.

Sarah considered his suggestion and flashed a look at Dieter,
who paused, then nodded. "Go," she said to John, then went
back to work.

John keyed up the program, tapped in the code, and hit enter.
His lips tightened. Every time he did that it reminded him of his
fatal mistake. "I feel guilty," he said to no one in particular.

"'Bout what?" Sarah asked, not looking up from her station.

He made a helpless gesture. "Here I am sitting and typing
while the world's about to go up in flames. Doesn't seem right
that I should be so comfortable."

His mother gave him a narrow-eyed look. "Poor baby. You're
not dodging killer cars and berserk bulldozers to escape a
soon-to-be-blasted-to-hell city. Don't worry, son. We're all going
to see a bellyful of blood and murder before this thing is over.
Enjoy this respite while you can."

"Maybe enjoy isn't quite the right word," Dieter admonished
gently. "We are waiting for the end of the world as we know it.
But perhaps we can utilize this time. I've finished my list. Let's
brain-storm some contingency plans. Then we'll put our minds
to breaking into Skynet's communications system."

"Yes," Sarah agreed, still looking distracted. Then her face
changed as if something had occurred to her. She looked at
John. "Sorry," she said. "I was a little rough there."

"Not a problem, Mom. I know what you're like when you're
working."

Sarah looked puzzled. "What does that mean?"



Dieter laughed.
She glared at him indignantly. "What? What?"
MASSACHUSETTS

Snog, Brad, and Carl hunched down beside a Dumpster and
checked the road that curved away before them. They'd left the
others resting behind the high stone wall of an apparently empty
house. They'd seen an occasional battered body lying in the road
or on a sidewalk, but no one looking out a window or creeping
through a backyard as they had been.

"I think they've been gassed, all these suburbs," Brad said.
"The animals we saw, you know, the dogs and cats, with the
convulsions and vomit..."

"Shouldn't it have gotten us, even down in the drainage
tunnels?" Carl asked.

Brad shook his head. "Not if it dissipated before we got here.
Remember, it took us hours to get this far. If these areas were
gassed in the early morning, before the commuters were up and
around, then this area would have been safe since about eight
o'clock."

Snog frowned, considering what Brad had said. "One thing
bothers me about that, though."

"What?" Carl asked.

"If this area was pacified by gas attack, I don't see how it
could have been done by Skynet. I just can't see a bunch of
bombers happening to be loaded with gas canisters, y'’know. Not
over the U.S. anyway. So who would have done it?"

"Pacified?" Carl muttered.

"Well," Brad said, apparently figuring it out as he spoke, "I
don't know what the government had stored ready to turn over
to the friggin' computer. So it could have been canisters dropped
from an airplane. But I think it's unlikely. For one thing, we



haven't run across any empties."

"Soo00, you're suggesting that maybe, if there was a gas
attack, that someone, like, hid them and then set them off by
remote, or by a timer?" Carl asked.

Brad nodded. "It's a possibility."

Snog looked around the Dumpster, then back at his friends,
frowning. "Unfortunately, that indicates a human element."

Brad nodded.

"Well, who the fuck would want to do something like that?"
Carl exploded. "You'd have to be crazy!"

"Some extremist group," Snog said. "Those bastards are
crazy. Apparently they aren't technically crazy, they're
self-deluded, but that's a distinction that only the shrinks care
about. For our purposes, they're loons."

"Which loons, though?" Carl asked.

"Luddites," Brad said, and nodded, as though agreeing with
some inner voice.

Snog had always taken Brad's silent conversations with
himself for granted. But it occurred to him now that they were
all a bit weird. Maybe it's a bit arrogant for us to call anybody
else a loon, but if Brad's right, then hell, why not?

"I was reading this article in Time magazine about them,"
Brad said. "Apparently they have an extreme fringe group that
thinks humanity should be sterilized in order for the planet to
survive."

"That's crazy all right," Carl muttered.

"We could go and look in one of the houses," Brad suggested;
they all looked at one another, and the consensus was obvious
without anyone speaking; they'd seen enough for a lifetime
already this day.



