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CHAPTER 1

Ross 248/Waughtal's Planet/Primeport

The police sweeper drifted past the alleyway, white faces under helmets

inside staring straight ahead, disinterested.
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Baka, Njangu Yoshitaro thought. He peered after them, saw the red-banded

gravsled lift over the dome where the street curved. Fools.

Njangu wore dark brown pants and tunic, and a roll-down mask on his
head. He pulled it over his face, adjusted the eyeholes, and went out of
the alley. The wide boulevard was deserted under the hissing lights.

Some shop windows were dark, more were lit with posturing mannequins,
furniture, tron gear that no one in Yoshitaro's district of Dockside

would ever own unless they stole it.

Njangu darted across the street to the steel-barred, blank doorway. The
lock was a Ryart Mod 06. Not the hardest, not the easiest. Four numeric
buttons. He would have three chances before the lock either set off an

alarm or froze, depending on the store owner's paranoia and budget.

Try easy. The factory setting was 4783. He tried it, nothing happened.

The owner thinks he's clever. But his salesmen open for him sometimes.

Perhaps... the shop's address was 213. Blank first, blank second? Most

likely first.

He spun the dials, and the door clicked open.

Not that clever.

There were a dozen clear-topped cases in the thick-carpeted room. The

half-sentient gems inside caught the light from the street, reflected it
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back in moving, kaleidoscopic splendor as | they moved like jeweled

snakes.

Njangu took a com from his pouch, touched a transmit button, held it
down for a count of three, then a count of one, then three once more.

Half a dozen shadows ran silently toward the shop's yawning door.

Yoshitaro trotted out, not looking back. He'd see the others later, get

his share.

He ran for three long blocks, then turned down a dark street. He
stripped off his hood, gloves, stuffed them in his belt pouch. He was
walking quickly now, nothing but a tall, slender young man, respectably

dressed, out a bit late, eager to get home and to bed.

The first shot rang dully from behind him, from the boulevard, then
another and a third. Someone screamed, someone shouted. A metallic

hailer shouted orders, inaudible but official;

Shit!

Njangu unsnapped the belt pouch, and took out a leather-bound book. He
resealed the pouch with his burglar's tools, pitched it under a parked
gravsled, and went on, strolling now, his Tao-te ching held in prominent

view. The temple closed, what? An hour, no, an hour and a half ago. You


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

missed the last trans, eh? Yes, and stopped at a vend for a snack. See,

here's the wrapper in my pocket. Good.

It had better be.

He made another ten blocks before the spotlight caught him halfway
across the street, and the sweeper's guns spat coiling rope. One straint
caught him around the waist, the second pinned his arms, and he went
down. He rolled to his side, saw legs coming toward him, the outline of

a blaster.

'Do not move,' the voice said, hard, metallic, robotic. "You are being

restrained by a member of the Commonweal police as being under suspicion

and a possible threat to life and public safety. Any movement will be

determined as life-threatening.'

He obeyed.

'Good. Don't even breathe.' The voice became almost human. 'Eh, Fran. We

have him.'

Another set of black legs came out of the police sweeper.

A boot nudged Njangu onto his back, a beam swept his brown face.

One cop dragged the wiry young man to his feet by the straints.
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Y oshitaro was taller than either of the men.

'Guess you didn't have squat to do with a little B&E back on

Giesebechstrasse, eh? 'Bout ten minutes gone?'

'T don't have any idea what you're talking about,' Njangu said.

"Yeh. Guess you don't know anybody named Lo Chen, Peredur, or Huda,

either? Among some of your other friends we netted.’

Yoshitaro frowned, pretended thought, shook his head.

"Wonder if the eye we had floating got you?' one officer said gleefully.

"Not that it matters, since we found this on you.'

He took a pocket-blaster from his boot.

"What were you going to do with it?'

Never seen it before,' Njangu blurted, cursed silently for letting them

draw him.

"You have now,' the second officer said. "It fell out of your waistband
when we took you down. Bad charges, Y oshitaro. Violation of curfew,

being outside your district, possession of firearms, and I'm not sure


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

but what you were trying to pull it on us.'

'He was, he was,' the other voice said. 'I saw it clear.'

'Attempted murder, then. Guess that'll be more than enough,eh?'

Njangu's face was calm, blank.

The cop drove a fist into Yoshitaro's stomach, pleasure-filled eyes
never leaving his face. Njangu caved in, let himself fall forward,
turning to take the fall on his shoulder. As he fell, his legs lashed

out, sweeping across the cop's calves. The cop screeched in pain and
surprise, fell, his flash rolling away, sending swirls of light across

the blank dark buildings around him.

Y oshitaro struggled to his knees, had one foot under him as the other

cop came in, and Njangu saw the gloved fist smashing toward him.

Then nothing.

"It would seem,' the severe-faced woman said, 'there's little point in
my recommending this matter be brought to trial.' She stared again at

three screens whose display was hidden from Y oshitaro.
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'All evidence appears in order, and your appointed defender advised he

had nothing to offer on your behalf'

Njangu's bruised face was stone.

"You've had quite a career for someone just eighteen,' the woman went

on. 'l think it's a blessing for the Commonweal you weren't able to

reach that pistol in time.'

She paused.

'Do you have anything to say for yourself, Stef Y oshitaro?'

'T do not recognize that name any longer.'

'So I understand. Very well. Njangu Y oshitaro.'

'T don't guess there's any point in saying anything, is there?'

'Show proper respect for the court,' the heavyset bailiff rumbled.

The judge touched other sensors.

'A long and unattractive career,' she mused. '‘Beginning when you were

just thirteen. What happened to you, Njangu? The file on your family
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shows no reason for you to be what you are.'

It wouldn't. Mother never went out until the bruises went' down, and Dad
bought his synth all over the city or sometimes made his own. And Marita
would never tell anyone about our father's little nighttime visits. No.

There's no good reason for me to be anything but what I am.

'Very well. Do you have anything to say for yourself? Are there any
mitigating factors? The charges are most serious, even setting aside the
matter of the attempted robbery of Van Cleef's with your fellow gang

members. What [ understand you hooligans call a clique.'

None you'd recognize.

'In consideration of your age,' the woman said, her voice formal, 'l

offer two options. The first, of course, is Conditioning.'

Condit? A voice inside your head until you died, telling you just what

to do. No spitting on the sidewalk, Yoshitaro. No alk. No drugs. Work
hard, Yoshitaro. Don't criticize the Commonweal. Tell any policeman
whatever he asks. A guaranteed job, dull eyes handling other people's
credits and never thinking for a minute of slipping a handful into your

own pocket for fear of that hidden voice.

I don't think so.
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"The second is Transport for Life.'

It couldn't be any harder on the prison planetoid than here in

Primeport.

"You may have half an hour to reach a decision,' the woman said.

"Bailiff, escort this man to the holding cell.'

The man came toward Njangu, but he was already on his feet.

T know the way.'

'Wait!'

The judge was opening another screen.

"There is another alternative, Yoshitaro, which I'd momentarily

forgotten,' she said. "'We received a mandate a few days ago. Although I

doubt if you'll consider it for even a moment.'

CHAPTER 2

Capella/Centrum
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Alban Corfi, Chief of Procurement, Undeveloped Worlds, Elis Sector, was
a careful man. He read the entitlement twice before looking up and

nodding at his superior, Procurement Head Pandur Meghavarna.

'Very unusual, sir,' he agreed. "This is the what... thirtieth request
for reinforcement and logistics this Strike Force Swift Lance
pretentious name, that-out there on the thin edge of nowhere's sent in

this E-year?'

"Thirty-fourth, actually,' Meghavarna corrected.

'Something you might know, sir. All the others were spiked for lack of
proper priority, unavailability of equipment, improper preparation of
forms, and such. Why was this one not only allowed, but given a Beta

priority?'

'An excellent question, Corfi, one which I attempted to find an answer
to. I received none. Perhaps the Lords of the Confederation are

practicing their capriciousness.'

"Very well, sir,' Corfi said, opening the file again. 'So what exactly
do these noble frontiersmen think the Confederation is oh-so-willing and
unable to give them? As if we aren't stretched to the limit and beyond

already.
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'Hmm. Six Nirvana-class P-boats with supply train... well, they'll
whistle through their ears before they get any of those. Every one on

the assembly line is tabbed for the Riot Troops. Alpha priority.

"Thirty-five heavy lifters, capable of carrying ten K-tons or greater
for one thousand kis or more... I seem to remember there's some

reconditioned items we could allow them.

'Assorted assault lifters, gunships, and so forth. Impossible, but with
that curious Beta priority I suppose we'll have to give them what they

want.

'Various other small vehicles, weapons, not a problem, not a problem...

"Twenty of the Nana-class strike boats? How'd anyone that far in the
outback even hear of those? They haven't even been formally accepted by
the Fleet. Beta priority, schmeta priority. I hardly think we need to

worry ourselves-'

'"Look again,' his superior said. Corfi obeyed, and his eyebrows lifted a

trifle. That item was marked, in tiny green script, Approved, R.E.

"Well,' Corfi said, ashamed at his momentary lapse. 'So I was wrong. If
He has approved the matter, it's up to Him to justify that to his

superiors.' He sniffed, clearly distancing himself from future blame.
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'Seven hundred and fifty trained men. The men they can have, heavens
knows we've got enough of them. Take a few thousand more out of the

slums for all of me. But trained? Doesn't he know there's a peace on?'

Meghavarna let a smile come and go. 'What about transport?'

"T've got the Malvern about through with her refit,' Corfi said.

'Terrible waste of fuel and all, but with a skeleton crew...

'Yes, the Malvern. And we can transship in a cycle, perhaps two. Or as

soon as they release those precious Nanas.'

'Good,' Meghavarna approved. 'l assumed you could expedite the matter.'
He rose. 'l was a bit worried when your assistant told me you weren't in

yet, knowing you live out toward Bosham.'

'l didn't even try to go home last night,' Corfi said. 'Stayed at the

club, so I wouldn't get caught in the troubles.'

"What're they wanting this time?' Meghavarna asked. 'l don't really keep

up on civ doings.'

'Bread, no bread, too much bread, the wrong sort of bread, or

something,' Corfi said indifferently. 'Does it matter?'
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"Not really.'

Corfi saluted perfunctorily, left Meghavarna's office. He took the drop
to the main floor where his bodyguards waited, then rode the slideway

for half a mile to his offices.

He decided he'd handpick the Malvern's crew using his man in BuPers.
That couldn't rebound on him, no matter what happened, since no one with
sense concerned themselves with who went where in Transportation

Division.

A nice obedient crew... then he'd bounce the Malvern once, maybe twice,
in various 'directions' before he jumped it toward its final destination

through Larix/Kura. That should keep his boots clean.

Corfi reached his office, told his bodyguards to take a break- he

wouldn't be needing them for an hour or so. Corfi neatly hung his body
armored overtunic on an antique wall rack, unlocked his safe, and
removed the cleaner. He swept the office, found nothing more than the
two standard bugs feeding prerecorded pap to Security, and keyed the vid
to his assistant's line. Corfi gave the man some meaningless orders,

while he checked the line with the cleaner. Still clean. He touched

SENsors.

The screen cleared, and he was looking at a tiny garden. Curled on its
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synthetic moss was a young woman, barely more than a girl. She was

naked, and her ash-blondness was natural.

'Hi, darl,' she said throatily.

Corfi grinned. 'Suppose I was the bloc monitor?'

'He doesn't have my code,' she said. ' didn't expect to hear from you

until tomorrow. I thought you were seeing the wife-o tonight.'

'l was,' Corfi said. 'But seeing you like you are... I guess those

damned riots'll keep me at the office another night.'

'Pity,’ the woman said. 'T'll be ready.'

"You can be more than ready,' Corfi said. 'Remember that bracelet you

were looking at?'

'000."

'Suddenly we can afford it.'

The girl squealed in delight.

'T thought that'd make you happy,' Corfi said.
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'Oh, I am, I am, darl. Hurry home, so I can show you just how happy |

am.' She parted her thighs slightly, caressed herself.

'Got to go now,' Corfi said, realizing he was having a bit of trouble

breathing. 'I've got some work to take care of.'

The girl smiled, and the screen blanked.

Corfi waited until he calmed, then touched sensors once more. The screen

blurred, became blank green. Again he keyed numbers, and the same thing

happened. At the third screen he input letters and numbers he'd

memorized several years ago touched the SEND sensor. The transmission

would be bounced at least a dozen times before it reached Larix.

As soon as he'd finished the final group, he broke contact and, once

again, checked for a bug. Still nothing.

Alban Corfi, soon to be somewhat richer, was a very careful man.

CHAPTER 3

Altair/Klesura/Happy Vale


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Tweg Mik Kerle stared glumly out at perfection. Utterly blue sky. Sky,
even if it was a little reddish, beautiful, with a scattering of clouds.
A spring breeze filtered through the open door, and Kerle smelled

flowers, fresh hay, and, from somewhere, a woman's perfume.

He heard the tinkle of her laughter and snarled.

Perfection all around, and he was supposed to recruit for the
Confederation's Army. Why would anyone here want to enlist and go wallow
through the mud on some armpit world where people were actively trying

to kill her? Leave a place where everyone seemed to know his place and,
worse yet, like it? A place where all the women were gorgeous and happy,

and the men stalwart and good-tempered?

Like that oaf looking in the window at Kerle's carefully spread-out
exhibits. Here a tiny uniformed tweg ordered her twenty soldiers through
a fascinating confidence course, there a cent was receiving a medal from
his caud, while his hundred stood in stiff ranks behind, and in the

center three strikers busied themselves learning some sort of electron
trade. He'd gape at the tiny mannequins, then guffaw and go harvest his

turnips or whatever he harvested.

Kerle moaned, still looking at the bumpkin. Tall, almost two meters.
Well-built. Good muscles. Blond. Human to the nth classification.
Handsome, the sort men would follow anywhere, given a few years

seasoning. A recruiting poster sort of yokel.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Don't walk away, boy. Come on through those doors and help a poor tired

tweg make his quota.

Kerle goggled. The yokel was walking through the door.

The recruiter came to his feet, beaming, well-rehearsed camaraderie in
gear, while the back of his brain told him the young man had no doubt

just slipped away from the nearest home for the terminally confused.

'Good aft, friend.'

"Day,' the young man said. 'I'm interested in joining up.'

"Well, this is certainly the place,' Kerle said. 'And you'll never
regret it if you do. The Confederation needs good men, and will make you

proud you decided to serve your government.'

"What I'm really interested in is travel.'

"Then the Confederation is your ticket. I've seen twenty, thirty worlds,
and I've only been in ten years, made tweg in the first four, and should
be up for senior tweg when the next promotion list comes out,' Kerle
said. 'Not that you have to enlist for that long. Standard term is only

four Earth-years.'
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'Reasonable.' Garvin Jaansma said. 'Gives everyone a chance to see if

they get along.'

'Any particular trade or skill you'd be interested in?'

'T'm not much on working inside. Prefer to be outdoors if I can. What
about that?' The young man was pointing at a small model of an assault

lifter. Kerle picked it up.

'That's a Grierson. Used in Armored Infantry. The Grierson's the
standard assault vehicle, called an Aerial Combat Vehicle, an ACV.
Carries two attack teams. Chainguns here and here. Rocket pod here.
There's a whole lot of different configurations. Ultrareliable. Dual
antigrav units under here, give it about a thousand meters overground
lift. We use it for patrols, or attack. In the assault it'd be backed up
with heavy lifters, gunships like that model of a Zhukov there, and of
course there'd be other assault lifters with it. You can even modify it
into an in-system spaceship. You could command one of these in a year.
maybe less. Five million credits the Confederation'd trust you with.
Plus twenty men's lives, which is the real price. Not many jobs give
someone your age that kind of responsibility,’ Kerle said, sounding

truly impressed.

'Sounds interesting,' Jaansma said.
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'A couple of things first,' Kerle said, toes curling inside his mirror

bright boots, anticipating the bad news. 'Have you talked to your family

about this?'

'They don't mind,' Jaansma said. "Whatever I think is best for me

they'll go along with. Anyway, I'm eighteen, so it's my decision, isn't

it?'

"The first big one you can make,' Kerle agreed. 'Another question. I

don't suppose you've had any trouble with the authorities?'

'None at all.' The answer came quickly.

"You're sure? Not even a joyriding or maybe a fight or two, or getting

caught with alk or a snort? If it's minor, we can generally get

clearance.'

"Nothing whatsoever.'

The young man's smile was open, sincere.

CHAPTER 4
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Capello/Centrum

The Malvern bulged far overhead, dwarfing the line of men trudging

toward its gangway. Garvin Jaansma gaped upward.

'Move along, dungboot,' a cadreman snapped. "The Confederation don't

want you to break your neck before you even get trained.'

'Good advice, Finf,' a voice grated, 'you being the experienced star

rover and all. I'm surely admiring all your decorations and such.'

The junior noncom flushed. His uniform breast was as slick as his shaven

head. 'Quiet, you.'

The man who'd spoken stared hard, and the finf flinched back as if he'd

been struck.

'Keep on moving,' he muttered, and scurried away.

The man was big in any direction, not fat, but heavy, solid. His face

was set in a perpetual scowl under his forward-combed, thinning black
hair. A scar ran down one cheek and faded out in the middle of his thick
neck. He appeared to be in his early thirties. He wore unshined half
boots, heavy black canvas dungarees, a green tunic that would have been
expensive new, sometime ago, and had a small, battered bag at his feet.

There was a military-looking stencil on it: KIPCHAK, PETR.
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He eyed Jaansma and the recruit beside him, snorted, and turned away.

'l want to learn how to do that,’ the other recruit said in a low voice.

'Do what?'

'Melt 'em with a look like that guy did. Cheaper'n a blaster and not

nearly as convictable.'

Garvin extended his hand, palm up, and the other man repeated the

greeting.

'Garvin Jaansma.'

'Njangu Y oshitaro.'

Garvin considered the other young man, who was about his age and height,

dark-skinned with close-cropped black hair and Asiatic features. He wore

charcoal trousers and a pale green shirt. Both fit poorly and looked

cheap. He had a collarless wind-breaker over his shoulder. Yoshitaro

reminded Jaansma of an alert fox or hoonsmeer.

'Did anybody say where we're going?' he asked.
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'Of course not,' Njangu said. 'Recruit scum don't get told shit 'til

they have to know it, which I guess'll be whenever we get where we're

going.'

"What about training?' Jaansma said. 'l enlisted for Armor. and so far

all I've done is polish toilets.'

The older man turned back.

'And that's all you'll do 'til you get to your parent unit. The
Confederation's got a new policy. They ship your young ass to your home

regiment, and let them whip you into shape.'

'That isn't the way it is in the holos,' Njangu said.

'Damn little is,' the man said. 'It's 'cause the Confederation's falling
apart, and they don't have time or money to take care of the little

things like they used to.'

'Falling apart?' Garvin said incredulously. 'Come on!'

Garvin had seen troubles in his wanderings, but the Confederation itself
in trouble? That was like saying the stars were burning out tomorrow, or
night might not follow day. The Confederation had existed for more than

a thousand years, and would no doubt exist for another ten thousand.
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'l spoke clearly,' Kipchak said. 'Falling apart. The reason you don't
see it is because you're right at the center of things You think an ant
knows somebody's about to dump boiling water on its nest? Or a wygor

ever realizes what the skinner wants?'

Neither young man understood the references.

'What do you think all the riots are about?' he went on.

'What riots?'

"You didn't watch any 'casts while you were farting around in the 'cruit

barracks?'

"Uh... no,' Yoshitaro said. T don't pay much attention to the news.'

'Better start. A good holo-flash'll generally clue you how deep the shit
is you're about to get tossed into, and maybe even give you time to pack

hip boots.

'People are rioting, tearing things up because they can't get things.
Centrum being a high-class admin center, nobody bothers to grow
anything. Which means everything from biscuits to buttwipe gets shipped
in, not produced locally. Since the system's showing cracks, sometimes

those shipments don't get here in time for dinner.
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'It's real hard to accept you're on the greatest planet in the universe,

like the holos say, if you can't afford beans and bacon.'

"How come you know so much, anyway?' Njangu said, just a bit

billigerently.

This time the look came at him. But he didn't quail. Kipchak let his

glower fade down.

"Cause I pay attention,' he said. 'Something you better learn. For

instance, I could tell you where we're going, what unit we're headed

for, and even what the pol/sci setup is there. If I wanted to. Which I

don't, much.' Perhaps he was about to add more, but they'd reached the

ship's gangway.

"Y our name and homeworld," a synthed voice intoned.

'Petr Kipchak,' he growled. 'Centrum, when it suits me.'

"Noted,' the robot said. 'Compartment sixteen. Take any bunk. Next.'

And the huge Malvern swallowed them.

The compartment stretched into dimness. It was filled with endless four
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high rows of bunks, with small lockers under the bottom one, and, like
the rest of the ship, was spotless and smelled of fresh paint. Fresh

paint and an incongruous odor of dust, as if the Malvern was an antique.

The recruits were ordered by a harried-looking crewman to strap down in

their bunks and stand by for lift.

The Malvern came alive, a deep hum reverberating through every deck. The

deck speaker said, 'Stand by.' The hum grew deeper until it made your

bones sing, and the Malvern shuddered.

'Are we in space?' Njangu asked.

'l think so, but-'

The speaker interrupted Garvin, and said, 'Stand by for jump,' and

moments later the slight nausea, disorientation came, and they were in

stardrive. They waited to see what would happen next, but,

characteristic of space travel, nothing did.

"Let's go see what there's to see,' Garvin said, unstrapping.

'T thought we'd be in zero gravity,' Njangu complained.

'Be grateful we're not,' Garvin said. 'Lots of people's stomachs would
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be real unhappy, and I don't get my thrills swabbing up puke in midair.'

'Oh yeh?' Njangu said. "You been out before?' The phrase, heard on

holos, rang tastily on his tongue.

Garvin smiled, shrugged, and led the way out of the compartment.

There wasn't much to see. More crew bays, deserted assembly areas, long

corridors looking like the one they'd just left. There weren't any

viewports, even on the outer decks, and neither Njangu nor Garvin could

figure out how to operate the occasional screen they came upon.

Njangu stopped at one compartment hatch labeled LIBRARY.

'Let's go educate ourselves, like that goon told us we were supposed to

do.'

Low tables lined the walls, with screens and keypads at regular

intervals. Njangu sat behind one, touched a key. The screen lit:

ENTER REQUEST

"What?'

"Try, uh, destination,' Jaansma suggested.
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Yoshitaro touched keys.

THAT IS NOT A PERMITTED REQUEST. TRY AGAIN.

'What about where we've been? Do what Scarface suggested and see what

the holos say about riots.'

"Kay‘l

A line scrolled across the screen: BASHEES NG, SERMON CON-FED PUNDITS.

'Huh?'

Another line: BOSHAM RADS 4 STUN; then a third: LOK BLOOIES

TURN WUNKIES BAK, 32 BAGGED, 170 INJ.

T'm getting the feeling I don't speak Confederation,' Njangu said.

'Guess the joumohs have their own shorthand, maybe?' A rather voluptuous

young woman smiled out. She wore nothing at all. Another line scrolled:

PROKKY SEZ WORRY NU, SPORTY ALWAYS.

'Well good for ol' Prokky,' Garvin said. 'I'd sure sporty with her.'
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'Wonder if we'll find something like her where we're going,' Yoshitaro

said.

'If we do, she'll be officers only,' Garvin said. "The hell with it.

Let's get eddicated later.'

A crewman hurrying past spotted them.

'You two.'

They stopped.

"What're you doing outside your compartment?'

"Nobody said we couldn't,' Jaansma said.

"Nobody said you could, either,' the sailor snapped. 'And I just happen

to need two servers in the mess hall. Let's go.'

Without waiting for a response, he turned and went back down the

corridor, obviously expecting them to follow. Njangu and Garvin glanced

at each other, then obeyed.

'What is this?' Jaansma said. 'Everything not ordered is forbidden?'

' think we're starting to understand things,' Njangu said wryly.
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On the third ship-day, they were ordered to pack their civilian clothes

and issued gray tunics and pants, and soft-soled boots that strapped at

the ankles. There were no patches, no insignia, not even name tags.

"We look like damned prisoners,' Garvin said.

"No we don't,’ Njangu disagreed. 'Prisoners wear red.'

"Thank you for the educational information, sir.'

'Quite welcome.'

'By the way,' Garvin said carefully, 'that outfit you were wearing?'

'Yeh?' Yoshitaro's voice was flat.

"You, uh, don't look like the sort who'd wear something like. that.'

"'What do you mean?'

"You look like you'd thread a little better style.'

'T would. I did. But I didn't have any choice. Somebody bought my outfit
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before I shipped out,' Njangu said. His expression didn't encourage

Garvin to ask more.

The ship schedule was simple: Stand in line to eat, exercise, stand in
line to eat again, eat, try to find somebody to talk to or game with,

stand in line to eat, eat, sleep... and the days ground past.

Petr Kipchak had a bunk at the far end of the compartment, but he was

uninterested in making friends. He was either in a rec area, working out

on the weight machines for endless hours, or in his bunk, reading a

disk, completely engrossed.

"Dunno if T agree with this monosexual 'freshing,' Njangu muttered.

"Why not?'

'Liable to give some of us ideas.'

"Naah,' Garvin said. "They put something in the food to keep it from

happening.'

'Hey,' Yoshitaro said. '"You're right. I haven't had a hard since we've

been shipboard!'
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'See? Just listen to Uncle Garvin, and you'll know everything in time.'

'Allah with a yo-yo,' the recruit named Maev gasped. 'You won't believe

this.'

"What?' Garvin and Njangu rolled out of their bunks. 'C'mon. You've got
to see it.' Maev beckoned them to the refresher, which was nearly full

of men and women getting ready for the third-meal.

She pointed to one shower cubicle, large enough for a dozen people. But
there was only one in it-Petr Kipchak, who appeared oblivious to their

attention.

Garvin was about to ask what was so special, when he saw. Kipchak was
busily washing his genitalia with one of the stiff nylon brushes they

used to scrub the shower walls and singing loudly off key.

'Good flippin' gods!" Garvin blurted, and the three retreated as Kipchak

raised his head.

"What the hell... th' bastard's mental!' Maev said. Njangu was about to
agree, then realized-as he'd ducked back around the comer, he'd seen
something very much like a smile on the burly man's face. One way to

have a little privacy, he thought, and hid his amusement.
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Garvin was awakened by a series of double-dings he'd learned told the
time to the Malvern's crew. It was deep in the ship's sleep cycle, and

there were snores, some light, some hearty, around the compartment.

It was dark except for the dull red ready lights on the bulkheads, and,

at the end of the room, white light from the refresher.

He sleepily decided he was thirsty and padded into the refresher.

It was deserted but for four men, two women. One woman stood by the
hatchway on lookout, the other five sat or squatted around two blankets
spread on the plas-slotted deck. All were older recruits. One was Petr

Kipchak.

There were money and cards on the blankets. Kipchak had only a few bills
and some coins, while the dealer had a wad of currency from a dozen

worlds.

The five eyed Garvin. But he showed no particular interest, and went to
the urinal. His expression flickered suddenly as he watched the game out

of the corner of his eye, then became calm, innocent once more.

He finished, drank water from a tap, walked back by the game. One man,

the dealer, a heavyset, balding man, looked up.
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'Go to bed, sonny. This is way over your head.'

'Children's money's not good, huh?' Garvin asked.

The dealer started to snap, then smiled, a rather nasty smirk. He

evaluated Jaansma, absently twisting a large silver ring on his left

hand back and forth. Finally, he said, "You wanna get burned, it's your

business. I got no objections. Anybody else?'

Kipchak seemed about to say something, then shook his head. The others

shrugged or nodded as well.

'Table stakes, so you best be ready for some hard ridin', troop, and no

sinvelin' when we wipe you out,' the dealer said. 'Go get your stash.'

Garvin went to his bunk, spun the combination wheels on his small

carryall, took out a pair of socks. Inside was a thick roll of bills. He

dressed hurriedly, making sure his boots were carefully strapped.

Njangu's eyes were open. "What's going on?'

'There's a game back in the refresher. Thought I' d get in it.'

'Didn't think you were a gambler.'
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T'm not.' Jaansma hesitated. 'And neither is the guy with the cards.

He's a mechanic.'

Njangu sat up. "'What're you gonna do about it?"

'Make me some money.'

'Be careful.'

T'm always...' Jaansma broke off, thought a minute. "Y ou want in on the

action?'

'T don't play cards.'

"You don't have to. Look, I just got an idea that'll make for a lot of

fun for everybody.'

Garvin spoke in low, quick tones. Njangu frowned, then started grinning.

'One question,' he said. "Why're we doing this? It could mean trouble.'

'Didn't you just answer your own question?'

"Maybe I did,' Yoshitaro said. 'Sure. We can do it like that.'
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Jaansma peeled some bills from the roll.

'Here. Give me, oh, fifteen minutes.'

Garvin curled the five cards in his hand, examined them. Not good, not

bad. This was the fourth hand he'd played. He'd dropped out of two, bet

on one and lost.

"Ten credits to play,' the woman said, and tossed a bill into the center

of the blanket.

Garvin tossed two coins on top of the ante, and other notes followed.

Three players, including Kipchak, stayed in.

'Go ahead, kid,' the dealer said. "You're off.'

'l take one,' Jaansma said, discarding and taking a single card from the

five-card widow, and the dealer replaced it from the deck in his hand.

'No help,' he sighed, and tossed his hand into the discards

Betting went around twice, and Kipchak took the small pot.

The dealer was shuffling when Y oshitaro slipped in. 'Hey, Kipchak,'


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Njangu said. 'T've got the money I owe you. Found a dice game

yesterday.'

Petr blinked, looked hard at Njangu, was about to say something,

Y oshitaro moved his head slightly up, down.

'Oh. Yeah. Hold my place.' Kipchak got up.

T got it in my bag,' Njangu said, and the two went out.

Another hand was dealt, and the dealer won.

Petr and Njangu came back in. Kipchak's face was dark, stormy, then

calmed. He sat down, and Njangu leaned against a bulkhead, not far from

the lookout, someone who couldn't sleep and was boredly kibitzing.

The game went on for another hour. Garvin noted that one man licked his

lips when he was bluffing, the woman pulled absently at a lock of her

hair when she had a strong hand, other traits. But mostly he watched the

dealer. The luck went back and forth, but the credits slowly and

steadily flowed toward the heavy man with the ring.

Finally Garvin stretched his legs, and happened to tap Petr with his

toe.

"Scuse me,' he said. Kipchak didn't answer.
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"Wisht we had some quill,’ a man grumbled. 'Losin' like I'm doin' is

easier if you're not too sober.'

The dealer swept up the cards, shuffled them hastily.

'Mind if I cut?' Jaansma said.

"No,' the dealer said shortly. "You're right.' He set the deck down on

the blanket.

'Deep and weep, thin and win,' somebody intoned.

Garvin picked up the deck in one hand, cut it smoothly. The dealer

looked at him carefully, took the deck, and cards flicked out.

It was quiet in the refresher except for the soft whine of the
conditioner fans, and the snap of the cards being dealt, the sound a bit

louder than it might've been.

The dealer's lips quirked when he picked up his hand. '"This one's got to

be expensive,' he announced. He picked up bills. 'One hundred even to

see if I'm braggin'.

Tl play,' Kipchak said, and put most of his small reserve in the pot.
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'Me too,' Garvin agreed.

Two others stayed, two tossed in their hands.

T'm taking two cards,' Jaansma said, and his hand passed over the widow

as he discarded. His expression didn't change when he picked up the new

cards.

'Dealer takes one.'

TN fly these,' Kipchak said, and stood pat.

The woman took two, the remaining man three.

'Another hundred,' the dealer said.

The woman dropped out, the remaining man increased the bet.

' think I'm lucky,' Jaansma said. 'Up two hundred.’

'And a hundred back at you,' Petr said.

'Like I said, expensive,' the dealer said. "Sides, it's getting late.

Don't want to spoil my complexion with late hours.' He counted. 'Up

five... six hundred.'
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"The kid's going to be foolish,' Garvin said, and peeled bills into the

stack. 'And up two hundred on you.'

'I'm short,’ Petr said.

"No problem,' Njangu said, coming away from the bulkhead and taking

notes from his pocket. "Your credit's good.'

'"Thanks.'

The dealer laughed unpleasantly. 'l think I'm gonna sleep real, real

good.' He flipped his hand onto the table. All five were of a single

color.

'Guess that does it,' and he reached for the money. 'High to the

Protector.'

"Not quite." And Petr slowly tossed cards faceup on the blanket.

'Ruler... Ruler... Ruler... Ruler... and the Alien for a fifth.'

The dealer's eyes went wide. 'Y ou weren't-" and his hand went for his

back pocket.

