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Even ingde her bulky E-suit, Billie could fed the cold night bite a her. Sure, the land crawler
blocked most of the icy wind, and they had pulled one of the crawler’s portable heaters and turned it
up full, pretending it was a campfire, but it was dill cold. It was the best they could do—there wasn't
any wood on the planet Ferro, and if there had been they sure as shit wouldn't be burning it. Wood
was worth more per gram than platinum on this world. How the guysin the vids could chop it up and
wadte it was unred.

The frozen wind howled like some kind of unhgppy beast as it blew past the squat form of the
crawler; the song changed to a whistle where it flowed over the tractor’s sharp treads. The sounds
were egrie. Every now and then through a patchy break in the railing and thick clouds, the stars
gleamed briefly, hard pinpricks againgt a dead-black curtain, glittering like diamonds caught in a laser
beam. Even without the clouds it would have been dim; Ferro had no moons.

Wi, right, so it wasn't comfortable out here, but at least the three of them weren't suck insde
the colony with the do-nothing dweebs, bored hdf stupid.

“Okay,” Mag sad, “wha ese we s posed to do here? We ate the RTE rations and sang that
fool song about logs and holesin the bottom of the sea. Thisistermind droll, Carly.”

At twelve, Mag was a year younger than Billie and Carly, and she dways had a smart crack
about everything.

Billie shivered indde her E-suit. “Yeah, juice brain, what ese was on that old disc about
camping?’

“If you two dweebs will shut up, I'll tdl you.”

Mag dapped hersdf over the heart. “Oh, killer dlever,” Mag said. “Got me”

“They used to tdl stories,” Carly said, pretending to ignore her. “Like ghosts and mongters and
shit”

“Hne” Mag said. “ So, tdl usone.”

Caly went off on aramble about vampires and ghosts and Billie knew she'd pulled it from an
old entcom file. Even o, it was one thing to see the vid in your cube, dl warm and well lit, another
thing to hear the story out here a klick away from the Main Building in the dark and cold and dl.
Spooky.

Windblown hail spattered briefly, like a handful of gravel tossed a them, but stopped just as
Carly hit the dimax of her Sory.

“—and every year, one of the survivors of that horrible night goes crazy—and now it's my
tumnt!”

Mag and Billie both jumped as Carly lunged a them. Then dl three began to giggle “Okay,
Mag, you're up.”

“Yeah, okay. There was this old witch, see...?’” Hdfway through Mag's tde some ice pellets
fdl and bounced around. One mug have gotten into the heater’s circuits. The unit flashed brightly,
blew its fuse, and died. As the glow faded, the only light they had left was from the stars and the
crawler's LEDs. The night moved in on them, and the cold and the dark both thickened. All of a
sudden, the Man Building seemed a lot farther than a klick away. More hal showered on them.
Billie shivered, and it wasn't just from the cold.

“Aw, shit. Look at that. My dad is gonna be pissed we shorted out the aux heater. I'm getting
into the crawler,” Mag said. “Come on, finish your story.” “Forget it. My ears are about to freeze
off

“Wdl, we have to at leadt let Billietdl one” Carly nodded at Billie “Your turn.”



“l think Mag isright, let’s get in the crawler.”

“Come on, Billie, don’'t do a guppy-up on us.” Billie took a deep breath and blew out a cloud
of cold fog. She remembered her dreams. They wanted something scary? Fine. “Okay. | got one for
you.

“There are these... things Nobody knows what planet they come from, but they showed up
one day on Rim. They're the color of black glass, they're three meterslong and have fangs as big as
your fingers. They have acid for blood—you cut one and if it bleeds on you, it burns right through to
the bone. Only you can't redly cut them, “cause they have skin as hard as a deep spacer’s hull. All
they do is eat and reproduce, they're like giant bugs, and they can bite through tool dloy, ther teeth
are diamond hard.

“Oh, wow,” Carly said.

“If they catch you, you're lucky if they kill you,” Billie continued. “Because if they don’'t kill
you right off, it's worse than death. They put a baby mongter ingde of you, they ram it down your
throat, and it grows in your body, grows until its teeth get sharp enough, and then it chews its way
out, through meat and bone, it digs a hole in your guts—"

“Creesto, yuk!” Carly said.

Mag dapped hersdf over the chest.

Billie paused, waiting for the wisecrack.

But Mag said, “1—I don't... fed too good...”

“Come on, Mag,” Carly sad. “Thisis moronville—’

“N-n-no, [—my stomach—ow!”

Billie swalowed, her throat dry. “Mag?’

“Ahh, it hurtgl”

Mag dapped at her chest, asif she were trying to smash a rock beetle with her hand.

Suddenly the E-suit bulged over Mag's solar plexus, like a fig trying to punch through a sheet
of rubber. The auit stretched impossibly.

“Aaehhh!” Mag's scream washed over Billie

“Mag! No!” Billie stood, backed away.

Carly reached for Mag. “What isit?

Mag's st stretched again. Tore open. Blood fountained outward, bits of flesh sprayed, and a
snakdike thing the sze of Billie's arm flashed needle-pointed teeth in the dim Sarlight as it emerged
from the dying girl.

Caly ydled, her voice bresking. She tried to back away, but the monger shot from Mag to
Caly like a rocket. It fastened those terrible fangs on to her throat. It bit. Her blood looked black
under the garlight asit spewed into the night. Her scream turned into a gurgle.

“No!” Billie screamed. “No! It was adream! It wasn't red! It wasn't! No—!”

Billie struggled up from deep screaming.

The medic leaned over her. She was on a pressor bed, and the fidds hed her firmly to the
cushion like a giant hand. She struggled, but the harder she tried, the stronger the fidld became.

“No!”

“Easy, Billie, easy! It'sonly adream! You're fine, everything is okay!”

Billie s breath camein gasps. Her heart pounded, she could fed her pulsein her temples as she
stared up at Dr. Jarrin. The indirect light gleamed on the sterile white walls and ceiling of the medicd
center room. Only a dream. Jut like the others.

“I'll get you a soporific patch,” Jerrin began.

She shook her head, the pressor fidd would dlow that much. “No. No, I'm okay now.”



“You sure?’

He had a kindly face; he was old enough to be Billies grandfather. He had trested her for
years, ever dnce shed come to Earth. For the dreams. They weren't dl the same, usudly she
dreamed about Rim, the world on which she'd been born. It had been thirteen years snce the
nuclear accident that had destroyed the colony on Rim, dmost a decade since she left Ferro. And
dill the nightmares came, carrying her on wild and uncontrollable gdlops through her nights. The
drugs didn’t hep. Counsdling, hypnos's, biofeedback, brainwave synthesization, nothing helped.

Nothing could stop the dreams.

He let her up and she moved to the sink to wash her face. The mirror frowned back at her. Her
reflection was medium height, dim and tight from al the compulsive time she spent in the exercise
chair. Her hair, usudly cut short, had grown dmost to her shoulders, the pale brown of it sraight and
nearly ash-colored. Pae blue eyes over a draight nose, a mouth just a hair too big. Not an ugly face,
but nothing to cross the room to get a better look at. Not ugly, but cursed, sure enough. Some god
somewhere mugt have her in his Sghts. Billie wished she knew why.

“Buddha, they’re dl around ud” Quinn yelled.

Wilks fdt the sweet raling down his spine under the spidersilk armor. The light was too dim,
the hdmet lamp didn’t do shit, it was hard to see what was hgppening around them. The infrared
wasT't working worth a crap, ether. “Shut the fuck up, Quinn! Mantain your fidd of fire, we're
gonna be fing!”

“Oh, fuck, Corp, they got the sarge!” That from Jasper, one of the other remaining marines.
There had been twelve of them in the squad. Now there were four. “What are we gonna do?’

Wilks had the little girl in one arm, his carbine in the other hand. The little gifl was crying.
“Easy, honey,” he said. “We re gonna be fine. We're going back to the ship, everything is gonna be
okay.”

Bllis bringing up the rear, swore in Swahili. * Oh, man, oh, man, whet the hell are these things?’
he sad.

It was arhetorical question. Nobody fucking knew.

The heat pounded at Wilks, the ar was doying, it smelled like something dead Ieft too long in
the sunshine. Where the things had gotten to the wadls of the place the flat everlast plagtic had been
overlad with a thick and convoluted blackish-gray substance. It looked like some mad sculptor had
covered the wals with loops of intestine. The twisted coils were as hard as plastecrete, but they put
out warmth, some kind of organic decay, maybe. It was like an oven in here, but wetter.

Behind him, Quinn's casdless carbine came dive again, the sound of the shots battering Wilks's
ears with muted echoes.

“Quinn!”

“There's a shitload of “em behind us, Corp!”

“Shoot for targets” Wilks ordered. “Triplets only! We don't have enough anmo to waste on
full auto suppressive firgl”

Aheed the corridor branched, but the pressure doors had come down and sedled both exits. A
flashing light and Klaxon blinked and hooted, and a computer-chip voice kept repeeting a warning
that the reactor was gpproaching meltdown.

They were going to have to cut thelr way out, fast, or get daughtered by those things. Or dse
fried into radioactive ash. Great fucking choice.

“Jasper, hold the kid.”

“No!” thelittle girl yeled.

“| gotta open the door,” Wilks said. “Jasper will take care of you.”

The black marine moved in, grabbed the girl. She clutched a him like a baby monkey does its



mother.

Wilks turned to the door. Pulled his plasma cutter from his belt, triggered it. The white-hot jet
of plasma flashed out in aline as long as his forearm. He shoved the cutter againg the fall-safe lock,
waved it back and forth. The lock was made of tripolystacked carbon, but it wasn't designed to
withstand the heat of a star. The carbon annealed, bubbled, and ran like water under the plasma jet.

The door did up.

One of the mongters stood there. It lunged at Wilks, along, toothed rod shoating from its open
mouth like a spear at his face. Sdiva dripped from its jawsin jdlylike strings.

“Fuck!” Wilks dodged to his right and swung the plasma cutter up reflexively. The line caught
the thing's neck, a neck that looked much too thin to support the impossibly large head. How could
something like this even stand up? It didn't make any sense—

The dien creatures were tough, but the plasma was hot enough to mdt indudtrid diamond. The
head fdl off, bounced on the floor. It kept on trying to bite Wilks, jaws oozing dime as it snapped at
him. Didn’t even know it was dead.