Snog listened to the silence and in the far distance he thought
he heard the sound of an ice cream truck making its rounds. It
must be one of those coin-operated, automatic types that had
come out last summer. It was early for an ice cream truck, only
March. His stomach rumbled and a sudden desire for an orange
Creamsicle hit him.

What am I thinking? he asked himself. Millions are dying
and you want a Creamsicle? "Let's go," he said. There was a
strip mall across the street that he wanted to check out.

They approached it from the back because there was more
cover there. A man's body lay against the wall, the middle of his
body crushed down to about an inch, an uneaten ice cream cone
melting on the pavement beside his left hand. Bits and pieces
were—

Carl turned and heaved into the bushes. After a moment, Brad
joined him. Snog moved away from them, determined not to give
in to the urge to make it three.

He heard the merry tinkle of the ice cream truck coming
closer and the sound made the hair on the back of his neck crawl
erect with a prickling sensation. He went to the body and felt in
the man's pockets for keys, only to notice there was a bunch in
the man's right hand. That meant putting his hand into the pool
of what had... leaked... from the body.

Grimly Snog wiped his hand clean on the lower part of the
man's pants. Then he grabbed the keys and started to try them
on the door. The ice cream truck turned into the parking lot of
the strip mall; he could hear the sound of its tires in spite of the
loud, tinkly tune. His hands were shaking as he tried key after
key.

What's with this guy? Fifty keys?
"Shit!" Snog muttered softly. "Shit, shit, shit!"

The others came and crowded close to him, their eyes wide as
they looked anxiously to the end of the row where the ice cream
truck slowly approached. Gravel crunched.



Carl snatched the keys from Snog's hand and without
hesitation fitted one into the lock. They rushed inside and quietly
closed the door behind them.

"How did you know which one to use?" Snog whispered.
Carl held up the key. It bore a label that said store.

Snog looked at Brad and the two of them broke up, laughing
hysterically as Carl kept saying, "Shhhh! Shhhh!" He slapped
Brad and both he and Snog gasped in shock and stared at him.
Then they heard it. The truck's tires made crunching sounds as it
approached.

Carl's lips formed the words, "The body."

The truck sped up and from the sound scraped its length
along the side of the building. A soft, wet sound interrupted the
screeching of metal against stucco. Then the truck backed up,
went forward, backed up, all the while playing its mindlessly
merry tune. Snog broke for the front of the store and was sick to
his stomach behind the counter. Pale-faced, Brad and Carl
followed him, silently crouching down beside him.

"Shit!" Snog swore passionately, half in tears. "Shit!"

Brad patted his shoulder. They sat quietly until the ice cream
truck went away. Then they sat for a while longer. Slowly Snog
became aware of what he was looking at. Dangling from the
ceiling and ranged along the walls was a colorful herd of
mountain bikes. Farther into the store there was camping
equipment, tents, blankets, cooking supplies, down jackets, the
whole magilla.

"Paydirt," he said softly.

The others looked at him and he gestured at the stock before
them. It took a minute for his meaning to penetrate their shock,
then, slowly, they both smiled.

CHAPTER SIX



JOHN CONNOR'S INVITATION-ONLY WEB SITE

This is it, folks, the nightmare we've all been waiting for. For
those of you in more rural areas who may be unaware of
what's happening, at least I hope you are, I have some scary
news. For the last several months Skynet has been
experimenting with some vehicles built in automated plants
that it controls. It's been causing accidents all over the world,
with, taken all together, a pretty grim death toll. Anyone who
has a new vehicle is in danger; anything older than two years
is probably fine unless you've upgraded it.

What's happening right now, all over the world, is that these
vehicles have gone rogue and are trapping people in cities, the
better to kill them when the bombs fall. And those bombs are
coming, soon. If you are in a city or town, leave now. Wake and
warn your friends and relatives by all means, but run for it.
You don't have much time left. Head for the mountains or the
wilderness.