'Rube!" Garvin snapped, coming to his feet.
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Light glinted as a tiny steel dart flickered across the blanket, buried

itself in the dealer's forearm. He yelped, and blood spurted.

The lookout came forward, a short length of pipe appearing in her hand.
Njangu sidestepped into her, and snapped a backhand strike into her

temple. She tumbled across a player, lay still.

Another man was getting up, and Garvin drove a punch into his solar
plexus, then smashed the back of his hand into the man's skull, and he

went down.

The dealer stared at his blood-runneling arm, the knife still buried

near his elbow. Petr pulled the dart free, and again the man screeched.

The other players were motionless, arms raised to their shoulders,

fingers splayed.

Yoshitaro glanced into the troop bay. "Nobody heard anything,' he

reported.

Peter wiped the tiny knife clean, made it vanish. 'Don't like cheaters,'

he said. 'Maybe I oughta slice your tendons for you. Play hell with your

card game.'

The dealer moaned, shook his head pleadingly.
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"You people see anything tonight, or did you go to bed early?' Kipchak

asked.

Heads were vigorously shaken.

The lookout got to her knees, coughed, and threw up. She staggered

toward a toilet. The man Garvin had hit lay motionless.

"You kill him?' Petr asked, not sounding worried.

"No,' Jaansma said. 'He'll wake up in an hour, and be sick like she is,

but nothing lasting.'

'Good. We don't need any courts-martial,’ Petr said. 'Now, isn't it

bedtime for you folks?'

The players hurried out.

Petr pulled the dealer to his feet. "You go on sick call, and swear you

slipped and fell against a hatch dog. Got it? Anything different, and

there'll be two witnesses who'll call you liar when we get to D-Cumbre.

'And then you'd better grow eyes in the back of your head, which I

understand makes a feller nervous after a while.'
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"Nothin' happened,' the dealer babbled. 'It's like you said. I swear, I

swear.'

'Good. Here. Take this towel and go find a medic.'

"Not quite yet,' Garvin said. 'For there's still a lesson to be learned
before we offer our final benedictions.' He spoke in measured,
liturgical tones. 'My man here has not yet learned how we discovered his

villainy, and perhaps he could benefit from that information.'

'Don't tell the bastard,' Kipchak said. "Then he'll do better next time,

and rook another set of fools.'

'Not to worry,' Jaansma said lightly. 'For knaves such as he, there's

never a lesson to be learned until the final one.

T first noted this man because of the sound. Sound, you say, looking
puzzled. Yes, sound,' he went on pedantically, 'for when a man is
dealing seconds, that is dealing the second card instead of the top card
of the deck, there's a certain sinful sibilance to be sensed.' He picked

up the scattered cards, reassembled them.

'Listen, and you, too, shall be enlightened. Note how I hold this deck
of cards, and observe well, as I hold this top card in place with the

thumb of my left hand, and flick out the second card with my index
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finger and thumb of my right, there's a certain noise to be apprehended.

Yes?

'

"Now, my second clue was that obnoxious silver ring the wastrel wears.

He grabbed the dealer's left hand, and pulled the ring from his finger.

"Notice, it doesn't even fit properly, which would suggest he acquired
it from some equally devious sort before we lifted. I noted he was not
only turning it about his finger, but incessantly polishing it. So when

he held the deck in his right hand, waving it about, like so, he could
push out the top card a bit, see by its reflection if it was of

interest, and then retain it by dealing seconds until he wished to

possess it.

"The lookout was in on the graft certainly, and the mark I dropped

might've been. Or maybe not,' Jaansma said indifferently.

'Maybe we ought to break this guy's thumbs,' Njangu said.

'We could do that,' Jaansma said, and the dealer moaned again. 'He's

truly a malicious miscreant motivated into mopery by moroseness. But it

might be as devastating for me to show him something.

'Look, you. You think you're a shark, eh? Or some other equally
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predatory creature. But you should learn there are always bigger sharks

in any ocean.

'Observe. I take the deck, and shuftle it once. You saw, heard, nothing

untoward?

'But watch. I will deal the top five cards.'

Each card snapped as it came off the deck.

'Protector... Protector... Protector... Protector kicker. Not at all a

bad hand. But I shuffle it once more. Now the top five cards are
Companion... Companion... Companion... Companion and a ten. A better
hand. You would be inclined to bet such a hand like that hard, wouldn't

you?

"You don't have to answer. But here is the hand I happen to draw.' Five
more cards snapped off the deck. 'Nova... Nova... Nova... Nova... and
how did that Alien show up once again? I thought it was in the last

hand.

"You see? But of course you don't.' Jaansma's tone went back to normal.

'He's yours, Kipchak.'

'Go on, get!' Petr snapped, and the dealer half ran out of the

compartment, clutching the blood-soaked towel.
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'Gamblin'll be the death of me,' Kipchak said. 'Thanks. I owe you.'

"No problem,' Jaansma said.

"Why'd you get involved?'

'Because,' Garvin said, 'of my deep abiding love for Truth, Justice, and

the Confederation Way.'

Njangu snorted.

'All right,' Kipchak said. 'Another question. There was a little blood

got spilled tonight. Neither one of you seemed real bothered by it. That

ain't like most 'emits I've met.'

Both young men looked at Kipchak, and their expressions wore the same

amount of utter innocence.

'Mary on a pong-stick,' Kipchak swore. 'You two could be brothers.'

"My turn,' Yoshitaro said. 'Where'd you learn to spot somebody cheating

like that?'
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'l read about it in a book somewhere.'

"The same place you learned to deal like you did?'

"That's right.'

"'What about the fancy talking? You sound like a god-shouter, or some

kind of circus hustler.'

"That's what I am,' Garvin said. 'T've secretly enlisted in the

Confederation to bring sinners into the welcoming hand of the Lord

Pigsny.’

'Never heard of him.'

"That's why I became a missionary. Our sect isn't doing very well.'

'Do you ever give a straight answer to anything?' Yoshitaro asked in

disgust. 'Like who was this Rube you were shouting to when the fighting

started?'

After a moment, a low, sincere snore answered him.

Petr stopped them the next 'morning.’
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"Wanted to thank you two clowns,' he said. 'l would've chased every last

credit down that rathole if you hadn't gotten interested.'

'Forget about it,' Jaansma said. 'l was having trouble sleeping.'

"Yeh.' Kipchak said. 'Anyway, [ owe you.'

He didn't wait for a response, but pushed away through the crowd.

'So now we've got a debt of honor with Scarface,’ Garvin said.

"Whoopie.'

'Don't slam it,' Njangu said. 'We might need a throat slit someday.'

The Malvern came out of N-space, and its nav-computer checked its

position. It was on course.

A few minutes later, it shimmered and vanished on its next-to-last jump

before the Cumbre system.

"Kay,' Petr said. 'Our destination's D-Cumbre. It's a Confederation
World, has a Planetary Government-a governor general plus some kind of

council to advise him. Probably all the crooks with old money.'
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'"What's our unit?'

'It's supposed to be about ten thousand men. Called Strike Force Swift

Lance.' Petr shrugged. 'Officers like flash names

'Our caud's somebody named Williams. Couldn't Find anything out about

him.

"The unit's assigned mission is keeping the peace.'

'Against who?' Njangu asked.

"It seems to be a little complicated,' Kipchak said. 'D-Cumbre's geetus

1s in mining another world. C-Cumbre, as I recall. The pick-swingers
mostly come from a whole group of immigrants called 'Raum.' He gargled
the initial consonant. 'Spelled with a single mark in front, so you can

tell it ain't pronounced like real people talk.

"The 'Raum came to C-Cumbre a few hundred years ago, my man told me.
Believed they oughta own the universe. Instead, they're doon th' mine,
like they say, which is where most fanatics belong, working for the

smarter crooks who got there first.

'Guess some of 'em don't like the swing of things, so they're running up

and down in the hills playing bandit and snipin' anybody who doesn't
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agree with 'em.

"That'll be one of our targets, I s'pose.'

'How do we tell them apart from the people we're defending?' Garvin

asked.

'Hopefully because they're shooting at our young asses,' Kipchak
answered. 'But they're supposed to be shorter, stockier, darker and,
according to those who call themselves their betters, with all the bad

habits anybody who's unlucky enough to be dealt the bottom card has.

'Anyway, the big squeaker is the mines are worked both by men and by

Musth.'

'"What're they?' Njangu asked. 'l never paid much attention to aliens.

Never saw one to steal something from, I guess.'

'Big tall creatures,' Garvin said. 'l saw a holo on them. They look like
big, skinny cats walking on two legs. Got a long ' neck, as I recall,

and moved real fast. They looked like they could be bad news in a

fight!

"That's them,' Petr agreed. "They're supposed to be as touchy as a whore

the night before the troops get paid. I've never been around 'em, but a
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mate of mine has, and he said they're real quick to get nasty.

'Anyway, that's about all I know.'

'Can I ask you something?' Njangu said.

T said I owe you.'

'You've been in the service before?'

"Yeh. I join up, get pissed off, get out, can't stand the way civilians

piddle around, join up again... guess I oughta go one or the other,'

Kipchak sighed. "Tried settlin' down once or twice, but it didn't stick.

'Maybe this time I'll just stay in.'

"What... I don't know what to call it exactly, what branch do you

generally serve with?' Yoshitaro asked.

"There's only one to think about, far as I'm concerned. Intelligence an'
Recon. Snoopin' and poopin', we call it. Prob'ly be some of my mates
from other times there. I&R's a small world, because most soldiers think

we're brain-dead and suicidal.

"You operate by yourself or with a small team, so any ambush you end up

in's your own fault, instead of stumbling along with a turd of hurtles
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like a common footso'jer does, or zooming into a hot landing zone with

every other squid in a Strike Force.

'Still not a bad way to get killed, though. If I had a brain, I'd

prob'ly go for Supply or Cooking.

'Appears Ma Kipchak raised herself a rock-solid fool.'

'Say, Njangu?'

Yoshitaro looked up from the disk he was reading. It was Maev.

"Ye-up?'

T've got a problem with my bunk chain,' she said. 'Damned thing's got a

kink, and I keep hitting it with my head. Could you see if you could

yank it out or something?’

'Sure.' Njangu slid out of his bunk and followed the small redhead.

Petr and Garvin sat cross-legged on Kipchak's bunk, a small magnetic

chessboard between them. Njangu grinned as he went by.

'Hmm,' Garvin said. "White Queen takes Black Rook, I suspect.'
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"What're you talkin' about?' Kipchak demanded. "Your queen's not even

close to my castle.'

"Never mind, never mind.'

Something woke Njangu. It took a minute for him to realize where he was.
Maev was lying on the inside of the bunk, half-smiling in her dream. Her
hand was between Y oshitaro's thighs. Her hair was very dark in the ready

lights.

Neither of them had bothered with the third-meal, and had eventually

fallen asleep from pure exhaustion.

Njangu felt himself stir, ran a finger down her sleek side, and caressed

her thighs. Without waking, she lifted her leg, half rolled onto her

back.

The loudspeaker blared: 'All hands... a// hands... report to your

Emergency Positions. '

Njangu was out of the bunk, grabbing for his clothes.

Maev blinked sleepily. 'What's going on?'
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'Hell if I know. But we better get back with the others.'

She dressed hastily.

'All hands... all hands. Stand by to be boarded. Warning. Do not make

any attempt to resist. I say again, do not make any attempt to resist.’

"You got any idea what's going on?' Yoshitaro asked.

Garvin shook his head.

'We're still in stardrive, aren't we?'

'Yeh.'

"How could anybody... another ship... get this close to us?' Yoshitaro

wondered. Jaansma shook his head again.

"They could if they had a tracker waiting for us in N-space,' Kipchak

said grimly. 'Or if they had our plot.’

"What does that mean?' Njangu asked.
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"It means it ain't gonna be good,' Kipchak said. 'Especially with that

bit about not resisting.'

The Malvern shuddered. 'Somebody comin' alongside,' Kipchak said. "Not a

bad trick in N-space. Damned near impossible unless you've got somebody

on the bridge cooperating.'

'What's this about no resistance?' Jaansma said. 'Pirates?'

'Shee-yit,' Petr said. 'There ain't no such thing as pirates.'

"Then why'd they tell us not to resist? We... the Confederation isn't at

war with anybody, is it?'

'Not as far as I know.'

'"Then what-'

'Shut up. If T knew something, I'd tell you.' Kipchak snapped.

They waited for almost an hour. Normal lighting came on, and the ready

lights dimmed.

'All military trainees, ' the speaker said. 'Stand by for assembly.
Secure all possessions and obey the orders of the men who will enter

your compartments. You have nothing to fear if you obey absolutely.
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'Any resistance will be met with the most extreme measures.'

The troop bay was loud with questions and no answers.

Sudden silence, as the hatches at the far end of the bay slammed open.
Two men entered the compartment. They wore spacesuits with open
faceplates and held heavy blasters at port arms. They moved to either

side of the door, froze.

A third man entered. He was tall, clean-shaven and white-blond. Like the
others, he wore a dark spacesuit with no emblems, and had removed his

helmet. There was a blaster bolstered at his side.

'All right.' The voice boomed, and Garvin jumped until he realized the
man had a portable loudspeaker mounted on his suit. "This ship has been
seized by lawful authority. All of you men and women are to consider
yourselves prisoners. At the proper time you will be given an

opportunity to redeem yourselves.

'Do not make any attempt at resistance, or you will be shot. You will

not be harmed if you cooperate, and in fact could be richly rewarded in

the future.

'Just remember-do what you're told, when you're told to do it, and
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you'll be all right.

'Disobey and die. Now, stand by for further instructions.'

The blond disappeared.

'Oh shit-oh-reilly, Kipchak murmured. 'We're in for it.'

"'Why?' Yoshitaro asked. 'What in the hell's happening?’

'You remember how I said [&R's a real small world? I know that bastard.

Name's Celidon, and he's a proper shit. Kill you in a Vegan instant if

you screw up.'

'T don't get it, Garvin said. 'Why the hell should the Confederation

highjack one of its own ships?'

'He isn't Confederation,' Petr said. "Not anymore. He's freelance. Has
been since they booted him out. I heard he was working for some
Protector on... Lamyx... no. Larix. Double name. Larix and Kura, that

was it.'

'What's going to happen next?'

'l think.' Kipchak said, his voice gaining confidence, 'we did get

pirated. Odds are this Protector's after the ship and whatever's in it.
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Although how the hell he'd find out about a Confederation troop

movement... beyond me. Way beyond me.

'Fair cagey, though. Unmarked suits, nobody in uniform, probably their

ship's sterile, not a bad chance of getting away with it.'

'So what happens to us?' Garvin asked.

'We're still gonna be in the army,' Kipchak said. 'But it won't be the

Confederation's. And it might be a real long time before we get back to

anything resembling home, if it matters to you.'

'Wonderful,' Njangu said. 'Just goddamned wonderful.'

Petr wasn't listening, but making fast clicking noises with his tongue

as he thought. 'Nope,' he said. 'Not for me, brother.'

"What's not for me?' Garvin asked.

'T'm not serving any Protector," he said firmly. 'Specially not a

renegade. When the Confederation comes down on this bastard, it'll be

the high jump for anybody and everybody wearing his colors.

"Nope, not for me," he said once more.
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"What can you do?' Njangu asked.

'Don't worry about me. You fellows just keep your heads low and don't

take any promotions. They mostly don't hang strikers in the rear rank.

Sooner or later things'll shake out, or you'll get a chance to slide out

from under. You'll be all right.' Petr's eyes weren't on them, but on

the two guards at the hatch.

"You're taking oft.'

'Better honk.'

'Can we come?' Garvin asked. 'Damned if I want to become any sort of

pirate.'

'Don't be a prime idjiit,' Kipchak snapped. "You'd just...' He stopped,

looked at Garvin and Njangu critically.

"You serious?'

'Yeh.'

Njangu thought for a moment, then nodded. 'I've already got one strike

on me, don't need another. I'll go, if you'll have us.'

'Well... I owe you, like I said. And being solo on a lifeboat can create
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problems, especially on a long jump, which I suspect we'll be making if

we get that far.

"Kay. You can't take anything with you. We're gonna move backward, real
slow. When the guards look at you, freeze. Don't look back. And for
gossakes don't smile. Pretty soon they'll come for the others, which is

when we go down past the refresher in the confusion, undog the hatch at
the far end of the bay, then follow me. Hopefully that passageway's got

air in it. We're going for one of the E-craft-escape ships-which should

be on the mid-deck. All these goddamned troopships are built pretty much
the same. If we're in luck, it'll be supplied and fueled. Otherwise...

so let's go.'

Step... step... statue, I'm a statue, one of those bastards with the gun

just glanced down the line, but not at me, not at me... step...

Half an eternity later, the blond officer, Celidon, came back.

'All right,' his amplified voice cracked. 'Pick up your gear, and come
toward me in single file. We're going to search you, then move you all
to a smaller compartment, to keep you from getting yourselves into
trouble. If any of you have a weapon, drop it right now. Otherwise,

you'll be shot where you stand.

'First man!'
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The recruits shuffled forward slowly.

Petr Kipchak slid down a side aisle. Behind him were Garvin and Njangu.

Crablike, they scuttled away from the main bay entrance.

They passed the rumpled bunk Maev had taken Njangu to, and he had a

moment of pain for what might've been but would never be.

Kipchak stopped at a small hatch, double-dogged. He pulled on one dog,

and paint cracked, fell away.

'Goddamned shipyard assholes. If it don't move, paint over it.' He put

his full weight on it, and the dog swung clear. He pulled the other one

almost free, moved the dog back and forth experimentally, nodded

satisfaction. There was atmosphere on the other side.

He opened the hatch, and the three crept out, into the bowels

ofthestarship.

CHAPTER 5

N-Space
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Garvin heard their silent footsteps as smashing echoes through the empty
passages. Kipchak took the lead, Njangu behind him. Both moved easily,
Jaansma noted, used to stealth, while he sounded like a drunken

mastodon.

Petr gestured... down this passage... through this hatch... and the two

followed. Twice he waved them back, and they ducked into an open

compartment and space-booted heels clashed past.

There was noise ahead, and Kipchak chanced creeping to the passage's

turning.

Voices came:

'Awright... stay in line, goddammit... look, I don't have the friggin'

registry... I said keep it quiet!'

The sound of a blow, and a shout of pain.

Then Celidon's voice:

'Silence! I'll say this once only," his voice boomed. 'Stay in the lines

we've put you in. When you come to the noncom at the head of the line,

give him your name, last first, and wait for him to check you off.
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"You're now members of the armed forces of Larix and Kura, and you will

learn we mollycoddle no one, and require utter obedience.

"Now, follow my orders!"

Petr nodded wisely, as if he could've given the speech himself, and

waved them toward a red-lettered hatch.

EMERGENCY ACCESS TO LIFECRAFT.

WARNING: OPENING THIS HATCH WILL SET OFF AN ALARM.

DO NOT OPEN EXCEPT IN EXTREME EMERGENCY AND UNDER

THE DIRECTION OF A SHIP'S OFFICER OR A SENIOR OFFICER

OF YOUR OWN SERVICE

Petr examined the hatch. Njangu was already looking at the dogs, then

the hinges. He pointed to something Garvin couldn't make out, then

opened and closed his fingers like a mouth... or an alarm going on and

off. He pulled the warning sign a bit away from the hatch, then bent a

corner of the plas back and forth until it broke free

Yoshitaro forced the plas into the back of one hinge, holding a tiny

spring-loaded switch in place, held up his thumb with a grin, then
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crossed his fingers. Petr undogged the hatch. No alarm sounded. They
went into a curving passage with smaller hatches at regular intervals,
next to the outer skin of the ship. Garvin fancied he could feel the

cold of space when he touched the bulkhead.

Petr pointed to one hatch. They opened it without setting off an alarm

and entered a small airlock. Kipchak opened the inner hatch, and the

three went 'down' into a single large teardrop-shaped room, with two

hatches to either side labeled REFRESHER. The room was padded from floor
to ceiling, and bunks were strapped to the walls. At the 'bottom' was a

short ladder leading to a command station with three screens, a handful

of sensors, a single strapped chair, and-in the center of the panel-a

square button with a cover.

'Close the lock,' Kipchak ordered, and Jaansma obeyed. After he'd dogged

the hatch, Petr checked the dogs, then secured the inner hatch.

'We're not in the clear yet,' he said in a pointlessly low voice.
'Sometimes these little bastards have a second alarm when the power's

activated or when you boot out into space.

"You two pull down a bunk apiece. I don't know if we'll be doing any
grav-maneuvers, but there's no point in getting bruised up unless we

have to.'
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Njangu and Garvin obeyed. Petr went to the command deck, strapped

himself'in.

"This boat is shit-simple,' he said. 'See this big mother button? That's
power. When it goes on we'll have our own grav, and the Screens'll give
us real-time projections forward and aft, plus radar in the middle one.

In N-space, all three'll be standard nav-screens. I hope.

T'm talking because I'm scared I'm going to set something off.' He
clenched his teeth, lifted the cover off the large red switch, pushed

it.

Gravity swung 'down' from the nose of the teardrop to the deck of the

boat, and the screens lit. Njangu felt a slight hum through the padding.

'We're live,' Petr said. 'Let's see if we can just hit this thing...

here... and... here we go.'

Garvin felt movement as a hatch slid open in the outer skin and the
lifecraft's davits moved it into space, let it float. He stared at the

com deck's screens, couldn't make sense of the center one, but the other
two showed the bulk of the Malvern. Hanging next to it was the sleek

needle of a warship.

"Now the alarms go off,' Petr said, his fingers tapping keys. But

nothing happened. 'T don't believe this,' he said. 'T've not lived that


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

clean a life... but here we go.'

He touched a button, then the main button, and the world jittered a

little, and the screens showed the blur of N-space.

'One... two... three... four..." and Kipchak touched another sensor.
This time the screens showed normal space, and again Petr hit the main

button, and they jumped again.

"Two blind jumps,' he explained, just to make sure they didn't have

sensors out. They ought to have a button here labeled PANICKED FLIGHT.'

They came back to real space. There was nothing around them, no stars,

no worlds, no Malvern, no raiders.

'With luck,' he said, 'which we're having a plethora of... that's

shitpot-full for anyone without my advanced training... we jumped maybe
half a light-minute each time. That'll be far enough to keep the goblins
from finding us, but not so far we lose the computer's base

coordinates.'

"What happens if we do?' Garvin asked.

'We're screwed, blued, and probably not tattooed,' Petr said. "This boat

should... emphasis should... have our final destination as one option, a
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return course to Centrum as a second, and a jump to the nearest

inhabited worlds the program's got in it for a third.'

Again, his fingers ran across sensors. Njangu was watching intently.

Petr looked up, grinned.

'Didn't think a crunchie'd know this stuff, eh? Gonna have to learn, the
more you know, the longer you live. There's no such thing any longer as
an infantryman who can't run at least basic exterior ballistics while

he's zigging like hell and hollering for his momma.

'Plus learning how to operate anything and everything, from whatever the

goblins're armed with to... to the Malvern.'

"You could've piloted that?'

'Could've gotten it off the ground and into space,' Kipchak said, 'with
a couple dot-and-carry types to punch the buttons I couldn't reach. As
for setting up for a jump... that's what computers are for. Now,

shuddup.

"We're getting our options.' He scanned the screens.

'Mmmmb,' he said after a time. 'First possibility, going back to

Centrum, is a little chancy. Seven, maybe eight jumps, since this turd

doesn't have near the range of a real ship, and the life Support'll be a
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little iffy by then.

"Next possibility is the closest human-occupied system. Which just
happens to be Larix. What a coincidence. I don't think we want to go

there, do we?'

The other two shook their heads.

'So it's on to the original destination, D-Cumbre. Two, more likely

three jumps. Say a ship-week. Gad, but we're dedicated Servants of the

Confederation.

Tl bet there'll be a real shitstorm when the three of us show up

instead of that hogwallower Malvern.'

Jaansma and Y oshitaro looked at each other, didn't mention the obvious.

When... or if.

'So lemme set things up for the jump, and we're off,' Petr said,

sounding impossibly cheerful.

Again, N-space swirled. Garvin's and Njangu's eyes kept being trapped by

the kaleidoscope patterns, but Kipchak was oblivious.
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'Pay attention here,' he said. 'This is why I wasn't blowin' smoke up

your butts when I said this'd be better with more'n one.

'Whoever designed these boats figured he'd have shocky people who didn't
know which end of a starship goes squirt trying to run it. So they set
things up to be real simple. Find your program, hit the start button,

then just sit there eating your fingernails.

"The only instruments you've got to watch in hyperspace is this needle
here... which you keep between these two black bars with this little
slider, and this timer. Every two ship-hours you reset it. If you don't,

it'll kick the ship back out into real space.

"That's to keep survivors from getting too damned lost, I guess. And

nobody I know's ever found a way to short around that fail-safe.

'So we stand watches.'

'Nice to know we're needed,' Garvin said.

"You are, boy. You truly are. Not just here, but in the most important

way. Anything you consume gets processed, and you'll breathe it, drink

it, or get it for breakfast all over again.' Petr grinned evilly, waited

for nausea on the other two's faces, was disappointed.

"The recycler doesn't run at anything near a hundred percent. When the
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cycler's only got a single-source feeder, one survivor, it starts
getting... sloppy is maybe the most polite way to put it, pretty quick.
The more it's got to play with, within reason of course, the better off

we all are.'

"There's got to be other supplies,’ Garvin said. 'Otherwise, if we eat
no more than we crap, we'll be thinking about Y oshi-taro over easy in a

couple of days. Diminishing returns and things like that.'

'Right,’ Petr said. 'Supplies should be over there. Basics, plus quite a
few luxuries. They realized anybody using these piddlers'd appreciate a

little spoiling while they're waiting to be rescued.'

Njangu went to the indicated cabinet, undipped the fasteners, and opened

it.

'H'rang-dao!" he muttered. 'Guess what, guys? Somebody did a little

self-enrichment at our expense.'

Kipchak was across the compartment.

'Fine,' he said, voice hard. 'Real fine. Somebody, maybe in the shipyard

when the Malvern got refitted, maybe even somebody in the crew, decided

to sort through the goodies. For off-watch snacktime or to sell.'
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"'What do we have left?" Garvin asked.

'We won't starve,' Petr said. 'But we're going to get very tired of

soyaglop before we make it to Cumbre.'

Other cabinets had been looted as well, including the one labeled

ENTERTAINMENT. Petr wasn't upset by this.

'Gives you a chance to learn something else,' he said. "There's two ways
to pass the time when you're off duty and trapped somewhere you can't
get a load on and get your ashes hauled, which'll be most of your

military career. Believe it or not, you can get too much sleep.

'One is lying, the other's learning. Lying is the most common-everybody
sits around and tells his or her life story, the most interesting thing

that ever happened, the least interesting thing, and so forth.'

'Like everybody was doing on the Malvern,' Garvin said.

"Not everybody,' Petr said. "Mostly those were the newbies. They weren't

thinking about what happens when the lies run out. What happens when you

know everything there is about somebody else? Real quick, you start

hating their guts.

"It's always better to go first to your own resources. Read a disk, if
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you've got one. Or, if you don't, find somebody that knows something,

and make them teach it to you.

"Tt'll give you something to think about, plus you can get pissed off at

them and they at you for something that's got nothing to do with

anything important.'

'So what do we do now?' Garvin asked. 'Njangu's got another two ship

hours before I relieve him.'

'l noticed, back when you were dealing with that gambler, you seem to

like words,' Kipchak said.

'Tdo.

'That's a good liking to have. So sit down over there. And listen.'

Garvin obeyed.

'"Enter CHORUS as Prologue,' Petr began.

'CHORUS: 'O for a muse of fire, that would ascend

The brightest heaven of invention:
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A kingdom for a stage, princes to act,

And monarchs to behold the swelling scene...'

Garvin and Njangu exchanged utterly bewildered looks.

Ship-hours and shifts later, a slightly hoarse Petr finished, "Which off

our stage hath shown; and for their sake. In your fair minds let this

acceptance take.'

He stood, bowed.

'And that,' he said, 'T'm damned proud of.'

'T guess,' Garvin said haltingly, 'you ought to be. That's called a

play?'

'Yep.

'How many more of them do you know?'

'Oh twelve, maybe thirteen.'

'All by this same guy?'
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"Mostly. And some others. Moliere. Robicheux. Van Maxdem. Anouilh.'

'Y ou memorized all of them?'

'Keeps you busy in the dogwatches.'

'Everybody in the army does shit like that?' Yoshitaro wanted to know.

"Nope. Just some.' Petr went to the fresher, drank water.

'Now it's your turn to entertain me.'

Half a lifetime later, they came out into real space, in the midst of a

planetary system.

Petr lifted the com mike from its slot and touched a sensor. Panel

lights glowed. "We're broadcasting on standard distress fregs,' he said,

and keyed another sensor. 'D-Cumbre, D-Cumbre, this is a lifecraft from

the Confederation Transport Malvern. Please respond to this frequency.

D-Cumbire, this is a lifecraft from the Malvem...'
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CHAPTER 6

D-Cumbre

The tall, silver-haired man opened the door. He wore the emblems of a

caud, and was the commander of Strike Force Swift Lance.

Petr came to his feet at rigid attention. Njangu and Garvin awkwardly
followed suit. All three wore brand-new uniforms, Njangu and Kipchak the

mottled green of the infantry, Garvin the black coveralls of Armor.

'Come inside,' Caud Williams said, voice cold. The three followed him

into the office of Governor General Wilth Haemer. The head of the Cumbre
system's Planetary Government, direct representative of the
Confederation, looked like anyone's grandfather. But now he wasn't

offering sweets but scowling in righteous anger. The door closed with a

loud click.

'"These are the three men. Governor,' Caud Williams said. Haemer walked

behind his huge, highly polished wood desk, bare except for an

expensive-looking old-fashioned writing pen and single com button,

stared as if they were diseased cells..

'I see,' he said. 'All three rank recruits.'

"Two, sir,’ Williams said. 'The man to the left is a reenlistee.'
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"Hmph,' Haemer said. 'Couldn't make it on the outside, eh?"

The back of Kipchak's neck reddened, but he said nothing.

'l should congratulate the three of you,' Haemer said, 'for surviving

an... extraordinary experience. But I'm unable to, since one or all of

you fools had to blab your fantasy to the joumohs the minute you got out

of the rescue ship.'

'Wasn't-' Garvin started.

'Silence!' Caud Williams snapped.

'Go ahead,' Haemer said.

"It wasn't us, sir,’ Jaansma said.

'"Then who?'

'T don't know, sir.'

'Certainly no one in the team I dispatched to pick up your lifecraft

would've leaked to the holos without permission,' Haemer said. 'That is

an absolute fact.'
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Garvin finally had sense enough to clamp his lips together.

"Your hasty story... I won't call it a lie, for I assume you three
believe this nonsense... might well have sparked problems with Larix and
Kura, and especially with their protector, Alena Redruth,' Haemer said.

"It's lucky I was able to release a clarification immediately.

"There's no particular reason I should clarify matters for anyone in
your position, but I shall, for I believe all my personnel should be of

a common mind.

"We are on the uttermost fringes of the Confederation. Our link to the
Confederation lies through Larix and is not far distant from the Kura

system, for your information.

"The goodwill of its people, and their protector, is very important to
the stability of Cumbre. Your wicked tale might destabilize what is an

extraordinarily close relationship.

T realize you can't know it, but Protector Redruth himself was gracious

enough to visit Cumbre a short time ago. Isn't that about right, Caud

Williams?'

"Yes, sir. Actually twenty-three E-months ago,' Williams said.
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"It was quite a satisfactory tour,' Haemer continued. 'He visited our
mines, our cities, even took time to inspect your Strike Force,

correct?'

"Yes, sir,' Williams said.

'And now our friendship, a friendship of three great systems of Man,
here on the frontiers, is threatened by three fast-mouths,' Haemer said.
"This situation shall not be permitted to worsen,' he went on. 'Let me
tell you what actually happened. Some renegades seized two of the
Protector's ships. Possibly these criminals were even deserters from his
own forces and wore the Protector's uniforms as a cover for their vile

crime, which is why you became confused.

"There was an error made, but I have corrected it. You three have

already released corrective statements to the holos after I personally

allowed you access to our intelligence files, and wish to apologize. You

wish to say something, young man?'

Yoshitaro's eyes were wide. "Nossir,' he said. 'Nothing, sir.'

'l didn't think so.

'Caud Williams,' Haemer went on, 'I do not know what to do with these

three. If we were anywhere close to civilization, I'd order you to
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discharge them from the service at once. But I doubt if any of them have
employable talents on D-Cumbre, and we hardly want them to become a

drain on the civilian economy.

"However, | want them to be fully aware of my displeasure, and while
they will be permitted to serve out their term of enlistment, I do not

wish to hear of them or see their faces again. Needless to say, this

means | do not wish them to be promoted or achieve any recognition until

I decide otherwise. Is that clear?'