“Moveit, people! And wetch it, the damned thing is dill dangerous!”

Jasper screamed.

“« Josper!”

One of the things had him, and it crunched his heed like a cat biting a mouse. The little girl—!

“Wilkd Hep! Help!”

Anocther one of the mongters had the girl, it was moving away with her. Wilks twisted, pointed
his weapon at it. Redized that if he shot it, the blood would be an acid shower that would kill the
child. He'd seen that blood eat through armor that would stop a 10mm casdless cold. He dropped
hisam lower, pointed the carbine a itslegs. It couldn’t runif it didn’'t have any feet—

The corridor was full of the things, Quinn opened up, his carbine on ful auto, blaging.
Armor-piercing and explosive rounds tore through the mongters, spanged from the walls, the stink of
prope lant filled the air—

Hlis opened up with his flamer, and a stream of fire painted the corridor, splashing from the
diens and running in molten gobs down the intestined wal—

“Hdp!” thelittlegirl cried. “Oh, please, hdp!”

Oh, God!

“No!”

Wilks came awake, swesat drenching his hair and face, running into his eyes. His issue coverdl
was wet. Oh, man.

He sat up. He was il in the cdll, on the thin bunk, the dark plastic walls securdly in place.

The door did open. A guard robot was there, two and a haf meters tdl on its tractor treads,

gleaming under the jal corridor’s lights. The robot’s eectronic voice said, “Corpora Wilks Front
and center!”

Wilks rubbed at his eyes. Even amilitary brig with dl its security couldn’t keep the dreams ouit.
Nothing could stop the dreams.

“Wilkd”

“Yeeh, what?’

“You are to report to MILCOM HQ, OTD.”

“Fuck you, tinhead. | got two more days to serve on the S&D.”

“You wigh, pd,” the bot said. “Your high-rank friends say otherwise. Up-levels wants you,
OTD.”

“Wha high-rank friends?” Wilks asked.



One of the other prisoners in the multi-unit cdl, a fat man from Benares, said, “What friends,
period?’

Wilks stared a the line bot. Now, why would the glitter want to see him on the double?
Anytime rank started rumbling, it usudly meant trouble for the grunts. He fdt his gut churn, and it
wasn't judt the dregs of the chem-binge he' d gone on, ether. Whatever this was, it was't good.

“Let’sgo, maring” the bot said. “1 am to escort you to MILCOM HQ soonest.”

“Lemme shower and clean up firs.”

“Negdtive, miger. They said, “ Soonest.”

The burn scar that modly covered the left hdf of his face began to itch suddenly. Oh, shit. Not
just bad, but real bad.

Now what did they think he’' d done?



There was alot of trash orbiting Earth.

In the hundred years since the firsd satellites had lifted, careless astronauts or construction
crews had logt bolts, tools, and other chunks of hardware. The smdl guff, some of it whipping
around a fifteen klicks a second redive, could punch a nesty hole in anything less dense than
full-sheath armor, and that included people ingde a ship coming or going. Even a chip of paint could
dig a crater when it hit. While this was a danger to ships, most of the little Suff burned up on reentry;
what didn’t was collected by specid robot rigs everybody cdled dust mops.

For a time there was a red risk tha the big duff would get to the ground—part of a
condruction ship flaned down and killed a hundred thousand people on the Big Idand once, and
adso made Kona coffee exceedingly rare. Because of that and Smilar incidents, somebody findlly
redlized there was a problem with dl the orbiting junk. Laws were passed, and now anything bigger
than aman got tagged and swept. And rather than create a new agency, the work was passed on to
an organization that dready existed.

This was why the Coast Guard cutter Dutton hung in high orbit over North Africa, darlight
gligening on its armored boron-carbon hull, its crew of two yawvning as they moved in to tag a
derdict ship. Garbage Control’ sflight computer said this heap was about to start its fal, and before
that happened, the thing had to be probed, checked for anybody who might be camping on it, then
blasted into pieces samdl enough for the dust mops to collect. SOP.

“Probe ready to launch,” Enggn Lyle said.

Next to him, the cutter's cgptain, Commander Barton, nodded. “Stand by and. .. launch
probe.”

Lyle touched the control. “Probe away. Tdemetry is green. Visuds on, sensors on,
one-second burn.”

The tiny robot ship rocketed toward the battered freight hauler, feeding dectronic information
to the cutter behind it.

“Maybe this oneisful of platinum ingots” Lyle said.

“Yeah, right. And maybe it’s raining on the moon.”

“What's the matter, Bar? Y ou don't want to be rich?’

“Sure. And | want to spend ten yearsin the CG pen fighting off the yard mongters, too. Unless
you figured out away to shut down the blue box?’

Lyle laughed. The blue box recorded everything that went on in the cutter, plus dl the probe
input. Even if the ship was full of platinum, there was no way to hide it from Command. And military
officars didn’t get salvagerights. “Well, not exactly,” Lyle said. “But if we had a few million credits,
we could hire somebody who might.”

“Yeah, your mother,” Barton said.

Lyle glanced a the computer fla screen. It was chegp hardware; the Navy had ful
holographies but the Guard Hill had to make do with the bottom-of-the-line Sumatran Guild
electronics. The probe’s retros flamed as it reached the hulk. “Here we are. Is that good flying, or
what?’

Barton grunted. “Look &t the hatch. I1t's bulged outward.”

“Explogon, you think?' Lyle said.

“Dunno. Let’s open this can up.”

Lyle tapped at his keyboard. The probe extruded a universd hatch key and inserted it into the



lock.

“No luck. Lock’s shot,” Lyle said.

“I'm not blind, | can see that. Pop it.”

“Hope the inner hatch is closed.”

“Come on, this piece of crap has been up here for at least Sxty years. Anybody on it would be
dead of old age. There an't no ar in there and if by some miracle somebody is home, they'rein a
suspension tank. And aside from that, this thing has about thirty minutes before it hits enough
atmosphere to boil lead. Pop it

Lyle shrugged. Touched controls.

The probe attached a amdl charge to the haich and retroed back a hundred meters. The
charge flared dlently in the vacuum and the hatch shattered.

“Knock, knock. Anybody home?’

“Go see. And try not to bang the probe up too bad thistime”

“That wasn't my fault,” Lyle said. “One of the retros was plugged.”

“Soyou say.”

Thetiny robot ship moved in through the opening in the derelict ship.

“Inner hatch is open.”

“Good. Savestime Moveitin.”

The probe’ s hdogens it as it moved into the ship.

The radiation darm chimed on the computer’ s screen. “Kinda hot in there,” Lyle said.

“Y ep, hope you like your soypro wel done.”

“Mmm. | guess anybody in this baby would be toast by now. WE Il have to give the probe a
bath when it gets back.”

“Chreesto, look at that!” Barton said.

What had been a men floated just ahead of the probe. The hard radiaion had killed the
bacteria that would have rotted him, and the cold had preserved what the vacuum hadn’t sucked out
of him. He looked like a lesther prune. He was naked.

“Lordy, lordy,” Lyle said. “Hey, check the wal behind him.” He touched a control and the
visuds enhanced and enlarged. Something was written on the bulkhead in smeary brown letters
KILL USALL, it said.

“Damn, is that written in blood? Looks like blood tome.”

“You want an andysis?’

“Never mind. We got us aflip ship.”

Lyle nodded. They'd heard about them, though he himsdf had never opened one. Somebody
went nuts and wasted everybody else. Opened a port and let the ar out, or maybe flooded the ship
with radiation, like this one. A quick death or adow one, but death, sure enough. Lyle shivered.

“Hnd atermind and seeif you can download the ship’s memory. The meter isrunning here”

“If the batteries are ill good. Oops. Got mation on the detector.”

“l seeit. | don't believeit, but | see it. Nobody can possibly be dive, even somebody in a full
rad suit would cook in this tub—"

“Thereitis. It'sjust a cargo carier.”

A short, squat robot crawled aong aline of Velcro againg the calling.

“We mug have jolted it awake when we blew the hatch.”

“Yeah, right. Get the memory.”

The probe floated toward a control pand.

“Damn, look at those holes in the deck. Looks like something dissolved the plagtic. Radiation
wouldn't do that, would it?”



“Who knows? Who cares? Just dump the memory and pull the probe so we can blow this
sucker. | have a date tonight and | don’t want any overtime.”

“Y ou're the commander.”

The probe connected to the control board. The ship’s power was dmost gone, but sufficient to
download the memory.

“Comingin,” Lyle said. “Here sthe ID scan, onscreen.”

“No aurprises here)” Barton said. “Type five nuke drive, lotta deep-space time, bad shidds,
dead core. No wonder they junked this bucket. That'sit. Shove it sunward, set the 10-CA and let’'s
go home”

Lyle touched more controls. The probe placed the smdl cleen aomic agang a wal where it
adhered. “ Okay, three minutes to—aw, shit!”

The screen went blank.

“Wha did you do?’

“l didn't do anything! The camera s gone out.”

“Switch to memory drive. We lose another probe and the Old Man'll chew our asses to pulp.”

Lyle touched a button. The computer took over the probe. Since it had memorized every
centimeter of the flight in, it could retrace the flight and bring the probe back.

“It sclear,” Lyle said a moment later. “Burning more fud than it should, though.”

“Maybe it snagged on something coming out. Doesn't matter.”

“Probe docking. Outer hatch open. Let me seeif | can get an eye on the sucker and see why
it swallowing so bad.” Lyle ran his practiced hands over the controls.

“Hadly fuck!” Barton said.

Lylejust stared. What the hdl was that? Some kind of thing sat on the probe as it approached
the ship. It looked like a reptile, no, agiant bug. Wait, it had to be some kind of suit, no way it could
livein vac without a suit—

“Close the hatch!” Barton yelled.

“Too lae! It'singde”

“Hood the bay with antirad! Pump the ar out! Blow it back through the fucking door!”

A dang vibrated through the ship. Like a hammer amashing metd.

“It' strying to open the inner hatch!”

Frantically Lyle tapped controls. “Antirad spray on fulll Evacuation pumps on!”

The banging continued.

“Okay, okay, don't worry, it can’'t get in. The hatch is locked. Nobody can break through a
sedled boron-carbon hatch with his bare handd”

Something crashed, ringing loudly. Then came the sound spacers fear more then anything: ar
rushing out.