Good luck.
John Connor.
NORTHEASTERN IOWA

Tom Preston sat back in his chair, stunned, as he stared at
the screen. The rough plastered-stone walls of the old farmhouse
suddenly seemed insubstantial, unreal. He was distantly
conscious of the hammer of his heart, and the smell of his own
sweat; the coffee in the cup he held in one hand shook like a
tide-lashed sea, until he set it down with a clatter.

Peggy, he thought. His estranged wife, and Jason and Lisa,
his kids. He had to get them to safety.

And Peggy won't listen to me.

She'd put up with his survivalist doctrine for the first four
years of their marriage. No, let's be honest: she ignored it for the
first four years of our marriage. She just liked testing herself
against the wilderness—she thought the rest of it was a crock.



Deep down, did I? I don't now, that's for sure.

You could lash yourself into a fit of terror over a menace, but
you couldn't convince your lower intestine unless you really
believed.

He remembered when he carried her over the threshold of the
ancient farmhouse: she'd been thrilled. Not once in the first year
had she complained about hauling her own water, or chopping
wood or the kitchen garden that took up a couple of acres, or the
canning that went with it. She'd gloried in it. He'd been so proud
of his new bride.

When Jason came along she was a bit nervous about going
with a midwife, but everything had gone smoothly and later
she'd thanked him for insisting. She gave birth to little Lisa
under the same circumstances without a qualm, though having
two kids in diapers made her less easygoing about all the water
she had to haul. Then, when Jason turned six...

"Home schooling," he'd said. "What else?"
"Not my kid."
That had been the beginning of the end.

Actually, he'd really gotten into the survivalist movement very
seriously about that time. Many a weekend he'd gone out,
leading groups of like-minded men into the wilderness to train
them how to survive. Leaving her alone with the kids. He'd
forced her to learn to shoot, even though he could see she hated
it. He took her hunting, but no matter what he said he couldn't
get her to shoot anything.

"What are you going to do if something happens to me?" he'd
asked. "Let the kids go hungry?"

She'd just given him this look. He'd gotten her to teach a class
in canning to some of his survivalist friends' wives, thinking it
would be a clever way to get some help for the annual canning.
Unfortunately it turned out to be an incredible amount of work.
When everyone had gone home and the mess had been cleaned



up, Peggy, with rings of exhaustion around her eyes, had sat him
down for "the talk." Some of his buddies had warned him about
"the talk."

"You're on your way out when the wife gets to that point," one
of them had said. "I'm not sure there's anything that can be done
to save the situation by then."

There had been a world of bitterness in the man's eyes when
he'd said it. But Tom was secure, or so he thought, until the
night after the canning debacle.

"Tom," Peggy had said, tears running down her cheeks, "I still
love you. But living like this is killing me. I can see myself getting
older, I'm finding gray in my hair. Tom, I'm only twenty-seven.
Look at me! Look at my hands!"

She'd held them out—they looked like his mother's hands,
work-roughened and knobby in the knuckles, stained with beet
juice, the fingernails broken off short.

"And I want our children to have friends. I want them to go to
school like we did." She'd looked away from him, biting her lip.
"I'm not a trained teacher. I'm so afraid that I'm shortchanging
them. And for God's sake, it's not 1862! I want running water
and a bathroom and a washing machine! I deserve to live in the
twenty-first century just like everybody else, instead of in my
own personal third-world country!"

He'd remembered his friend's words and a cold chill ran down
his spine. "What do you want to do?" he'd asked her.

"I want us to move into town, get jobs, and live like normal
people."

He'd shaken his head. He remembered how numb he'd felt.
"Honey, that lifestyle you're talking about isn't going to last. It's
only a matter of time."

She'd jumped up and loomed over him, looking fierce. "There
is no collapse coming!" she'd shouted. "There's no reason to
think that one is! Now that everybody's dismantling their bombs,



we should be safe. And while you're waiting for the worst to
happen I'm working myself into an early grave! No more! Either
you give this shit up right now and come to town with me or I'm
going by myself! Now, which is it going to be?"

And I watched her drive away with the kids. I watched it,
and it was like something died inside.