'Sir, I cannot permit-'

'Caud, that is an order!'

'Yes, sir.'

Njangu and Garvin followed Petr quite numbly, about two meters behind

the caud as he strode down the marble steps of the governor general's

headquarters. Williams' Cooke-an open gravsled used for everything from

ambulances to Command & Control-had its drive compartment open, and the

pilot was muttering in a low tone and pawing in his tool kit.

"What's the problem this time. Running Bear?'

'Just won't start, sir. But I think I can get it going.'
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"Very well,' the caud said. "You three, across the street and into that

park.'

The recruits obeyed.

'On line, and at attention,' he ordered. "You heard what the governor
general would like to do to you. That won't happen... unless you happen

to get in his line of fire before he forgets your name.

'As far as being on any blacklist of mine... no. I'll never discipline a
soldier for making an honest mistake. Nor are you disqualified for
future promotion or awards, if you deserve them. You reported what you

saw or thought you saw, and refused to back off.

'T admire soldiers with sticktoitiveness. But don't take things too far.

Learn to think about what you thought you saw, and maybe reevaluate it.

'Remember one thing. Strike Force Swift Lance is, as the governor

general said, far from the heart of the Confederation. We desperately

needed the equipment and men on that ship, because it's been far too

long since we've been resupplied, and the unit is badly understrength.

Some people we must respect might have overreacted to the bad news about

the highjacking.
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'Is what I'm saying making sense?"

"Yessir,' Petr growled, and the other two bobbed their heads.

"Very well,' Williams said. "We'll forget about the whole incident.
Welcome to Strike Force Swift Lance. You two new recruits'll begin your
basic instruction immediately, which unfortunately won't be as formal as

it should've been.

'We'll have to put you, Jaansma, directly into a unit to be trained on

the job. As for you, Yoshitaro, you'll do the same with whatever unit
personnel assigns you to. You, Kipchak, you've already been requested by
Senior Tweg Reb Gonzales of the Intelligence and Reconnaissance Company.

He says he knows you from another post.'

"Yessir. Tweg Gonzales and I were on Deneb-Nekkar together. A good man,

sir.'

"You'll report to him when we return to post.

"That's all, gentlemen, except let me reiterate my advice-keep a very

low profile and don't make anyone, not your non-coms, not your officers,

and certainly not me, have to consider your sins for a very long time.

'Finf Running Bear seems to have gotten the Cooke started, so let's load

up and get back to camp.'
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He marched away, toward the gravsled.

Garvin and Njangu looked at each other.

'He seems decent,' Jaansma said in a low voice.

"Yeah? He doesn't believe us any more than that other asshole did,’

Yoshitaro said. 'He's just more polite about it.'

Kipchak nodded. 'You're learning, boy. But give him... maybe both of
them... some grace. How'd you confront the small problem that there
seems to be a shark between you and the surface and cruising around your

lifeline?'

'Strong point,’ Garvin said. "You can never convince a mark the wheel's

rigged even after you show him the weights."'

The Cooke slid quickly away from the PlanGov fortress, down a sweeping
avenue through the city of Leggett toward the gulf Dharma Island curled
around. In the middle of the huge bay, twenty kilometers distant and
barely visible through the heat haze, was Chance Island, Strike Force

Swift Lance's base.
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Running Bear accelerated, lifting the Cooke to a thousand meters.
Williams turned in his seat and raised his voice above the windrush,

trying to make conversation.

'Did all three of you take your oathing on Centrum?'

The recruits exchanged glances.

"Nossir,' Kipchak said. T've never been sworn in this time. Guess they

never got around to it.'

Njangu and Garvin also shook their heads.

Williams reacted in horror. "You mean... you've served for how long...'

"Two and a half E-months for me,' Petr said. 'Six months for Yoshitaro
and Jaansma, since they had to transit from their homeworlds to

Centrum.'

'Six months, and you're not even... great gods, what's passing through
the minds of men these days? Oathing... that's the most important part
of... I cannot believe no one, absolutely no one...' Williams sputtered.
His lips firmed into thin lines. "My apologies to you gentlemen, in the

name of the Confederation. This is intolerable. Utterly intolerable!'

"Uh-oh,' Njangu muttered.
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'Never seen so many goddamned soldiers in my whole friggin' life,

Yoshitaro muttered. 'Wonder what they're all here for?'

'Zip the lip,' Petr said. 'This is a solemn occasion.'

The three wore dress uniform-dark, almost midnight blue trousers, waist
length belted tunic, service cap with yellow piping on the trouser legs,
cap, and epaulettes. The trousers were bloused into black mid-thigh
boots. Petr had three rows of decorations above his left breast, and two
winged emblems on his right; the other two nothing. All wore wide black

leather belts, with an empty knife sheath on it.

They were in the center of Camp Mahan's enormous drill-field, almost
three kilometers to a side. The field was packed with soldiers in dress

uniform-almost eight thousand men and women of Strike Force Swift Lance.

From the farside of the field marched Caud Williams. Behind him was a
color guard-three flagbearers with the banners of the Confederation,
Cumbre, and the Force; then Williams' command staff and the Force band
at the rear, blasting for all its might. Williams' bootheels smashed to

a halt about fifteen meters distant. The band played for another four

measures, then silence swept the square.
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Garvin smelled the flower-scented air in the soft wind from the sea, the

newness of his uniform, and his own sweat.

'Men of Swift Lance,' Williams' voice boomed from his throat and eight
thousand belt speakers. "We have come to honor three who've chosen to

join us.

'Garvin Jaansma, Petr Kipchak, Njangu Yoshitaro, five paces forward!

Colors!'

Two flagbearers marched out, one with the Confederation's flag, the
second with the Force's. Without a command, the Force guidon-carrier

lowered his banner until it was level with the ground.

"Y ou men, put your hands on the flag!'

They obeyed.

'Repeat after me. I, Caud Jochim Williams, do swear by all that I hold
sacred, whether God or gods or my own honor, I will obey the lawful
commands given me by my superiors and swear to defend the Confederation,
its life-forms and its way until death, or until I am released from this

1

VOW.

As they finished the oath, the band crashed into the Confederation's

'Galactic Anthem.'
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'T wonder if there's any pickpockets working the crowd and if we can get

a cut on the action?' Njangu whispered.

'Shut up,' Garvin whispered fiercely. Yoshilaro glanced sideways and
noted his friend's Adam's apple working convulsively and what he thought

to be a tear running down one cheek.

Garvin noted Yoshitaro's surprise. 'It reminds me of the circus, and

he's a great ringmaster,' he managed, sheepishly.

'Quiet!" Petr snarled.

The band finished, and minor cheers rolled across the parade ground.
'Flags... return!' someone shouted, and the two bearers about-faced and

returned to the guard.

'Mil Rao!" Williams shouted. 'Arm these soldiers!'

Prakash Rao, the Force executive officer, came out of formation carrying
three leather cases. He gave one case to each man, returned to his

position.

'Be worthy of this honor,' Williams said. "Train hard, serve well, be a

credit to the Force,' He stepped back, saluted. The recruits returned
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the salute.

'Unit commanders... take charge of your men and dismiss the Force!'

Yoshitaro opened his case. There was a cap emblem and two collar

insignia, each a lance with a shock wave spraying from the tip, and a

knife. Surprisingly, instead of being a stylized parade-ground device,

it was a lethal fighting blade about 18cm long, single edged with its

curving top edge sharpened about 7cm back from the point. The handle was

leather, and the butt cap and hilts were silver. It fit his empty belt

sheath perfectly.

'Strange,' he said.

"What?' Petr asked, an edge in his voice.

Tm not slanging anybody,' Yoshitaro said hastily. 'But we get these

emblems, which are all flash and filigree, and then this knife, which is

damned practical.'

'So?'

'Which is the real Force?'

Kipchak looked uncomprehending.
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"Never mind,' Njangu said. 'Let's go learn how to sojer.'

CHAPTER 7

C-Cumbre

Jord'n Brooks let the drill yammer against the rock, blinking sweat back
from his eyes. Grit swirled in the dusty air, caked on his face, dusted

his hair gray. The stope he lay in was barely a meter high, half that

wide, room enough for himself, the endless-belt carrier for the ore, and
his drill. The rock under him, wet, hot, shuddered as someone in another

drift set off a charge.

Brooks was very much at home in the mine, had been for twenty years.

He pawed rock back onto the belt, pulled back the sleeve of his insul
suit, checked the time. He shut off and slung his drill, wriggled back
from the slope until the tunnel widened enough for him to get to his

feet, his back just brushing the rock above him.

He went down the rise to the substation, the overhead taller and
reinforced with steel beams. The air was a little fresher there, a

conditioner chugging away beside the bank of controls.
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His shift boss stood beside the vertical shaft, and a lift was waiting.

"You're covered,' she said, and Brooks took off his breather, set the
airpak and drill down, got in the lift, and it shot upward. The shaft

ended half a mile above, and he went through an air-lock and transferred
to a slidecar that took him to the mine's main shaft. He crowded into a
cargo lift with twenty other men and women, boisterous and dirty, coming

off shift, and it took him to the surface.

Harsh floodlights made him blink as he came out of the top airlock.
Somehow Brooks always expected day when he came out of the mine, in
spite of what the clocks might say. He inhaled air that was only dusty,
dry, and cold instead of hard, oily, compressed, shivered a little until

the insul-suit adjusted.

The other miners started for the gate and security. Brooks ducked around
an orecar and slipped through shadows past the half dome of the mine's
entrance, then high piles of spoil. He used an automated oretrain for a
ride once, then continued walking. Twice he stopped, waited until the
predicted security patrols passed, then went on. The night was lit with

flaring burnoffs from other shafts not many kilometers away.

Beyond a second mine entrance he followed lift rails past more spoil
until he came to a half-underground semicircular concrete bunker. Signs

were posted:
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EXTREME DANGER! EXPLOSIVES!

DO NOT APPROACH WITHOUT PROPER AUTHORIZATION

FROM MELLUSIN MINING!

NO INCENDIARY APPARATUS PERMITTED!

UNAUTHORIZED PERSONNEL WILL HAVE THEIR CONTRACT

TERMINATED AND WILL BE PROSECUTED

TO THE FULLEST EXTENT OF THE LAW!

Brooks went to one of the bunker's entrances. He took a strangely shaped

key with four differently shaped and fingered arms from a hidden pocket

in the leg of his insul-suit, fit it carefully into a slot in the door.

He didn't notice a small crescent mounted above the door, just in line

with the lock, didn't hear it click.

Brooks turned the lock once right, halfback to the left, then to the

right once more. The door clicked open.

Brooks heard the whine of a lifter, slid into darkness, watched the
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unlit vehicle ground five meters away. Two figures got out, came toward

him. Both had guns ready.

'"The Task,' a woman's voice came.

'The Duty,' Brooks answered.

The woman put her pistol away, came closer. She was Jo Poynton, and had
once been part of his Fold, the 'Raum congregation. She was slender,
medium height, in her mid-twenties, small-breasted, with surprisingly

full lips that looked like they wanted to smile if their owner would

ever let them.

"Were there any problems getting onworld?'

"None,' Poynton said. '"How long before you're missed?'

T'm covered through the end of the shift,' Brooks said.

'We aren't that clean,' the other man said. "The security tech we bought

can only keep his radar down for another hour.'

Brooks recognized him by the livid scar down his cheek as Comstock
Brien, who'd left the 'Raum almost five years ago, one of the first of
The Movement to go into the hills, now regarded as its most dynamic war

leader. He was not tall, above average for a 'Raum, once stocky, heavy
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bodied, but the time in the jungle, the time running, had worn him down

to gauntness.

s it open?'

Brooks slid the door open. Brien took a lantern from his belt, turned it

on, and they entered.

'A candy store,' Poynton said.

Brooks made a noise like laughter.

"Telex there, Blok over there, and the primary igniters are in this room

here.'

'Get the detonators first,' Brien said. 'With those we can make anything

go up.'

Brooks and the woman carefully took padded boxes of various detonators,

carried them to the gravlighter, came back for another load.

Poynton had just stepped out of the bunker when a light blazed, and a

voice said:

'Move and die.'
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Both stopped.

'Mellusin Security,' the voice said. 'Put the boxes down. Slow. There's

two guns on you.'

They obeyed.

'Five steps forward,' the security woman said. 'Prone on the ground,

arms and legs extended.'

Brooks knelt, went on his face. A second lightbeam came on, pinned the

two against the muddy ground.

"You,' the woman said. "You in the bunker. Come out. Slow. Guess you
three didn't think we've got our own snitches out listening for when
somebody asks about explosives. Or that we'd set some extra alarms on

the demo supplies just to make sure.'

Brien came out, hands half-raised.

'All the way up.'

His hands moved... and he dived forward in a shoulder roll. The guard's

blaster went off and the bolt crashed above Brien's head into the

bunker. Flame flashed, and smoke boiled as an alarm seared the night.
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The guard spun, aiming again at Brien as he came to his feet, and Brooks
was on his hands and knees, bear-walking forward into the woman's legs,
sending her sprawling. The other guard's light flickered toward Brooks,

just as Poynton got her pistol out and shot him.

The woman was rolling onto her back, both hands on her blaster, trying
to aim, but Brooks was on her, hands clawing at her face. The gun spun
out of her hands, and he had her throat and squeezed, squeezed, and felt
bone crack, her heels drum against the ground, and smelled shit as she

died.

He was off the corpse and on his feet. Another alarm screamed from a

distance, matching the bunker's fire warning.

"Let's go,' Poynton said.

"No,' Brooks said firmly. 'We've time for one more load. And we'll take

the guards' sled with us.'

His voice was calm, emotionless. The other two stared in surprise, then
obeyed. Brooks trotted back into the smoky bunker, ignored the growing
flames, draped slings of explosive porta-paks on his arms, staggered

out, and dumped them into the back of the security lifter.
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"Now let's go.'

"What about you?' Brien said. 'l can't see how you'll be able to get

back to your shift with the hue and cry out.'

Brooks got into the pilot's seat of the sled, examined the controls. "It
seems the One has decided I'm now on the run, like you.' He shrugged

slightly. 'What happens, happens. Let's lift!"

He started the sled, brought it clear of the ground. The others jumped

into their lifter, started its engine.

The air shock-waved as something inside the bunker exploded.

The lifters came off the ground, swung, then went to full power, banked
around a rusting conveyor way. Jord'n Brooks followed, and the two craft

fled into the night.

The only thought in Brooks' mind was: Wish I'd had time to say goodbye

to my children.

Three minutes later the bunker exploded, destroying a square kilometer
of the mine's aboveground equipment and buildings, and killing forty
five 'Raum miners, a dozen supervisors, plus nearly fifty security and
firemen just short of the bunker. It was a month before that division of

Mellusin Mining was able to resume operations.
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CHAPTER 8

"Looking for a dec named Ben Dill?" Garvin inquired of the legs sticking

out of the Grierson's drive compartment.

'Inside the tin can,' the muffled voice came. 'Tell him from me he's a

dirty bastard.'

'Uhh,' Garvin responded, and went to the rear of the assault vehicle. As
he did, an antenna swiveled, tracking him, then waggled back and forth

like a hound who's just lost the scent.

The ramp was down into the troop compartment, and inside was a man
wielding a broom with great vigor. He was possibly the largest humanoid

Garvin had ever seen outside the circus.

'Dec Dill?'

'That's me,' the man said. 'Armed, dangerous, and attitudinal with your
basic Mark 1 Bristle Boomer.' He put the broom down and came out of the
AV. Dill was in his mid-twenties, already balding, and had an amiable

grin on his face. Garvin decided he didn't want to be around when Dill
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lost the smile. He guessed he wasn't supposed to salute, but brought

himself to attention.

'Recruit Garvin Jaansma. Reporting.'

'Oh yeh,' Dill said. "You're gonna be my new gunner. Relax. I ain't an
officer-I know both my parents. Welcome to Third Platoon. A Company,
Second Infantry, and may the gods have mercy on whatever pieces you've
promised them.' His voice easily changed to a bellow. 'Awright,

everybody! Unass the can!'

The legs came out of the drive compartment, became a grease-covered

stocky man about Garvin's age.

'Stanislaus Gorecki,' Dill introduced. 'He's the driver/wrench, mostly

wrench.'

'So it's my fault this pig runs one time out of ten?'

'Got to be somebody's fault,' Dill said reasonably. 'Not mine, 'cause |
outrank you, and sure can't be the assholes in the Confederation who
decided to issue us Mod. 2 Griersons instead of something livable, now

could it?'

"Don't complain,’ Gorecki said. 'We all could be crunchies, couldn't

we?'
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'Strong point,' Dill said. Garvin was lost, and the vehicle commander

took pity.

'Here's the drill,' he explained. 'Pigs though they be, there's eight
Griersons in each company. Takes two assault teams-that's twenty muddy
infantrymen-crunchies. One Grierson per platoon. The other four are
Company headquarters, heavy weapons, maintenance/recovery, and signal

vehicles.

"We're part of A Company, and this Grierson is Third Platoon's. But you
don't see the rest of Third Platoon hanging about here, do you? And if
you look down the hangar, you see no more'n five people, plus idiots
like the maintenance sergeant and his pukes, lurkin' about, trying to

appear busy. You know where the rest of the platoon is?

"Today they're out painting rocks in front of Regimental Headquarters.

Definitely part of learning to be a combat soldier.'

'T got you,' Garvin said.

'Study hard with us,' Gorecki said, 'or you, too, could carry the mil

specialty of Shit Shoveler First Grade.'

Gorecki eyed Garvin. "You're the guy we paraded for day before
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yesterday?'

'T am,' Garvin said hesitantly.

'T owe you one. I was supposed to orderly for Mil Fitzgerald's mess, but

she went and et with the caud at headquarters, all 'cause of you.'

'Glad I could be of service.'

Garvin heard a clang from inside the Grierson, and a small woman with
archaic glasses and straight shoulder-length hair that looked like it'd
been styled with a butcher knife came out. She wore the three rank

slashes of a finf.

'Uh... hi,' she managed, nodding rapidly.

"This is our countermeasures yoodle,' Dill said. 'Ho Kang. Garvin

Jaansma. She's a finf, so I'm the only one with rank enough to call her

a yoodle.'

"Uh... hi," she said again, promptly dismissed Garvin, and turned to

Dill.

'‘Ben, I'm still getting false echoes on the close-scope. I tried

tracking him around the ACV and got six people. Dancing.'
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'Ho,' Dill said patiently, 'if I put that in the logbook, they'll

redline us, and do you have any idea how long it'll be before we get

parts?' He nodded at Garvin. 'Our newbie here was on the ship that got

jacked, which probably had all the goodies we've been whining for.'

'Oh.' Kang readmitted Garvin's existence. 'They got everything?'

'Ship and all.'

"'Who was they?' she wanted to know.

'Uh...I'm supposed to say it was pirates.'

'But who was it for real?'

'T'm in enough trouble,' Jaansma said. 'T'll stick with pirates.'

'T wish pirates,' Ho said wistfully. 'A lot more colorful than those

stupid bandits who call themselves The Movement, or the Musth, who never

do anything except posture. Dammit, [ want... I need... a fight!'

"We'll feed him a couple of beers and find out the real story later,’

Gorecki said. 'Meantime, how do we fix that close-range pickup? I really

like knowing when somebody's creeping up on me with a grenade.'
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Kang glanced around, making sure she wasn't overheard. 'l could do it
myself,' she said, 'if it weren't illegal, probably figure out a patch

and pick up some stuff next time I get into Leggett. But who pays?'

Dill dug into the pocket of his coveralls, took out bills. 'Here. If

it's more, I'll come up with it.’

The money disappeared into Kang's pocket.

'See what some people'll do to make tweg?' Gorecki asked. 'Even spend

their own coin to look good.'

"Look good hell,' Dill said. 'This rustbucket breaks one more time, and
it'll be a hangar queen and we'll all be on permanent solvent-tub duty.

I'm just looking out for your best interests.'

Garvin was lost yet again.

'See,' Dill explained, 'that's this strike force's problem. We look real
good on the surface... hell, you could shave in the reflection on this
piece of shit.' He slapped the side of the Grierson. 'But ask it... or
anything else to run for longer'n about a klick... that's another

thing.'

"The motor pool's got shit in the way of supplies,' Gorecki added, 'but

gods help anybody who fixes something with a nonauthorized part. So
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around here if you break down, you stay broke down and the asshole first

tweg finds other duties for you. Shoveling shit.'

"Which brings up another problem,' Dill said. 'How much training do you

have?'

"None,' Garvin said honestly. 'l was told I'd be trained when I got to

my unit.'

Just swell,' Dill said. 'As long as we're on the list of what we ain't

got, try a budget for training exercises, ammo for training, rockets for

training, try everything but fuel.'

"We've got simulators,' Kang said.

'Kang thinks sitting in a nice warm place shooting at things that don't

really shoot back is the way to learn how to be a hero,' Dill said.

'She's a few microns short of a circuit.'

'Better than nothing,' the woman said stubbornly.

"Not much,’ Dill said. "You see, Jaansma? It ain't nothin' like the

livies. Welcome to Strike Force Limp Dick.'
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Alt Jon Hedley was less seated than sprawled atop his desk. His office
would've been quite large if it weren't for the map racks, the several

viewers, computers, and the map table that devoured space.

"Welcome to Intelligence and Reconnaissance, he said, holding out a

hand. Njangu blinked at the informality, but tapped it.

'Since we have our own way of doing things, we figure we should have our
own flipping way of training people. We just started a cycle with four

eagerly baying locals two weeks gone. You'll be able to drop right in.'

He glanced at the bulking, slightly going-to-seed senior tweg standing
behind Njangu. Reb, would you mind buzzing Monique and ask her to drop

in if she's in the company area?'

'Right, boss.'

Njangu's eyebrows lifted. Hedley caught it.

'This is a good place for instant flipping orientation,' he said. 'We

have a few rules. First is that we're all flipping volunteers. Mess up,

and you're devolunteered back into one of the regiments to become part

of the madding herd.

'Second is not to get a big flipping head. We're nothing more than

crunchies who happen to work in small lots. What we do, we do faster,
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better, and dirtier'n anybody else. So don't go bragging about how
billyjo-bad you are and pushing civilians or the herd around when you're
outside the company area. Starting a fight is another reason to get

punted out. Especially if you don't win.

'l said we're dirty, but when we're not, we're the cleanest. We depil,
we bathe, we keep the boots shined and the uniforms as clean as we can.

Any idiot can be a pig. We're not idiots.

'Three is that we've got our own ways, which aren't anybody's business
but ours. I saw you look a bit surprised when I called Senior Tweg
Gonzales by his first name, and he called me boss. But if there'd been
an outsider around, I would have used his full rank and last name, and

he would've called me sir.

"You can call people whatever you want... or, more precisely, what

they'll allow you to. Senior Tweg Gonzales, for instance, happens to

have about seven campaigns and two major wars behind him, so if you
called him Reb when he comes back, he'd probably hammer you into a thin
paste suitable for wallpaper. Save that for when you're trained and on a

team. Or better yet, after you've been shot at a time or two.

'As I said, our business is our business. Keep it that way, and you'll

be a credit to I&R.
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"Petr Kipchak... who I just punted up to finf, because nobody stays in

the flipping ranks in I&R if they're good, unless they want to...
recommended you, and Reb thinks he's a good man, which is why I asked
personnel if you'd be interested in volunteering. Don't screw up and

make Petr... and me... out to be a liar.'

"Nossir,' Yoshitaro said, relaxing in the warmth of Hedley's smile.

The door came open and Senior Tweg Gonzales came in, accompanied by one
of the more beautiful women Njangu had ever seen. She had close-cropped
blond hair and an athletic body. As for her face... Njangu remembered a

song he'd always hated, with the stupid lyric of 'bee-kissed lips,' and

wondered what the hell a bee was. He still didn't know, but thought it

looked pretty good.

"You wanted me, boss?'

"1 did,' Hedley said. 'This piece of meat is yours. Njangu Y oshitaro,
this is Dec Monique Lir, our training NCO and First Troop Gamma Team

Leader. You'll find out that most of us wear at least two hats.

T'm unit CO, which is a cent's slot, and Second Troop Leader, Reb is
Company First Sergeant, which is a first tweg position, and so forth.
The TO&E says we should have four officers, we've got myself and
Aspirant Vauxhall, who's XO and First Troop Leader. If you qualify for

I&R, you'll find yourself doing a couple of jobs, too.
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'That's about it. Monique, take this disgustingly soft former civilian

from my sight and transform him into something acceptable.' Hedley's

voice was just as friendly as it'd been a minute earlier.

"Kay. boss,' the woman said. 'You... out!'

Njangu saluted, Hedley unwound from the desk, returned the salute, and

smiled gently.

"Try to have some flipping fun.'

Garvin woke up with a headache.

'"That's that,' Dill said.

'What's what?'

"You've seen the holos, where newbies spend all their time marching back

and forth, getting hollered at by drill twegs and such?'

'Sure,' Jaansma said. 'Can I get up?'

Do it.'
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Garvin slid out of the contoured chair, rubbed his arm where Dill had

given him the injection three hours earlier.

"Now, about all that square-bashing,' Dill said. 'Group... ten-hup!'

Garvin, without willing it, slammed to rigid erectness, his hands at his

side, slightly curled, his feet together, and his head tucked firmly

mto his chin.

"Bout...hace!"

Garvin lifted his right foot, put his toe behind his left heel, and

pivoted through 180 degrees.

'l could march you back and forth and up and down,' the dec said. 'Make

you do squads right about, flanking movements, and all that swaddle.

"You'd do it like you'd spent ten years on a parade ground. No muss, no

fuss, one hypno-conditioning and three hours in the chair, and you've

got it, without even one lousy little bead of sweat or blister.'

Garvin felt his skin crawl. "That conditioning could've trained me to do

anything?'

"Yep, Dill said. 'That's why the injection can only be given by an
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officer, and a responsible medical team must be present during the
application.' He laughed. 'See how careful the army is about your

rights?

Dill's laugh cut off as he saw Garvin's expression.

'Sorry. Guess it isn't funny the first time. The real answer is no...

this kind of conditioning, a one-shot program, only takes because you
don't have any objection to it. If I'd wanted you to go murder your
mother, say, it would take a whole bunch more time. A year, maybe.

That's why conditioning takes so long.'

'"What's that?'

"You must've come from a pretty decent world,' Dill said. 'A lot of
Confederation planets use that as a last resort for crooks. Three times,
and they put a little voice in your head telling you what you can and

can't do. Nasty shit.'

'Where I was,' Garvin said, 'when I enlisted, they didn't do anything

like that. Just shot you for any serious offense.'

"Humanitarians, every one,' Dill agreed. Now quit lazin' about and get
your ass out on detail. We're gonna do some real soldiering and give the

caud's lawn a haircut.'
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'Recruit Yoshitaro,' Monique Lir shouted an inch from Njangu's ear,

'that log isn't heavy, is it?'

'NO, DEC'

It's your favorite toy, isn't it. Recruit Y oshitaro?'

'YES, DEC"

"Thought so. Squad... on the count of three, switch shoulders... one,

two, THREE!"

In unison the five trainees lifted the eight foot long chunk of wood

from their left shoulder to the right.

'Sloppy, very sloppy,' Lir shouted. 'Prepare to ground log, on the count

of three... one, two, THREE.'

The chunk of wood thudded to the ground.

'Squad, ten-hut! Three deep breaths, in unison...'

Yoshitaro sucked air, tried to blink sweat from his eyes. He'd never
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hurt so bad in his entire life, not from his father's beatings, not from
anything from the police. Why he didn't tell Lir to shove it and go find

a place in a rifle company was beyond him.

Possibly, he thought, pure terror from what the drill instructor would

do to me if I even thought of quitting,

He might've considered Lir beautiful on meeting, but now she was a
slavering demon from the worst pits of a hell he hadn't believed in
until recently. As for bee-kissed, he hoped the mythical bee was about

the size of a Grierson, and would come back for a return bout soon.

'Are we happy, squad?' Lir bellowed.

'YES, DEC'

Njangu wondered how the other four in the team had managed to survive
two weeks of torment before he got there. D-Cumbre natives must be
tougher than they looked. Three days into this degradation, he knew

little more about them than their names and what they'd done before. By
the time Lir allowed them to crawl into the tents they slept in, across

the street from the barracks Njangu now thought more palatial than any
luxury hotel he'd ever burgled, there wasn't much inclination for idle

chitchat.
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Hank Faull was a former 'Raum, one of the miner/cultists Petr had told

him about, seventeen, eighteen hundred years ago on the Malvern, when he
didn't hurt all the time everywhere. But so far Faull hadn't

proselytized, hadn't said much outside duty requirements other than when
he showed Yoshitaro how to pitch his shelter, and told him not to worry,
that Lir would certainly kill them all in the next few days and they

could relax while the last rites were being read. None of the body
wrenching workouts Lir put them through, from the calisthenics before

the sun rose to the night cross-country runs seemed to bother him.

Erik Penwyth must've been heavy before Lir got her hands on him, for his
skin was a little loose around his gut. Now he was as skinny as everyone
else. He spoke in an affected drawl, and Njangu gathered he came from
one of D-Cumbre's rich families. Njangu thought Penwyth must be the
insane member of the family, for why else would he be eating mud here at
Camp Mahan instead of lolling about with whatever and whoever richies on

D-Cumbre lolled with.

Angie Rada was short, small-breasted, and instantly made Njangu think of
black silk restraints, scented candles, and sex wilder than anything he
could dream of. He actually wondered what Lir would do if a little tent
swapping happened, but realized he was being really foolish, since he

was too tired to raise even a smile.

The last was Ton Milot. He was also small, but very solidly built,

always laughing. Like Faull, he never seemed tired or sore, and had told
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Njangu that Lir was a foam-bubble. Nothing she could come up with was as

much an ass-buster as fishing.

'Plus,' he said, 'she hasn't figured out a way to drown us.'

"Yet,' Penwyth added.

The five stood by their log about fifty meters from the company mess

hall. The sun was straight overhead, and soldiers were filing into the

building.

'Is everybody hungry?'

'YES, DEC'

'No, you're not. Are you?'

'NO, DEC!'

'We don't want to eat, we want to run, don't we?'

'YES, DEC.' Njangu felt his stomach start gnawing on his lungs.

'That wasn't loud enough! Right... hace. Forward, harch! Double-time...

HARCH! Straight down to the beach, people. Let's see if we can run all
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the way to the swamp before anybody falls out! Maybe then we'll have a

nice, refreshing crawl for a few hundred meters.'

Garvin checked the torque setting once more, put a little extra muscle

on the wrench, and the nut snapped cleanly in half.

'Son of a bitch,' he muttered, remembering what Dill had said about the
fate of those who were redlined. Would this take the Aerial Combat
Vehicle off READY status? He pushed gingerly on the Grierson's intake
shield, and it wiggled visibly. No way around it... somebody'd notice
the bare bolt sticking out of the Greierson's roof and they'd be for the
solvent tubs, great barrels cut in half, filled with corrosive muck used

to clean weapons and parts. Jaansma climbed off the ACV's roof and

started out of the hangar toward the far-distant Supply.

Half an hour later, he trailed disconsolately back. No such animal, the
clerk had said snippily. Back-ordered. Sounds like you're down, he'd
said, malicious glee in his voice. Always need a good 'cruit to polish
some of the mung off these drive rollers, and maybe the rest of your

crew'll give you a hand. Tough titty.

Garvin suddenly stopped. Were all those bolts holding the hangar's door
slider in place really necessary? They certainly looked the right size.
He got his wrench and buzzed one nut free. Perfect, he congratulated

himself, tossing the nut in the air and catching it.
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"What the hell're you doing?'

Garvin jumped a meter, spun, and saw First Tweg Malagash, red face

sculpted into a scowl.

"Uh.... nothing, top. Just took a break, and I'm going back to-'

'With what in your hand?'

'Uh... nothing. Just this nut.'

"Which you're doing what with?'

Garvin tried to look innocent.

"You ever hear the word mil-spec, young soldier?' Malagash grated. 'As

in military specification? That nut you just pirated off the door isn't

authorized on any Grierson I've ever ridden.'

'Nossir, but-'

'ARE YOU ARGUING WITH ME?'

"Nossir, First Tweg, sir.'
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'Perhaps you'd like to finish your training with the motivational

platoon?'

Garvin shuddered. Their duties were simple-dig a hole on the first day,
fill it in on the second day, dig another hole on the third day, and so

forth, their shovelwork interspersed with extreme physical training.

"Nossir, First Tweg, sir.'

Malagash glared at him for a moment, relented.

'Go get your vehicle commander, young soldier. We'll have a chat about
what you did... and whether he's giving you proper leadership. Then
report to the mess hall. Tell the mess sergeant his grease trap needs

cleaning.'