“Close the outer hatch, goddammit!”

But the dropping ar pressure tugged a Lyle The cabin was filled with loose items being
sucked toward the rear of the cutter. Light pens, coffee cups, a hard-copy magazine fluttering medly.
He lunged at the controls, missed the emergency button, lunged again.

Barton, aso hdf out of his chair, stabbed at the red button, but hit the computer override
ingtead. The ship went to manud drive.

The cabin pressure raced toward zero. A hatch-sized hole blew ar into space red damned
fadt. Lyle's eyes bulged, began to bleed. One eardrum popped. He screamed, but found the control
for the externa hatch.

“l gotit! I got it!”

The outer haich cycled shut. Emergency ar tanks kicked on. The faux gravity pulled the two



men back toward ther seats. “ Goddammit! Goddammit!” Barton said.

“It's okay, it's okay, it's closed!”

“Coast Guard Contral, thisisthe cutter Dutton!” Barton began. “We have a Stuaion herel”

“Oh, man!” Lylesaid.

Barton twisted.

Thething stood right fucking therel

It hed teeth! It came toward them. It looked hungry.

Barton tried to get up, fdl, and hit the drive control. The ship was dill on manud. The drive
kicked on. The acceeration threw the monster backward, drove Lyle and Barton into ther seats.
Even though they couldn’t move, the thing somehow managed to drag itsdf onward.

It was a nightmare. It couldn’t be redl.

Thething ripped chunks out of Lyle' s seet asit pulled him from the chair. Blood sprayed as its
clawed hands punctured his shoulders. It opened its mouth and a rod shot out, so fast Barton could
hardly see it. The rod buried itsdf in Lyl€'s head like his skull was putty. Blood and brain tissue
splashed. Lyle screamed in totd terror.

The cutter, dill under acceleration, headed directly toward the radioactive hulk in front of it.

The monder jerked that hdlish thing from Lyle's skull. It made a sucking sound, like a foot
pulled out of mud. The creature turned toward Barton.

Barton drew bregth to scream, but the sound never came out—

At that ingtant the cutter smashed into the scuttled freighter—

—and the bomb the probe had set went off.

Both ships were destroyed in the explosion. Virtudly everything was shattered into tiny bits that
spirded in along loop toward Sal.

Everything except the blue box.

Wilks stared at the screen as it washed white.

Amazing how well the blue boxes were armored, to survive even a close aomic blagt like that.

He looked at the guard bot. “Okay, I've seeniit”

“Let'sgo,” the bot said.

They were done in a conference room in MIL-COM HQ. Wilks stood, and the bot led the
way. If he'd had a gun, he would have shot the bot and tried to run. Y esh. Right.

Asthey waked dong the corridor, Wilks put it together. So this was why they’d never kicked
him out of the Corps. It was only a matter of time before humans sumbled across the diens again.
They hadn’'t wanted to beieve him about what had happened on Rim, but the truth machines
wouldn't let them off the hook that easy. The brain strainers had pulled it out of him, and the Corps
never threw anything away that might be useful someday.

His belly clenched around a cold knot, like somebody had jammed a blade of liquid nitrogen
into his guts. The bomb on Rim hadn’t gotten them dl. The military found itsdf in need of an expert
on these things and Corpora Wilks was what it had. Probably didn't make them very happy, but
they would make do.

He wasn't looking forward to this meeting. It certainly was't going to do him any good. Not at
al.
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Sdvge s place was dmod directly under the huge reactor shidd for the Southern Hemisphere
Power Grid Switching Station. The PGSS fidd was big enough so it sometimes created its own
wesgther. Modly that was rain. Day and night, steady, unrelieved, dreary-as-shit rain. The building
was eon-plas prefab, proof againg the more or less constant downpour, a dull gray materid that
blended in againg a sky the color of meted lead. It was a good place to hide. Nobody came here
unless they had a reason, even the ground police avoided the rain when they could.

Pindar the holotech splashed through puddles, ankle deep despite the drainage pumps
attempts to clear the water. If Salvgie didn't have so much spare money he was willing to part with,
FPindar would have avoided this scum hole. The building wals were thick with mold, even the
retardant paint couldn’t stop it, and there were rumors that you could catch a mutant srain of flu here
that would kill you before you could get to a medic—which wouldn't hep anyhow because even
recombinant antiviras couldn’t touch the suff. Nice.

The door did open on creaky runners as Pindar walked up theindine to Savage's place.

“You'relate,” came the ghodly voice from within.

Pindar stepped indde, stripped off the osmotic rainfilm that kept him dry, dropped the torn bits
of spiderweb-thin plastic onto the floor. “Yeah, wel, between my day job and this shit, it's lucky |
can find time to deep.”

“| care nothing for your deep. | pay wdl.”

Pindar looked a Savage. He was ordinary enough. Medium height, hair dicked straight back in
some kind of eectrogtatic hold, alittle beard and mustache. He could have been thirty or fifty; he had
one of those faces that don't seem to age much. He wore a plain black coverdl and flexboots.
Pindar wasn't sure what a holy man ought to look like, but Savaje sure wasn't it.

“There)” Salvge sad, pointing.

Pindar saw the cam on a table. “Damn, where'd you get that antique? It looks like an old
ship’'s monitor—"

“Where | got it is not important. Can you useit to tie usinto the Nets?’

“Senor, | can tie you into the Nets with a toaster and a couple of microwave cooker circuit
boards. | an avery good technician.”

Sdvge sad nothing, only stared at Pindar with those cold gray eyes of his. Pindar repressed a
shudder. Gave him the crawlies when he did that. “S, | can put you on the air. But visud and
auditory only. No sublims, no subsonics, no olfactories. Be pretty tame compared to what your
competition isthrowing at the GU.”

“The Great Unwashed will hear the truth of my message without trickery. And they will see the
image of the True Messiah. Such thingswill be enough. Behold!”

Sdvge touched a control on an old projector on the table next to hm and a hologram
shimmered to life behind him.

“Madre de Diosl” Pindar said softly.

The image was perhaps three meters from the tip of its pointed, soiky tal to the top of its
banana-shaped and grotesque head. If it had eyes, they seemed recessed just behind twin rows of
needle-tipped teeth. Pindar stepped to one sde and saw what appeared to be thick externd ribs
jutting from the thing's back, and overdl, it looked as if some god playing a joke had created a
manlike thing born of giant insects. The mongter was adull black or dark gray, and Pindar would not
wigh to meet such athing under any circumstances. He didn’t know what the Messiah was supposed
to look like, ether, but he would bet dl theiron in the Asteroid Bdlt that thiswaan't it.



“l can put you on the ar in five minutes” Pindar said, bending to pick up the antique camera.
“Along with your... messah. It is your money. But | wonder that anyone will look upon this thing
and think it might deliver them, senor. | mysdf would expect to seeit in Hades.”

“Do not blaspheme about that which you do not understand, technician.”

Pindar shrugged. He accessed the camerd s computer, tied it into a shunt, and rigged a rlay
transmitter. He moved quickly to the power unit and control console, tapping stolen codes into an
orbiting broadcast satellite. He held off on the lagt digit, then turned to Salvge. “When | input the
find number, you will have three minutes before the WCC locks its trace of our sgnd. Two more
minutes and they will find the dish | hid in Madras, and two minutes after that they will find this place.
Best you hold your trangmisson to five minutes. | have an automatic cut off thirty seconds after that. |
will have to find another bounce dish if you wish to broadcast again.”

“ Esta no importa,” Savge sad.

Findar shrugged. “Y our money.”

Sdvge reached up, asif to stroke the dreadful image of the hologram floating in the air behind
him. His fingers passed through the image. “ Others will have heard the call. | must speak to them.”

Crazy as a shithouse rat, Pindar thought. But of this he did not speak aoud. “All right. In four
seconds. Three. Two. One.” He input the find number.

Sdvge amiled into the camerd s lens. “Good day, fdlow seekers. | have come to you with the
Great Truth. The coming of the True Messiah...”

Pindar shook his head. He would sooner worship his dog than this hideous image, which had to
be a computer smulation. Nothing could redly look like thét.

The patient cafeteria was nearly empty, a dozen or so of the inmates shuffling their drug-calmed
ways through the line with soft pladtic trays. Billie moved in her own chemica fog, feding tired, but
unable to rest.

Sasha sat at a table next to the holoprojection chair, usng a fork made of linear plagtic to tir
some ugly noodles around on her plate. The tableware was strong enough to lift the food but would
curl up like cardboard if you tried to stick somebody with it. Somebody like yoursdlf.

“Hey, Billie” Sasha said. “Check out Deedee, she's switching channels on the ’jector every
three seconds. Why, | think that girl is mentdly disturbed!”

Sasha laughed. Billie knew Sasha's history. She had pushed her father into a vat of jewdry
deaning acid when she was nine. She'd been here for eeven years because every time they asked
her whether she'd do it again if she had the chance, she grinned and told them sure. Every day of the
week and twice on Sunday.

Billie glanced a Deedee. The girl was gazing at the “jector asif hypnotized. The tiny holograms
blinked as she changed the channdls. With four or five hundred choices, it would take even Deedee a
whileto see them dll.

“C'mon, have a seat. Try some of thisworm puke, it's red good.”

Billie sat, dmost collgpsing.

“You on blues agan?’

Billie Sghed. “Greens”

“Crap, what'd you do, strangle a nurse?’

“The dreams.”

Billie glanced a the tiny viewer in front of Deedee. A deep-space ship flew across the void.
Blink. A car chase on amuitilane surface road. Blink. A documentary on ferd eves. Blink.

“C'mon, Billie” Sasha said, “you only have what, a month left until your hearing?’

“l won't skate this time ether, Sash. They can't figure it out. They say my folks died in an
exploson. | know better. | was there!”



“Ease up, kid. The monitors—"

“Hey, fuck the monitord” Billie shoved her plate across the table, scattering the safety
tableware and the noodles. The rubbery plate fdl to the cushioned floor, bounced, but made hardly
any sound. “They can send a ship a hundred light-years awvay to another system, they can make an
android from amino soup and plastic, but they can’t cure me of nightmared”

Attendants appeared as if by magic, but Billi€s rage couldn't stand any longer agangt the
seddtivesin her sysem. She dumped.

Behind her, Deedee said quietly, “Hold channd.”