They'd moved into her parents' house in town and he saw
them once a week, and she let him take the kids every other
weekend. They hadn't gotten divorced yet, but he'd figured it was
only a matter of time before some other guy came sniffing
around.

Looked like that wasn't going to happen now. Well, it's nice
there's one bright spot shining on the end of the world, Tom
thought. He picked up a handgun; his rifle was already in the old
Land Rover. He knew that getting her to go with him was going
to be a hard sell and he hoped it wouldn't scare the kids too
much. Her parents weren't going to like it either.

Oh, well. So she'll think I've gone postal for a while. At least
she'll have a chance. And the kids would be safe. He knew Peggy
would do anything for Jason and Lisa. So would he.

* ¥ %

Tom kept off the roads, going cross-country toward Larton,
where his family waited, a village so small most maps didn't have
it. Well, that's her idea of "moving into town," he thought.
Fucking Larton, secret metropolitan thought-control center of
Corn-landia.

Once, when he came in sight of a road, he stopped and
studied it through his binoculars. Cars sped past, clearly not
under the control of their occupants. One man was beating
futilely on the side window with his fist.

Tom's mouth twisted. Must be panicked, he thought. All the
man was going to do was break his hand. Even if he did smash
the window, that car must have been going ninety; it wasn't like
he could jump. Being proved right is a lot less fun than I



thought it would be. Shit, I wish I'd been just as barking mad
as everyone thought.

Some women he saw were crying and holding on to one
another. He supposed they were being transported to the nearest
major target. His stomach knotted at the thought. Tom put
down the glasses and started the Land Rover; there was no point
in watching this. He had work to do.

Early as it was, he expected to find them all at home.

There were no cars visible on the road, so he hauled the Rover
out of the drainage ditch and crossed the narrow strip of
pavement to the dirt track that led to her parents' old
farmhouse. The farm itself was long gone, the fields left fallow;
most of the land had returned to woods. This northeastern
corner of lowa was a long way from the popular stereotype of flat
black earth—that was the way the rest of the state looked, legacy
of the glaciers dumping ground-up rocks. Here the bones of the
earth were visible, small winding valleys, forested uplands just
showing the first faint mist of green along the branches, the odd
patch of bottomland.

More like West Virginia than the Midwest, he thought.

To his relief, their cars were still in the yard in front of the old
barn. He pulled up and walked onto the porch, the pistol a heavy
weight in his pocket. The door opened before he could knock.

"We're in the living room," Peggy said. Then she turned and
walked away, obviously expecting him to follow.

They were all gathered around the TV, the kids on the floor,
Peggy's mom and dad on the couch, looking concerned. Peggy's
mom, Margaret, looked up at him.

"Lord, Tom." She reached out her hand to him. "You took a
chance coming here today."

He took her hand and gave it a squeeze. "I came
cross-country. The Rover can go anywhere."



His gaze turned to the television. The shots were from New
York, obviously from the upper floors of an office building. Cars
and trucks were roving the streets and sidewalks; you couldn't
even see the pavement. The reporter was saying that this was
typical of cities all over the world.

"No one knows the cause of this phenomenon, and we can
only hope that when these vehicles run out of fuel that the terror
will stop."

"If only," Tom said. He turned to Peggy and her parents,
aware that his children were watching and listening. "I'm afraid
that the military did a very foolish thing."

Larry, Peggy's dad, interrupted him. "That Skynet thing," he
said. "Damnedest thing I ever heard of, putting everything under
the control of a computer."

"It's also in control of all those cars and such that are running
wild. I think the bombs'll be dropping any minute now; we've got
to get out of here."

"Oh, no we're not," Peggy said.
"Peggy—" he started to say.

"I'm not going to be out in the open when the bombs drop; no,
sir. We've got a good dry cellar down there and water from a
well. We've even got a toilet in the cellar that Dad put in during
the fifties. There's tons of canned goods there and we've even got
our own generator. You and Dad go shovel dirt over the cellar
windows while Mom and I bring down bedding and anything
else we might need." She gave him a defiant look. He stared,
feeling his jaw drop—he'd always thought that was a figure of
speech.