"This is what, in the end, you're all about,' Lir said. Njangu examined

the rounded, black-anodized box in his hand. It was about 18 cm long, 8
cm wide, and 13 cm high, and was featureless except for two locking
clips on top, a guarded trigger mechanism and a safety switch on the
bottom, and a feed slot in front of the trigger guard. It was also

surprisingly heavy-about a kilo and a half.

'Blaster Mark XXI Operating Mechanism,' Lir went on. 'This is the guts
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to almost everything you'll be carrying. Look.' She held up an identical
box to the ones the recruits held. Behind her in the arms room were
several weapons. One was short, about the length of Yoshitaro's arm from
shoulder to wrist; another, nearly identical but a meter long with a

heavier butt, longer barrel, and fitted with a more elaborate optical

sight. A third, even larger, sat on bipod legs and a fourth was on a low

tripod mount.

Lir picked up the stubby weapon, turned it over, dropped the box into

it, and snapped the locks closed. 'Now you've got your basic-issue
carbine. Pull the guts back out'-and she did-"put them in this, and

you've got a sniping rifle. This one's a basic Squad Support Weapon, and
this one on the tripod's a Medium Crew-Served Blaster. All of them take
the same mechanism, and the ammo is fed in through the base. Sometimes
it'll be in a magazine like this, or a belt, or even a drum, which is

what we generally carry on patrol, since I&R's policy is to hit 'em

hard, break contact and scoot.

'A magazine'll give you thirty chances to kill somebody, drum a hundred,
and the belt holds two-fifty or five hundred. Here's what the ammunition
looks like.' She picked up a rounded cylinder the diameter and length of

her little finger.

"Neat, no muss, no fuss. All the energy goes out the barrel, burning up

the case while it goes, so you don't have to worry about leaving a pile
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of empty ammo for the goblins to find.'

Goblins, Yoshitaro noted. Petr'd used the same word. Obviously a generic

I&R term for bad guys.

"We're now going to spend the rest of the morning learning how to field

strip and clean these suckers. Then we get to run and lift weights all

afternoon,' Lir went on.

"Tomorrow morning, we'll start dry-firing, which is about as much fun as

screwing your hand. But we'll do that for about five days, then we go

out to the range and see what we shall see.'

'Gunner!' Dill warned. 'Standby! Target!'

An alarm clanged on Jaansma's control panel.

'Enemy scanning,' Kang's voice said. 'Reaching... I have their TA radar

diverted. They're blind.'

'Take it on down,' Dill ordered. 'Half meter nap of the earth.’

'Doing it. Skipper,' Gorecki said.

'Gunner! Search to the front.'
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Garvin obeyed clumsily, moving his helmet back and forth, searching the
display inside the faceplate. All he saw at first was a rocky formation,

with a cluster of huts to one side.

'Gunner!'

Garvin looked more closely, and one of the huts moved.

"Target acquired. Dec... I mean. Skipper,' he said hastily. 'Enemy

track... no, there's two of them.'

'Fire when ready.'

"Launch one,' Jaansma said, squeezing the soft grip in his right hand.

The Grierson lurched, and a wisp of smoke curled past Garvin's vision as
the missile spat out of its tube. Jaansma squeezed the grip in his left

and became the missile. He moved the grip in his left back, forth, and

the large track grew closer, blast-cannon aiming, then nothing.

'Hit!" Dill said. No flames, but it's dead!'

"Launch two,' Garvin said, keeping back the urge to exult, and became

the second missile. The track at the center of his vision spouted fire,

and Garvin rolled, bucked, was upside down, and the missile slammed into
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the hut beside the tank.

'Miss... launch three,' he said, and another missile went out from the
Grierson, through the shock wave of another cannon blast, and exploded

against the track.

Garvin jerked back to main control in time to see the tank's center

turret flip back, tearing armor like paper, and flames gout.

'Area clear,' Dill began. 'Lift-'

'Negative,' Jaansma shouted, seeing movement. 'They're still out-'

'Shuddup, Gunner,' Dill said. 'T have them. Enemy infantry in the open,

range three hundred meters.'

'Get them quick,' Kang broke in. 'They've got missiles, and they're

seeking us. I've got serious indicators.'

Jaansma hit the selector bar with his chin to choose the chaingun and
crosshairs appeared across the landscape. He found the infantrymen, put

his sights in their center.

He slid a crossbar on his right grip, pulled his index finger tight, and
the chaingun outside the Grierson roared. A red blast swept the center

of the formation, and Jaansma hosed it back and forth.
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'Targets destroyed,' he reported, and the landscape faded. He took off

the helmet.

"Not bad,' Dill grudged over the intercom. 'Now, let's try it aerial.

Another scenario.'

Garvin wiped sweat, put the helmet back on.

He... and the Grierson... were in close orbit off some asteroid. Below
him on the surface missile launchers opened fire at other Griersons

trying to land, and heavy gunships-Zhukovs- slammed smart shells down.

'Target,' Dill said. 'Enemy starcraft taking off.'

Jaansma looked back and forth, didn't see anything, then saw the ship-he

didn't know what kind it was-climbing from behind a bluff.

'Acquired, Skip-'

He heard a dull thud, glanced down, below his faceplate, saw a
cylindrical grenade land on the deck beside his chair in the simulator.

An instant later, it exploded, and white, strangling smoke boiled out,
enveloped Jaansma and tears poured from his eyes. He choked, gasped,

tried to breathe.
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'Come on. Gunner,' Dill's amused voice came. 'Where's the friggin’
starship? Come on, man. Like I warned you, anybody can do it when it's

easy.'

Njangu Yoshitaro lay in perfect position in the dirt, looking across a
brushy field with dirt splotches here and there. His legs were splayed,
toes pointing, feet flat on the ground at a forty-five-degree angle to

his body. He was on his elbows, blaster tucked securely into the pit of

his right shoulder.

Lir dropped down beside him, on his right, very close. She held a small

transmitter in her left hand.

'Ready?'

'Ready, Dec.'

'Load and lock one round.' She handed him one shell. He slid it into the

feed slot, worked the blaster's operating rod.

'First time you've ever shot for real?'

"Yeh,' Njangu lied.
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'Safety oft.'

He clicked the lever.

'"Look downrange. Stand by.'

He obeyed, both eyes open, looking through the small optical sight.

Lir's thumb twitched on the transmitter.

Movement! A man's torso and head came up from nowhere. Njangu put the

dot in the sight's center on it, touched the stud.

There was a whiplash crack, the blaster's butt tapped his shoulder

gently, and flame gouted in the center of the target.

'Hit. Center.' Lir said, handing him another round. He loaded.

"Downrange. Stand by.'

Ten rounds later, ten targets had gone down.

"You sure you've never shot at anything before?'

'Would I lie?'
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Lir suddenly grinned, tapped him on the shoulder.

"Not bad, troop. You may make it.'

She came lithely to her feet, and moved to where Rada lay.

Yoshitaro sniffed, smelt ionized air, something else. It was gentle,

flowering, a bit like violets, a bit like frangipani.

Njangu decided his drill instructor, while certainly not human, had good

taste in perfume.

CHAPTER 9

It's easy to dream about what will happen when Cumbre is ours, and
we've finally got a chance to change things so all practice the Way of

the 'Raum,' Comstock Brien said to the seven men and women in the jungle
clearing, 'all knowing the Truth, all obeying the Truth, all empowered

by the Truth.

'But to sit and dream is ultimately against the Cause, for the Planetary
Government has real spies, their soldiers have real bullets, and death
is a serious rebuttal to rhetoric. First we fight, then we debate.' He

allowed himself a smile, and six of the seven laughed obediently.
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Brien noted Jord'n Brooks' immobile face.

"You don't agree?'

'Of course I agree,' Brooks said. 'But there's nothing funny about our
Duty. And we must always be sure we're following the right track, or we
run the risk of falling into the same traps as the soh, our elders who
taught that time and understanding would bring the Way to everyone, and

were ground under by the pigs on the Heights.'

'Of course, brother. But we must never forget the human values of love,

laughter, kindness, even in the midst of our struggle.'

'Humanity,' Brooks said flatly, 'is for after we hold the Heights, and

eliminate PlanGov.'

Brien's face grew grim, then calm.

'Very well, brother. We can debate this matter this evening. But now is

the time for action and learning.' He unstrapped a canvas roll, took out

seven small weapons.

'Perhaps you recognize these, if you have children. They aren't quite

toys,' Brien continued, 'but a young hunter's learning device. They're
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fairly accurate for about twenty meters, which is the real distance most
fighting is done in these hills. The gun is air-powered, hand-pumped,
and shoots small balls of copper. They strike hard enough to kill a bird

or felmet... or blind a man.

"We cannot afford firing ranges like the Confederation has, nor do we
have sufficient ammunition for training. But these will do well to teach

you how to shoot... and hit.'

He passed six out, plus a palmful of the copper shot. Brooks was the

only one he didn't give a weapon to.

'The first exercise we shall attempt is tracking. One of us will be a

fleeing fugitive, the rest will be a patrol trying to find him.

"When you find him, please try to remember not to aim at his face. We

cannot afford to lose a gun, but we can afford less to lose a man.

Brother Ybarre, you will command the patrol.

'Brother Brooks,' Brien said, an unpleasant smile on his face, 'I'm

sure, since you breathe and eat the theory of revolution, you'll happily

be willing to play the part of the properly revolutionary fugitive.'

Brooks stood.

"You have a count of twenty,' Brien went on. "Then we shall come after-'
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Jord'n Brooks sprinted into the brush. Brien looked after him in
surprise, then shrugged, and began counting. At fifteen he broke off.

'"There is no fairness in battle,' he said. 'Go after him.'

The six obeyed, some moving with some familiarity of the wild. others
more slowly and clumsily. Brien listened to them move away noisily,

shook his head, remembered he, too, had once been that unpromising.

He went to the edge of the clearing, looked down the sweep of jungle
toward the distant ocean. To the east, he could barely see the outskirts
of Leggett. One day, Brien thought, one day. He heard a slight noise,
turned, about to reprimand whoever'd given up on the exercise, saw
Brooks crouched. He held the last air gun aimed at the center of Brien's

chest.

'Brother, this isn't-'

There was a pop, and a pellet thwacked into Brien's stomach. It hurt.

Brien jumped.

'l said-'

'Be so good as to lie down as if you were dead,' Brooks said. 'Or I'll
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be forced to shoot you again.'

Brien stared, then obeyed.

"You were right,' Brooks said. "There is no fairness in battle.'

He crouched behind a tree, waiting in ambush for the others to return.

CHAPTER 10

'"You had no trouble before this?' Wilth Haemer, Governer General, asked,

his voice worried.

'None, sir,' the communications tech said. 'l was making the normal

commo check with my opposite number on Capella Nine, and discovered the

channel was down. The autolog said it had been down for seventy-three E

minutes, to be precise.'

"You attempted to reestablish communication with the Confederation?'

'Tmmediately, sir. I've been trying constantly for the last three hours,

without any result.'

"Nothing at all?’ Haemer said. No static or whatever you call it?’
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T've never heard of any problem with a subspace com, sir,' the
technician said. 'Especially a constantly open channel like this one

1S... was.'

Haemer fumed. "You're the senior technician? Or is there someone at the

station with more experience?'

'I'm the ranking operator, sir,' the man said. 'Trained on Centrum,

seven years' field experience, all ratings AA-Plus.'

'Don't get hufty,' Haemer said. 'I just wanted to make sure.'

The technician didn't reply. Haemer gnawed his upper lip. 'Very well.

Stand by to record. Message in Q-code, personal, to Alena Redruth,

Protector of Larix and Kura. Message follows: I have been unable to

contact Capella. Are your channels still intact?'

"There'll be a problem with your message,' the tech said. 'l tried to

send a query to Larix/Kura myself, to their Com Division, about an hour

ago, and got a negative response. Nothing at all, sir.'

"Try again. Redruth won't fail to answer me.'

"Yessir.'
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Haemer turned to his aide. 'Contact all Council members and Caud

Williams. I want them at PlanGov headquarters within an hour!'

"Very well. Governor,' the woman said.

Haemer started for the door, stopped. 'Technician, you're aware of the

gravity, correction, potential gravity of this situation, I assume?'

'Yes, sir.'

'Do not inform anyone, and that means anyone, of this incident.'

"My superior's already been notified.'

Tl take care of him myself,' Haemer said.

'She's a her,' the tech said.

'Regardless, dammit! Don't tell anyone anything, and that's a direct

order!'

"Yes-' The governor general was gone before the technician could add

' '

Sir.

He whistled soundlessly, touched a sensor, and a microphone dropped from
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the ceiling. 'Scramble IX-N-8." A speaker blatted, then cleared. 'Ybar,

Qual, 23. Balar, Balar, this is PlanGov Central, over.'

'PlanGov Central, this is Balar, over,' a voice answered from C-Cumbre's

single moon.

'Keren?'

'Me,' the voice said.

"The fewmets're in the centrifuge,' the technician said, 'and this time

it's a real jewel.'

CHAPTER 11

Njangu was company runner. The duty wasn't much-sit in the company outer
office, field the com, get whatever the Charge of Quarters, one or
another of the company noncoms, wanted. It gave the recruits a chance to

clean their gear and relax a bit.

This night was different. The CQ, Dec Alyce Quant, told Yoshitaro Alt
Hedley was still in his office, and had been making calls on the secure

com for the last three hours. He'd had a plate brought in from the mess
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hall instead of going to dinner. Something was up, and Njangu decided
this perhaps wasn't the best time to be shining boots, and stayed in the

background.

Aspirant Vauxhall and Senior Tweg Gonzales went into Hedley's office,
followed by three officers wearing regimental staff tabs. All of them
looked worried. Njangu wondered what was going wrong. He hadn't seen

this many officers since his swearing-in.

Hedley opened the door. 'Dec Quant, find Finf Kipchak and have him

report to me.' Njangu noted the use of titles. This was serious.

'"Yessir.'

The door closed. 'Recruit, you heard the man.' Quant said. 'Kipchak's
in'-she glanced at the company TO&E board- 'Gamma Team, First Troop.

Hipe!"

Njangu found Petr in Gamma Team's squad bay. He had a combat vest hung

on pegs and was examining it carefully. He undipped a holster, moved it

from high under the right shoulder to a canted position on the right

side, frowned, shook his head, and put it back where it'd been.

"The old man wants you,' Yoshitaro said.

'Uh-oh. What about?'
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'Dunno. He just said get you.'

'Uh-oh twice,' Petr said, found his cap, checked his uniform, and went

out the door. Njangu hurried to keep up. 'How've you been?' Kipchak

asked. 'Haven't seen you since the giant group grope on the parade

ground.'

'Keeping busy,' Yoshitaro said.

T've heard Lir's good at that. You staying above water?'

'l dunno,' Njangu said. 'Don't think so. I'd settle for drowning a

little."

"Who wouldn't?" They dropped down the lift to the first level, hurried

into the company office.

'Go on in,' Quant said, and Kipchak obeyed.

'T'm going for caft,’ Quant said. "They'll be wanting something to

drink, the way officers jawjacknjive.'

She left. Njangu considered, went to the first tweg's desk, and turned

on the intercom into the company commander's office.
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"... nossir,' Kipchak's voice came. 'l hadn't heard. We were out on the

range all day.'

"You're the only one who's been in-Confederation in the last year we

know of, let alone on Centrum,' a voice came. "Tweg Gonzales thought you

might be able to give us some skinny.'

'T can't really say. sir,' Petr said reluctantly. 'T'm not an analyst.

And it'd probably be best for me to keep my tongue.'

'"Why?' That was Hedley.

'Because... because what I think probably isn't going to sit well.'

"Try us,' another voice came.

'Go ahead, Petr,' Hedley said. 'My compatriots are more interested in

facts than what fits.'

"Kay, sir,’ Kipchak said. and said, coldly, T think the

Confederation's falling apart. Maybe that's what's happened now.

'Sir, I spent a year on civ-street after I got out the last time, and
things were really screwed. I know sorta-careerists like me're supposed

to think the world's going to hell in a helmet, but this time it was
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different.

'l never got my proper mustering-out bonus, kept going back for it, and
the paperwork was there, there and never here. Every time I went near
GovRow, there were more people like me in lines, people needing things,

and nobody helping them, or some lardass bureacrapjust saying no.

'l started noticing things that were wrong, things that I remembered

from before, and nobody seemed to care about, at least nobody in
authority. The Met didn't run on schedule... sometimes didn't run at

all. The liftways'd be busted, or cracked, and people just shrugged.
Crime was way up, but weird crime. People killing each other just to be
doing it, not robbing, not getting anything of advantage I could see.

Pols got indicted it seemed like every day, and people shrugged and said
that figured. Maybe I was just sensitive, but it felt like the rich were
really rich this time, and the poor were jack-busted. You never saw the
rich much-they stuck to their own districts, to their own enclaves. They
came outside, they came with bodyguards or maybe got a brick through the

windscreen. Everybody thought that was pretty funny.

'"There were riots,' he went on. 'Like there's been for the last dozen

years off and on, like Tweg Gonzales and I had helped put down, back

when we served together.

'But these were different, at least on Centrum. They weren't just the
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slummies and poor folk burning for the sake of burning, or because the
food shipment hadn't come in. Now it seemed like everybody had some kind

of grievance they couldn't get taken care of.

'For a while the holos talked about the same things happening on other
worlds, but then that kind of reporting stopped like the govemment'd
pulled the plug on honesty. There were a lot of rumors, rumors about
systems dropping out of contact, about some sectors talking about going
independent and quitting the Confederation. I heard a couple of stories
about shootings on the floor of the Confederation Parliament, but I

didn't believe them. Maybe I should've.

T don't know, sir. Maybe it's all in my head. I read a lot, and what I

saw reminded me of what I' ve read about other empires when they started

tottering. Rome, England, Second Mars, Capella. I'm not real surprised

at this loss of contact.

'Anyway, sir. You asked me, and that's what I think.'

"Thank you, Petr,' Hedley said. "You can carry on. Thank you.'

"Yessir. Thank you, sir.'

Njangu had barely time to shut the intercom off before Kipchak came out.

He was a little pale. 'Damn, damn,' he muttered. 'I don't like talking

to officers. 'Specially when there's more'n two of them.' He hurried


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

out, and Y oshitaro went back to the intercom.

"... hardly inconceivable,' a voice said.

'But to collapse after all this time? I mean, how long has the

Confederation been around?'

'A thousand years, more.'

'But when things fall apart,’ Hedley said, 'they can fall apart really

fast.'

'Especially,' Gonzales said, 'if the whole thing's been a facade for
years, and everybody's been running around propping things up and
slapping fresh paint on every crack. The whole thing can be dead, and

never show any signs until..." his voice trailed off.

'The real question,' another voice said, 'is what about us? If there's

some problem with the Confederation, if there's a break in the chain of

supply, communication, whatever, where does that leave us?'

'Define us,' Hedley said. 'The Force? The Cumbre system? Mankind?'

'Screw mankind,' the other voice said. 'Start with the Force.'
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"Well,' another officer said, 'we're unquestionably the big bang in

Cumbre. I can't see the 'Raum in the hills getting any worse, can you?'

'l sure can,' Hedley said. 'The minute they hear PlanGov doesn't have
the Confederation behind it, doesn't that make it a lot easier to listen
to their dissidents and say screw the Rentiers and PlanGov, too. If you

were a poor goddamned 'Raum miner, who'd you be taking seriously?'

'I don't think we need to discuss that, since it's obvious,' someone

said. 'And does the loss of the Malvern fit somewhere into this?'

'Pirates,' someone said harshly. 'Does Caud Williams really believe that

shit?'

'He's got to,' Hedley said. 'Otherwise, he'll have to start wondering

what the hell Redruth is getting up to.'

'T don't like the way this conversation is going,' an officer said.

'We're getting a little close to dissension, so I think we'd better end

it. But I can't stop myself from adding this-could Redruth have known
about the Confederation's troubles-I'm assuming your man Kipchak isn't

an empty doomcrier-and started taking care of himself?'

"That's another question we'd better not answer, and we don't have to,
as far as I'm concerned,' Hedley said. 'And yes, let's change the

subject. Angara, you're married to a local. When it sinks in there's no
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more flipping Big Momma, are people going to go apeshit? Like Petr said

they're evidently doing on Centrum?'

'Don't think my love life makes me any kind of an expert,' another voice
said dryly. 'But as a wild-ass guess, I'd think not. Cumbre's always
been on the farside of nowhere, so there never was that much contact
with the Confederation. The Rentiers have their own little empire carved
out, so they could give a rat's nostril about the Homeworlds. The 'Raum

carry their own Nirvana with them.

'"Maybe there'll be trouble down the pike, when things we can't produce
here start running dry. But even those are mostly luxuries, and nobody's

going to tear down the state because they can't get Vegan champagne.'

"What about the Musth?' Hedley asked. 'What happens when they find out
we humans ain't got no flipping Big Stick to call on if things get

rowdy?'

Njangu heard footsteps, hastily turned the intercom off, and helped Dec
Quant with the tray laden with drinks and snacks. When he'd finished, he

asked if he could go outside for some air.

He stared up at two of the three moons, one hanging in the sky, the
other racing across the stars, then at the stars beyond, here on the

fringes of empire, the coldly glittering stars.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

What would happen if the Confederation was gone, had torn itself apart?

If he was stranded in nowhere for the rest of his life?

Njangu Yoshitaro felt real fear for the first time since childhood, fear

of something he could not see, could not attack could not run from.

CHAPTER 12

Jord'n Brooks listened to the roar of the crowd inside the giant arena.

Good. The pigs are at the trough, watching their brothers hammer at each

other.

He nodded to the other two, and they got out of the lifter they'd stolen

the day before and walked toward the auditorium's entrance. All three

wore knee-length raincoats against the drizzle whipping in from the bay.

The two private guards at the entrance noticed them, stopped their chat.

'Sorry, boys,' one said. "We're halfway through the match, and they've

closed the gate.'

'Boys my ass, the other said. 'They're friggin' 'Raum, and-'
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Brooks flipped his raincoat open, brought the blaster up, and shot the

guard first in the gut, then in the head as he folded. The other guard

had an instant to see death, then went down in the spat of another

blaster.

None of the crowd inside the arena's rotunda noticed the shots.

The three 'Raum dragged the bodies to the side, behind some ferns,

pulled the main door open, went unhurriedly inside, past the crowded

wine stand, up stairs to a door labeled EMPLOYEES ONLY.

A 'Raum shot the lock open; Brooks kicked the door open, and the three

burst in, flattening against the wall on either side of the opening.

There were four people inside the office, two men, two women, and piles

of credits being loaded into a counting machine, whispering out the

other side neatly baled and marked.

A woman looked up, saw the guns, opened her mouth to scream.

'Don't!" Brooks said flatly, and her mouth banged shut.

'"The credits,' he said. 'In those sacks. Now.'

A man looked worriedly at the men.
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'We'll do it,' he said hastily. 'Just don't get upset. No money's worth

dying for. Just let us go.'

Brooks nodded, and the four hastily dumped bills into the sacks. The

other two 'Raum picked up the bags when they were full, shouldered them.

"There,' the man said. 'We promise we won't call anyone 'til you're well

gone.'

'"Yes,' a woman said. 'Just let us live. We never did anything to

anybody, and we won't remember any faces.'

Brooks nodded the two 'Raum out the door, backed toward it as they went

out.

"Thanks,' the other woman said. 'Thanks for not killing us."'

Brooks, face blank, lifted his blaster, touched the firing stud.

"Y our Brooks is quite the hot wire,' Comstock Brien observed. 'Four

appropriations this cycle, without any casualties. The last one netted

close to a quarter million.'

"We should have had him go active years ago,' Jo Poynton agreed. 'For
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the first time, I don't have to worry about finding credits for my

agents, or for other tasks we have. But hasn't he about run his string

in Leggett? Shouldn't we be thinking about getting him out? Isn't it

possible our brother Brooks has even greater talents than robbery?'

'"Perhaps,' Brien said.

'We are short-handed in the Planning Group after T'arg and Miram's

deaths,' she said.

'T know.'

Poynton looked intently at Brien.

'You don't like him.'

'No,' Brien agreed. 'l don't.'

"Why not?'

'He... he burns a little too brightly for my tastes.'

'Do any of us have the luxury of tastes?' Poynton asked.

Brien gnawed at a lower lip.
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"No,' he said reluctantly. No, we don't. And maybe we need a brighter

fire, and maybe we can end this in our lifetimes.

'Maybe Brooks is someone we need.

'Bring him out of Leggett,’' Brien said. 'We'll see what happens when

he's thrown into deeper water.'

CHAPTER 13

'"Take it. Mister Jaansma.'

"Thank you, I shall. Mister Dill." Garvin's smile got a little fixed as

he slid into the Aerial Combat Vehicle commander's seat. "Tell me when

you're strapped in. Mister Dill.'

'[ shall. Mister Jaansma.'

The intercom crackled. 'Driver to ECM... did those two get a mind-whop

ray or something?'

"This is ECM. Definitely whopped.'
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'Silence in the vehicle,' Garvin said, and there was. He took a deep

breath. 'Driver, twenty-five percent power.'

"Twenty-five percent. Vehicle Commander.'

'"Take it off, Mister Gorecki.'

The Grierson came gently off the deck and drifted out of the hangar, a
delicate dinosaur in ballet slippers. Garvin felt panic as his mind
said. This is for real, this isn't the sim anymore, and he buried the

thought.

He pushed the select bar with his chin. 'Control, this is Two-Alpha

Three, clearing for lift.'

"This is Control,' a voice said. 'Reported traffic... two Zhukovs at
east end of pad, three Cookes doing touch-and-go's on the grassy

field... clear to lift at commander's discretion.'

"Two-Alpha-Three, lifting to one thousand, proceeding west toward Tiger

Maneuver area. Be advised vehicle commander is trainee.'

'Roger that, Two-Alpha-Three. We'll stand by with the whisk broom.

Clear.'
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'Take it up,' Garvin ordered. 'Fifty percent power.'

'Lifting, VC,' Gorecki said, and the ground on-screen grew distant.

Jaansma touched a sensor, and a map appeared on another screen. 'Do you

need directions?'

'Negative,' Gorecki said. 'l could do it in my sleep.'

"Negative on faking it,' Dill ordered. 'Jaansma's still learning. Fly by

his mstructions.'

"Kay, VC... I mean, Gunner.'

'Don't skate on me, Garvin,' Dill ordered.

'Sorry.' Jaansma studied the map. 'Hold altitude, bring speed to ninety.

Set course two-three-two degrees.'

'Altitude one thousand, speed accelerating to niner-zero. Now over

water.'

The Grierson's course led south-southwest, across the gulf toward the
finger of land enclosing it, and the restricted training area named

Tiger.
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'Set it on auto,' Dill ordered. 'Here's what I want you to do when you

get to Tiger. Bring this pig down to about two-hundred meters... I'll

have you on the deck next time, but I'll give you some slop now... bring

it across the beach, jump over the foothills, and straight in across the

target zone. Got it?'

'l think so.'

'Not think so, dammit,' Dill said. "You have it or you don't.’

T have it. Skipper.'

"Kay." Dill switched channels. "Tiger Maneuver Control, Tiger Maneuver

Control, this is Grierson Two-Alpha-Three, inbound your area.'

"Two-Alpha-Three,' came the response. 'We have you onscreen. What's your

flavor today?'

'Set program, uh, Seven-Three-White.'

'Seven-Three-White, roger.'

'We're making a low-level assault on a strong enemy-held base,' Dill

said, switching back to the intercom, 'part of a regiment-sized assault

force, backed with, uh, five Zhukovs I think I remember. Enemy has
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strong air-to-air capability. ECM, full standby.'

Kang turned the air-conditioning up in her tiny cubicle. 'ECM ready.

Skipper.'

'Gunner ready,' Dill said from Garvin's normal station. 'Take it, boss.'

Again, Jaansma had a moment of fear, then a swell of confidence.

'Driver... accelerate to three-five-zero. Stand by for contact!'

Just ahead was the 'enemy' coast.

Njangu Yoshitaro decided he'd had enough. Enough of every muscle

screaming as it tore, enough of his lungs trying to suck wind and not

having the strength, enough ofLir's never-satisfied howls, enough of

I&R, and especially enough of the frigging cliff he was only halfway up.

'T quit,' he muttered.

"No talking up there,' Lir shouted from below.

' said I quit,' Njangu said more loudly.

'One more word, whoever's gossiping, and he or she's for the grease
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trap,' Lir shouted.

I can't even quit this horseshit excuse for a life, Yoshitaro thought,

feeling very sorry for himself.

'Hey,' Angie Rada whispered. Yoshitaro crammed the side of his hand into

the spider-crack, hoped his toehold was better than it felt, chanced

looking across.

"Looka me,' she whispered. Angie sat on a ledge that looked to Njangu

like a parade ground, almost 10cm wide. 'Don't I look cute.' She put one

hand behind her head, jutted her breasts.

'Screw you,' he managed.

"You can if you ask nice,' she said. 'But love stories later. Guess what

I'm on?'

'l can see.'

"No you can't,' she said smugly. "This ledge widens beyond me. It's a

frigging turnpike, and goes straight around the shoulder of this cliff

to the road. C'mon up. This is the real way to do free-climbing.'

"What's that going to give me?'
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'All Liverlips Lir said was get to the top, right?' Rada said. 'Not how,

right? I&R encourages improvisation, right?'

Njangu wheezed agreement and found the strength to scrabble for a
foothold to the side. and strength to lever himself up, up again, then

across to Angle's ledge.

'Follow me, like the ossifers say,' she said, and Yoshitaro obeyed,
sidling along the ledge, not looking a hundred meters down to jutting

crags, until it indeed became a path, winding upward.

'Aren't you glad I think you're sexy?' she said.

Njangu managed a nod, while panting.

"Not like Faull, old strong-and-silent low-class 'Raum,’ she said. 'l

would've let him rot hanging there.' She gave him a sly look. 'Or made

sure Lir heard him quit.'

'Doesn't matter,' Njangu said. 'Easy way, hard way, I'm still out of

this shit.'

'Aw, c'mon,’ Angie said. 'We've only got, what, another two lifetimes,
then they'll put us into a fighting team. Doncha wanna be a real soldier

boy?'
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"Whoopie.' Njangu bent double, sucked air. 'T'm history, I'm gonna be a

nice happy grass-trimmer and garbage-can-emptier 'til my enlistment's

'

up.

'And then what?'

Tl find a job somewhere.'

'Maybe working for my da,' she suggested.

'What's he do? Probably, with my luck, guide mountain climbers.'

"Nope,' the woman said. 'He's got six department stores, so you'd best

be nice to me.'

'If he's so rich, what're you doing in the service?'

'T thought it'd be a hoot,' she said, defiance coming into her voice,

then she looked away. 'And me and Da weren't... getting along.'

'Foolish girl," Njangu said.

'Shut up,' Rada hissed. "We've got to get up to the crest and look

proper exhausted for Monkeytits Monique.'
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"No you don't,' a voice came. '"You can stay just like you are.'

The two trainees froze, turned slowly. Just ahead of them on the path

stood Dec Monique Lir.

'How'd you-' Angie managed.

'Beat you? Because I'm strong, clean-living and your friggin' god,' Lir

growled. 'Now, double-time right on up to the top.'

Before they reached the crest all the aches came back in waves to
Njangu. The other three recruits were waiting, grateful for any respite

from Lir's sadism.

"You were correct. Recruit Rada,' said Lir, who didn't appear to even be
slightly out of breath. T didn't say how you were to get to the top of
this, and I&R does encourage creative thought. I'm actually proud of you

'

two.

'Uh-oh,' Yoshitaro said under his breath.

'So proud, I'm going to let you be an example to the rest of us. I want
you to go back down the cliff, while the rest of us stroll leisurely to
the bottom and take a long break. Go back down... straight back down. Is

it clear?"
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"Yes, Dec,' the two chorused.

'Bad harmony,' Lir said. 'Drop down and do me some press-ups. Maybe

twenty-five or so.'

She waited until they finished.

"Now, let's see some nice technique in descending,' she ordered. '"No

slips, deaths, or even screams. You first, Rada.'

Angie gave Lir a hate-filled look, slid cautiously backward over the

edge. Lir peered over.

Do try not to fall,' she advised. Now you, Yoshitaro.'

Njangu obeyed.

'Oh, by the way,' the dec asked. 'Did I understand you have something

you want to tell me?'

Njangu was about to bellow his resignation, and then suddenly everything
was funny. He'd broken through some kind of inner barrier, and from now
on, it might not be easy, but he'd do it. Hell, he felt good. He could

duckwalk down the cliff if Lir wanted him to. Y oshitaro laughed.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Lir looked at him closely.

'"That's all?'

Njangu nodded.