The image of a man with dicked-back har and a amdlish beard shined in the air before her.
And behind him, behind him was—was—

“—join us, my friends” the man's voice spoke into the speaker implanted behind Deedee's
magtoid bone. “Join the Church of Immaculate Incubation. Receive the ultimate communion. Become
one with the True Messah....”

Deedee amiled as the attendants came and helped Billie to her feet. Billie didn't see the True
Messah as she left.

“Dammit, let go!”

Then somebody pressed a green patch to her carotid and Billie stopped even that much of
druggle.

Wilks and the robot reached the security door leading into MILCOM HQ Intd One. A
scanning laser tapped a red dot againg his eye and by the time he had finished blinking, the door’s
comp had IDed him and begun to roll open. The bot said, “Go onin. I'll wait here.”

Wilks did as he was told. He fdt the pressure of stares againg him, knowing he was being
watched by computers and probably live guards, that his every move was recorded. Fuck it.

There was only one other door in the corridor, so he couldn't miss it. It opened as he
approached. He stepped into the office. Nothing but an ovd table, big enough to seat a dozen
people, three chairs. Two of the chairs were occupied. In one was a ful bird colond, wearing
interior regulations. No combat medds, a desk pilot. HE d be the MI officer in charge. There was an
oxymoron, “military inteligence”

The other man was in avilian garb, and he had the look. Wilks would bet a month's pay this
gy was a t-bag—Terran Intdligency Agency. Any odds anybody wanted.

“At ease, marine” the colond said. Wilks wasn't aware that he' d been at atention. Old habits
die hard.

Wilks noticed that the colone, his name tag said “Stephens,” kept his hands behind his back.
Like maybe he was afraid to touch him.

Not so the dvilian. He extended one hand. “ Corpora Wilks”

Wilks kept his own hand down. Shake with one of these guys and you might need finger grafts.

The dvilian nodded, withdrawing his offer of a handshake.

“You saw the recording,” Stephens said.

“l saw it

“Wha did you think?’

“| thought the guardsmen were lucky they got blown to atoms when they did.”

The colone and the dvilian exchanged quick glances. “This is ah, Mr.... Orona” Stephens
sad.

Y eah, right, and I'm King George the Second, Wilks thought.

“You ran into these things before, didn’'t you?’ the one they cdled Orona said.

“Yegh”

“Tel me about it.”



“What can | tdl you tha you don't aready know? You've seen the recordings of my
“examination,” haven't you?’

“l want to hear it from you.”

“Maybe | don't want to tdl it to you.”

Stephens glared a him. “Give the man the story, marine. That's an order.”

Wilks dmost laughed. Or what? You'll toss mein the brig? That's exactly where I'd rather be
than here. But if they wanted him to talk, they could pry it out of him, the military had dope that could
make a crowbar 9ng opera. He shrugged.

“All right. | was part of a unit sent to check on a colony on Rim. We'd lost contact with them.
We found one survivor, alittle girl named Billie. Everybody ese had been daughtered by some kind
of dien. Same thing that got the guardsmen.

“One of them got onto the lander when it dusted off. Killed the pilot, crashed it. There were
tweve of usin the squad, stuck on the ground. | was the only one who got out, me and the little girl.
They shipped her off to live with reatives on Ferro, after they wiped her memory. She was a good
kid, congdering dl the shit she saw. We spent some time awake on the ship before we dimbed into
the deep freezers. | liked her. She was tough.

“Later 1 heard there was another nest of the things somewhere, killed another colony.
Supposedly a marine and a couple dvilians got away from thet one, too.

“When | got back, the medics patched me up, then took my brain apart. Only thing was, dl of
a sudden nobody wanted to know from diens eating colonists and laying eggs in them. It got buried.
Top secret, tota wipe like the kid if I opened my mouth. That was more than a dozen years ago.

“That'sit. End of gory.”

“You got a bad attitude, Wilks,” Stephens said.

Orona amiled. “Colond, do you suppose | might have a word with the corpora done?’

After amoment Stephens nodded. “All right. I'll talk to you later,”

He Ie&ft the room.

Orona amiled. “Now we can tak fredy.”

Wilks laughed. “What? Do | have ‘stupid’ tattooed on my forehead? If there isn't a battery of
recording gear going full blast right now I'll eat that fucking table. Probably the colond isin the next
room watching in ful holographic surround. Give me a break, Orona, or whatever your name redly
Is”

“All right,” Orona said. “We ll play it your way. Stop meif | get any of it wrong.

“After you managed to escape from Rim, you spend Sx months in quaranting, to make sure
you weren't infected with some kind of dien virus or bacteria. Nobody even tried to see you, no
persond vidts, nada. Y ou wouldn't let them reconstruct your face.”

“Women love scars,” Wilks said. “Makes “em sympathetic.”

Orona continued. “When you were put back on active duty, you turned into a chemhound.
Nine arrests and subsequent terms in the brig for Stoned and Disorderly. Three for assault, two for
damage to property, one for atempted homicide”

“Guy had abig mouth,” Wilks offered.

“l goecidize in genetics, Corporal, but anybody who's ever taken a psych course can see
you're on a one-way trip down the reaction tubes.”

“So? It smy life What do you care?’

“Before those two Coast Guard clowns blew themsdlves up, they downloaded the derdlict’s
data banks. We have a trgjectory of that old ship. We know where it came from before it came
home to die”

“Ak meif | care”

“Oh, you should, Corporal. You're going there. Whatever your problems are don't metter. |



need a pecimen of the thing the Coast Guard found. Y ou’ re going to bring me one.”

“l won't volunteer for it.”

“Oh, but youwill.” Orona grinned.

Wilks blinked. Something unhappy roiled around in Wilks s belly, like a trapped beast wanting
to get out. While he was 4ill wondering if he were about to vomit whatever was Ieft from his most
recent med, Orona hit him with another one.

“You know that little girl you rescued? She's here. On Earth. In amentd center. They keep her
sedated and run alot of tests on her. She has these nightmares, you see. Apparently the brainwipe
didn't completely take. She remembers things, in her dreams.

“You could wind up in a place like thet, if you don't do the right thing.”

Billie was here? He hadn't thought he'd ever see her again. He had been curious about her
more than once. She was the only person who' d seen those things the way he had, least the only one
he knew about. He stared a Orona. Then he nodded. If they wanted you, they would get you, he'd
been in the Corps long enough to know that. He would go or damn sure wish he had. There were
worse things than dying.

He took a deep breath. “Okay,” he said. “I'll go.” Orona smiled, and when he did, it reminded
Wilks of the diens. Damn.
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Billie dept. She could hear voices in her dream, a digant overlay of ghosly sound wound
among the shimmering and frightful images.

“—dreaming again. What' d you give her?’

A door loomed in front of Billie, partidly open. Behind the door, blackness. Eyes gleamed in
the dark there, and light flashed briefly on rows of serrated teeth.

“—thirty of Trinomine—"

The undulating door swung wide, cresking loudly. A kind of... presence oozed through. Billie
couldn’t seeit clearly....

“—thirty? That's twice the usua dosage. Aren't you worried about brain damage?’

The presence coalesced, forming a quavery image. Black, tdl, toothed. The mongter. It grinned
a Billie Gnashed those teeth. Moved toward her.

Billie was frozen. Couldn't even turn away as it came for her. She opened her mouth to
cream—

“—wel, that's a risk, ign't it? She's dready hdfway insane and none of the conventiond
therapies work. Besides, medica-grade androids have taken up to forty milligrams without Sgnificant
damage—"

The monger reached for her. Opened its mouth. Sowly a toothed rod extruded itsdf from that
hdlish mouth. Came toward her, dow, oh, so dow, but she... couldn’t... move....

“—gahe' s not an android, though—"

“—might aswel be—"

A hand touched Billi€ s shoulder.

Billie awoke, her heart thudding rapidly. She was swesating hard.

It was Sasha.

“Oh, Sash. What are you doing here?’

“You have avigtor, Doc sent me to tdl you.”

“A vigtor? | don’'t know anybody on Earth except the medics and the inmates here.”

Sasha shrugged. “Doc says somebody isin V4 for you. Y ou want me to go dong?’

“No. | can handeit”

Thetruth was, she didn't fed particularly adept at the moment; the drugs coursed through her
system and the latest nightmare dill vibrated in her memory. But if she was ever going to get out of
this place, she had to look asif she were in control.

Billiefound her way down the hall, was admitted into the vigtor area. The door to V4 scanned
her and admitted her into the “privaie’ room. Insde was a monitor inset into the right wal and a
angle form-chair facing afully polarized wal that shined like a black mirror.

Billie sat.

Who could it be?

The monitor came to life Onscreen was a computerized image of a kindly, white-haired
grandmother. Her chip-voice when she spoke was dso kindly, but full of quiet authority. Billie dso
knew the voice was full of subsonics and sublims designed to cam and soothe a listener, as wdl as
engender obedience.

“You are being monitored,” Grandma said. “And any discussion of hospita therapy will result
intermination of this vigtation.” Grandma smiled, forming lines a the corners of her eyes. “Vigtation
isaprivilege and not aright. You are dlowed ten minutes. Is this understood?’



“Yeah, right.”

“Vey good. Enjoy your vist.”

Grandma amiled again and faded from the screen. A smdl red dot pulsed in her place,
reminding Billie that the conversation was being recorded and observed.

The polarized wdl faded from black to clear.

A man, one sde of his face scarred, sat in the chair two meters away from her. He wore a
military uniform.

Who... ?

“Hdlo, Billie”

It was as if somebody suddenly dammed a fig into the Sde of her head. The jolt rocked her
physcdly. Billie jerked and stared as a memory they'd tried to take away from her swam to the
surface like awhde needing ar.

It was him! The man who'd dways saved her in her dreams.

“Wilkg”

“Yeah. How they treating you in here?’

“You—you're real!”

“Lagt time | looked, yeah.”

“Oh, God, Wilkg”

“l wasn't sure you'd remember me.”

“You—you look... different.”

He touched the scars on his face. “Colonid Marine surgeons. Buncha butchers.”

“Wh-what are you doing here?’

“They told me you were in this place. | figured | had to see you, once | found out you were
having the dreams, too.”

“About the mongters.”

“Yeah. | don't deep that wal mysdf. Haven't ance Rim.”

“It was red, wasn't it?’