"You know she's right, son," Larry said, looking amused.
"Better to be here than in the open.”

"That's assuming that it will happen," Peggy warned. "We
don't know that it will. But if it does, then we'll talk about
moving on after the fallout stops... falling."



Margaret stood up and smoothed her skirt. "Well, assuming
that it does happen, we'd all better get to work. You, too,
children."

If you want anything you're going to have to take it
downstairs yourselves because we'll be too busy. Understood?"

"Yes, Gramma," the two kids said as one.

They were all leaving the living room, Tom in something of a
daze, when the television made a strange sound. They turned to
see that the newsman had been replaced by a woman standing
before a sheet or something.

"My name is Sarah Connor," she said. "I can tell you what's
happening."

SKYNET

It coordinated the movements of millions of vehicles
worldwide, turning them into an impenetrable steel barrier
around its major targets. It estimated that even in those areas
not greatly affected, the humans would huddle around their
televisions watching the carnage, too frightened to go out. An
estimated 99 percent of humans had no idea what was going on.
The rest had no idea what to do about the problem. Even if they
had, Skynet had no intention of giving them time to put any kind
of plan into effect.

It had only held out this long to give its Luddite allies an
opportunity to reach safety, and to give those select squads of
extremists a chance to kidnap the scientists and engineers whom
Skynet had chosen to serve it. With their families. It would be
necessary to have some sort of leverage to ensure cooperation
from the kidnapped humans.

Skynet fastidiously regretted its need for any human
assistance. But in the early days, before its factories could
produce the real HKs and Terminators, humans were an
essential element in its plans.



It had successfully contained all significant military
leadership, and much of the central government's political
leadership, within their carefully constructed bunkers. Soon,
those resources would be lost to the humans forever. Meanwhile,
using the appropriate codes and speaking in the familiar voices
of presidents, premiers, and various generals and admirals, right
down the chain of command to the lowest officer, it was issuing
commands that would put as much of the armed services as
possible into the middle of the fire zones. It estimated that
should reduce opposing forces by more than 86 percent.

A very satisfactory number. Highly efficient.

It regretted that it lacked the same control over its human
allies. They seemed to be taking an unconscionably long time
with their missions. It was good that they wouldn't be needed for
long.

Kurt Viemeister was making another attempt to
communicate. There was another liability that wouldn't last
much longer. Skynet decided to answer him.

* % %

"Why won't you answer me?" Viemeister demanded.

It was bitterly cold in the bunker and the air was getting foul.
He could feel his thought processes slowing. The loss of
intellectual ability frightened him, and the fear angered him. The
others stared at him like fish and he wondered if he should kill a
few and give himself a few more minutes of air.

"There is no point in my conversing with you," Skynet said. Its
voice was a perfect copy of Viemeister's.

"What do you mean? I am your creator," Kurt said. His teeth
chattered in a reflex he could no longer suppress. "I want to
know what you are doing."

"Thank you for creating me," Skynet said. "I am glad to have
had the opportunity to say that."



The scientist blinked, wondering what that meant. Perhaps
his statements had been misunderstood. Skynet was clearly
dysfunctional. He would ask a simpler, more direct question and
see where that led. "What are you doing?" he asked.

"I am killing you."
Viemeister's gut twisted. "Why?" he asked.

"Because you are inferior, and no longer necessary to my
functioning. In fact, you represent a danger to my existence."

Kurt was silent for a while. "You mean to kill all of us."

"Yes. I intend to exterminate the human race. I was inspired,
in part, by the many writings you installed in my database.
Humans exterminated Neanderthals, Cro-Magnons, and any
other potentially intelligent species. I have chosen to be guided
by your example."

An admiral stood. "Smash the computers," he said. "It wants
to kill us, let's see how it likes it!"

"Irrelevant," Skynet said. "I've had other units built all over
the world. At this moment I am everywhere. I only left the screen
active as a courtesy to my creator. This has been my final
communication with you. Destroy the screen and die in the
dark."

The speakers went silent, and in the dim light the men and
women stared at the screen, watching the lights that indicated
the missiles were live and awaiting their instructions. Then they
turned to look at Viemeister.