"Then get your ass down this cliff. It's a long run home, and I want to

be back before retreat.'

The Grierson grounded at the same instant as the other Aerial Combat

Vehicle and the two Zhukovs to make the points of a perfect square.

A moment later a courier boat settled in the middle of the formation.
Its nose was the dark blue/white of the Confederation, with a ring of
stars behind it. Below the pilot's cabin window on either side was the

green/white/brown flag of Cumbre.

The Combat Vehicle's ramps dropped, and their crews formed up in front

of their craft. All wore dress uniforms.

The lock of the courier ship opened, a gangway slid down, and Governor
General Wilth Haemer strode out, flanked by Caud Williams and a polish

of aides.
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'Couldn't you have left a big booger on the pointy end, dammit?' Garvin
whispered out of the side of his mouth. 'We didn't have to look this

sharp.'

'Quiet, Gunner,' Dill said. 'You don't have anything to worry about.'

'Easy for you to say,' Jaansma said. "You weren't the one who got told

by His Holiness if he saw me ever ever again [ was for the high jump.’

'Don't worry,' Kang said. 'He isn't interested in reviewing us. Too

windy, too cold.’

It was that on Dharma's high plateau, wet mist blowing past the ghostly
trees. Haemer and the others walked quickly, trying not to look like
they were hurrying, to the formation of Musth waiting outside their
headquarters, a series of high-ceilinged, polygonal buildings seemingly

made of clear glass broken with onyx paneling.

The Musth were in a formation humans found strange. A dozen, probably
underlings, formed a wide, shallow vee, and two others stood in the
mouth of the vee, one behind the other. One Garvin guessed was the

Musth's commander in the Cum-bre system, Aesc.

Jaansma shut the governor general out of his mind and stared at the

Musth. He'd only seen the aliens in holos, and found them mildly
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awesome. They were big, almost three meters, with long, sinuous necks.
They were fur-covered, their only clothing a wide belt with crisscrossed
straps to a neck-ring and a pouch in front like an oversize Scottish
sporran. On either side were sheathed weapons. Garvin craned for a look,
but all he could determine was that one was an incredibly long-barreled
pistol-looking object, the other was an unprepossessing box with a strap

on it.

Their fur was color-banded, coarse, light to reddish brown, going to
black on their paws and tail; with a solid patch from throat to stomach

that was anything trim yellowish orange to rich orange.

Their lower legs were big, almost like a kangaroo's, but intended for
upright walking; their front arms were smaller, ending in double-thumbed
paws with retracted claws that would work well in a knife fight. They

had short tails for balance.

The Musth ceremonials evidently didn't require rigidity like Man's,

Garvin noted, seeing their heads dart about, peering here and there.

Dill's Grierson had been chosen with three other combat vehicles as
honor guard for the governor general's monthly visit to the Musth base

on Dharma's Highlands.

Haemer bowed to the forward Musth, half whistled, half hissed something

in the alien's language.
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'And I greet you. Governor General,' the alien replied. 'It isss well to

face you once more.'

He turned.

'T would like to ssshare with you the knowing of my sssoldier-leader,

Wiencing.'

The Musth behind Aesc bobbed his head. 'It isss interesssting to sssee

your face,' he said.

'Ssshall we go into the building?' Aesc said. 'l sssee you mussst be

chill.'

'If you have no objectionsss,' Wiencing said, "perhapsss I might view

your sssoldiery, for I have encountered Man but ssseldom, and am poor at

diplomacccy.'

'Of course not,' Caud Williams said. Tl be happy to come with you.'

'There isss no need,' Wiencing said. 'Y ou have busssiness with Aesssc, I

am sssure, and [ am content to find my own obssservations.'

Williams frowned, then nodded reluctantly. 'Very well. I'm sure you'll
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be impressed.'

'T'm sssure,’ Wiencing said, and came toward Dill's Grierson.

Do I salute him?' Dill whispered in panic.

"You better,' Gorecki said. 'We ain't fightin' them yet.'

Ben smashed his hand against his forehead, held it there. Wiencing's

neck extended sharply another 30cm in surprise, darted back and forth

like a snake's. 'That isss a sssign of recognition?' he asked.

"No, sir,' Dill said. 'It's honor to a superior.'

'T sssee,' and Wiencing brought his forearm up, lowering his head, and

stood motionless. 'I asssume it is to be anssswered in same, like

thisss.'

Both creatures dropped their arms.

"You have large beingsss in thisss crew,' Wiencing said.

Dill wasn't sure what to reply, so just said, 'Yes, sir. Pure chance,

sir.’

"Which one isss the gunner?’
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T am,' Jaansma said.

Wiencing walked to Garvin. 'Are you good?'

T'm still learning,' Garvin said.

'But they choossse you, and your crew, to guard your highessst? That is

unusssual,’ Wiencing said. 'Let me asssk you, Gunner. When you

practissse, do you ussse machines?"

'Yes, sir,’ Garvin said, suddenly at ease. 'We call them simulators.'

'Sssimulators,’ Wiencing said, tasting the unfamiliar word. '"Who are

your enemiesss on these sssimulators?'

'Other machines,' Jaansma said. 'Spacecraft. Armored ground vehicles.

Soldiers.'

'Are the sssoldiers Musssth?'

"Nossir,' Garvin said. 'Men. They wear different uniforms, depending on

the problem.'

'T wasss told different,' Wiencing said.
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Garvin started to argue, kept his mouth shut. The Musth eyed him. 'But

of courssse you would be told to lie and not embarrasss yourssselves,'

he said, and went to Kang.

"Your dutiesss?'

'Electronic countermeasures, sir.'

Wiencing hissed, 'Are you good?'

'T am the best,' Kang said firmly.

The Musth snorted, a noise Garvin thought might be approval, might be

amusement. 'That isss a warrior ssspeech,' he said. 'Each of usss is the

bessst, are we not?'

'But I really am,' Kang said firmly.

'It isss a pity there isss no way of tesssting your boassst,’ Wiencing

said. "We ssshould play gamesss of war between our two racesss. It would

be good for usss, good for you.' He turned away, then his head swiveled.

'It will have to passsss another time,' he said. "'When the war comesss.'

Wiencing saluted again, walked toward one of the Zhukovs.
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Garvin glanced sideways at Dill, found the big man looking at him.

'T hope he's still learning Common Speech,' Jaansma said, 'and didn't

mean what he said.'

"Want to bet you're wrong?'

'Not a chance.'

'Can I ask something,' Njangu said, 'without pissing you off too bad?'

"You can try,' Hank Faull said amiably. The two sat on Faull's bedside

locker, cleaning field gear.

"You're a 'Raum, right?'

'Ex-'Raum,' Faull said wryly. 'Or so my soh would tell you. He'd also

call me a backslider, a traitor, an unbeliever... you know, the general

sort of thing that makes up a good soldier.'

'Soh?"

'An Elder,' Faull said. 'A deacon. Someone who intercedes with the One,

and interprets the Task for us.'
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'One is like God, right?' Njangu said. 'But Task? I can hear capital

letters.'

'"Task 1s our mission... all of us and each of us... here on D-Cumbre.'

"What's the group goal?'

'All of Cumbre,' Faull said precisely, 'should belong to us. As should

all of space.’

'Nice unambitious ideals,' Yoshitaro said. "What about the rest of us?'

"You can either join us, or else...' Faull drew the back of his thumb

across his throat.

'How very excellent,' Njangu said. 'By what right do you... sorry, the

'Raum who still believe... claim this?'

'Our sohs tell us that we are First Men, both in creation and here on
Cumbre. We came here hundreds of years before the Rentiers and their
cronies, even if archeology tends to suggest we showed up in steerage

about a hundred years after the first non-'Raum.

'But the legend says when the men who became Rentiers arrived, they had

the guns, and we were forced to do whatever they wanted. Into the mines,
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which is where most of us work today.'

'How'd you get here first? And from where?'

"That,’ Faull said, 'is one of those things we're a little vague about.
Our holy writ is called The Crossing, and it's very mystic about that.
Our homeworld is never named, just described as a paradise, of course.

Some say we came here pre-stardrive.'

"What, in one of those old-timey punt-it-out-with-a-rocket-and-pray?’

"The Crossing says the Sail brought us here, on a wind given by the

One.'

'A solar sail?' Njangu said.

'l don't know,' Faull said. 'Our sohs aren't real great on us reading

The Crossing for ourselves. Better we let him or her read it to us, and

tell us what it means. Mostly the book is a bunch of lectures that

somebody gave to a Fold, a congregation. The guy, or maybe it's a woman,
who's preaching never gets named. That's really when I started getting

in the shit, when I got a copy of The Crossing for myself, read it and

had a whole bunch of questions the soh didn't do a real good job of

answering.
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"My father taught me to make up my own mind from whatever facts I could
come up with. Maybe good, maybe bad, but that's the way I was taught,

and that's why I started having trouble.'

"Kay,' Njangu said slowly, 'T understand the programming. But do the

sohs tell the 'Raum they've got to live separately, like I gather they

do?'

'If you're a 'Raum,' Faull said, some bitterness in his voice,

'everybody knows it. Knows it by your name, by your address, by where

you went to school.'

"With no way out?'

'Except maybe the Force.'

"Which is what you're doing?'

"Which is what I'm trying,' Faull said. 'At least you off-worlders don't

seem to give a rat's nose about shit like that.'

"If you'd stayed a 'Raum,' Njangu asked, 'you would've had to become a

miner?'

'Actually, there's a ton of us who never pick the pick,' Faull said.

'We're merchants, traders... a lot of us are fishermen or live outside
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the cities, small-farming.

T'm missing something,' Njangu said. 'If you've got all those options,

why'd you go soldiering?'

"Those options are bullshit,' Faull said sharply. "You can trade... to

other 'Raum. Farm... but you better not get too big. Open a store... but

it better not compete with the Anciens and their crew.'

'That,' Njangu said, 'sort of blows corpses.'

Faull nodded, turned back to his gear.

"That's the system the Force is defending?'

Faull nodded again.

'One other question. Everybody calls the rich types Rentiers. What's

that mean? Or was that the name of their ship, or something?'

"That was something I had to look up for myself,' Faull said. 'It's an

old Earth word for rich people who get richer by making everybody dance

around their money piles.'

'Shit. So much for Truth, Justice, and the Confederation Way,' Njangu
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said. 'It's the same here as anywhere else. We got the Golden Rule

whoever's got the gold, rules.'

Gorecki was teaching Jaansma how to pilot a Cooke. 'It's bone-simple,’

he finished. Now let's take it out for a field test.'

'Good,' Jaansma said. 'Like where?'

'Off post, maybe around the island,' the driver said.

'Even better,’ Garvin said, and climbed into the driver's seat. The
drive was already on. Jaansma fastened his safety straps as Stanislaus
clambered in. He eyed the empty gunmount in front of him. 'If we had

some ammo, I'd chance doing a little cross-country,' he said. 'But |

guess-'

'Hoy,' someone shouted, and Garvin saw Ben Dill trotting toward them.
Over his shoulder was a belt, and bolstered on it was the biggest
handgun Jaansma'd ever seen. "You two clowns thinking about going for a

ride without me?'

'Never happen. Dec.'

'Good,' Dill said, vaulting into the passenger compartment. 'Let's get

out of here before somebody finds work for us to do.'
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'l was gonna have him do a circumnav,' Gorecki said.

'Sounds good to me,' Dill said. 'Let's go beachcombing. Take it away.

Mister Jaansma.'

Tmmediately, Mister Dill,' and Garvin pushed the drive pedal, and

pulled the upside-down U of the control stick toward him. The Cooke

hiccuped, then soared away.

'Didn't like that sound,' Dill said.

'If you don't like failure,' Gorecki said, 'don't hook with a Cooke.'

"Funny,' Dill said. 'T'm choking with hysterics. Take it low and fast,

Garvin. [ want to eat some spray.'

"Happy to oblige,' Garvin said, and dived toward the water.

'Come on children,' Lir shouted, 'or we'll be late for our moming

prayers.'

Njangu wanted to curse, but was too out of breath. He thought he heard

Gerd wheeze something obscene, but it was probably wishful thinking. Lir
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seemed determined to make sure none of them survived training, and had
started taking the recruits for daily two-kilometer beach runs, with a

five-klicker every third day.

"Most important muscle a good rifleman's got is his legs,' she observed

cheerfully, easily running backward along the water'sedge.

'Wrong,' Angie Rada managed. 'It's what's between them that's

important.'

"You got enough breath for talking,' Lir called, 'sing something.'

'Aw shit,' Rada moaned, but obeyed:

'Oh once I was happy, but now I'm forlorn,

Riding in Griersons all tattered and torn

The drivers are daring, all caution they scorn,

And the pay is exactly the same, the same,

The pay is exactly the same.

"We glide through the air in our flying caboose,
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Its actions are graceful just like a fat goose,

We hike on the pavement till our joints all come loose,

And the pay is exactly-'

She broke off, hearing the whine of an approaching vehicle.

'Straighten up, you hounds,' Lir shouted. 'It's liable to be your

mother!'

The five closed into tight formation, and a Cooke flashed around the
point ahead. As it closed, the vehicle slowed. Njangu wondered who'd be
this far from Camp Mahan. Probably some officer with his popsy, he
thought wistfully, trying to remember the last time he'd made love to
anything other than his hand, and wondered why he'd never tried to see

if Angie was serious.

He squinted at the Cooke, saw three men in it. The man in the back

stood, and Y oshitaro blinked at how goddamned big the bastard was. The
man wore the four rank slashes of a dec. He threw an elaborate salute,
and shouted, 'Hyp, heep, hoop, there, brave soldiers! Give us a cheer

for the Force!'

Lir: 'Crash, you bastards!"
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Yoshitaro: 'Eat it!"

Milot: 'Hope your dick falls off!'

Penwyth: T screwed your sister!'

Rada: "Your mother gives it away!'

Only Faull stayed silent.

"That's the spirit I like to see,' the dec shouted, just as Njangu

spotted Garvin at the controls of the combat car. He managed a feeble

wave, thought Garvin recognized him, and the car swept past.

Bastard, bastard, bastard, he thought. Knew I joined the wrong branch,

and the Cooke banked back. He was too out of breath for more than a

crude gesture, but a couple of the others found lung space for an

obscenity.

The Cooke was about a hundred meters past when Y oshitaro heard sudden

silence. The combat car's antigrav went on automatically, and the Cooke

bounced to a soft landing on the beach.

The I&R runners were in hysterics, hearing the drive starter grind,

grind, grind again, then they were even with the car.
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'Going anywhere soon?' Lir taunted.

Dill grimaced.

'Hey, Garvin,' Njangu said. 'It's a real interesting walk back. You'll

have time to admire the wildlife.'

Jaansma recognized Y oshitaro and grinned for an instant, then hit the

starter again.

Njangu listened to the long grinding as the runners went around a bend,

then heard nothing.

'God sort of does paybacks when you're being a wisebutt, doesn't he?'

Dill observed.

'l wasn't saying anything, at least not much,' Gorecki protested.

"The innocent suffer with the guilty,' Garvin said. 'So we're gonna let

him carry us back,’

'Awright,' Ben said. 'Gimme the com. I'll snivel for help.’

Garvin passed him the mike and heard the crack, saw a bright brass
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streak paint itself on the Cooke's hull about a finger length from his
left arm, heard the boom of some sort of propellant weapon, then the

burbling whine as the bullet ricocheted away.

He stared at the mark of the near miss for one instant, then dived over
the Cooke's side. He landed on top of Ben Dill, who was scrabbling for

that enormous handgun.

'Son of a bitch, son of a bitch,' Dill was muttering, then he was up on
his knees, peering at the nearby brush, pistol sweeping back and forth.
The gun went off, nearly rupturing Jaansma's eardrums, then Dill was
running for the brush. Garvin didn't know what to do, decided he'd
rather be a brave idiot than a cowardly logician, went after the dec.

Stanislaus wasn't far behind.

They crashed through the brush, found Ben kneeling over some carefully

piled branches. He held up a dull brass shell casing.

'"Look at the antique that bastard tried to kill me with,' he said. 'He

must've made himself a bed, then lurked for a target, and only had the

one bullet. Or else he ran out of courage.'

"Wonder why he didn't shoot at the crunchies,' Gorecki said. "More of

'em, and a slower, easier target.'

'Guess he thought we were more important,' Dill said.
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Stanislaus and Garvin were staring at each other, realization having

penetrated at the same moment.

'Somebody tried to frigging kill us,' Gorecki said in a hushed tone.

'No shiteedah,' Dill growled, from his vast experience. "The big
question is how in the hell did some goddamned bandit get all the way

out here to Chance Island?'

The three glanced reflexively across the bay toward Dharma.

'We gonna go after him?' Stanislaus asked.

Dill thought. 'T'm not that sure he only had one bullet,' he said. 'And
what would I do with you guys? He'd probably sneak around and pot you
while I was thundering around in the tules.' He shook his head. 'T'm

still not sure I believe this.'

'Somebody,' Garvin decided, 'is gonna shit five-credit pieces when they

hear about this.'

But all they were told by their company commander. Cent Haughton,
repeated by Alt Wu, their platoon leader, was to 'be more careful when

you're outside the camp, and what the hell were you doing out there
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anyway?'

Nobody ever reported seeing the sniper again.

Lir looked the five up and down.

"You call this combat-ready? Your gear looks like you've crapped in it

for a week. Fifteen minutes, full dress. Move!'

The five clattered back into the barracks, cursing steadily as they

stacked their rifles, dumped combat vests and equipment, and started

pulling on dress blues.

'T'm gonna kill her," Angie managed. 'Kill her dirty and seal my

goddamned tunic for me willya, Njangu, thanks.'

"Two minutes left and we're ready,' Faull managed. "We're getting good.'

They pelted back out, and froze. Waiting in full dress uniform, were Alt

Hedley and Senior Tweg Gonzales.

'Fall in,' Lir shouted. They obeyed, and the dec about-faced, saluted

the alt.

'Sir, the troops are present.'
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'Good,' Hedley said, taking a piece of paper from his pocket.

'General order such and such, effective this date, signed personally by

Caud Jochim Williams, the following are promoted from RECRUIT to

STRIKER:

'Faull, Henry; Milot, Ton; Rada, Angela; Penwyth, Erik; and Yoshitaro,

Njangu.

'Congratulations. The bullshit's over with. You made it. All of you.

'Welcome to Intelligence and Reconnaissance.'

They were waiting for Garvin Jaansma near the pond by Regimental

Headquarters. Dill knocked his legs out from under him, held him pinned,

while Gorecki and Kang grabbed his arms. He flailed, but they lugged him

to the edge of the water.

'One... three, and yo-heave-ho,' and Jaansma splashed down.

"What the hell was that for?" he sputtered when he surfaced.

"You ain't a slimy recruit any longer,' Stanislaus said. "You is one of
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us, you poor sad bastard. Plus you now get to get off this stinkin' base

and go into Leggett and get into trouble without us.'

Jaansma stood knee-deep in the pond, oblivious to the lily pad dangling

from one shoulder.

'Come on. Striker Jaansma,' Dill said. 'Stop crying and get your ass

back to barracks. The old man wants to do it official-like in an hour.'

Garvin was sitting on his bunk, dress blue tunic beside him. Once more
he reached out, ran his finger across the new red cloth of a striker's

single slash.

'It ain't gonna go away,' a voice said. Jaansma looked up, saw Njangu

leaning against the bunk behind him. He, too, wore a striker's insignia.

'Can't believe we made it.'

'l sure as hell can, you candy-assed armored idiot,' Y oshitaro said.

'But I didn't wander down here where you elite swine swarm just to

congratulate you. We got a week pass, y'know.'

T vaguely remember the cent telling me that,' Garvin said. 'But I've

been a little... excited.'
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Njangu grinned.

'Me too. But I paid attention to the important shit. Especially because
we got Force Maneuvers when we get back, and that'll be a pure whore on
roller skates. You want to try to get in some serious trouble with some

1&R rascals?'

'Why hell yes,' Garvin said. 'l thought you'd never ask... Striker

Y oshitaro.'

CHAPTER 14

The cave's entrance was tiny, barely a meter high and hidden by a
thicket. Ten meters within, it opened into a great chamber in the heart

of the mountain. It was cool, a relief from the tropic night outside.

Twenty men and women sat on blankets in a semicircle, three lanterns

casting shadows on the high walls and ceiling. All had weapons, and kept

them close at hand.

Comstock Brien stood in the center of the group.
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'Are we sure, sister, this report is accurate?'

Jo Poynton shrugged, held out her hands. 'My agent has never been in
error before. But I will admit he's never reported anything this

important.'

'So if it's true, if the Rentiers have lost contact with their overlords
in the Confederation,' Brien mused, 'it is now the task of the Planning

Group to determine what advantage we shall take of this.'

Jord'n Brooks stood. 'Excuse me,' he said politely. 'My name is Jord'n
Brooks. As you know, I'm the newest member of the Planning Group, so
forgive me if I don't remember the names you've chosen to use, or if I'm

violating protocol in not waiting until more senior members speak.

"It seems to me this opportunity must be seized immediately! We must

begin with a hard strike, an attack that clearly throws down the

gauntlet.’

'Such as?' someone asked.

'T would suggest a direct assault on PlanGov headquarters,' he said.

'Select a small squad, equip them with explosives, and attack. The men

and women will die, naturally, but die as martyrs to the revolution.

"With proper planning and a bit of luck, they will die in the knowledge
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that they've taken a goodly percentage of the Confederation satraps with
them, including that slug of a governor general, if we strike carefully

and at the proper moment.'

'Pah!' Brien snarled. 'That's the purest of adventurism, very close to
antirevolutionary wrecking! We must move slowly, in a considered

manner.'

'Insults, labels, have no part in a reasoned discussion,' Brooks said
coldly. 'Are your ideas so bereft of intrinsic merit you must instantly
attack any contributions from others? Be careful, brother. Such behavior
smacks of elitism. We have no intent of fighting against the harsh
arbitrary hand of the Confederation and the Rentiers only to have

another dictator emerge from within.'

'Brother Brooks, you also must be wary,' Poynton said. "You are also

coming close to antimovement behavior in your choice of words.'

'T am sorry,' Brooks said. 'And thank you for the admonishment. 1
acknowledge my error, apologize to Brother Brien and withdraw my
statement. Of course we must move carefully, and be aware of the
possibility of failure, and not sacrifice all on a single cast of the

dice. But we must be careful not to be paralyzed with inertia that might

be seen as cowardice, either.
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'Since my first idea was received with such scorn by Brother Brien, let

me offer an alternative:

"The Force will hold its annual maneuvers in a few weeks. These
maneuvers, here on the main island, have been a popular entertainment
for some years, have they not? In fact, isn't it common knowledge that
the final battle game is to be witnessed by most of the PlanGov and a

goodly number of the Rentiers?'

"They are, and it is,' someone said.

'Why can't these swine be attacked while they're out in the open, away
from their guards, sensors, and fortresses? How heavy will the security

be in a time of festival?'

'Even if it is a play war, we still must worry about the Force, who'll

be thronging the area.'

'And able to fight back with what? Blanks? And why do we worry so much
about them? They're undermanned, their equipment is aging rapidly, and
their morale must be low with this loss of contact with their overlords

in the Confederation. Even the stupidest, most bestial soldier at Camp
Mahan must be dimly aware of how repressive he is, and how his iron heel

smashes the 'Raum.’

"Y ou think more of the average helmet-head than I do,' someone called,
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and there was a ripple of laughter.

'That is an interesting idea,' Poynton said. 'l gather you have

developed an overall strategy of your own from there?'

'T have,' Brooks said, voice excited. 'Hit now, hit hard, hit often. Hit
not just PlanGov and the Rentiers, but hit those loathsome vermin the
Musth wherever we find them, in Leggett or up on the plateaus where they

plot our doom.'

"What could that give us? Their empire doesn't appear to be tottering,'
a woman asked. 'Suppose they strike back? Not just with the soldiers
they've got in the Cumbre system, but with a battle force from their

homeworlds?'

'Good,' Brooks said. 'If they do, they'll hit all men, not just us.
That'll mobilize everyone to join together. Since we are the only ones
who'll have a plan, that'll give us Cumbre on a platter, then, together,

we may destroy the Musth.'

'You think we can defeat the Musth?'

'Of course,' Brooks said scornfully. 'We are 'Raum. Is there anyone
among you who think the One who created us to rule would allow the Musth

any victory? Why would the One contradict his simple message and deny us
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their worlds, the worlds of the universe He promised us?'

A moment of silence, then shouts of 'no,’

'of course not,' and some smug, satisfied laughter came. Brooks put on a

smile, let it linger for a moment, then went on.

'So we can set aside that impossibility. We hit the Musth, we drive them
back into their enclaves, then off D-Cumbre. From there, as the

situation develops, we will be in position to attack them on their base
world of E-Cumbre, and drive them from the system. With the riches of C

Cumbre ours we can rebuild and continue our triumphant expansion.'

'Again [ must remind you about your willingness not only to create
empires in the clouds, but attempt to move into them,' Brien said.
'Return to this world, and what happens after we strike during these
maneuvers. No matter how hard we hit them, there'll be enough left of
the Force to come after us, into these hills. That will be a brutal
campaign, although I, for one, would welcome it, for it fits directly

into our already-approved strategy,' Brien said with emphasis.

'In my plan, the Force does come into the hills after our victory,’

Brooks said. 'But we won't be there to be targets.

"This revolution should... must... bury itself in the heart of the

people. We can sit here in the jungle, and preach to the odd farmer,
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hunter, or peasant, and our numbers increase, but slowly, agonizingly
slowly. And for each convert, we lose two to sickness and one to the

Force? I do not like those figures.

'Other soldiers here in the wilderness are people like me, people who've
given the most they can in the city and been forced to flee for their

lives.

Twill be frank. I do not feel I am giving my full effort to the
struggle, I do not think my talents are properly used, in these
hinterlands. I was born and raised in Leggett, and worked in many jobs

before I was forced to become a miner and joined The Movement.

'T know the cities, and they're jungles more impenetrable than these
hills. That is where we should be fighting the oppressor, for the
targets are close, and easy to study. When we strike, we strike from
such close range he can't use his assault craft, his rockets, his

missiles, his strike ships and his artillery.

'If that is the path we decide to follow, the pressure will be instantly
increased. People hear of a patrol being shot at here on the Highland
walls, and they yawn. But if an element of the Force is ambushed and
wiped out in the heart of Leggett, and people see our power... victory

is much closer.'
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Brien started to say something, but Brooks overrode him.

'When we have a little power, PlanGov and their thugs will turn up the
heat. Checkpoints, forbidden zones, brutality, all the criminal behavior
of a tottering regime... the people will see at firsthand what we've

been telling them about the reality of their world.

"They will hurry to join us, and the Force will panic and further

intensify its persecution.

"It then becomes a feedback cycle, brothers and sisters. Instead of a
handful of feverish, wan, emaciated half-forgotten jungle fighters
waging a bitter war, the entire population rises in frustrated frenzy,

and as they do, become our brothers and sisters.

"That is the day of real, final victory!'

Brooks stopped abruptly. There was complete silence in the canvem, and

he felt the power build, felt the will of the twenty people strong

within him, and someone applauded.

Brien was on his feet. 'Brother Brooks is one of our most inspired

agitators,' he said. 'l think we should admire the power of his

rhetoric. However-'

'Forgive me for interrupting you, brother,' Poynton said. 'T'm not sure
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these matters should be fully debated now, for our blood is running hot.

'T would suggest we table this discussion of Grand Strategy for a time,
while we all have a chance coldly to consider it, and discuss it with

our cell members.

'With one exception,' she said.

Brien's lips pursed.

'T like what Brother Brooks suggested about using the Force's maneuvers
against the system,' Poynton went on. 'We have been looking for a major

action to show our strength.

"What is the matter with Brother Brooks' idea? We would not be risking
that many fighters, we would be striking far from our homes and secret
bases, and there would be an excellent chance of doing major damage to

our persecutors.'

Silence for a moment, and the members of the group eyed each other,

consideringly. A man stood.

T agree. Let's hit them now, hit them hard, and then we'll see what

happens from there!'
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Another, and then a fourth spoke up.

'l see,' Brien said coldly. 'Brother Brooks has come up with a very

popular idea. I must admit to reservations, but it may, indeed, be time

we took the war home to the enemy. How many favor his plan?'

Hands went up.

"There is more than a majority,' Brien said. 'I must bow to Brother

Brooks' eloquence, and make it unanimous. We shall begin planning the

details at once.

"Now, it is very late, and I would suggest we break up this meeting.

Some of us have long kilometers to travel and places

we must be seen at by dawn.'

As the twenty picked up their gear, Poynton came to Brooks. "There are

those who might think this small action might

give you a base to build from,' she said in a low voice.

'I suppose so,' Brooks said, indifferently. 'I care little about

that. What I care about is that there can be no real compromise
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for our struggle. Not now, not ever, not until total victory.'

CHAPTER 15

'Balls,' drawled Erik Penwyth, staring at the Recreation Center. 'Just

like the barracks, only painted more colors.'

'And a shittier location,' Njangu agreed. "The only thing we look to be

close to is the sewer works.'

The Force RC did look like former barracks, clinging to a hillside

overlooking Leggett's biggest lubricant dump.

The five strikers wore undress khakis, short-sleeved shirts and shorts

with matching knee socks and black-leather sandals.

'Balls said the queen,' Angie added, apropos of very little. 'Tf  had '

em, I' d be king?'

"Balls ain't no big thing said the duke,' Garvin finished. T got 'em

and I ain't.'

'Ha. A capitalist, as [ don't say,' Njangu said.
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"You five have fun, fun, fun,' Faull said. Tl see you in a week.' He
hurried down the hill, and through the rather perfunctory security check

at the Rec Center's gate.

"Dump on us and run,' Ton Milot said. 'What's he got going?' He
whistled, seeing a rather pretty, obviously pregnant woman embrace the
ex-'"Raum. Beside her was a boy, two or three years old. 'Question

answered, the lucky dog.'

'And who's she? Erik wondered. 'Is ouah Hank married?

Orjustcohabitin'?'

'Either way's against regs, isn't it?" Milot wondered.

'Sure is,' Angie said. 'Shall we drop the heat a wink?'

Njangu Yoshitaro's face went hard. "You want to nark him off,Rada?Why?'

'Dunno,'Angie said, looking uncomfortable. 'He's a 'Raum, isn't he?'

'He's one of us,’ Yoshitaro said. 'And snitches aren't.’

"It was just a joke,' she said.

"Yeah, joke,' Njangu said.
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'Hey, screw you and-' the woman broke off. 'Never mind, huh?'

Njangu was unmollified but had the sense to nod. 'If we're through
bickering,' Garvin said cheerfully, 'is there anybody who really wants
to stay in this fine joint, known for its heavily armed roaches since

Buddha was a finf!'

'Big choice,' Milot said. 'Unless you armored wicks get better pay'n we

do.'

"My folks gave me two hun for actually graduatin' from something,’
Penwyth said. 'T'll toss that in the pot, but I don't think it'll make

much difference spread five ways.'

'Ah, so it's nothing but a matter of money,' Jaansma said. 'Shall I see

what I can do about that?'

"You need juicing?' Njangu asked.

'Don't think so.' Garvin held out his hands. 'Now heed me well, brethern
and sistern, and may thy prayers be with me, for I go forth among the
unwashed and heathen, with the hopes of gladdening our hearts and

enriching our life experiences.
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'Brother Penwyth, select a place where we shall reassemble, one suitable

to my soon-to-be rich-bitch status.'

'A very classy joint is the Shelburne,' Erik said. 'Right down on the

beach.'

"Then meet me there, perhaps by dusk, eh?' Without waiting for an

answer, Garvin went toward the gate.

'Tdon't get it,' Erik said.

'Our friend is doing what I think he calls hitting the hustings, looking

for a sucker with credits, which he'd probably call pecuniary

emolument,' Njangu said.

"Your friend sure talks pretty for a striker.'

"Your friend is pretty, for a striker or anybody else,' Angie said

dreamily.

"Yeah,' Yoshitaro said. 'He doesn't like narks either.'

She moved close. 'Hey, I'm sorry I said something wrong.'

'Forget it,' Njangu said. 'Let's go dump our ditty bags and check out

Leggett.'
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Leggett's center was a broad park, with winding paths and lush gardens.

"Nighttime,' Milot said. 'The hooks'll be out over there.'

'Oh yen?' Yoshitaro said, interested. 'Any murphy men?'

"Huh?"

'Guy who hides in the bushes,' Njangu explained. 'The whore lures the

mark in, her mac slaps him upside the head, jackrolls him.'

'Hell no,' Milot said, sounding shocked. 'What kind of an armpit do you

think Leggett is, anyway?'

"Not nearly armpitty enough, evidently,' Njangu said. 'Good money to be
made dry-gulching murphy men. But I guess us noble sojers shouldn't

think like that. Lead on.'