“Oh, yesah. It was red. They had me, I'm in as long as they keep resctivating my secrecy
clause, but you were advilian. They decided to wipe you, but it didn’t work, least not dl the way.”

Billie dumped, but at the same time fdt a sense of rdief like none she'd ever known. It was
real! She wasn't crazy! The dreams were memories, trying to get out!

* k *k k%

Wilks stared at the kid. Wdll, she wasn't redly a kid anymore, was she? Turned out to be a
nice-looking woman, even in the hospital whites and obvioudy stoned on whatever they gave her.

He wasn't sure why he’'d come, except that maybe she was the only other person who would
understand the dreams he kept having. He'd tried to track her down along time ago, dong with the
other marine and the dvilians who' d escaped from the second bug nest, but they’d dl been carefully
hidden away. Probably in some medica center like this one, or on some outpost a dozen light-years
from anywhere. Or maybe they were dead.

“Why did you come?’ she asked.

He pulled his thoughts back to the young woman on the other Sde of the thick, clear plagtic
wall. “They found what they think is the homeworld for those... things” he said. “They're sending
me there with some troops.”

A few seconds went past. “To destroy it?”

Wilks amiled, but it was a sour expression. “To collect a “specimen.” | think M1 wants to use



the things as some kind of weapon.”

“No! You can't let them!”

“Kid, I can't stop them. I'm a corpord.” And a drunk and chemhead brawler, he added
mently.

“Get me out of here” she said.

“Huh?’

“I'm not crazy. The memories are red. You can tdl them. They're trying to convince me
everything | remember is an illuson but you know the truth. Tel them. You saved me before, Wilks,
do it again!

They’re killing mein here with the drugs, the therapy! | have to get out!”

The monitor screen next to her flowered, and a white-haired old lady appeared there, amiling.
“Discusson of therapy is not dlowed,” she said. “This vist is terminated. Please leave the vidting
areaimmediately.”

“Wilks, please!”

Wilks found himsdf standing, hisfigs clenched.

“Please leave the vidting area immediatdy,” the old lady said.

Billie stood and legpt at the clear wal. She dammed her figsinto the hard plagtic. “Let me go!”

The door behind her opened and two large men entered. They grabbed Billie The young
woman struggled, but it was no use. Thewadl began to polarize and darken.

“Hey, fuckheads, let her go!” Wilks ydled. He lunged a the wall, dammed into it. He backed
off, threw his shoulder into the wdl again. The wal was unmoved.

The monitor on his Sde of the darkening plagtic came to life The same old woman. “This vigt
has been terminated. Please exit now. Thank you for coming. Have a nice day.”

“Wilkd Help me!” Billie screamed.

Then the sound faded and the wall went totaly dark, and she was gone.

Wilks leaned away from the wall. He stared at his hands. “Sorry, kid,” he whispered. “I'm
orry.”
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Excerpts from the script of the top-secret audiovisud presentation “Theory of Alien
Propageation,” by Waiddaw Qrona, Ph.D.

Note: This script/compgen AV recording iSare dassfied military document(s) and require a
clearance of A-l/a_for reading/viewing. Pendlties for illegd uses of thisthese document(s) may
indude Full Bran Recongruction and/or a fine of up to Cr. 100,000, and/or imprisonment in a
Federated Pend Colony for up to twenty-five years.

FADE IN:

COMPUTER GEN PIX: Degp space, a b.g. of stars. Centered is AN ALIEN, Sdeview,
curled into afetdlike bal. MUSIC PLAY S Wagner’'s “Ride of the Vakyries”

V.O.
Humans suffer from salf-centered notions as to the nature of life

The Alien dowly uncurls MUSICAL STING.

V.0. (CONT.)

Humans assume that dien life forms should conform to standards that match our own, induding
logic and mordity.

The Alien is uncurled in its ful glory now. Sowly it rotates to face the camera MUSIC
CONTINUES OVER.

V.0. (CONT.)

Even among humans, mordity isignored when expedient. Why should we expect more from an
dien life form than we demand from oursaves?

The Alien dretches out its ams and legs and tal so that it becomes a parody of the
man’ s-reach-should-equa-his-height illugration by Da Vind. PUSH IN SLOWLY. The Alien
expands to fill the screen.

V.O. (CONT.)
If we know nothing else, we must know this about diens Firs, they will not be like us. Second,
truly understanding them will be dmost impossible.
THE ALIEN

fillsthe screen; DIAL DOWN MUSIC and PUSH THROUGH TO BLACK.

CUT TO:



EXT ALIEN WORLD—DAY—ESTABLISHING
Hereisa bleak, rocky planet. Very little greenery, vast stretches of nothing.

V.0O.

Judging from the dense exaskeleton of the dien and its demonstrated adaptability, we must
assume that its home planet is a harsh, desolate place.

CUT TO:

EXT. HIVE
Thisis aridged, antlike mound rearing up from the cleared area around it, a thing composed of
dien spittle, laced with local plants and the exaskeletons of dien prey.

V.O.
We know from our previous encounters that the diens have a queen-based hierarchy and that
they form hives to protect ther eggs and young hatch-lings.

INT. HIVE—EGG CHAMBER

The giant QUEEN, monstrous egg sac atached to her rear, deposits eggs on the floor of the
chamber.

V.O.
At the proper time, drone workers provide host bodies for the newborns.

TIMECUT TO:

INT. EGG ROOM

A GROUP OF PREY BEASTS hdd in place by WORKER ALIENS are attacked by
HATCHLINGS IN THEIR LARVAL FORM. (These are hand-shaped lumps with fingers and tails
the latter of which wrap around the prey beasts necks to secure them as the ovipodtors are
extruded and inserted down the prey’s throats. See comp-image #3 for stock footage.)

V.O.
The paradtica breeding process is offendve to some in the sdentific community, but
completey naturd for diensliving in a harsh environment.

CUT TO:

PREY BEAST
Its belly bulges from within. It screams, but slently, (MOS).

V.O.
Birth of the next stage is vidlent and fata for the host.

CU—PREY'SBELLY
The skin bursts, tissue spews, and A BABY ALIEN, looking like a fat snake with sharp teeth,
emerges.



V.O. (CONT.)
The young dien chews its way forth, where there may be a battle for dominance with other
nenly born diens. We can only speculate at this point.
A GROUP OF BABY ALIENS
rip and tear a each other.
CUT TC:

EXT. HIVE—DAY

Overhead a spaceship ROARS by; bdow on the ground, A GROUP OF WORKER
ALIENS waich the ship.

V.0.
How the diens escape their world is, of course, complete speculation.

THE SHIP

lands and a SUITED HGURE emerges, carying assorted collecting ger and a
wicked-looking hand weapon.

V.O. (CONT.)
However, it seems likdy that some... outsde force, perhaps a spacefaring species, interacted
with the diens.
THE SUITED FIGURE

returns to the ship, an dien egg indde a clear specimen bottle. From the sze of the egg
compared to the Collector, it is apparent that the Collector is much larger than a man, perhaps three
times so.

CUT TO:
INT COLLECTOR’S SPACESHIP

The Callector approaches the dien egg. Leans over it. The egg's porta flgps splay open. The
Collector peersinto the egg’sinterior.

V.O.
A smdl migake in deding with such predatory creatures would, of course, prove to be
dangerous in the extreme. Probably fad.
CUT TC:

EXT. COLLECTOR’S SPACESHIP



The ship lies crashed upon some world, fog swirling about it. PUSH IN AND THROUGH
TO:

INT. COLLECTOR’'S SHIP

The skeleton of the Collector, its chest burst open from within, Sts in the control seat of the
ship. Inthe b.g. are THREE HUMANS IN SPACESUITS. Light beams play over the dead giant as
the humans examine it.

V.0.
Humans rely on technology to the point where they believe it has made them invincible. When
dedling with creatures who have adapted to extremely hodile environments, such a beief can dso
prove dangerous.

EXT. CORPORATION LANDER

The lander lifts from the planet’s surface.

CLOSER—ON THE LANDER

Clutching a strut on the lander’ s undersideis AN ALIEN.

V.O. (CONT.)
Because an unsuited human cannot survive in the vacuum of space does not mean that some
other complex life form cannot.

INT. CORPORATION STAR SHIP—CARGO BAY—HIGH ANGLE
Across the bay wak TWO MEN.
PULL BACK TO OTS (OVER-THE-SHOULDER)—ALIEN
It watches the men. Drool drips from itslethd jaws.
ALIEN'S POV—THE MEN
It movesin. They react in horror asit attacks. BLOOD SPLASHES, blanking the VP.
CUT TO:
INT. AIRLOCK

The hatch opens and the Alien is gected by the outward blast of atmosphere. TRACK WITH
IT asit fliesinto space, tuning dowly.



V.0.

Ultimatdy, our limited contact with these creatures indicate that they have smple imperdtives
that control their lives. They kill, they breed, and they survive.

THE ALIEN

floats in the vacuum. It should be dead by human standards, but it dowly curls itsdf into a fetd
bdl, tal wrapped around the massive claw-hammer head and spiky body.

V.O.
Properly utilized, such diens would make excdlent warriors. Research into their compostion

could yidd advances in armor, chemicd and biologicad weapons, and perhaps even new ways to
induce suspended animation for Stellar travel.

PULL BACK—THE ALIEN
Dwindlesinto atiny dot, then vanishes atogether in the cold blackness.

End of script/AV extract. Readers/viewers are once again warned that unauthorized use of this
materid may result in severe pendties, per MILCOM dat. reg. 342544-A, Revison Il.
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Billie deeps, but it is not rest. In her dreams sheis back on Rim. She sees her parents, sees the
ingde of the colony that plans to terraform the planet and turn it into paradise. Sees and is happy.

Things blur. Then she sees mongers.

Her life becomes a jumble of hiding, of fear, of waiting for them to find and kill her. She joins
the rats under the floor, her mind and actions turn ferd. Survivd is dl, and it is nothing, likdy to stop
a any momen.

She sees Wilks and the others, guns spraying. She hears the noise, feds the terror.

She feds Wilks's arms around her, feds the vibrations of his wegpon as it fires. Watches the
mongters shatter and fdl, but knows there are too many of them.