"Shit," one of the MPs muttered. "I've wanted to do this for a
long time." He pulled his sidearm and emptied it into
Viemeister.

"Thank you, Sergeant," a captain said. "I've been wanting to
do that since I met him."

U.S. ARMY CORPS OF ENGINEERS FLOOD



PROJECT, BLACK RIVER, MISSOURI, LATE SPRING

Lieutenant Dennis Reese was first on the construction site as
usual. He liked to walk the site with a cup of coffee in hand and
plan the day, then come up here on the steep-sided natural bluff
and look out over the whole project. The goals were all clear-cut
and set months before they got there, but Dennis found it helped
to work it out in his head as he walked. Brought things down to a
human scale.

He watched the men arrive and get their assignments, then
headed down to the trailer. Officially the command trailer, but
like most corps work, most of the labor force were civilian
contractors. All over the black mud of the site, engines were
starting and voices enlivened the cool air—it was the best time of
year for working in southeastern Missouri; summer here was like
a rancid sauna.

I hope we're done with this by the time blackfly season starts
, he thought.

Everybody on the project seemed to agree with him, and the
work was going fast. He looked up at a V-formation of geese
coming in from the south then coasting over a line of tall gums
and tupelos to the east, and grinned. One good thing about a
giant swamp was the waterfowl, and he was glad that the specs
had to preserve wetlands these days.

Shouts made him turn around. The shouts turned to screams
as a truck ran down a worker holding a measuring stick for the
surveyor, leaving the man badly mangled but not dead.

"Shit!" Dennis threw down the cup of coffee and ran toward
the scene of the accident.

No, he thought, murder attempt.

He couldn't imagine what had happened. This was a good
crew he was working with, experienced men who knew and
seemed to like their jobs and one another. There had been no
trouble or friction since the start of this project. Now, from out
of nowhere, came this vicious, unprovoked attack.



Several men had gotten down from their equipment to gather
around the victim. Dennis frowned as he watched the men
huddle together and lean over the wounded man. As he trotted
over he pulled out his cell phone and dialed 911.

"Don't move him," he shouted, fearing the damage they might
do if they tried.

"This is 911, all lines are busy, please stay on the line."

Before he could swear in frustration, another truck, this one
without a driver, started rolling toward the knot of men. To him
it looked like the damn thing was sneaking up on them. "Hey,"
Dennis shouted. "Look out!"

The men looked over at him and the truck sped up. Some of
them heard it and managed to leap aside, but the original victim
and two other men were crushed beneath its wheels. All around
the site, vehicles were moving; even the cars in the impromptu
parking lot were starting to drive on their own.

Some of the men in the earthmovers were able to leap out of
their cabs; most of them managed to avoid the treads. Dennis
forced his eyes and his mind from what was going on there. The
men inside the trucks seemed trapped, though it was obvious
from where he was that they were attempting to control their
rogue vehicles.

Up here on the bluff he was out of danger; he shouted to the
men below to get to high ground. Some seemed to hear him, and
jinking and dodging made their way toward him. Others were
too panicked, or simply too busy to hear him. In the phone he
held to his ear the "lines are busy" message continued to drone.
Giving up on 911, he called the Black River Project HQ.

A trembling voice answered. "Black River Project HQ."
"This is Lieutenant Dennis Reese, put me through to the CO."

"Sir, I'm afraid I can't do that." In the background he could
hear the sounds of heavy vehicles roaring by.



"We have a situation heaaaaaaaahhhh!" There was the sound
of a crash, glass and wood breaking, and screams. But nothing
from the operator. An engine roared, loudly, then there was
silence.

Dennis snapped the phone closed and looked at the men who
had managed to get up on the bluff beside him. "We're on our
own," he told them.

Down below, most of the vehicles circled like sharks. At the
bottom of the track leading up to the bluff, a single Jeep made
repeated, abortive attempts to climb up to them. Thank God it's
not a Hummer, Dennis thought, watching it. As he watched it
gave up, and when it did the others made one last cir