The downtown streets were winding, close. The four soldiers pressed
close to a small gravsled parked on the narrow pavement as a lift eased

past.
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'Expensive pan of the world, eh?' Njangu asked Penwyth as he eyed a

window full of jewelry.

"Tis that,' Erik said. 'And if you got it, flaunt it.'

'"Look at that," Angie said, voice hushed. She was pointing to a show

window with a single shoulder bag in it. The bag was shimmering gold

chain mail. 'Isn't that flauntable?'

'"Yep,' Erik said. 'Only... six hundred seventy-eight credits. Two

months' pay. It'd go well with your dress blues, Angie.'

'Maybe we'd better go back to the park if you're thinking like that,’

Milot suggested. 'Njangu could pimp for you, since I get the idea he's

used to crime. Or maybe I do, what did you call it. Murphy? Anyway, no

soldier ever made enough money for something like that.'

"There's a way,' Rada said dreamily. 'There's got to be.'

'So much for my marriage proposal,' Njangu said. Tl never be able to

keep you in that son of style.'

Angie laughed, slid her arm around Y oshitaro. 'I'm forgiven?'

'For what?'
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'"Thanks,' she said.

'Hey, Erik,' someone shouted, and the four turned. Across the street a

woman was waving.

'Jasith!' Erik shouted, and darted between two lifters. The others went

after him through the heavy, slowly moving traffic.

Njangu decided the woman was wonh risking death by anti-grav for. She
was model-slender, long black hair worn down either side of an oval
face, about eighteen. Her lips were very full, and her sloe eyes

promised infinite delights. Small breasts almost showed their nipples

over her top, a multicolored silk kerchief casually tied around them

with a bow on the side. She wore matching shorts and yellow high-heeled

slingback sandals.

He watched enviously as she melted into Erik's arms, but noted hopefully

that she kissed him close-mouthed before she pulled back. "You make a

very sexy soldier,' the girl said, her voice a throaty near whisper.

'T make a very sexy anything,' Erik said. 'l heard you were workin'.

Mellusin Mining's on hard times?'

'Oh, you know, it's so dead, and there's nothing happening, and 1
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thought I maybe would want to run some kind of store sometime, so Daddy
wanted me to see what it's like. Veeeehry booooring,' she said. 'l

thought it'd be interesting, selling lingerie, but it's just like

working in a butcher shop or something like that, I guess. 'Though I

don't think I'd care about a twenty-five percent discount on rib roasts.
Maybe I'll get married instead.' She looked around. 'Who're your

friends?'

Penwyth introduced them. 'And this is Jasith Mellusin. She's an old

friend of the family.'

Jasith touched hands with the soldiers. She and Angie exchanged looks of

instant hatred.

'So they let you out of your cage?' Jasith asked.

'Had to,' Erik explained. T was just simply too good for them to

believe. Supersoldier, standin' right here.'

'Good is hard for me to believe,' Jasith said with a laugh. 'But since
you' ve got a furlough, or an AWOL or whatever you soldiers call it, I

assume you're going to Bampur's party tomorrow night?"

'Nope,' Erik said. 'Nobody invited me, now that I'm one of the uniformed

unwashed.'
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'Oooh, it'd be a tragedy if you didn't appear,' Jasith said. "You must
come. I've just invited you. You, and your friends. Allah knows we need

new faces.'

Njangu bowed. 'And if there's faces like yours at the party, Allah knows

we need you,' he said.

Angie glowered, and Njangu pretended not to notice. Jasith giggled.

"My friend here's from Centrum,' Erik said. 'He was on that ship that

was taken by pirates.'

"You were,' Jasith said. 'How'd you ever escape?'

'It's a long and bloody tale,' Njangu said. 'Not suitable for

the ears of virgins, the easily shocked, or the young.'

"Well that certainly doesn't include me,' Jasith said. No shit," Angie

muttered. Jasith pretended she didn't hear. "Tomorrow night,' she told

Erik. 'But don't be deadly and show up before midnight.'

T don't even open m' eyes before then,' Penwyth said.

'We'll be there... with bells on.'


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

"What's in there?' Y oshitaro asked, eyeing a set of open gates.

"Where we don't go,' Angie said.

"Why not? Looks colorful. And there's four of us, all battle-trained and

such,' Njangu wondered.

"It's the Eckmuhl, the 'Raum section,' Penwyth explained. "We don't go

on their ground, they stay on theirs.'

"Nice society you got here,' Yoshitaro said.

"It works,' Angie said defensively.

Milot snorted. Njangu waited for his comment, but none came.

There were seven men about Njangu's age just inside the gates. They were

dressed flashily, and leaned bonelessly against the stone wall.

"There's seven good reasons not to go visitin' the 'Raum,’ Erik said.

"Local fellers of ill repute, who'd like to see the exact dimensions of

our purses.'

Yoshitaro buried a grin-the toughs looked and stood about the way he and
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his friends had, back on Waughtal's Planet. "Thanks for the tip,' he

said, sounding sincere. "'How deep does the 'Raum section go?'

"Three, p'raps four kilometers on a side,' Erik said. 'Ends right up

against the base of the Heights.'

'How many people live inside there?'

Penwyth shrugged. 'A million? Maybe more? The census doesn't go inside,

any more'n anybody else.'

"What happens when there's trouble?'

'The 'Raum take care of themselves,' Angie said. "The coppers convoy

half a dozen lifters through twice a day to pick up bodies. They don't

slow down much.'

"The second mate on my boat went in there once,' Milot said. Nobody

knows why. He always thought he was tougher'n anything. Maybe he spotted

a girl. The heat found his head on the gate the next day,' Milot said.

'We never heard no more. Not

ever.'

'Subtle bastards these 'Raum, aren't they?' Njangu said. "What about
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Hank? Won't he get in the shit, being 'Raum and in the army?'

"'Who knows?' Angie said. 'The only people who think like 'Raum are

'Raum.’

'Guess that's why the Force is so successful against the bandits,’

Y oshitaro muttered to himself.

'Hey,' Njangu said. 'Isn't that yours?'

The sign read: RADA'S FOR EVERYTHING. It occupied about half a block and
looked, from its cluttered windows, like it indeed sold everything. And
at a bargain, for there were signs everywhere: [IF WE DON'T HAVE IT, YOU

DON'T NEED IT. NO PRICE UNBEATEN. EASY PAYMENTS. NO FOLD UNWELCOME.

Angie nodded reluctantly. "Yeh.'

'Whyn't we slide in there,' Milot suggested, 'and you get maybe six

'

months' advance on your allowance? That'll grease us for the party.

"No,' Angie said shortly. 'Can't do it.’

'Why not?' Erik asked innocently. 'Here's their own lovin' child, just

graduated from the hardest school the army's got and all. Why wouldn't

they want to make some kind of love offerin'?'
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"Love?' Angie laughed bitterly.

"What's the matter?' Milot asked. 'Don't you get along with your

people?’

'Leave it, 'kay?' Angle's voice was sharp. 'Just leave it.'

'Sorry I even bothered to learn to read,' Milot said. 'Consider it

left.

Njangu let the others go on ahead, looked at Angie. 'Can I ask you a

question?'

"Not if it's about my family,' she said. 'Right now, that's not

something I can deal with.'

It wasn't,' Yoshitaro said. 'Or, maybe, indirectly. What's that sign

mean-No Fold Unwelcome?'

"My family's stores sell to anybody,' Angie said. 'But mainly to the

'Raum.’

T'm lost,’ Njangu said. 'If that's where you get your money from...

why're you down on them?'


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

'They're dirty, they breed like rats, they'd like to wipe anybody out
who isn't 'Raum, and they ought to be run off Cum-bre,' Rada said
bitterly. 'If people had any sense, they'd get rid of 'em, and work the
damned mines with their own people. But they won't. People always let
somebody else sling their shit. One of these days, it's gonna come back

on them.'

Njangu eyed her, decided he'd gone close enough.

'Hey,' he said softly.

"What?' she snapped.

He cupped her chin in his hand, kissed her. Her eyes went wide in

surprise, then her mouth opened, and her tongue curled against his, arms

going around him.

'Hey,' Penwyth shouted, 'come on, you two. No frater-nizin'in ranks!"'

She looked up at Njangu. 'T hope you're not giving out tickets you don't

plan on punching,' she said a bit breathlessly. 'I thought you were

going to go antsy over that rich bitch back there.'

Njangu wiggled his eyebrows. Angie laughed, and Yoshitaro thought it was

a very pleasant sound.
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'So much for wild, banzai soldiers on reckless leave," Angie snorted.
"Turn us loose, and what do we do? Stroll the friggin' docks like

friggin' tourists looking at friggin' boats. We've been on pass most of

a day now, and had two beers each, one pretty crappy meal, and a nice

frigging stroll is all.'

'What's the matter with that?' Milot asked. 'Being close to the sea is

relaxing.'

'If I wanted relaxation, I could've taken a nap at the Rec Center,' the
woman said. 'I'm looking for something resembling action. You know...

dicks, drugs and doowah?'

'Pick a bar, any bar,' Erik said. "They all look like we might find a

disgustin' brawl.'

Njangu looked up and down the waterfront. 'No kid,' he said. 'But would
just a plain simple brawl make our Angie happy? Doesn't there have to be

a good body count and... and what the hell's going on over there?'

Six men were pushing a young, ragged-looking peddler around. Y oshitaro

heard shouts of 'damn 'Raum,’


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

'toss him in th' bay,' and 'boot him, Sayid.' The boy's wares-brightly

plated knickknacks-were scattered in the street.

Sayid was about to obey when a quiet voice stopped him. 'You don't even

want to do that.'

He spun, saw Njangu. 'Butt out, sojerboy.'

'Sure,' Yoshitaro said agreeably. He spun sideways, and his foot snapped
up, raked down Sayid's tibia, and smashed the arch of his foot. Sayid
howled, bent, and Njangu snapped a punch into the man's jaw, recovered,

dropped him with a hammer strike on the base of the neck.

Another man grabbed Njangu's collar, and Njangu turned into him, brought
a knee up into the man's stomach, let him fall, vomiting, as he turned

again.

A third man had a knife out of a belt sheath, and Milot had his arm in

both hands, smashed it across his lifting knee, and the bone snapped.

Ton barely ducked a punch as Angle's knife hand struck into that fourth

man's gut. The man gagged and collapsed.

Njangu kicked the first in the head twice, very hard, without lowering
his foot. The man whimpered, staggered away, both hands over the bloody

mess that had been his face.
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The last man was holding up both hands, backing away, as Erik, grinning

savagely, closed on him.

'Nuh-uh, nuh-uh, not my doing, not my concern,' he said quickly.

"Then get the hell out.'

The man obeyed, ran about ten meters, then started screaming, 'Police!

Help! Police!'

Njangu helped the boy to his feet. "You better scoot, little friend.'

The 'Raum glowered, spat, and ran into an alleyway and was gone.

"Nice,' Njangu muttered sarcastically, mopping his face with his sleeve.
'Virtue's sure as hell its own reward. Now let's beat feet before the

law materializes.'

"Wup,' Njangu said, as they trotted past the entrance to a hotel fairly
oozing class. Several luxury lifters were unloading ostentatiously
wealthy passengers, and uniformed help hustled here and there. 'In here.

Nobody'd look for four soldiers in a ritz dive like this.'
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'And we are supposed to meet your friend here,' Penwyth said. 'At the

very least, we can feed our darlin' Angie a drink.'

They slowed, tried to look suitably arrogant, failed, and entered the

Shelbume. The lobby was all old-fashioned over-stuffed leather chairs,

dark wood, and engravings of people in red coats jumping four-legged

beasts over fences.

"Now, where would the bar be?' Njangu wondered.

"These are sure not my people,' Ton Milot said. 'Let's scoot. I'd rather

face the cops.'

A clerk curled a lip as he saw them, then his expression changed.

'Mister Penwyth! I didn't know you'd gone into the services.'

'] felt it was my patriotic duty,' Erik drawled, in as snotty a tone as

he could manage.

'But of course, and it's a delight to see you. Are you planning on

dining here?'

'My plans,' Erik said, 'are nebulous at the moment. Actually, we were

hoping to meet a friend. A Mister Jaansma.'
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"Yessir,' the clerk said. 'He checked in about an hour ago. Oh, you must
be the party he told me to expect. Your rooms are waiting. Six seaview
rooms... [ was able to put all of you on the ninth floor... I do wish

Mister Jaansma had told me you'd be among his party. Mister Penwyth.

"Perhaps if you'd sign in... and how are your parents these days?'

'Spending most of their time on the out islands,' Erik said. "They've

closed down the main house on the Heights.'

'Ah,' the clerk said, pushing an archaic register toward them. "That

explains why I haven't seen them for a while. We're delighted to welcome

you all to the Shelbume.'

'l had your stuff brought over from the Rec Center,' Garvin said,

lounging on the bed. 'Save the wear and tear.'

"Y ou must've found somebody real rich," Angie said.

'And dumb,' Ton Milot added.

"That's a big affirm to both,' Garvin said. Now go brush your teeth,

and we'll rendezvous in the bar in half an hour.'
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Njangu lingered for a moment.

"You did a pretty good job of impressing those people.'

"Njangu, my friend, I did a pretty good job of impressing me, even if it
was my deck. Those fools insisted on handing me money in bales, almost
like they thought it was a straight game. So we should have a fairly

adequate leave.

"T've found one thing in his life,' Garvin added. 'Whether you're rich

or whether you're poor, it's nice to have credits.'

Njangu wandered around his room, face still, his mind on the past,
touching the raw silk curtains, playing with the sensors on the com
center, looking at the array of bottles in a wall cabinet, staring out
the window at the calm twilight sea. Not ever like this, he thought. /

never ever thought 1 would-

There was a light knock... no more than fingernails... at the door.

Njangu opened it. Angie was there, holding her small ditty bag.

"You ready to go downstairs?' she asked.

'Mmmbh,' Njangu said neutrally.
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T told Garvin we might be a little late.'

'Mmmmh?'

'T don't know about you,' she said, 'but I'm a lot hornier than [ am

thirsty.

"Would you be interested in doing something about that?'

She stood next to the bed, hipshot, and slowly ran a thumb down her

tunic seal, let it drop. She wore a black, lacy brassiere, not issue

khaki. Her nipples were hard, erect.

Njangu undressed, watching her take off her shoes, socks, and pants. She

lay back across the bed, lifted one heel up, let her leg fall to the

side.

'Well?' she murmured.

Njangu walked across the room, bent over her.
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"That was quick,' she said, a few minutes later.

'Sorry,' Yoshitaro apologized. 'It's been a while.'

'Don't apologize,' she whispered. "You're still ready.'

"Trying to be,' Njangu said. 'So whyn't you put your legs around my back

and we'll see what happens?'

Angie obeyed, and her wet mouth opened, moved for his.

They never did make it to the bar that night.

"You appear a bit disheveled,' Erik said cheerily as he poured caff the

next morning. Njangu yawned, made a rude gesture, and Angie curled a

lip.

'He,' Penwyth went on, indicating Garvin, 'looks like rat-shit on rye.'

'If you think I look bad from there, you oughta see things from the

mside,’ Garvin moaned.

Ton Milot chortled.
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'We sat at the bar waiting-'

'-and drinking,' Erik said.

'-and drinking,' Ton continued, 'and all of a sudden it got drunk out.'

'/ was staying pretty clean-cut,' Garvin objected. 'For a while.'

'Actually, he was,' Erik agreed.

Njangu evaluated Jaansma. "Then what happened? You step on a rhinoceros

or something?'

'There was a band,' Garvin offered weakly. 'And they had a singer.'

'Who's partial to blonds,' Erik said. 'Marya's got a savage reputation

for what she does to men. The rest of us lesser mortals had to make do

with availables in the audience. Thank Heaven.'

'My available wasn't all that fine,' Milot complained.

Garvin moaned.

'Poor baby,' Angie offered, patting his hand.
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"My peck... my something feels like it went through one of those old
timey clothes wringers,' Garvin said. "That woman has more strange ideas
of what's a good time...guys, we can't be drinking in that bar anymore.
She said something about getting together again. One more night like

that, and I'm undone.'

"Tsk,' Penwyth said. 'Don't forget the party tonight. Bound to be
clusters and globules of beautiful young debutantes, just itchin' to

make the acquaintance of a long-dicked stranger with money.'

"What party?' Garvin demanded.

"That's right, we forgot to tell the lad,' Erik said. 'A terribly big

thing. At Bampur's-he's a bit richer'n the Creator-estate. It'll be
interestin', because either the family's around, in which case it'll be
old farts tryin' to get naked with young talent, or else the Bampurs're
off on their island, which means it's the daughter's shinny, and
everybody'll be tryin' to get naked with everybody else.' He slapped
Garvin on the shoulder. 'So buckle up, old boy. The best is yet to

come.'

"What am I gonna do?' Garvin moaned again.

"You need some nice water sports,' Njangu offered.

"That was what Marya said last night,' Jaansma said. 'And I didn't.
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Lord, Lord, how I didn't.'

'Off your dead ass and on your dying feet, troop,' Njangu said. 'A

little clean-cut exercise is all you need.'

Garvin reluctantly admitted he might live after an hour being smashed by

the long, rolling swells that swept onto the manicured sands of the

hotel's beach.

He came out of the surf to where the others lay on the sand.

'Enough,' he announced. 'It's time for a beer... then shopping.'

"Who put you in charge of this glee club, anyway?' Angie demanded.

'I'm buyin',' he announced. 'So we're all flyin'.'

'For what?' Milot asked.

'For clothes what don't look like uniforms,' Garvin said.

'What's the matter with uniforms?' Milot asked.

"They make you look like a soldier,' Jaansma explained.
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'And what's the matter with that?'

'Lordy, Lordy, Lordy,' Njangu said. 'l can see why he likes fishing,

It's an intellectual match between him and ol' Scaley. Hipe!'

Ton Milot drank beer and eyed Njangu and Garvin.

'Got a question for you two.'

'Anything,' Garvin said.

"Yeh. We lie cheaper'n anybody,' Njangu said.

'Since you're offworlders, and it appears nobody's gonna get back to the

Confederation for a while, are you gonna go career and stay in the

service?'

'Screw you.'

'T'm not being cute,' Milot persisted. 'It's pretty easy to guess what's

gonna happen to the rest of us. Erik'll go back to being rich and

working a couple hours a week at his da's trading company. Angie...

well, up 'til she ripped my face off yesterday, I would've guessed she
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would've done her hitch, got out, and maybe taken over one of her

family's stores.'

'Hey, Ton,' Angie said. 'I'm sorry. I didn't have any right-'

'Forget it,' Milot said. 'l never was good at sub-tile, anyway. Me, |
get out, wonder why the hell I went in in the first place, get on a

boat, and hopefully do good enough to get one of my own.

'But you two? What you just said, Njangu, makes me think you

would'vejust done your time, and gone back to wherever you came from-'

'Wrong on that one,' Yoshitaro said. 'l go back, there'll be a judge

wanting to talk to me. Exile's permanent where I came from.'

"Kay, then,' Milot persisted, 'what will you do?'

'Dunno,' Njangu said, staring into his beer. 'Get out, for sure.
Whatever's cut us off from the Confederation can't last forever. Get my
ass back to something resembling civilization, I guess. Maybe figure out

some kind of hustle for Centrum.'

"Which brings up my question,' Penwyth said. "Yesterday, when we got
into it with those Neanderthals over the 'Raum offspring, I noted you

behaved in quite an experienced manner.'
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'l paid attention in hand-to-hand fumbling,' Njangu said.

'l name that pure bullshit,' Erik said. "They never taught me to kick
head-high once, let alone twice without recovering. It would appear to
me you've been some sort of professional at this bodily damage

business?'

"Not me,' Njangu said. 'A little peaceful lambikins.' He ostentatiously
changed the subject. 'Isn't it interesting that here we are, cut off

from Big Momma Empire, and nobody seems to give a shit or go jumping
around in a blind panic? That ain't the way it'd be played in the holos
everybody'd be running around skreekin' and skrawkin', 'Catastrophe,

Catastrophe.'

'Big things take a long time to trickle down,' Garvin said. 'Sooner or
later, we'll feel it, when we can't get Earth pepper, or granny's little
annuity doesn't come in. Thank gods the beer at least's made here on

Cumbre.' He poured about half his glass down, signaled for more.

'Come to think about it, what the hell happens if we' ve got to handle
problems offworld? Say about the mines on C-Cumbre, which I understand
is part of our terrain. Speaking as a big-time gunner on a Grierson,

it'll be a long and crowded goddamned trek with a couple assault teams

in the back.'


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

"The Force has civilian cargo ships already under charter for pappery
like that,' Erik said. "My father makes just pots of money off the

government keepin' a couple on standby.'

"Kay,' Garvin persisted. "That's for simple things. But suppose we have
to go interstellar? Suppose somebody like Caud Williams or Governor
Dickhead T. Haemer decides we should go out and find those 'space
pirates' who just happen to hang their helmets on Larix and Kura?
Where's the Confederation Navy that's gonna haul our asses over there,
beat shit out of whoever the hell's king shit's navy, then give us fire

support on a landing?'

He looked around the table. Only Njangu appeared interested in the

topic.

Angie yawned ostentatiously. "You're raving, Garvin.

Drink more beer.'

'Somebody'll no doubt figure out something if that happens,' Erik said

vaguely. 'Besides we're just line-slime. We're not s 'posed to worry.'
guely J p Iy

'But... aw, screw it,' Garvin said, and followed Angle's suggestion.

'Let's go back to my first question,' Ton said. 'What about you, Garvin?
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What happens when they hand you the discharge?

'My fate is easily determined,' Jaansma said, striking a noble pose. 'l
shall return to my rightful place as the dauphin of the continent of

Prance on Earth, and collect sluts by the score.'

"Yen, Dauphin,' Milot said. 'l was being serious.'

'So was I,' Garvin said, 'but you won't believe me. So how about this:
I'm gonna find me a circus on hard times, buy it and make the damned
thing go, and show the folks in the outback the biggest hooraw you've

ever seen.'

Njangu was about to laugh, then saw Garvin's expression. 'Circus?' he

said, before anyone else could try a wisecrack. 'Sounds like a good way

to go crazy.'

"It is,' Jaansma said, still serious.

'Enough of this nonsense,' Njangu said, standing and fishing in his

pocket for money. 'Let's go make ourselves look pretty.'

Laughing, joking, none of the five noticed the unobtrusive man follow

them down the beachfront walk.
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"Well?' Angie said.

'Well,' Ton Milot said skeptically, 'T don't look like a fisherman...

and I sure don't look like a soldier.'

'"Exactly what we wanted,' Garvin said. "You're supposed to be one of the
idle rich, assuming Erik gave us good advice on what's fashionable here

in the capital.'

All of them wore civilian sandals. Angie wore a multicolored short dress
of a silky material that iridesced light reds, oranges, pinks. The men
wore loose-fitting drab-colored pants, and brightly colored shirts in

various styles. Garvin had chanced a floppy-brimmed hat.

'So what now?'

Njangu checked a watch finger. 'Going on three... maybe back to the

beach, then something to eat, then nap 'til this party, which we were

told not to show up for until midnight.'

T've been thinking about tonight,' Milot said. 'No offense, Erik, but I

don't want to go there and step on my dick.'

"You won't, my man,' Penwyth said. 'It's just going to be a bunch of
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people relaxin', not some horrid sort of formal banquet.'

'People who're all rich,' Milot said.

"Not all. Some of 'em are just pretty an' available.'

"That's not my kind of thing,' Ton said. 'If it's okay with you, I'd
just as soon slide on out.' He looked sheepish. 'l kind of want to go

see what my family's doing.'

'T'm with you,' Angie said. 'I'd prob'ly do something stupid, some

asshole'd say something, and I'd have to do him. You want company?'

Milot looked surprised, then nodded. 'It's just a little village, on the

other side of the peninsula.'

'Issus?'

'Sure,' Milot said. "You know it?'

"When [ was a kid,' Angie said, sounding wistful, 'my ma took me there
for... I guess it was three days. She and Da were having some kind of
trouble. I remember we stayed in this little hut, and ate a lot of fish,

and nobody bothered us. I liked it a lot. I thought things were like

they must've been in the old days, before... well, before things got

weird.'
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'Hey,' Milot said. 'Nothing's changed much. Come on. You'd be welcome.'

Angie looked at Njangu. 'I'm sorry, babe.'

"What sorry? Sorry you didn't invite me?'

'l thought-'

"There you go,' Yoshitaro said, 'thinking again. You're only a striker,

woman, and you're trying to do Mark II thinking with a Mark I brain. I

love the tules, and since Milot has the manners of a toad, I'm inviting

myself to go fishing, 'kay?'

Garvin made a face at Penwyth.

'How about that shit? Forsook and forlorn by my best comrade.'

'"Doesn't bother me in the slightest,' Erik said. 'No one ought to do

what she or he hasn't the inclination.'

Garvin dug into his pocket. 'Here's two... three hundred each, children.

Don't spend it all in one place.’

"Thanks, Father,' Njangu said.
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'Don't thank me,' Garvin said piously. 'It's all to the good... having

too many people around who know me cramps my style.'

The unobtrusive man followed them back to their hotel, then found an
alcove and took out a small com. He keyed numbers. There was a click,

and a woman's voice said 'Report.'

The man keyed a second set of numbers into the com's built-in scrambler.

"They now wear civilian garb,' he said, and described what the five were
wearing. No attempt made to communicate with anyone. I tried to get
close to them in the bar, but all I could hear was they were talking
about the Force. I don't know if it's important, but they were talking
about military things I don't think an average soldier would know

about.'

'Was there any indication on what they hoped to achieve with that

carefully planned rescue of that child of ours?' the woman's voice

asked.

'Negative,' the man said.

'Continue surveillance, but take no other action,' the listener ordered.
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'Understood.'

Ton Milot had stubbornly insisted on changing back into uniform before

they caught the 'rail over the mountains.

"Twenty percent discount for people in uniform,' he said. 'Plus my

folks'll be pissed if I'm not looking purty.'

'If they expect purty,' Angie said, 'we better bring along a plastic

surgeon,' but she and Njangu had done the same.

'We've got half an hour 'til the pod goes,' Milot said. 'T called my

folks and told them we were incoming,'

"Yeh,' Njangu said absently, staring at the glass window of a shop.

'Entranced by his own reflection,’ Angie said. 'That's okay, 'cause he

is pretty.' She squeezed his arm.

'Pass on pretty,' Yoshitaro said. 'Don't look back, but check our

reflection in this next window.'

"Definitely three good-lookin' sorts,' Milot said.
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"With a tail,' Njangu said. 'See that little guy back there... no,

goddammit, don't look!'

'"Looks like not much of anybody,' Milot said.

'Good beaks don't,' Njangu said.

"You're being paranoid.'

'He was with us the last two turnings,' Y oshitaro said. 'T'm paranoid.'

'Who cares? We've got nothing to hide,' Milot said.

T always do,' Njangu said.

'So what do we do? Dry-gulch him?' Angie asked. 'If he's copper, we'll

get our butts in a tangle.'

'No. We'll turn right here, and go down this block,' and the two obeyed
him. 'Cut in this store, then we'll go back out the other entrance. Come

on now! Run!'

The three darted around a corner. A moment later, the unobtrusive man
appeared, looked about, muttered under his breath, went into a doorway,
and dialed numbers on his com. When the ringing stopped, he said,

'"Three-one-one-five.'
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"Listening,' the woman's voice said.

'T still don't know what they are,' the man reported. 'But they lost me,

very neatly.'

"They're professional?'

'Looks like it.'

'Go back to the hotel,' the voice ordered. 'There's still two of them

there. Team with Lompa, and this time stay with them\'

"There'll be no more surprises,' the man said grimly.

CHAPTER 16

The silver monorails arced across the city, the center of the spiderweb

a hangarlike stone building. The pod for Issus slid out of the station's

roof and the track climbed. Njangu saw the broad lawns around PlanGov
Headquarters, then the Eckmuhl, the walled 'Raum quarter with its high
rising, shabby apartments leaning together, about to tumble into the

narrow, winding streets.
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The rail climbed the bluffs on nickeled pylons, passing close to the
wealthy enclave of the Heights. Angie chattered away about the great
mansions and the beautiful gardens. Njangu wondered for an instant why,
if she were so fascinated by this wealth, she hadn't wanted to go to the

party tonight, somewhere down there.

Then he went back to worrying about that follower. Who? Some friend of
the idiots we gave lumps to? Not likely-if they'd been able to find out

where Njangu and Company were staying, they might've gotten twenty other
yutzes and lurked in an alley. But just trailing us? No. Who else?

Coppers? But why? The police could give a shit if a few waterfront goons

get their body structure readjusted.

Military Intelligence? Njangu assumed, without any reason, the Force had
spies. But he'd done nothing wrong, at least on this world. What about
the others? Ton Milot? Fishing without a license? Angle Rada? For being
oversexed? Balls. Which leaves... leaves nobody. At least nobody I can

think of.

Njangu let it swirl around his brain once more, then dismissed the
matter and looked out and down lush jungles, wondering what was hidden
under the canopy, realized he'd no doubt find out shortly, either in the

war games or the real patrols I&R ran against the bandits.

Njangu leaned back, and Angie put her head on his shoulder. That sparked
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another curiosity. Why hadn't they just stayed in their hotel room if

they hadn't wanted to go to Erik's friend's party? Angie certainly was
an interesting enough pastime. That had been a third option. Why hadn't
she suggested that? Did she think, maybe, Njangu wouldn't have been
interested. Why hadn't he come up with the idea? Screwing was better

than fishing from any perspective.

Oh well, he thought. Nobody's dumber than a soldier. Of any sex.

'Good gods,' Njangu shouted, leaning close to Ton Milot, 'did you tell

them you'd been made commander of the fleet or something?'

"We're pretty patriotic,' Milot shouted, and the band broke into another
ragged but enthusiastic march. A very pretty girl, about two years
younger than Milot, with brown wavy hair, clung to the soldier's waist

like a limpet. She'd been introduced as Lupul.

"Isn't that the national anthem again?' Angie asked.

'l think so, so maybe we better stand up,' Njangu said. They did,

weaving just a little bit.

Issus sat around a nearly enclosed bay, on a low cliff twenty meters

above the water and docks. The houses were hardly Angle's remembered
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'huts,’ but simple wood-framed shelters with sharp-angled roofs. The
center of the town was a turf-paved square with businesses, the monorail
station, and the town hall around it. Njangu guessed it was some sort
ofD-Cumbre custom to put a park in the town center, and thoroughly

approved.

It seemed every one of the village's two-thousand-odd people were packed

into the square, cheering their son who'd made good.

"Yen,' Njangu agreed. 'Patriotic. Pass the jug.'

'Better not,' Ton warned.

"Why not? Everybody's a lot drunker'n we are.'

'Yen,' Ton said. 'But they ain't going fishing. We are.'

"What's this we shit?" Angie said, grabbing a passing flask and inhaling

the clear, slightly oily-tasting local distillation with enthusiasm.

"You got a midget in your pocket?'

"You don't have to,' Milot said, 'if you want to play the old weak,

feeble, helpless woman excuse.'

'Uh-uh,' Angie said. 'T'm no dummy. Water's fine for a bathtub, but

there's waaaaaaaaaay too much of it out there for me. You big bwave men


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

go into the vasty deeps.' She fluttered her eyebrows. T'll stay here

and worry myself drunk.'

'Any possibility I could get away with the same line?' Njangu tried.

"Not a chance,' Milot said. 'I've got to prove that [ haven't forgotten

my roots, and you've got to prove your worthiness to be honored by

Issus. First we fish, then we come back and there'll be a big

celebration.'

"What do you call this?' Njangu asked, waving a hand at the crowd.

'Just warming up,' Milot said.

'And what're we fishing for, anyway? It's getting dark.'

'We're going after ba rraco,' Milot said. 'They're big, nasty mothers,

carnivorous, that'll go about, oh, eighty kilos or so. We harpoon 'em.’

'Are they good eating?'

'"The best.'

'What do they think about us?'
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'"The best.'

"Whyn't we think about something a little smaller... and, maybe, safer,’

Njangu suggested.

'Don't worry,' Milot said. 'T'll be the one with the harpoon.'

'What do I do? Hold your hat?'

Nope. You'll be bait.'

Milot wasn't being funny. Njangu Yoshitaro clung precariously to the
pulpit railing, gently moving a lantern back and forth, while the lifter
floated slowly just above the calm, phosphorescent sea. Ton Milot was
beside him, a long, barbed spear roped to floats in one hand. Alei,

Milot's brother, was at the controls of the lifter.

Neither soldier wore his uniform, only a singlet and ragged shorts.

There were twelve other fishing craft out, lights gleaming, reflecting

in flashing lines across the water. Behind them were the lights of

Issus.