There comes the worst moment, when the hard claws of a mongter dig into her, lift her, and it
carries her away to die. Then it fals, chopped off at the knees. Its blood eats smoking, sinking holes
in the floor and it releases her. She doesn't wait, she scrabbles away before it can catch her again.
Theair isful of acrid fumes, the sound of Wilks's ydling, his gun shooting over and over until it is a
continuous roar. The wounded mongter’s claws click on the floor asit drags itsdf toward Billie

She screams. The only name that matters now.

“Wilkg”

The only one who can save her.
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In the canned-air depths of MILCOM HQ, in the long hdl with invisble doors two men
waked: Qrona and Stephens.

“He s as nuts as an orchard full of filbert trees” Stephens said. “If we hadn’'t needed to keep
him on aleash, we' d have psych-DCed him years ago.”

“Trug” Orona said. “But he' s what we ve got and GENgaff wants him dong. You know how
politics works.”

“Yeah, GENgaff thinks he's some kind of mongter killer, but | think he's a goddamn crew
killer.”

“You wanted afidd command. | got you one.”

“Right, carrying Jonah the Jnx into a potentidly lethd force combatsit.”

“Let me put it to you like this Bill,” Orona said. “GENgaff will have an experienced person
onboard this project. The only other marine we know about who has met these things face-to-face
and survived the initid encounter disappeared. The woman and kid he saved dso vanished and we
don't know where they are. The gil Wilks saved is in the bughouse, doped to the gills. There was
aso a badly damaged android, but we don't have a due as to what happened to it. We're full of
mydery here. That leaves Wilks”

“l don't likeit. HE's ungable.”

“I'm not asking you to like it, or like him. | am telling you that GENgtaff says thisis how it's
gaing to be. If you're tired of being a marine, then you cdl up GENgaff and tdl them you don't like
it

Stephens shook his head.

“He's been bumped to sergeant and put in charge of loading supplies” Orona continued.
“How much damage can he do there?’

Colond Stephens stood in the loading dock of the carrier watching the robots haul gear into the
ship. He stopped a private heading for the hydraulic walkers. “What’ sin those crates, marine?’

The man snapped to atention. “ Sir, plasmarifles and chargers.”

Stephens stared at the hard black plagtic boxes.

“Who in the hdl authorized plasma weapons?’

“Sir, | don't know, gr. Sergeant Wilks ordered usto load them, gr. That'sdl | know, Sr.”
“Asyou were.”

Stephens took the lift to CARG-OP. He saw Wilks directing atrio of cargo bots. “Wilkd”

“Sr”

“Where did you get authorization to requigtion plasma wespons?’

“| was ordered to supply the ground troops with appropriate weaponry, Sr.”

“And you thought blasters were appropriate? We aren’'t going to war here, Sergeant. We are
supposed to collect specimens, not pieces.”

“My experience—" Wilks began.

“—has distorted your mind,” Stephens finished. “You've taken it upon yoursdf to provide
grosdy destructive wegponry when standard-issue carbineswill do. That's what you used, wasn't it?
And according to your own testimony a 10mm AP would stop one of these things just fine”



Rage flared in Wilks. “Firg time you face off with these “things you'll wish you had something
better. Sr.”

“GENgaff wants you dong, Wilks, so you're dong. But | won't jeopardize my misson by
plattering potentid specimens dl over the countryside with wegponry designed to stop tanks. Have
those blasters removed from the ship, migter. Is that clear?”’

Wilks s voice was ice and stedl. “Perfectly clear, Colond.”

The two dectrobal players darted back and forth ingde the hexagond, waled court, smashing
the bal with charged paddles. The fist-szed orb rocketed into multicushioned patterns—three walls
were the minimum dlowed for a vaid point—and came back a the players a over 120 kilometers
an hour.

The player on the left executed a perfect Sx-wdl attack. The player on the right was a hdf
second dow in his response and the dectroball smashed into his chest hard enough to knock him
from his feet.

“Gotchal”

The hit player came to hisfeet. “Your point.”

“Ready?

“Go ahead. Serve”

The player on the right smiled. “In a moment. Any news of the merger proposa with Climate
Sysems?”’

Lefty shrugged. “1 thought | told you. Our op Massey convinced them to go for it.”

The player on the right laughed. “ Made them an offer they couldn’t refuse, eh?’

“Wedl. You don't know Massey, but yesh, something like that. Serve.”

The two men sat hunched over a holographic table, fingers on the glove pad contrals of the
electrobal game. Indde a clear hexagond fidd the miniature players sweated as they darted back
and forth, while their operators wore cusgom and expensve sSlk busness suits and looked
consderably fresher. They were wdl groomed, with ninety-credit hairstyles and precious gem collar
studs. They looked very much like corporation vice presidents, which they were.

Thetiny ball rocketed off four wals and went past the receiving player.

“Good shot,” the man in the vivid green slks said. He wore a ruby the Sze of his thumb tip at
his throat, the red contrasting nicdly with the green.

“Yep, dmogt gave me a decent maich,” the onein the red slks said. His ornamentd throat stud
was of diamond, twice the Sze of his companion’s ruby, and it glittered againg the red. He was the
senior VP of the two.

The hologram shimmered and vanished.

Green Slks said, “Ligten, we need to talk about the biowarfare project.”

Red nodded. “ Anything from the government?’

The two of them stood and moved away from the table. Green said, “Nah, you know how
these guys get when they want to keep things secret.”

“We need to be in on this” Red said. “We are taking about mgor credits here. We ve had
offers from every milsupply corporation in the sysem if we can come up with the right product. We
can't let the military get the jump on us here”

Green gmiled. “Don’'t worry. I'm going to put Massey onit.”

They reached a door. It thwiped open to admit them into an office the Sze of a amdl home.
One wdl was arglas, giving a view of the megapalis. On a clear day like today, the view was
spectacular from eghty stories high. Rank certainly had its privileges.

“Okay, I’ ve been hearing about this guy Massey, but | don’'t know him. Tdl me”



Red moved to a desk big enough to seat five people without crowding.

Green went to a dispenser set into the wal across from the desk. “Devil dugt,” he said to the
dispenser. “Hafagram. Y ou want anything.”

“Yeah, get me an orgy-inhder.”

Green added Red's order to his own. After a second a andl tray extruded itsdf from the
mechine. On the tray were a smdl mound of pink powder insde a hemispherica cup set next to a
one-shot nasd tube. Green tossed the tube to Red and picked up the cup. He pressed the dust
agang hisleft eye as Red fired the compressed gas charge of the inhder into his right nogtril. Both
men grinned as the chemicals took hold.

“You were saying about Massey?’

“Oh. Yeah. Him. Wdll, thisguy is something ese. MBA from New Harvard, doctorate in corp
law from Cornell, post-doc work a Mitsubishi U. Could have had his pick of any company in the
system but he enlisted inthe Colonid Marines. Got a Slver Star in the Oil Wars, four Purple Hearts.
Commanded a recon unit in the Tansu Rebdlion on Wakahashi’s World, picked up a few
decorétions there.”

“Red patriot, huh?' Red said. He squirmed in his chair as another chemicdly powered orgasm
rippled through him.

“Nah. He liked killing. Probably would have gone pretty high up but they court-martided him.
Tried to kill his CO.”

“No shit?’

“Yesh. Thought the CO was a coward when he wouldn't order an attack on a bunch of
avilians Massey thought might be hiding enemy sympathizers. Might be. Knocked the officer
sensdess and led the attack himsdf. Killed eghty-five men, women, and children. Word is more than
haf of them got dispatched by Massey persondly.”

“Man loved hisjob, hey?’

“Oh, yeah. We bought the tribund off and put him to work for us. Good hdlp is so hard to find,
you know?’

Green laughed. Red joined him.

Massey st at the table in his kitchen, his six-year-old son on his lap. Behind him, Maria
punched the controls on the coffee maker.

“Beready ina sec, hon,” Maria said. She moved up behind Massey and kissed his neck.

Massey smiled. “Thanks, babe.” Ib his son he said, “ So, what’smy boy up to today?’

“We re gonna go on a fidd trip to the zoo,” the boy said. “See a Denebian dime spider and
maybe the Bardett snakes, if they’ll come out.”

“Sounds great,” Massey sad. He lifted the boy, put him on the floor. “But Daddy’s got to go
to work now. Say hdllo to the dime spider for me”

“Oh, Daddy, dime spiders can't tak!”

Massey grinned. “No? What about your uncle Chad?’

Maria swatted at him with one hand. “My brother is not a dime spider!” she said. But she
laughed.

“No, that’s true,” her husband said. “He s only got four limbs, not eight.”

“Go, you'll be late for work. Here' s your coffee”

Stll smiling, Massey |eft. Yes. Work.

Nothing was more important than work.

Nothing.

Her teeth glittered like stars. They were so beautiful.

Closer she came, magnificent in her huge glory, black and deadly and purposeful. Her



exoskeleton gleamed darkly as she leaned down toward Billie Her mouth opened, and the amdler
St of teeth on the inner lips also opened. She was the queen.

| love you, her thoughts came unspoken to Billie | need you.

Y es, Billie thought.

She was the queen, and she reached for Billie, her clawed hands gligening.

Come and... join with me, the queen said.

Y es, Billie thought. Yes, | will.

Closer the queen came.

Eadey and Budler squatted behind the remains of the shattered building, a waist-level row of
bricks and twisted rebar the only protection againg the bunker’s R-O-M gun. It couldn’t see them
but the stupecomp running the gun could probably pick up some heat leskage from their combat
auits, and every now and then it would pop off a couple dozen 30mm AP rounds in their direction.

“Shit,” Budler said. “Fucker’s got us pinned down!”

“Maybe not,” Eadey offered. “The thing's got service portals aft. | can launch a grenade in the
right spot, it'll blow the power. Then we got his ass.”

Three rounds of 30mm clipped a couple of centimeters of brick off the top of the wal over
Budler's head. He squatted lower. “Damn!”

“Okay, look,” Eadey sad, “heré's the play. You scoot down about twenty meters, put your
weapon over thewadl, and spray that sucker. I'll cirde around behind it and blow it off line while it's
potting at you.”

Under the kleersted faceplate of his hdmet cover, Budler frowned. The expression wrinkled
the skintite that reached to his eyes, and the skull of the dite Colonid Marine whack-team embossed
on the tite

“Unless you got a better idea” Eadey said.

Budler shook his head. “What the hdl. Let's do it. Gimme a sgnd when you're ready to
dance.”

“Copy,” Eadey sad. His voice was crigp in the hemet’s bonephones. The com was standard
military tightbeam and scrambled, so the geezer in the bunker couldn’t hear them, or evenif he could,
hewouldn't be able to understand what they were saying.

Budler moved off, kegping low. Every so often the range-of-motion gun would cap off a few
more shots.

Eadey lit alow-heat flare and dropped it. With any luck, the gun would think it was a suit lesk
and zero in on it. While it was doing that, he would blow that sucker. He moved off. He was good,
one of the Corps best, and damned if he was gonna get drilled by some geezer in alock box.

When he got into position, Eadey said, “Do it!”

Thirty meters away, crouched behind a big chunk of rubble that was probably once a house,
Budler whipped his carbine over the top and triggered it full auto. He waved it back and forth, so the
mation sensors would get it. The sonics would have found it pretty quick anyhow, but he didn’'t want
to take any chances.

Softsted dugs spanged off the wall, chopping it away. It knew he was here, dl right. Budler
pulled his weapon back so it wouldn't get hit.

Hve seconds later, two things happened: a grenade went off and the robotic gun stopped
shooting.

Budler grinned. “Yeah! Way to go, buddy!” Eadey mus have rammed one right up the thing's
drainpipe. Hel of an enema

Ten seconds went past. “Eadey?’

“Y ou' re buying the beer tonight, pa,” came the reply.



Budler stood. Oh, man, was this sweet! That old fart thought he could play with the best—

A round splashed againgt Budller’'s chest.

“Oh, shit!”

He looked down, saw the spatter of phosphorescent green over his heart. If it had been
amor-piercing, he'd be higtory. “Shit, shit, shit!”

“You got that right,” Wilks said. “How do you do, Mr. Shit” He waked toward Budler, a
training sniper rifle dangling in one hand. Behind Wilks, Eadey stood, hdmet cover dready off, a
amilar gplash of green running down the formerly clear faceplate.

Backing Eadey was a squad of marines in fidd underdress, watching. Wilks wore a synlin
coverdl and formplast boots.

“You guys dink,” he said. “Sure, you Sidestepped a few mines and avoided a couple of
triplines and you managed to take out a robot gun, but you're dill dead meet because you moved
supid.”

Behind Wilks, Eadey leaned over to the trooper next to him. “Y ou getting this, Blake?’

The second marine, a short blond woman with her har in the standard combat buzz, nodded.
“Yup. Red learning experience. He made you guys look like dung birds.”

Eadey frowned. “Hey—"’

Budler cut in. “Wait a sec, Sarge. | heard Eadey on the tightbeam!”

“No, you didn’t. You heard me”

“But—but—that’ s—that’ s—"

“Chesting,” Wilks finished. “Life is hard. You think these things we're going up againg are
going to play by some kind of rules?’

Budler stared at the splotch on his suit.

“So, boys and girls, in honor of this dirring work by Eadey and Budler, we' re going to spend
the day on the shooting course. Rull battle gear, combat scenarios until you can get across without
being splashed.” Wilks amiled at Bueler, then Eadey. “If a wasted old geezer like me can fan two of
the CMC'’ s supposedly best whack-teams as easy as | did, the colonies are in a shitload of trouble if
they ever need anything worse than a cut skinbonded. Saddle up, marines”

The squad moved off, grumbling.

“—Budler, you asshole—"

“—damn, Eadey, now look what you got usinto—"

“—PBuddha, you two guys looked like crap—"

Wilks watched them go, pleased. Of course, he had to rag ther asses, that was a TO's job,
and since Stephens had busted him out of loading the ship, this was what he could do. But despite
his criticiam, these guys were good. They'd been together a year, they were dl rated high in smal
ams, explosives, standard dtrategy and tactics. If he hadn't cheated, he wouldn't have gotten the
two hot rods coming a him. They were alot better than he' d expected. He'd go into enemy fire with
this teeam anytime.

As they pulled armor from the carrydl and began to suit up, Wilks remembered his squad on
Rim. Were these guys as good as tha unit had been? Probably. It was hard to say for sure until
things went sour—drill wasn't the same as red, no matter how you tried to make it so. This squad
had better scores in training and they moved red wel when the return fire was nothing more than
splashers. If they moved as wdl in the red world when the bad guys started coming, then, yeah, they
would do better than the squad had on Rim.

He hoped to dl the gods that they moved better. It was one thing to come up againg a nest of
the diens, another thing to be on a planet full of the damned things. And who knew but that ther
home-world might have worse living on it? Maybe the diens he'd fought were like mice compared to
the worst on their planet. That was a sobering thought. If this team was going to go down and come



back, they needed to be good. They needed to be the bedt. If he could teach them everything he
remembered, if he could drill them until they could pointshoot a demicredit out of the air, if he could
teach them whét they’d be up againd...

“If” was abig word, even though it didn't look it. There wasn't going to be any room for error
inthis misson. Screwups would get somebody dead.

And not just dead. The old saying was wrong here: they could kill you and then they could eat
you. And they would do worse if they took you dive.

The team began to amble back. Wilks brought his thoughts away from what might be to what
was. “All right, children, let’s seeif we can't cross the street without getting run down by a hovercab,
shdl we? Blake, you take point, Eadey, you're TC, Budler, HW-tactical, Ramirez—"

He finished ordering the squad, then started to give them the scenario. No, he decided. Let
them figure it out on the fly. Instead of tdling them what they would face, he said, “It Il take forty-five
seconds for the holocomp to program the new playing field. That's what you got, people. See if you
can't look like marines and not a bunch of turds on legs thistime!”

Wilks spoke into his comp-control mike.

Around them the crumbled walls and bunker began to shimmer and dissolve as the computer
pulled the plug on the last scenario. Wilks turned and walked away as the obstacle course began to
rebuild itsdlf. 1t would look rel and within limits even fed red, but it was an illuson.

What they would be facing when the time came was no illuson. Y ou could spit on that, marine,
and damn wel make it shine,



8

The conference-room door loomed in front of Billie like the mouth of doom. The conference
room in which the review team waited, asit had so many times before.

She took a deep breath and went inside.

Dr. Jerrin stood there, and he wasn't amiling.

Not agood sgn.

“Have a seet, Billie” he said.

She looked a the other dx faces. Three were doctors she knew, one a medicd center
adminigtrator, one a legd rep for the government, one her legd rep, the last one here to make sure
the usud lynching was dl nice and legd.

Billie sat.

Jerrin looked a the other members of the team. He cleared his throat, fiddled with a flat screen
on the table. “Ah, Billie, we seem to have come to an... impassein your treatment.”

“Redly?’ Billie said. She couldn’'t keep the irony out of her voice, but it didn't make any
difference. This was only a matter of form. They weren't going to let her out. Not now. Probably not
ever. She was going to spend her lifein this place.

“Dr. Hannah has suggested a new trestment which, while farrly, ah, dramétic, offers a chance
for usto stop these nocturnd episodes of yours.”

Billie perked up, but only alittle “Redly?’ Less sarcasm now.

Jarrin looked a Hannah, a fat blonde from some cold dimate, at least to judge by how frigid
her words dways seemed. Hannah said, “Yes, we ve had some success in pend colony treatments
with it. It is a farly smple procedure, an operation usng a fine surgicd laser that diminates
predefined areas of certain cerebra complexes—"

“Wha? You're taking about burning out my brain!”

“Now, Billie” Jerrin began.

“Fuck that! | won't!”

Hannah amiled, a sour expresson. “It's not redly up to you, dear. The state has certan
prerogatives here. You are a danger to yoursdf and others with your fantases—’

“They aren’'t fantases Wilks was here, Wilks, the marine who saved me on Rim! Ask him!
Find him and ask him!”

She was on her feet now, ydling at Hannah.

The door opened and two orderlies came in, shockersin hand.

“What's she on?’ Hannah asked, asif Billie were deaf or not in the room.

Jarrin said, “Triazolam, Haliperidol, Chlorpromazine, double maintenance dose.”

“See?’ Hannah said. “Habituation. We've rotated her through everything we have and she's
used to them dl. She shouldn't be able to do much more than walk—and ook at her.”

Billie struggled in the grip of the two orderlies, able to move them dightly despite their Sze.

Jarrin sghed. “I suppose you'reright.”

“Dr. Jarrin! No! Please!”

“It' sfor the best, Billie You'll be alot happier without the dreams.”

“But what dsewill it cost me? Will that be dl you take, the dreams?’

Jarrin stared at the table.

“Will it?”



“There may be some dight collatera damage. Minor loss of memory in some aress.”

“You fuckers are going to burn who | am away, aren’t you? Turn me into a zombie!”

“Now, Billie—’

With a strength born of terror, Billie jerked free of the orderlies and turned to run. She made it
to the door before a third orderly dapped her sde with his shocker. She fel, unable to control her
voluntary muscles.

Oh, God! They were gaing to wipe her brain. She might as wdl be dead, because when they
were done, there wasn't going to be anybody home.
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Wilks stared at the computer image as the numbers and words swirled into oblivion. Damn.
Had to look, didn’'t you, Wilks? Had to satisfy your fucking curiogty. Well, now you know.

And now that you do, what are you going to do about it?

Wilks did out of the form-chair in front of the military termind. The room wasin the MILCOM
library complex, normally reserved for officers, but he was a specia case, wasn't he? And even if he
hadn’t been given an emergency clearance to use the system, he could have gotten into the files You
didn't do nineteen years in the Corps without learning a few things

A few groundpounders sat in booths, working in the stale ar as Wilks waked out of the
library. It was hard to make rank without combat or offworld duty at least, and these guys were dl
cracking the files, sudying, hoping tape-learning education would give them some kind of edge. He
didn’t think it would.

He'd have offered them his spot on the misson in a San Francisco second, if they wanted to
trade, but that wasn't gonna happen. He was going, unless he ran, and he couldn’t do that. He'd
been running from it too long already.

Okay, pd. You got alook at what you wanted. Now, what are you gonna do about it? Wak
away? Y ou're probably gonna get chewed to soypro a few hours after you get to the diens world.
The ship leavesin eight hours, and you are due to log inin sx. What else can they do to you?