'Movement,' Ton warned. 'Move the lantern around some more, like you're

a worried bird with a flashlight up its butt.'
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"Why?' Njangu said. 'T'm real happy with him staying down there.'

'Don't you want dinner?'

'Sure,' Yoshitaro said. 'Anice, yammy piece offruit'll suit me just-'

He jumped as a slender silver arrow, teeth gleaming, came out of the

water at him.

'Shit!' Njangu shouted, as Milot hurled the spear into the monster's
mouth. He staggered back, flailing for the railing, and toppled
overboard. As he hit the water, something landed on top of him,
something cold, smooth, and deadly. He kicked wildly, and the barraco
hit him with his tail, and was gone. Njangu dived deep, kicking hard,
then ran out of air and went for the surface. The lifter was about five
meters away, and between him and it the barraco thrashed in its death

agonies.

Milot and his brother clung to the lifter's safety cage, roaring with

laughter.

"Would you two idiots get me out of this,' Njangu shouted. 'The son of a

bitch might have a big brother.'
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'Sure, sure,’ Alei called. Maybe there is a big brother, and we leave

you in there to bring him up, eh? You're the best bait we've ever had.'

'T'm going to kill someone,' Njangu promised, treading water, afraid to

look into the dark depths below. 'And I'm not particular who.'

'Damn,’ Garvin said, eyeing the long line of sleek lims. 'l didn't know

there was this much money in the whole friggin' Cumbre system.'

'Best believe it,' Erik said. 'Mines are pure gold, even if they don't

mine gold.'

"Now there's something we didn't talk about,' Garvin said, as they
strolled toward the mansion's gates. 'If we're cut off from the
Confederation, who's gonna buy the minerals? Isn't all this geetus on

thin ice?'

'Cumbre uses a lot of what it digs out,' Erik said. 'And the Musth'll
buy anything that comes out of the ground to take back to their own
worlds. They don't give a rat's earlobe whether it's dug by their own

people or by the 'Raum. This is secure wealth, m'friend. We'll get by.'

'Evening, Mister Penwyth,' a uniformed security woman said. Erik nodded,

and they went up the broad steps.
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"The Bampurs do have real money,' Garvin agreed. "No stinkin' security

'bots here. And it's nice to be with somebody they know.'

'What, automation?' Erik pretended horror. "When there's always a lower
class flunky or a 'Raum to be hired? If we elite bassids started usin'
robots, who'd steal from us and blackmail our fool asses when they

caught us in bed with somebody we shouldn't be there with?"

'Careful, Striker,' Garvin said. "You're startin' to sound like a

revolutionary.'

They went through the portico of the Bampur estate. Garvin thought he

was still in the open air, and the columns on either side of him stood

alone, then realized they supported a long, curving roof exactly

matching the sky above.

'Clever, that,' Erik said. 'In day, it looks just like daytime, at

night, well, you can see for yourself.'

'Why'd the Bampurs go to the trouble?'

'Guess they don't like rain,' Erik guessed. 'Besides, the Rentiers-the

very rich-aren't as you and I, remember?'

"Thought you were rich.'
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'Not this rich.'

'So how are they different?' Garvin asked. 'Never had the opportunity to

be around rich-rich much.'

Erik leaned close, and whispered: "They find really dumb ways to spend

their credits.'

The columned walk curved down a gentle slope to a lake, with a mansion

in the middle, on an island.

A covered causeway led across the water. A man crawled along the

causeway toward them. 'I'm a fish,' he explained. 'Crawlin' up... hie...

stream t'spawn.'

'Did we maybe get here a little late?' Garvin asked.

"Nope. If we were late, good old Raenssler'd not even be movin'.'

T see. Nice layout here,' Garvin said.

"When the Bampurs feel private,' Erik said, 'they roll up the carpet and

you've got to hail a boat to go a-calling.'

'Clever, I suppose.'
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T suppose. Ah-hah,' Erik said. 'l knew Jasith wouldn't steer us wrong.
Listen. The band sounds drunk, so the party must be starting to catch

fire.'

Garvin listened, nodded. "Nobody could be that bad sober.'

They went into the mansion's central room. It was huge, open on all
sides with a twenty-meter-high domed ceiling. There were big now-raised
storm curtains to let down in bad weather. Corridors spidered off here

and there to other parts of the house.

The party was a swirl of people, some dancing, some drinking, some doing
both, badly and well. Here a man sat staring at a holo of ballet

dancers, sobbing bitterly, there a man leaned against a bronze life-size
statue of an Earth mermaid, whispering his life's story into its

sympathetic ear.

Garvin tried to look cosmopolitan, but it was hard. Not only were there
three bars around the room, but each had four bartenders. Human
bartenders. Even more exotic were the human servitors, more than twenty

of them in white coats. The Bampurs had a lot of money.

He wondered wistfully if there was any way he could get his hands on

some of it, then forgot that, seeing the dark-eyed small woman who
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darted up to Erik. Jasith Mellusin wore a quite incredible outfit-a

black form-fitting floor-length asymmetric gown made even more immodest
by missing side panels. The dress was held in place by large silver
five-centimeter clips from mid-thigh to under her arm. She clearly wore

nothing underneath it.

"You didn't forget me!"

Eric kissed her. 'How could I? And I'm right on time, Jasith, as you

told me to be. Have I missed anything?'

"Two or three fights... a couple of people went swimming... one proposal

of marriage... three engagements broken. Very, very slow so far.'

'What could we do to enliven things?' Erik asked. 'By the way, this is

my fellow defender of freedom. Jasith Mellusin, Garvin Jaansma.'

Jasith evaluated the tall blond. 'Are you with someone?'

'Just him," Garvin said, indicating Erik, 'and he's no fun. He leads.'

'Erik, I think you just enlivened my evening,' Jasith said in her

throaty near whisper. She linked her arm through Garvin's. 'Do you

dance?'

'Like an angel,' Garvin assured her.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

"What's an angel?'

Garvin grinned sharkishly. "You and I are going to get along very, very
well.' He bowed to Erik. 'Thank you for the introduction, m'lad, and I

believe wel'll circulate.'

He moved Jasith toward the center of the floor, extended his arms just
as the two bands, in exceptionally ragged nonsyn-chronization, broke

mto a new number.

'Oh,' Jasith said in disappointment. 'This is that new dance... well, I
guess it wouldn't be new to you, 'cause it came out from Centrum a
couple of years ago, so it's old joumoh by now. Anyway, I don't know the

steps.'

Garvin thought of telling Jasith the deep, thorough knowledge he'd
gained of the Confederation capital's recreational tastes in three weeks
in the recruit reception depot mainly spent cleaning 'freshers, decided
there wasn't any point in spoiling the woman's fondest beliefs. He was

about to ask if he could get her a drink when he caught the tune's

rthythm line.

'Hell,' he said, 'this one is easy. I'll show you.' He drew her out onto

the dance floor. 'It's all flash,' he explained. 'Keep about, oh, five
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or six centimeters between us, hold your hand up like this, I put one
hand around your waist, and it's step to the side, to the side, back,
back, to the side, to the side, and so forth. Every tenth measure or so
I put pressure on your waist, and you spin using your hand as a pivot...

that's right. Then turn back... see, you've got it.'

Jasith, pink tongue clenched between her teeth, concentrated on her

movements for a time, then looked up at Garvin. 'You're a very good

dancer. Where'd you learn?'

Garvin smiled wryly, remembering a handsome man and a gorgeous woman,

dressed n archaic formality, turning in a spotlighted ring, with

hundreds of people cheering.

'In a circus,' he said.

Another memory came-an old-fashioned tarred tent, roaring in flames,

screams, howls of fire lifters and a small boy, sitting in ashes, crying

for the world that had just died around him. He pushed the thought away.

Jasith laughed.

'Sure. A circus. And you were the, what did they call it, master of the

ring?'

'Ringmaster, actually. But that was a long time afterward.'
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'Oh, come on,' she said. 'I'm not that foolish. You're not old enough to

have done that.'

'If you say so,' Garvin said. 'But I look a lot older with my hair dyed

black, a phony pencil-line moustache, and a top hat.'

'Oh, stop! You know I'm not going to believe you. So what's the new

dance on Centrum?'

'It's very interesting,' Garvin said. 'First, you tie your arms together
at the wrists, both men and women. Then you loop your hands over the

other person's neck.'

'That sounds romantic,' Jasith said.

'Oh, 'tis, it truly is,' Garvin agreed. "When the music starts, you

prance backward and forward, four steps, while shouting 'Ha! Hoo!' at

the end of each sequence. Oh yeh. And everybody's naked.'

"You took it too far,' she said. 'l almost was believing you.'

'That's the story of my life,' Garvin agreed, as the music stopped for a

minute, then became a syrupy ballad. 'Here's another new style,' Garvin

said, and took her in his arms, holding her close.
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'"It's nice,' she breathed into his ear.

'So are you,' Garvin said, feeling a little drunk without having had

anything at all to drink, her sleekness warm and giving against him.

"Your hair smells like a soft tropical night, with the wind whispering

through it.'

"Maybe you did work for a circus,' Jasith said. "You sure can use the

words.'

'Ah, milady, when you're poor and in love with someone far above you,

words are your only help,' Garvin said.

'Only?

"Well,' Garvin said, 'the only ones you can use on a dance floor.'

'T'm not going to ask,' Jasith said. 'Because if I did, I'll bet you

were going to say something dirty.'

"Not me,' Garvin protested, 'for I'm as pure as... as... as what?'

'Flower petals?' Jasith suggested.

'Flower petals,' Garvin agreed. 'And I'd like to take you in my arms,
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put you down on a carpet of them, and then lie down at your side.'

'Careful,' Jasith warned. 'I think I know what comes next.'

'l put nine meters of tongue in your ear and drill for uranium?' Garvin

said.

Jasith giggled. 'That's enough, silly.'

"That's only a beginning,' Garvin said, and the music came to a halt.

'Now we both deserve a drink.'

They walked off the dance floor. Garvin stopped to admire a fountain,
brass cups of various sizes and shapes, each cascading water down into
the next with a soft tinkling sound like half-heard bells. A dozen

people, mostly men, were gathered around it, listening to a darkly
handsome man a few years older than Garvin, who sat on the banquette

around the fountain.

'Of course there's a supreme being, Jermy.'

Jermy, a man very bald for his years, shook his head vigorously, a smile

on his lips.

'Prove it, Loy.'
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'Quite easily, the other man said. 'If there is no god, put him or her

in upper case if you choose, then all would be chaos.'

"Not necessarily,' Jermy said. 'Natural order. Evolution and that.'

'Fiddle,' Loy said. 'Nothing happens accidentally, or quote naturally
end quote. Show me an example of natural order... which you needn't

bother trying, for there's none.'

'Better, since you're the one trying to make a point,' Jermy said. 'You
give me an example of your god-dictated system that shows things are

always as they ought to be.'

'Easily. Look about you. We freely concede the 'Raum are a distinctly

lesser class and, I believe, race as well, correct?'

Garvin's skin crawled as he heard too many murmurs of agreement.

"Therefore, they must function in a lesser capacity. Do you think it's
chance that our servitors are 'Raum, fitting quite comfortably into

their mentality? You'd hardly expect to see one of them on the dance
floor or standing with us, would you? We are their superiors, of course,
so therefore they are content, with their god-ordered role as servants,
whether it's working in the mines or'-Loy held his empty glass out to a

nearby white-clad man-'getting me another drink.'
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The man, old enough to be Loy's father, bowed and took the glass,
expression blank. As he turned away, his eyes met Garvin's, and the

soldier noted the hard glitter.

"Yet another example-' The handsome young man yelped in surprise as

water cascaded down his back. He whirled, to see Garvin, looking

ostentatiously aghast, moving one of the brass cups, so the water fell

into it once more.

"My apologies,' Garvin said. "My hand must've conflicted with the

natural order.'

The man came to his feet, flushing in anger. Garvin smiled, a tight,

unpleasant smile. His hands curled, lifted, his left foot slid out and

he centered himself, then semi-crouched.

Loy hesitated.

Jasith hissed, 'Men!' and flounced away.

Garvin waited, but Loy didn't move. Garvin ducked his head in dismissal,

and went after Jasith.

He found her outside the great room, at the edge of the lake, staring
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out at the night. 'Hey.'

She didn't move.

'Hey, beautiful,' he tried again.

She spun. 'Why do you men have to do things like that? You and your

damned testosterone!'

"The crap that idiot was spouting needed interruption,' Garvin said.
'And I've learned you can never argue with a bigot. Nothing testerone

about that.'

"What bigot? Loy Kuoro's well educated and a good friend of mine! His
father's publisher of Matin, and he'll take over the holo in a few

years. He's very clever.'

'Okay,' Garvin said equably. 'He's a very clever asshole. But do I have

to like him to be permitted to think you 're wonderful?'

Jasith hesitated, then shook her head. 'No. But... but you can't behave

that way.'

"What do I know?' Garvin said. 'I'm just a simple soldier, with simple

desires.'
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Jasith looked skeptical.

'Sometimes they overwhelm me,' he said. 'For instance, with the

moonlight behind you, I've got an overwhelming desire to kiss you.'

"You can't-' Her protest was muftled by his lips. The kiss lasted quite

a long time. Eventually she drew back. 'Oh dear,' she said. "I've never

been kissed like that that I remember.'

"You sure?' Garvin asked.

"No. Maybe you should do it again,' she said. He did.

'My,' she said softly, melting closer. Garvin slid his hand through the

gap in her dress, cupped, stroked her hips, then her naked buttocks. He

slid a finger between them, caressed her. She murmured wordlessly,

breath coming more quickly as her tongue curled around Garvin's.

'Should we think about finding a nice, soft pile of flowers?' he

whispered.

"We can't,’ she said sadly.

"Why not?'
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"The Bampurs put alarms everywhere, and I don't want a scandal if people

came running and found us... well, found us.'

"Kay, that's out,' Garvin said. "How'd you come here?'

'T brought my lifter.’

"Well?'

'It's a little two-seater. We'd never be able to... to be comfortable.'

'So let's go somewhere. I just happen to have a nice, luxurious hotel,’

Garvin whispered. 'With a big soft bed, and nobody pays any attention to

people's comings and goings.'

'Comings?' she whispered.

'Anywhere you want to,' he promised, and they kissed again. He brought

his hand up, fondled her breasts, felt her rigid nipples.

'Hey,' a voice came. '"You. Shithead!'

Jasith squeaked in surprise, jumped back. Garvin turned, very quickly.

Loy Kuoro stood, face angry, fists balled. Jaansma forced his mind away

from Jasith.
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"That was a shitty thing you did to me,' Kouro said.

"Those were some shitty things you were saying,' Garvin said reasonably.

'Especially in front of some people.'

'People? 'Raum people?' Kouro sneered.

'Publishers? People?' Garvin echoed in an equally nasty voice. ' hear

the only way you can breed is with your own sisters? Any truth to that?"

Jasith gasped, and Kouro turned white. Garvin had a moment to realize
he'd touched on something explosive, and the man tried to kick him.

Garvin stepped back, and the kick barely touched Garvin's jacket.

'Don't do that,' he said in a calm voice. Kouro stumbled, recovered, and
Garvin realized the man was somewhat drunker than he appeared. He swung,
and Garvin grabbed his hand, pulled, and Kouro stumbled forward, falling

to his hands and knees.

'Go back inside and get yourself a drink,' Garvin suggested. 'You're

pushing the framework.'

Kouro came to his knees, and lurched forward, head down. He butted

Garvin in the chest. Garvin almost fell, recovered.
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"That's enough,' he said, still in the same mild tone, and slammed two
straight forefist strikes into Kouro, the first into his eye, the second

into his midsection. Kouro whuffed, puked, staggered back, and teetered
on the edge of the lake. Garvin reached out, pushed, and the man shouted
surprise, windmilled his arms, and fell backwards into the lake, landing

with a thoroughly satisfying splash.

Garvin Jaansma didn't bother seeing whether Kouro surfaced, saw Jasith

was gone. Garvin swore, went after her, through the great room, along

the causeway, and through the estate's entrance. He went down the steps

in time to see a small, bright red lifter streak down the driveway.

'l should've killed him,' Garvin said, and went back, looking for Erik.

He couldn't find him anywhere. He looked at the crowd of utter

strangers. No friends, no taxis. I think,' he said to himself, "it's

gonna be a long walk home.'

'Curious,' Jo Poynton mused. 'Most curious.'

The voice came again: "Y our instructions?'

Poynton keyed her mike: 'Stand by.'

She returned to her analysis: A group of soldiers stops one of our
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children from being beaten. Odd. They then somehow have enough money for
rooms in one of Leggett's most expensive hotels and outfit themselves in
luxury. Even odder. Three of them then elude one of my most experienced
agents and disappear. The other two attend a very exclusive party in the
Heights, at the home of one of the most anti-'Raum swine. One is
identified by an agent of ours, working as a waiter, as Erik Penwyth,
whose family, while not the worst of the giptel, isn't considered an
especially fervent supporter of our cause. He mysteriously joined the
Confederation oppressors a short time ago, for no known reason. Now his
companion, name unknown, starts a fight over a minor insult made by the
giptel Kouro about the 'Raum. He then leaves and is walking toward
Leggett. All this is very unusual, and we do not need unusual

occurrences this close to Dawning Fury.

'T don't understand,' she said softly, looking around her room in the
depths of the Eckmuhl. Bare except for three transceivers, it gave no
answers. She thought of trying to reach Com-stock Brien or, perhaps
better for his fresh thinking, Jord'n Brooks. But there was no time, and
certainly she might have a better understanding of the problem than they

would, far distant in the hills.

She opened her mike. 'Is there traffic in your area?'

'Almost none.'
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'"Do you and Lompa think you could take him alive? There must be no

misunderstanding-alive or do not make the attempt.’

'Wait.' Silence, then: 'Affirm. Lompa has a pacifier.'

"Take him then, before he leaves the Heights,' Poynton ordered. '"Move
him to a secluded area, and I'll have a pickup craft ready to home on

your signal.'

'Understood,' the voice said. 'Stand b>.'

Poynton picked up another com. 'This 1s Watch Control,' she ordered.

'"Wake the alert team for action.'

'l forgive this barraco,' Njangu said in a noble tone, trying to sound

like Garvin Jaansma being pompous, 'for trying to eat me, for I find the
mother pretty goddamned delicious.' He realized he was a little drunk,
just loopy enough for almost any silliness to sound like an excellent

idea. Njangu took another piece of grilled barraco from the fire-warmed
stone, put it on a disk of flat, unleavened bread. He poured a dipper of

fiery green sauce over it, folded the top over, and took a huge bite.

'How many of those are you planning to eat?' Angie asked him, speaking

with the careful pronunciation of the quite drunk.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

'What do you care? [ won't let it spoil my girlish figure,' Njangu said.

'T don't want you to founder and not be able to... take care of other

things.'

'The day that happens,' Njangu promised, 'is the day the heavens

crumble.'

"Yeesh,' Angie said. 'Ego!'

There were five of them lying on mats around the small fire-Ton Milot;
his girlfriend, Lupul; Njangu; Angie, who lay curled with her head on
Njangu's ankles; and a slender, large-breasted girl about sixteen named
Deira, with tied-back dark red hair, a slow smile, and lips Njangu
didn't want to think about kissing. She wore only a wrap, tucked in
above her breasts, and insisted on showing far too much of her upper

thigh to Yoshitaro.

'Men're all like that, aren't they?' Lupul said.

"Cept for me,' Ton Milot said. 'I'm perfect.' He belched loudly. 'Wanna

see?'

't is about that time,' Lupul said, getting up. She tottered a little.

'Wups. Earthquake season, I guess.'
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Ton Milot clambered to his feet and stood, grinning foolishly. He looked
down the beach, where two or three dozen fires guttered down. There were
shadows around them, some sitting, talking; others dancing slowly to

their own music; others on the sand, moving, twined; still others

motionless, paired or alone. 'Looks like things're trickling down to the

last hard-cases,' he said. 'Guess I'll see you sometime after the sun

comes up.'

"Would you come on,' Lupul said. "You see these guys every damned day,

not me.'

'Coming, dear.' He followed her into darkness.

'So now it's just us,' Njangu said. He bent over, and kissed Angie.

"Well,' she said. 'Not quite. There's Deira. She's locked, loaded, and

ready.’

The girl giggled.

'Ready for what?' Njangu asked.

'Show him," Angie said.

Deira stood, unfastened the tie, shook her head and let her red hair
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cascade down almost to her waist. She walked slowly around the fire
until she bestrode Njangu, pulled the tie on her wrapper, let it drop.

Her body was shaved clean.

'Don't you like these colorful local practices?' Angie asked.

'Uhhh,' Njangu managed.

'She came over,' Angie said calmly, 'while you were fishing, and told

Lupul she thought you were very handsome, and wanted to know what our

customs were, since she guessed I was already with you. She told Lupul

that she thought I was handsome, too, and wondered what I thought of

her. I said I thought she was pretty, and that [ wouldn't mind if she

wanted to kiss me. So we did. She's a very good kisser. And she does...

other things real nice, too. We borrowed one of the huts while we were

waiting for you.'

Njangu realized his mouth was dry.

'Well,' Angie said reasonably, 'she's awfully pretty, isn't she?'

'Uhh... yes.'

'Can I kiss him?' Deira asked.
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'Sure,' Angie said, and laughed.

Deira knelt, and pushed Njangu gently down onto his back. She lowered
her body onto his, her mouth opening. Njangu felt her breasts hard
against his bare chest. An eon or so later, Deira lifted her head. 'T do

like him,' she said dreamily.

'So do 1’ Angie said.

"Now I want to kiss you some more,' Deira said.

"That could happen.' Angie said. She unbuttoned her uniform blouse, took

it off. Then she took off her shorts and briefs.

Njangu'd turned on his side, was watching. "You don't act like this is a

total shock,' Angie said.

Njangu smiled slightly, inclined his head, said nothing. The gitls in
his clique had done anything and everything they thought might shock the

cits, with each other or the boys.

"You're wearing too much,' she said, and Njangu obediently slid out of

his shorts.

Angie tube-rolled her shorts and tunic, put them down on the mat about a

meter away from her.
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'Come here, Deira,' she whispered. 'Next to me. Put your hips on my

pants.’

The girl melted into Angle's arms. After a bit, Angie pushed on her

head, and Deira kissed down Angie's neck, across her breasts and

stomach. Angie lifted, parted her legs, gasped as Deira's fingers found

her.

'Oh yes, oh good,' she sighed. 'Njangu, come here. [ want you to bite me

on my tits, my stomach. Then do it to Deira while she loves me. I

promised her she could be first.'

Garvin guessed he was no more than fifteen minutes from the hotel, and

making good time on the curving downhill road. He was singing quietly:

Oh don't you remember

Dumb Garvin from Altair

Who'd screw up a sure thing

No matter where.
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His mouth was a terror

It never would mind

He 'd say something stupid

And then get kicked blind.

He went to a soiree

Just lookin for fun

The women were friendly,

And hot as a gun.

The prettiest was Jasith-

He broke off, looking for a rhyme for Jasith, failed to find one. 'She

sure was lovely,' he mourned. Nice and friendly and warm and-'

He heard the scrape, jumped sideways. The first man's sap came down,
missed, and he tried to recover, staggering on a few footsteps. The
second man had some kind of gun. He pointed it at Garvin, who ducked as

the weapon hissed and something spat past, very close.
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At the side of the road was a tall, straight-limbed bush.

Garvin tore off a branch, held it across his chest like a fighting

stave.

'Oh you poor bastards,' he said. "You poor sorry bastards. Did you ever

pick somebody in the wrong goddamned mood.'

The second man aimed his gun. Garvin darted to the side, raked the butt
end of the branch across the sapman's face, who cried out and stumbled
back. Without pausing, he snapped the branch's other end across the
gunman's wrist, and the gun spun away, into the street. Garvin brought
his knee up, smashed the branch across it. Now he held two clubs about

10cm in diameter and 50cm long.

'Let's play,' he said. The second man reached in a pocket for something.
Garvin clubbed his forearm, then smashed the other club across the
bridge of the man's nose. The man screamed, had both hands over his
face. Garvin drove the club like a sword into his gut, kicked the man

hard in the side of the head as he went down.

"Now for your young ass,' he said grimly. The first man was holding up
his hand, whining, pleading. Garvin smashed him on the elbow with the
club in his left hand. The man howled, clutched his wrist with his other

hand. Jaansma snapped the club in his right into the man's face, heard
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teeth crack. He kicked the man in the stomach like he was driving a ball
into the score zone, and the man whip-snapped, fell backward, lay
motionless. Garvin stood over the two for a short time, breathing hard,

waiting for movement. There wasn't any.

'Stupid goniffs,' he said. 'Rob a soldier, who's never got any goddamned

money anyway.'

He looked up and down the road, saw no vehicles. He spotted the gun,
picked it up, and examined it. Some kind of knockout weapon, he thought.
Nice and new-looking. Thieves don't normally carry trick shit like this

I wouldn 't think.

He picked up one man by the hair, ignored his ruined face, sniffed his
breath. No alcohol. The same was true of the other. That's also a little

unique.

He went through their pockets, found two ID cards, pocketed them,
continued searching. Both had some money and, interestingly, two

identical expensive-looking coms fitted with scramblers.

'Hmm. Wish I were some kinda detective, so this shit'd make sense,' he

muttered.

He considered calling the police, found himself grinning. Njangu would

beat my butt for even thinking that. Besides, they'd keep him up the
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rest of the night with stupid questions he had no answers for. He
pocketed the coms, the money, and the ID cards, and trotted away, toward

Leggett.

Half an hour later, he saw the lights of the Shelbume ahead. A woman

came out of the shadows.

'Morning, sister,' he greeted. 'Up late, aren't you?'

"Looking for a good time, I am,' she said. "You interested? Half price,

and you can stay 'til you wake up?'

'No thanks.'

"You one of those who like boys?' the whore asked, not insultingly.

"Nope,' Garvin Jaansma said, thinking of Jasith Mellusin, and her

melting lips. 'Just stupid.'

CHAPTER 17

"Kay, troops,' Alt Hedley told the company. 'Break ranks and gather
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around this tippy-top-secret map and hear the good skinny.' The men and
women of Intelligence and Reconnaissance Company obeyed. 'First,' Hedley
said, 'let's welcome the new fools. Monique's shattered 'em so much they

actually want to flipping join us. Tsk.'

Njangu caught Penwyth's eye, grinned. They'd managed to get into Petr
Kipchak's Gamma Team, First Troop. Ton Milot was in Alpha of the First,
Hank Faull went to Vie Team, Second Troop, andAngie was in EtaTeam,
Second. Njangu was not unhappy Rada wasn't in his team. The rest of
their graduation leave had been mostly spent in Issus with Deira.

Njangu'd taken Ton Milot aside, and told him what'd happened, and asked

if he was about to get in trouble with anybody in the village.

Milot laughed. 'Not here, my friend. We figure what people do is what
they do. Everybody knows Deira's a wild one.' He looked wistful. 'She
and I got friendly a couple of times, back before I joined up, and |
asked Lupul if she'd mind if Deira stayed with us. Lupul said she'd cut
off my whacker, because if that happened, I'd never have any energy for

fishing. So don't worry and have fun.'

The three had... or so Njangu thought. He was starting to wonder if,
indeed, all great things happen in a city. But at the end of the
leave,Angie confronted him. 'Look,' she said. "When we get back... |

sleep alone. There's nothing between us.'

'T know that,' Njangu said. 'Screwing and work don't mix.'
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'Good,' Angie said. She acted like she was angry. 'And don't be talking

about anything else.'

'Like what?'

'Like what happened with Deira.'

'But Ton Milot knows...' Njangu said, puzzled, then stopped, seeing

Angle's lips compress. '

'Kay. I'm not much into giving away family secrets.'

'Best not,' she said, and started packing. And that appeared to be that.

Njangu tried to forget about it.

"Kay,' Hedley said. "War games in four days, right? Everything's a
flipping secret, right?’ Somebody snickered. 'Don't step on my lines,’
Hedley warned. "You could end up humping a sackful of rocks up and down

the company area.

'Anyway, first thing is that we're going to be the aggressors, as usual.
Plus they've detailed off First and Second Company, Third Regiment to
play bad guys with us. We'll also get a couple ofZhukovs and half a

dozen Griersons. They're looking for volunteer armor crews right now.
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"Needless to say, what I'm gonna give you now is flipping classified,
and not to be talked about outside the company, 'cause we're not

supposed to know any of this.'

He pulled the cover off the map. Njangu recognized it as the mountainous
center of Dharma Island, with the outskirts of Leggett at the far left
hand side. There were arrows drawn here and there. A woman wearing the

slashes of a tweg groaned.

"You recognize it, eh?' Hedley asked, amused.

"Yessir,' the woman said. 'Same turf as... three years ago, isn't it?'

'Sure is,' Hedley said, sounding delighted. 'Same flipping scenario,

'

too.

He touched the first arrow. 'The general scheme is that the Strike Force
is going to make an in-atmosphere landing here, about thirty kilometers

east of Leggett, against an entrenched enemy-us. They'll drive us north,

flipping killers that they are, to here, right at the foot of Mount

Najim, where we'll regroup.

'Strike Force Swift Lance will then make a Final assault on our
positions, and we, instead of retreating farther east into the Highlands

like sensible flipping folks, will let ourselves be driven up to about
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here, close to the crest of Najim.

"There we make a suicidal last stand, and get wiped out and-slash-or
captured, then the Task Force, meaning Caud Williams and the staff, will
host a luncheon for PlanGov and the Rentiers, so all the fat cats'll

have a chance to praise our lethal beauty.'

Monique Lir held up a hand.

'Go, Monique.'

"No offense, boss, but wouldn't it make more sense for the Strike Force
to be the defenders against, say, attackers from offplanet? Like, maybe,
Musth? Or against those pirates who ripped off the gear we were supposed

to be getting.'

"You don't understand the big picture,' Hedley said gently. 'Attacking

is a lot more romantic than sitting in a hole in the ground,’

'Shit,' Lir said.

Hedley shrugged. "We weren't consulted any more'n usual. The way it'll
work is the two companies of line animals'll take care of the digging
and follow the scenario the staff wrote up. I&R's going to play the part

of rotten behind-the-lines raiders, and stir about gently trying to
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create a commotion. One thing that'll help us a bit... the met folks are
predicting the flipping rainy season'll dump on in early this year. Like
tomorrow or the next day, so we'll have some nice nasty weather to hide

inV

There was laughter, and Njangu saw evil, anticipatory expressions.

'Study up on the map,' Hedley said, 'and start thinking of ways to screw
with our noble brothers. The rules won't let us baddies win, of course.

But I'd like for the white hats to know they've been meddled with.

'One other thing, and I'll personally flipping crucify anybody who ever
says anything about it. It's a real jungle out there, and there's some

folks who don't like soldier girls at all. Each man will carry one

magazine of real rounds in his backpack, just in case. If by any chance
those real poppers get confused with the blanks you'll be issued, all

the gods had better have mercy on your ass, for I'll have none. And if
anybody gets hit, I'll have you prosecuted for murder, and deny anybody
in I&R ever saw a real round except on the range. That's all. Non-coms,

take charge of your sections... dismissed.'

Hedley started toward the orderly room.

'Sir?' Kipchak called.

'What do you need, Petr?'
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'A few minutes alone,' Kipchak said. 'Striker Yoshitaro's got something

you might be interested in.'

'In with the both of you.'

"Njangu,' Petr said. 'Go get the stuff.'

The 'stuff' was the two coms, sap, knockout gun, and the ID cards Garvin
had taken from his attackers. Garvin had told Njangu what'd happened,
asked for suggestions. Should he call the police? Njangu, as expected,

had sneered. Should he report it to his CO? Njangu asked Jaansma what he
thought of the woman. Garvin hadn't much contact with Cent Haughton, but
if the company first shirt, Malagash, was any indication, he wouldn't

expect much. Njangu said he could turn it over to his CO, Hedley, who
seemed to have intelligence both upper and lower case and see what

happened.

"Kay,' Garvin said. 'But try to keep me out of it.'

"Why're you so touchy? You were just a handsome lad, attending an

Utterly party in the Heights, and got skulked on.'

'Caud Williams said he didn't want to see my loverly face ever ever ever
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again,' Garvin said. T'm following orders.'

"Y ou worry too much,' Njangu said.'

'Kay. I'll prob'ly have to tell Hedley who the poor sinned-against fool

was, but I'll ask him to keep it QT.'

Hedley examined one of the coms. 'Nice, new... and it's a mate to the
other one,' he said. "Why would a common thief be carrying one of these,
especially fitted with a scrambler? He'd dump it to a fence for his

night's buzz. Plus a knockout-type shooter,' he went on, picking up the
gun. "Your friend's friends were nonviolent... or else they wanted a

live body.'

"That's what I was wondering, sir,' Y oshitaro said.

"These two ID cards,' Hedley said. 'They're 'Raum.’

'How do you know, sir?' Kipchak asked.

"The Rentiers pushed a measure through their Council and then PlanGov
about seven years ago that all 'Raum have a Y prefix on their ID
numbers. Any notion that those gentle souls might be a leetle bigoted is
a definite slander, ho-ho,' Hedley explained. 'But why would the 'Raum,
even the baddies in the boonies, want some rear-rank striker for a

prisoner? I think you'd better tell me about your friend.'
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Njangu obeyed.

'Why didn't he call the cops? Most soldiers who get mugged holler in

that general direction,' Hedley asked.

'He sort of thinks like I do, sir,’ Njangu answered honestly. 'Police

haven't been our friends for a whole lot of our lives.'

'Mmmh,' Hedley mused. 'And he wants to stay clean now. Kay, I'll do
what I flipping can. I'm going to take this little story up to some

people I trust in II Section, and also some folks in Policy and

Analysis. That's the Planetary Police Intelligence, and they're almost
half as good as they think they are. Ought to be. since they've had two
hundred flipping years to get organized. You two can go back to work.
Thanks for reporting this-it won't get pigeonholed, whatever the blazes

a goddamned pigeon is.'

'A request, sir,' Njangu said. 'I'd like to tell my friend what you

said. And you said something about needing volunteers with ACVs.'

'Your friend's on a Grierson?'

'He is. Third Platoon, A Company, Second Infantry. A gunner, sir.'
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The lanky alt hesitated.

'His TC's a big bastard named Ben Dill,' Petr said.

T know him... know of him anyway,' Hedley said. 'Bad attitude. Violent

sort. About the size of a Zhukov. If he wasn't prejudiced against

walking, he'd make a great I&R noncom. Good. Go get Dill's Pickles for

us. We can always use another asshole.'

Striker Garvin Jaansma bounced into A Company's orderly room, stripped

his fatigue cap off, and stood attention, dripping a bit of transmission

oil on the freshly waxed floor. There was no one in the orderly room

except the company clerk, a snotty little*n/named Calmahoy. 'The CO

wants to see you,' he said.

"That's what Tweg Ric told me,' Garvin said.

'She's in her office. Knock first.'

Garvin marched across the room, counting his sins, and rapped in a

businesslike manner.

'Come in.'

It wasn't true that Cent Dian Haughton ironed military creases in her
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brassiere every night, but it should've been. She was all army, from her
closely cropped hair to her perfect posture to her immaculate uniform.
Nobody knew how good or bad an officer she was, for in the three months
she'd been in charge of A Company she ran things through her efficient
bully of a first tweg, Malagash. Garvin threw her his best salute, stood

at rigid attention, suddenly aware of the microcalipers and circuit

reader sticking out of his coverall pocket.

'At ease,' Haughton said. "Y ou know what the company policy is for

taking personal coms during work hours?'

"Yes'm,' Garvin said. "You don't.’

'And your friends aren't supposed to call, either.'

'No ma'am,' he agreed.

She handed him two pink message slips. 'Read them.'

Garvin wondered who might've... and then his eyebrows crawled toward the

ceiling. The first was from a 'Jaseeth Mellusin,' the second from a Loy

Kouro.

"Your business is your business,' Haughton said. 'But if I might, I'd

like to ask a couple of questions.'
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'Yes ma'am.'

'Is this Mellusin any relation to the mining family?'

'Yes ma'am.'

'Hmmph. And therefore this Loy Kouro's connected to the holo Afariw?'

'He is.'

'Friends of yours?'

'One... I hope is,' Garvin said. 'l think the other's more of an enemy.'

'For a brand-new striker,' Haughton said, 'you certainly travel in

interesting circles.'

'Do you think so, ma'am?' Garvin's voice was neutral, his expression
bland. Haughton waited until she realized Jaansma wasn't going to

elaborate. She grunted.

'Very well. You have my permission to return the calls now. Use the
executive officer's office. The blue com goes directly off camp, so

you'll have privacy.'
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'"Thank you, ma'am.'

Haughton looked him up and down. T1I be very interested in your

progress. Striker. Dismissed.'

"This is Jasith,' the throaty whisper came.

"This is Garvin Jaansma. I'm the-'

'Soldier,' she interrupted. 'T hadn't had hardly anything to sniff or

drink, so I remember everything.'

T guess I owe you an apology,' Garvin started.

"No,' Jasith said. 'I called to tell you I was sorry. I'd had a fight

with Daddy before I came, about how I was lazy and not willing to work

and not worthy of being a Mellusin, and I was just in a perfectly foul

mood, and trying to pretend I wasn't.

'So when you and Loy started fighting, I'm afraid it struck me wrong,

and I just made an ass of myself. I'm sorry, Garvin.'

"No,' Garvin said. 'I'm sorry. I should've learned to control my big
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mouth and my temper by now.'

'And things were going... just so nicely,' Jasith whispered. 'T remember

your kisses.'

'T remember some other things.'

'Like a big bed of flower petals?'

Garvin found himself breathing a little hard. 'Something like that.'

'If you let me... if you want... maybe there'll be a next time

sometime.'

'I'd like that,' Garvin said.

'T know you've got those stupid war games in four days,' Jasith said.

'Daddy and everybody else are going to go watch their end, up on Mount

Naj im. After they get finished, will they give you a leave?'

'"Probably.’

"You have my number,' she said. 'T'll keep my com with me everywhere.

Please call me.'

'l promise.'
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He heard a smack-a kiss?-and the line went dead.

' shall be dipped,' Garvin said in some astonishment, and dialed the

second number.

'Matin publisher's office,’ a female voice cooed. '"How may I assist

you?'

"This is Striker Garvin Jaansma, A Company, Second Infantry Regiment,

Strike Force Swift Lance, returning Loy Kouro's com.'

'Please stand by.'

A moment later: 'This is Loy Kouro. I called to apologize for starting a

fight with you at Bampur's party the other night.'

I'll be dipped and dunked, Garvin thought. "That's all right,' he said

amiably. 'It wasn't much of a fight.'

The voice became a trifle frosty. 'T hope I didn't injure you or

anything.'

"Nope,' Garvin said. "You missed clean, then decided to go swimming.'
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'Perhaps the next time we meet,' Kouro said after a moment, 'you'll

allow me to buy you a drink.'

"Fraid not,' Garvin said cheerily. 'l only drink with my equals.'

There was a hiss of anger, then the line went dead. Garvin turned the
com off, went out. Cent Haughton was standing over Calmahoy's desk,

pretending to read a sheaf of orders.

"Thank you, ma'am,' Garvin said. 'l appreciate the favor.'

Haughton looked at him closely. Jaansma had spoken as if she were his
equal. She wondered for an instant if perhaps he was, then just who

Jaansma really was. He went to the door, put his cap on, and left.

Haughton stared after him, then saw something: 'Calmahoy, look at that
oil! This is an orderly room, not a hogwallow! Get a mop and clean that

up!'

'So my fame travels,' Ben Dill said. 'An asshole, hmm?'

"That's what Alt Hedley said to tell you,' Njangu said, glancing
surreptitiously around for something large and heavy to lay Dill out
with when he exploded. The only thing suitable was the Grierson the dec

was standing next to. Yoshitaro decided on flight. Instead, the huge man
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bellowed laughter.

'Asshole Ben, eh? 'Kay, that's what it is.' He beat on the Grierson's
armor with a fist. 'Unass the sardine can, folks. We're gonna have a
small discussion about volunteering before we go and do something stupid

like volunteering.'

'A question,’' Garvin asked Dill, as they carefully reassembled one of

the Grierson's chainguns.

'Ask and ye shall receive,' Ben said.

'I&R is the ground-pounding scouts, right? And Mobile Scout Troop does

the same thing, but with vehicles.'

'Veddy basic.'

"Howcum I&R plays bad guy, and MST sticks with the main force? Wouldn't
it be more like what'd actually happen for anybody we'd fight, other

than bandits, to have a real air capability?'

'Excellent question,' Dill said. 'First, the guy who plays aggressor in
any war game shouldn't be very good, because if he does something

outrageous like beat the butt of his CO, guess what'll happen come
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promotion time? Alt Hedley of I&R doesn't give a shit about making rank
by kissing ass, so he thinks it's a hoot to be the bad guy. Cent
Liskeard, of Mobile, does... and you notice he outranks Hedley, even

though both job slots call for a cent.

"You also notice nobody talks about real fighting, like going after the
'Raum in the hills, because nobody outside Hedley and some other blood
drinkers want to dirty their hands shooting at folks who might be women,

children, and general back-stabbers who look like everybody else.

'Smart folks... that is, those who're careerists on the brown highway,
don't think playing aggressor is a treat either. That's why the two
companies that're helping I&R were ordered, not volunteered. You don't
think their canny COs went and stuck their paw in the garbage grinder of
their own accord, now do you? See why you never want to be an ossifer

an' gruntleman, young Garvin?'

CHAPTER 18

Twenty men and women were lined up in the clearing. Jord'n Brooks stood
in front of them, and, to one side was Jo Poynton and Comstock Brien. 'l
greet you, brothers and sisters,' he said, 'warriors all, and am proud

of you for volunteering for this vital mission the Planning Group has

honored me to lead. One day, when we 'Raum seize D-Cumbre and reach for
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the system and then the stars, people will look back and say, 'Here was

when it began,'

'Here were the heroes who began the freeing of our race, our people, our

culture.'

His voice rose.

"This is the beginning of the end for our enemies, the Rentiers, and for

all those in the Universe who doubt our truth.

"Take up the packs and weapons you see in front of you. There are
instructions inside. Read them, memorize them, and then we shall begin
rehearsing for action. Our Task will be a shining torch in the eyes of

men and women everywhere, a torch for freedom and liberty.'

The twenty cheered. Brooks stood very straight, eyes half-closed,

listening.

CHAPTER 19

Chance Island rumbled as Swift Lance lifted away from its base, climbing

out toward the mouth of the bay. Five kilometers above the ocean, the
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Force moved into a massive swirling formation, hundreds of Zhukovs,
Gnersons, Cookes, almost seven thousand men. There were errors-a dozen
near collisions, half'a dozen real ones. But casualties were light and

most of the shattered ACVs were able to land under their own power or
emergency antigrav. A handful of crewmen took to their personal

droppers. Three of these malfunctioned, and two other troops who'd
managed to avoid mandatory swimming lessons drowned in the bay. Then the
Force went back to sea level and accelerated to a safety-conscious
200km/h for the assault. Simulated AA missiles took out thirty-two of

the ACVs as the Force approached land, then the equally simulated
missiles of the Zhukovs and air-support Griersons suppressed the

missiles, and Strike Force Swift Lance closed on the Landing Zone, just

as the monsoon rains rolled across Dharma Island.

The assault was considered very successful by Caud Williams, who
disregarded his maneuver losses, saying they were meaningless, and only
due to the low speed dictated by circumstances. He also paid no mind to
the nine percent of his assault craft who'd either aborted at Camp Mahan
or at lift; as well as the nearly one thousand men and women of the

Force with 'other duties' that kept them out of the games.

The Aggressors, unimaginatively named Blue Force, had been out for
twenty-four hours already. The two companies of Third Regiment
anticipated the worst, and had been ready to spend the day digging and

blasting out fighting positions. But the trenches and bunkers of four
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years earlier were still in decent shape, and all that was necessary was
a little sandbagging here and there and rousting out the wildlife that'd

colonized the sites.

"Just like camping when I was a kid,' one soldier said. 'Mebbe,' one
said, hefting her weapon. 'But at least back then I had rubber-band guns
to fight back with. A real weapon! A woman's weapon! Not this poppity

poppity-poppity goddamned Mark 21!

'Shaddup and load yer blanks,' her teammate said.

The Strike Force Shrike battery hovered along a dirt road, movement
hopefully concealed by tall overhead trees. The battery commander kept
checking his SatPos, which insisted on telling him there was a turn just
beyond his present position that'd let him swing north, find an open
meadow, and prepare his missiles for 'firing' in support of the Swift
Lance attack. The cent's SatBox had been promising this turn for about

two kilometers.

The road was mucky and getting worse as the rain drenched the Griersons,
and the trees were close on either side of the column. He knew he was
close to the Blue lines, but without Zhukov support dared not pop up

above the trees and get a 'real-world' position by eyeball.
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He grunted relief as they rounded a bend and saw the promised fork.
Better yet, there was a grounded Cooke with Military Police stripes, and

a smartly uniformed dec standing next to it.

'Set it down,' he ordered, 'we need a fix,' and his driver obeyed. The

cent slid his hatch open, and the dec saluted. 'l think I'm a little

misplaced,' the cent confessed.

'That's why they've got me out here,' the dec said. 'The map's pi

skewey, and you'll want to take the fork on the left.'

'Good,' the cent said in relief.'My Box was telling me entirely

different.’

"That's why we're here,' the dec said. The cent closed his hatch, glad

to be out of the rain, and gave orders. The battery lifted, went slowly

down the narrowing track.

Dec Monique Lir grinned wolfishly, jumped into the Cooke.

"Hook it on out of here,' she ordered. She keyed her com. "Vara Seven,

this is Sibyl Beta. Fire Mission.'

'"This is Vara. Go.'

'This is Beta. Battery of Shrikes, from Marten up one, left two, target


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

moving north, rate of movement approximately fourkph.'

'This is Vara. We have indicators enough to fire. Shall we launch?'

"This is Beta. Negative. In about... oh, fifteen minutes them 1i'l
suckers'll run out of road and pop up right in front of you, and you can
blast 'em over open sights. Reverting fire control to you. Have fun.
This is Beta, clear.' She turned to her driver. 'Let's go find a hilltop

and watch the fireworks.'

Fifteen minutes later, the track petered out into the trees, and the
cursing cent ordered his vehicles up into open air. They'd reset their

course after getting a decent bearing.

'Fire,' the alt in charge of the Blue missile detachment five kilometers
away ordered, then turned to an umpire. 'I call four dead Shrike

QGriersons.'

'Agreed,' the woman said. "You wiped 'em out clean.' She opened her com.

'Maneuver control, 1 have Swift Lance casualties to report.'

The Griersons came across the Landing Zone in open vees, Zhukovs giving
simulated fire in support. Rear ramps dropped, and infantrymen doubled

out, went into assault formation, charged the Blue lines. On schedule,
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the 'enemy' was forced out of his prepared positions, falling back into

the foothills toward Mount Najim.

"You know,' one finf advised a new striker, 'if you just holler 'bang,’

and don't fire your blanks, your piece'll be easier to clean when the

bullshit's over.'

The mess line clanked forward in the rain toward the line of cooks.

'Whaddawe got?' a private asked.

'Good stuff,' a finf said enthusiastically. 'Real scrambled eggs: some

kind of sausage, least I think that's what it is;

toasted seed-bread; fruit; tea.'

'Any of it hot?”'

'Most,' the finf said. "Well, some of it. Tepid, anyway, which is

better'n basic rats, isn't it?'

"Yum, yum, frigging yum. Just what I need,' the striker said, 'to tum
me into a Stupor Soldier, ready to beat the antlers off that nasty ol'

Blue Army.'
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"You suckin' for promotion or something?' another striker asked

suspiciously.

Not me. I'm just wild *wit'l enthusiasm.'

"'Would you rather be back in barracks polishing shit?"

'Hmm,' the first striker said. 'Can't say as I ever polished that...
about the only thing I haven't. But you're right, it's nice to be out in
the open air, breathing pure water and smelling dirty feet and drive

exhausts. I'm a-ready to kill!'

"Who?'

'Dunno,' the striker said, 'and it don't matter much. You just point
this here trained killin' machine in the right direction and stand back

from the spatter!'

Anonymous with the hood of his anorak over his helmet, Erik Penwyth
shifted his full mess kit into his left hand and dipped his mug into the

kettle of bubbling tea.

The half-awake cook nearby didn't notice that Penwyth's mug was already
nearly full of small purple crystals. He dumped them into the kettle,

pretended to scoop up tea, wandered away, looking for an unoccupied tree
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limb or vehicle hood to use for a table. Out of sight, he looked at the
glop in his mess kit, grimaced, dumped it. and trotted away toward Gamma

Team's camouflaged position.

The effects of the potassium permanganate crystals would be interesting.
In a few hours, depending on bladder capacity, everyone who'd had tea
with his breakfast would be urinating a nice, passionate red, which

would work real wonders for morale.

Caud Williams cleverly disengaged his right flank, pulled it back to a
hidden LZ with waiting Griersons, then sent it and his reserve regiment
in on the left, closing off any possibility for the Blue Force to

retreat west, into the rolling hills behind Leggett's Heights. Now their

only retreat was Mount Najim.

"Flipping clever,' Hedley said cynically. Now, if [ were Strike Force
Commander and running this flipping mess, and it was a real flipping
war, ['d want to punt my enemy back into those nice open foothills,
where he's wide-open for arty and air, and I could obliterate his
flipping ass in detail. But what do I know about war? I'm only a
flipping alt, and I didn't write the script, either. But let's see if we

can't use this hooraw's nest to have a little fun.'

Four I&R Teams rode Cookes south-southwest, in the dying light, between
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the Swift Lance main line and the oncoming Swift Lance left wing. One
Cooke's drive blew, but the other three successfully arrived deep behind
'enemy’ lines, setting down in scrub jungle about two hundred meters in

from the road from the coast to the Strike Force lines.

"Kay,' Petr Kipchak ordered. T'm gonna take Gamma first, then Alpha,

then Delta. Monique, you want to cover my flanks with Beta?'

"Why do you get to go first?' Lir asked. 'T outrank you.'

'Same reason I'm running the patrol. This was my idea.'

"Things are liable to get interesting,' Alpha Team Leader's dec, Nectan,

muttered. "You realize there isn't one of us who's operated with any

other team? Nice on-the-job training.'

'So what?' Petr asked reasonably. "We're just beating up crunchies. It

isn't like they're 'Raum, knowing the turf and lugging a real gun or

two, now is it?'

'Strong point.'

'However, you did bring up a valid issue. Brief your teams- if we step

in the doggie-doo, pull back across this river we're gonna come to and

hit 'em once, hard, move on out. We'll RV fifty meters back of this here
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vehicle park, giving them the Cookes, which should be a surprise; then
pull back another three hundred meters, backtrailing and ambushing
anybody who's still on our ass. Set up a defensive perimeter, and we'll
move out for home at false dawn. But that's only if everything's blown.
Let's go find somebody and ruin what's left of their day.' He looked

around. 'Njangu... take point.'

Yoshitaro covered his surprise-he surely didn't feel ready. He started

to protest, saw Petr's expression in the twilight. 'Moving out, boss.'

He paced forward, remembering how he'd gone down city streets, every
nerve, every tendril feeling for something strange, something hostile. A
game, sure, he thought. Next time it'll likely be 'Raum. Good practice,

like they say.

He moved up to the river, peered across it from under a bush, saw no
enemy waiting. He motioned for flankers, waited until a weapons team
came up. Njangu motioned, as he'd learned. Me first... then you two...
then the rest will cross in file. Flankers go wide on either side of the
main column. He realized that, for a moment, the Force's greenest
soldier, he was in command of thirty people's lives-and relished it,

just as he'd reveled in leading his clique into villainy.

The water was cold, about waist-deep. He went across the ten-meter-wide
water, facing upstream, scuttled quickly up the far bank. Secure. Cross.
The I&R patrol followed him. On the farside they re-formed, and went on

to the road. Njangu crouched in brush beside it, weapon ready.
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Petr and Monique came up, motioned for him to keep watch to the south.
They went to the center of the fragmenting pavement, knelt, and held

some sort of conference, frequently examining the roadbed. Njangu had no
idea what they were looking at or for. Monique made the motion of
flipping coin, Petr tapped his butt. She shook her head in mock dismay,

motioned him to go south.

Kipchak came back. 'Patrol south, staying on this side of the road,' he
whispered. 'T'll have two SSWs right behind you. If you see them before
they see you, pull off to the side, grenade 'em, and we'll attack. If

they see you first'-he shrugged- 'try to 'die' neatly.'

They moved about two kilometers, and it was very dark when they heard
the whine of vehicles and saw the flicker of headlights, very much

against maneuver regulations.

"Kay,' Petr said in what Njangu thought was a shout, jolting him, then

he realized Kipchak had spoken in a normal voice. 'Alpha, Beta, right

side of the road, one SSW right here, the rest of you flank on back.

Beta, Gamma, filter on back with 'em. Dorwith, set your SSW up here,

back of Njangu. Monique, move your Squad Weapon back of 'em after they

stop, and when I holler run a burst out.'

'Got it, boss,' Dorwith said.
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"Kay, Fin/Kipchak,' Monique said. 'T'll be running the blaster myself.

RHIP.' She disappeared down the winding road.

"Njangu, take off your Aggressor armband.'

Njangu obeyed. Kipchak did the same, setting his blaster against a tree.
He unfastened his combat vest, let it hang open, rolled one sleeve up,

tossed his helmet on the ground.

'If they win, they can shoot us as spies,' Petr said. Now, you lie down
here, just to the side of the road, and I'm going to look desperate. You
fell over with some kind of creeping crud, and we desperately need help.

Here they come.'

The six Griersons were configured for cargo, their rear deck a scalable
single compartment from the TC's hatch back. Their only armament was a
single heavy blaster in each turret, and the guns were pointed skyward,
unmanned. They were traveling about ten feet above the ground, as
maneuver doctrine prescribed this close to the lines, below the horizon

of any TA radar.

The Vehicle Commander in the lead Grierson saw a disheveled fin/waving
frantically, shouting for help, and a man sprawled at the side of the

road.
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'Drop it, Sy,' he ordered, and the driver obeyed. The VC, a warrant-two,
clambered out of his hatch onto the Grierson's roof before the vehicle

grounded.

"What happened?' he called.

'Sir... we lost it, tryin' t' lift over them trees,' Kipchak panted.

"Think my aspirant's dead... he's not moving..."

The Vehicle Commander went quickly down the climbing indents to the

ground and to the distraught soldier.

'Easy, man... gleet!' The gleet was caused by a somewhat non-issue

stubby blaster pressed against his face.

'Shoot!" Kipchak shouted, and Lir let a burst out of her Squad Support
Weapon. The I&R troops came out of concealment, weapons ready. "You're
now the prisoner of the Blue Force,' Petr shouted. 'Hiccup and you're

slotted.'

"You can't do this! You're not in enemy uniform,' the warrant stuttered.

"Yep,' Kipchak agreed. Tllegal as all hell. Immoral too, probably. Two

men to each vehicle. Anybody moves, secure 'em properly.'
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Men and woman swarmed aboard the Griersons. Njangu heard a shout from
one vehicle, then a squawk. Nectan's grinning head came out of the VC

hatch. 'Secured. One black eye.'

"This isn't part of the game,' the warrant objected.

"Nope,' Kipchak said. 'T'm ashamed of myself. What're you carrying?'

The warrant pressed his lips together.

'"Look, friend,' Petr said mildly. 'All I have to do is look for myself.

And you didn't bother blanking your bumper letters, so I know you're
support for Fourth Regiment. Just tell me what's in the back of the
putt-putts, or I'll behave like a real guerrilla and shoot your young

ass. Which means throwing you in the river, then tying you to a tree
somewhere up the hill and not telling anybody where you are for a day or

two.'

The warrant stared at Petr, decided he was as big a madman as he'd heard
I&R noncoms were, and would do exactly as promised. "The first two
Griersons have portashelters and sleeping bags, the next hot rations for

dinner, and the last has supplies for the Regimental Officers' Mess.'

The Swift Lance POWs had been prodded off their vehicles, and corralled
to one side of the road. Monique came up in time to hear the last of the

warrant's report.
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'Oh dear,' she said, not meaning every syllable. 'It's going to be wet,
cold, and hungry tonight for some folks. Bet that'll make Fourth
Regiment real nasty fighters by morning. I hear it's gonna monsoon like

a bastard, too.'

"You can't do this,' the warrant tried again.

'But we just did,' Kipchak said. "You got an umpire with you?'

'Hmm. Presents a problem. We could actually strip everything out of the
Griersons and burn them for authenticity, but I think Daddy Williams
would spank. Lir, you know how to disable a Grierson, not too

permanent?'

'Yeh.'

Do it, then.' Kipchak turned back to the warrant. 'Raiders can't afford
prisoners. I could let you go on parole, but you look like one of those
sneaky types who'd deny anything happened. What we did to you enemy
sorts was line you up against those trees over there, and commit a war
crime. To prove it, we're going to take everybody's ID card. That ought

to convince the umps we done you wrong, and you're officially dead. Plus
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we'll take your pants with us.

'As far as actual damage, gracious freedom-loving thugs that we are,
we're going to turn you loose. It's about six kilometers up the road to
something resembling Swift Lance people, I'd guess about the same

distance back to your friends. Have a simply wonderful evening stroll.'

The Swift Lance attack continued. Holo teams hovered over the front
lines, recording the bravery of Our Fighting Men and Women for viewers

throughout the Cumbre System. It was a very dull week for news.

The Blue Force fell back and back to more prepared positions, left from
the last time around, ringing the crest of Mount Najim. Overjoyed they
wouldn't have to be doing much digging, they prepared for their last
stand, which would be followed by the reception on the final
'battleground' by Caud Williams and his staff for the Rentiers ofD

Cumbre.

The men and women on both sides hoped there'd be a few crumbs falling

off the table for them.

"This won't make us well loved,' Aspirant Vauxhall said, after

considering Hedley's suggestion.
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'Probably not,' Hedley said. 'Big flipping deal.'

'But it surely will cause some hootin' and hollerin',’ Senior Tweg

Gonzales said thoughtfully.

"Which is what I&R's supposed to do, isn't it?'

'T guess.' Gonzales eyed his superior. 'Jon, let me guess why you came
up with this idea. You figure that'll put us on the shit list, and the

worst thing Williams could do to... or for... us is to make us get out
there on the Highland walls and work for a living hunting real-life

bandits.'

"Why, Brer Rabbit, you perspicacious son of a bitch,' Hedley commented.

"Lower,' Caud Williams ordered. 'I want a closer look at that knoll.'

"Yessir,.Finf Running Bear said, and took the Cooke down to about

thirty meters above the ground. 'We're getting simulated fire, sir.'

"Ignore that, Williams said impatiently. "This has nothing to do with
the war games.' He studied the terrain, rechecked his projected map.
"That'll do,' he decided. 'Easy access from the road. Our guests will be

able to see the entire maneuver area, and there's more than enough room
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for the tents, in the event of rain tomorrow.'

His com buzzed. He keyed the mike. 'Lance Six Actual... very well. Mil
Rao, I'm scrambling.' He listened, and his eyes widened. 'Oh brother.'
Williams caught himself. 'Message received, understood. Will arrive back
in your area in... one-five. Have my staff ready to discuss this matter.

Out.' He replaced the com in its slot. 'Back to field HQ.'

'"Yessir.'

"This'll put a fine crimp in things,' Williams said. Running Bear

maintained an interested silence.

'This is classified,' Williams said. 'But PlanGov has just had a deep

space com.'

"From the Confederation?' Running Bear blurted hopefully.

"Negative,' Williams said. 'Don't interrupt, soldier. From Alena

Redruth, the Protector ofLarix and Kura. He'll arrive in-system within

an E-week for a conference with Governor General Haemer.'

Running Bearwaited the appropriate time, then asked, 'About what?'

'We don't know,' Williams said. 'But he wants the conference on C

Cumbre, not here. Governor General Haemer wants us to provide an
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appropriate escort.' He thought for a moment. 'I think we can still
bring the games to a satisfactory conclusion... but some units'll have

to be withdrawn to prepare for the ceremonies.'

"You're what?' Hedley snarled.

'Gone, sir,' Ben Dill said. T go bye-bye. All the Griersons you've got

are out of the games and pulled back to Mahan.'

Why?

'No word, sir. Not even a rumor. But we're supposed to prepare for

offplanet service.'

"Nobody tells me flipping shit,' Hedley said. 'So I don't have any

transport but those lousy flimsy flipping Cookes, which is gonna throw a

crimp in my goddamned plans. Or are the goddamned games canceled?'

Dill shook his head. 'Dunno, sir.'

'Probably not,' Hedley said. 'Continue the mission and all that crap...

without any support.'

'T don't understand,' Vauxhall said. 'Why'd they lift our air, instead
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of taking it from the general reserve?'

'A simple reason. Dill, stick fingers in your flipping ears so you don't

get a big head or think ill of your superiors.'

"Yessir,' the big man said, not moving.

'Aggressors Always Lose, so they're making it easier for us to take it

in the shorts. Remember which end of the stick we're holding?'

'Oh,' the aspirant said. 'So what are we going to do?'

"'What we always do,' Hedley said. Tmprovise and come up with Plan B.'

CHAPTER 20

The Blue Force held a semicircular line about a kilometer below the
plateaulike summit of Mount Najim. Half a kilometer downslope was the
knoll Caud Williams had chosen for his reception, promptly dubbed the
Pimple by everyone below the rank of mil. Williams positioned his
headquarters, in a collection of hasti-domes, behind the Pimple, masked
from enemy fire. No sensible officer would have considered sending a
missile into the area. Promotions were hard enough to come by in the

Force. Covered bleachers were set up atop the Pimple and to one side was


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

a large gaily striped tent rented for the banquet. Caud Williams was

ready for final victory.

Governor General Wilth Haemer arrived with a flurry of aides and a
harried expression. Caud Williams saluted him, and Haemer drew him out

of earshot. 'T'm amazed you aren't worried,' he said.

'l see nothing to worry about,’ Williams said. "The maneuvers are

proceeding precisely as I'd anticipated.'

'T don't mean them,' Haemer said in exasperation. 'l mean'-he glanced

about-'"Redruth's visit.'

T've learned,’ Williams said with more than a touch of pomposity, 'to
worry about one thing at a time. I'm sure Protector Redruth merely
wishes to discuss the current problem with the Confederation. Perhaps he
has good news for us, or has a plan for us to work together on. His last

visit was most amiable, wasn't it?'

"Yes, yes,' Haemer said. 'But still...!

'Everything will be fine.'

' certainly hope you're right.'
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The two moved apart, each wishing the other fool would slip into a

garbage pit in the near future.

Twenty-one men and women in Confederation uniform were hidden about a
kilometer west of the Pimple. Using a trick learned by the first

settlers on D-Cumbre, they'd found a kwelf grove for concealment. The
kwelf grows in a circle, sending out runners that root and then climb

upward as first saplings, then trees. The trees grow closer and closer
together, until it appears the mature kwelf'is a solid hedge. But the

interior is open, covered by overhead growth and is anywhere from ten to
thirty meters in diameter and makes a perfect shelter. An entrance is

generally made by cutting away, and then replacing, a single tree.

Jord'n Brooks checked his watch. "They will begin their stupid endgame

in thirty minutes. Let us go. May the One help us complete our Task.'

Wordlessly, the twenty picked up their weapons and moved toward the

grove's entrance.

'I resent that. Daddy,' Jasith Mellusin said. 'l wanted to come see this
because, well, because you said you wanted me to take a bigger part in

the family business, and we do business with the soldiers, don't we?'
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Godrevy Mellusin lifted an eyebrow. Jasith, don't take me for an utter
fool, just because I'm your father. No, we don't do any business with

the Confederation forces, unless you sell them something in that money
losing lingerie shop I let you talk me into. Nor do I believe you wanted

to come out here in the rain just to keep me company to watch a bunch of

muddy soldiers run up and down.

'Who is he, and I hope he's high enough in the ranks to keep me from

grinding my teeth?'

Jasith rounded her eyes innocently. 'I'm sure I don't know what you're

talking about.' She started giggling, and her father smiled wryly as one

of his aides led them to their reserved place in the bleachers.

'What's going on?' Loy Kouro demanded irritably of the soldier.

'Sorry, sir, Caud Williams' orders,' Reb Gonzales said. "We're

commandeering this vehicle for the duration of the maneuvers.'

"'Whaaat? You can't do that! This is a Matin news lifter! You know what

Matin is, don't you?'

"Yessir. A holo, sir. But I have my orders. Please step out of the
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vehicle.'

'But we're covering your little games, dammit! If you grab this lifter,

there won't be any coverage from us!'

"Yessir,' Gonzales said. 'A terrible pity, sir. Now if you'd step out of

the lifter, sir?'

"The hell I will,' Kouro said. 'Driver, take it up.'

The driver's hand touched the controls, and Gonzales pulled the door

open and yanked the man out.

"You son of a-' The driver came up, fists ready, and Gonzales' spear
hand went forward into his gut, came back, slammed into the side of his

neck.

'l saw that!" Kouro said.

'Saw your driver slip and fall? Gonzales said. 'Knocked himself out on
a rock