He nodded to himsdf as he passed a fat mgor leaving his studies. The mgor looked at the
chevron rocker on Wilks's deeve and frowned. He started to say something, probably going to rag
Wilks about being in a restricted officers-only area, but Wilks turned dightly so the man could see
the acid burn scars on hisface.

Thefat mgor paed, his hand going involuntarily to his own blubbery jowls. Wilks could amost
see hismind working. Here was a noncom who wasn't supposed to be in here and a ranking officer
should check to be sure he had reason and permission. On the other hand, the noncom in question
had a face like a bad holovee monster program and maybe it was better just to let him pass. Surdy
he hadn’t wandered in here by accident, somebody must have sent him.

Good thinking, fatso, Wilks thought. He smiled, stretching the scar tissue into a grimace.

Okay, fuck it. He was up to here with dl this vermin scat. He knew a guy in Programming
owed him a big favor. Time to cdl it in; was't like he was going to get to collect old debts much
longer anyhow. Might as well go out in Style,

Wilks headed to find the man who owed him.

The medicd complex loomed like a geaming and ugly beast of stressed plastecrete and
ferrofoam and glass as Wilks left the cab and walked toward it. He had the section, the room
number, and a theoretica schedule, courtesy of the programmer in MI-7. Getting off the base hadn't
been a problem ather, even though he was restricted. For every sysem they made to do something,
there was away around it. Rank might have its privileges, but the guys on the line knew a few tricks
of their own.

The admit pad on the complex door was an old-style keypad, an antique, but that was why he
had chosen this entrance, no eye reader. Wilks punched in the code he' d gotten.

Thelock chimed and the door did open. Hdll, thiswas easier than swatting flies. He walked in.

A humean guard leaned back in achair a a desk, looking a porno projection from his handheld
vid viewer. He saw Wilks and the naked bodies vanished as he shut the unit down and glanced at his
admisson roster.



“Can | hdp you?’

“Yeah, I'm supposed to see Dr. Jarin.”

The guard glanced down. Mugt have seen Jarrin’s name. He waved his hands over the console,
brought up the gppointment lis. “And you are...?"

“Emile Antoon Khadgji,” he said, giving the man a name from an old book he' d once read.

The guard glanced down. “I don't see your name here, Mongeur Khadgji.”

Wilks hadn’'t been &ble to find and get into the patient file, he hadn’t had time, though he had
gotten the doctor’ s nameright. “I’'m a las-minute ded,” he said. “ Somebody canceled.”

The guard frowned. “I’'ll have to check with the doctor,” he said.

“Fne Check.” He gave the guard a good view of his face. Guy with a face like his surdy had
psychological problems, right? The guard wasn't suspicious, just following the drill. Probably didn't
have alot to do, he had time to watch porno holos.

As the guard reached for the com unit to cal the doctor, Wilks moved his right hand dowly
toward hisright hip. He had a multicharge pistal, a synapse scrambler, nestled in a flexskin holster on
his belt just over his right buttock. He'd gotten the wegpon on the black market; it was illegdly
boosted 0 it could ddliver a sun charge at twice the ten-meter distance for approved dvilian
hardware.

Wilks looked up and down the halway. Nobody around.

He pulled the sunner, brought it up, held it in both hands. The heavy pladtic fet coal in his grip.
It threw afarly narrow beam, you had to amiit, but he'd had atarget laser indaled under the stubby
barrel. The bright red dot danced over the guard and stopped on his forehead.

The guard looked up. “Hey!”

Wilks shot him.

The guard collapsed in his chair. Wilks moved to arrange him so he looked like he had dozed
off. The man would wake up in hdf an hour with one bitch of a headache, but otherwise should be
fine

He pulled the guard's bar code ID off and clipped it to his shirt pocket. It wouldn't fool a
scanner if the thing tried to match his retind patterns to it, but a human passerby would see that
Wilks had atag and probably think nothing of it. By the time the guard came to, things would be dl
over, one way or another. But just in case, Wilks bent and fed in the security system lock code virus
he d gotten. The computer termind digested the code. If it did what it was supposed to do, it would
infect the main system in this building. Nobody was going to be cdling for outside help from here for
along time, not unless they went to awindow and hollered for it. That didn't do anything for interna
security, but Wilks figured he could dedl with that. He was a Colonid Marine, by dl the gods, and
the day he couldn’t handle some doppy rent-a-cops, he'd shoot himsdf. He tucked the stunner back
into its holder under his avilian jacket and smiled.

Timeto go pick up his date for the prom.

The door to Billi€s room did open. Locked to the bed by the pressor fidd as she was, she
couldn’'t do more than turn her head dightly.

“Wilkg”

“Yep. Pack your socks, kid. We're going for aride.” He moved to shut the pressor fidd off.

“How did you—? Why—?’

“Well tak later,” he said. “Right now we need to hustle dong. | might have made a couple of
enemies on the way in here and | don't think we have time to discussiit.”

Billie rolled from the bed. She grabbed arobe and put it on. “I’'m ready.”

“What, you don’t want to fix your hair or spray makeup on or something?’ He grinned.

“I"d crawl over broken glassto get out of here. Go.”



He turned, stuck his head out into the hdll. “ Okay. Clear.”

She followed him into the hall.

They were doing pretty wel until they got to the elevator’s atrium. The tube's doors opened
and two orderlies and two guards came out, moving fast. The guards had their sunners out and the
orderlies both waved shockers.

Wilks never hesitated. He pulled a pigtol from under his jacket and fired. Billie waiched the
little red dot his weapon projected bounce across the heads of the guards and orderlies. Three of
them went down, their own weapons dattering quietly on the softfloor. The last orderly, a new one
that Billie didn’t know, rolled and came up in some kind of martid arts stance, facing Wilks.

Wilks tucked his weapon away. “ Stay behind me, kid.”

The orderly moved in and swung the shocker like it was a sword.

Wilks dodged to hisleft, dapped the man's outstretched arm to one side, and punched him low
on the ribs.

The orderly grunted, made as if to turn and swing the shocker again, and Wilks kicked the
men, hitting the Sde of his knee with the edge of his boot.

Billie heard the orderly’s knee crack as something gaveinit.

The orderly’ s leg folded and he dropped, but Wilks pulled hisfoot back and thrugt it out again,
smashing his hed into the man's head. The orderly flew sdeways and dammed into the corridor wall.

“The Sairs?

“That way!”

Billie followed Wilks down the hdll to the end. She glanced at the guards and orderlies as she
went past. He' d taken them out amost ingtantly, without even working up a swest.

“Why didn’t you shoot the last one?” she asked as they reached the Sairwell.

“Pigal’s charge was depleted,” he said. “Didn’'t have time to reload.”

They went down two flights—her room was on four—then Wilks led her into the second floor.

“Thisign't the ground—" she began.

“I know. They'll have the doors covered by now. We have to find another exit.”

She followed him. Two was quiet, and they moved briskly, but not at a run. A tech glanced at
them as they passed his station. Wilks smiled and nodded. “How’s it going?’

The tech nodded back. Then his control board lit up, pulling his atention away from them.

“Move” Wilks sad to Billie “Thet'll be the darm.”

Billie ran. There was an emergency escape window at the end of the corridor, but it required a
daffer to open it. “Tha's a coded lock,” Billie said.

“Yeah, and | didn't have time to get dl the exit numbers” Wilks said. “But | have a nifty little
magter key, courtesy of the Colonid Marine Corps armory.”

Billie found out what he meant as Wilks dapped a wad of what looked like hair gd onto the
lock mechaniam, squeezed it three times, and waved her back.

Behind them, the tech started ydling. “Hey, you two! Get away from that window! I've caled
Security!”

The gd flashed bright blue and started to Szzle asiif it were a piece of soypro on a too hot grill.
Thelock’s stacked plastic casng bubbled and ran like water.

“Don't look at it,” Wilks said. “It Il burn your eyes.”

Billie turned to see the tech coming toward them.

“Wilkg”

“No problem.” He pulled his pistol from under his jacket and pointed it at the tech.

The tech stopped. He held his hands out in front of him defensively. “Hey, hey, take it easy!”

“Get the hdl out of here,” Wilks said.



The tech turned and ran.

Wilks smiled. “Amazing what even an empty gun can do, ain'tit?” He put the weapon away.

The lock dripped into a puddle on the floor, plagic dag. Wilks kicked the window and the
unbregkable dearflex svung outward on its side hinges. He leaned out, looked down.

“Too high to jump, we' d break an ankle”

He pulled a smdl device from under his jacket. Billie watched as he unfolded a pair of handles
that jutted at right angles from the thing, a rounded square of black plagtic the d9ze of a big man's
hand.

Wilks pointed the device at the windowsll and touched a control onit. It popped loudly. A thin
line of white sprayed out from a nozzle on the end and hit the sll. He touched another control and
loops of the line paid out. “One, two, three, four,” he said. “Okay, it's set. Climb onto my back,” he
sad.

Billie obeyed.

With that, he stepped up onto the sl turned to face the hdlway, and began to dimb down the
outsde wdl. The line coming out of the thing in his hands |ooked awful thin to support them. He said,
“Hang on, I’'m going to lean back.”

She dutched him tightly with her arms and legs. Holding them with his arms outstretched, he
began to wak backward down the wall.

“Spider gear,” he said. “Don’'t worry, thislingll support ten men without bresking.”

It took no more than afew seconds for them to reach the ground.

As she did from his back, Billie said, “Where are we going?’

“Doesit matter?’

She shook her head. No. It didn't matter. Anywhere was better than having her brain diced
and scrambled.

The pair of them hurried away.
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Thisis Sdvae, bringing you word of the True Messah. Ligen to me, my fdlow seekers.

“I know that which you lack.

“l know of your incompleteness.

“l have the answer.

“The True Messiah can make you into a Holy Receptacle. For it isin bearing the sons and
daughters of the Messiah that you will find your salvetion. Listen, and know that | speak only the
truth! False prophets and fase gods have brought our world to the brink of ruination! False gods ask
that you worship them from afar, but they remain cold and doof and serile. The True Messiah will
join with you! You can fed the True Messiah, touch the True Messiah, become one with the True
Messah! Do not dlow yoursalves to be mided any longer, my brothers and sstersl Throw off the
chains and shackles of your oppression, get rid of the old and make room in yoursdf for the new!

“The True Messiah is coming, brothers and sisters. Soon the communion will be possible, and
only those who open themselves to the ultimate experience will survive the coming devadtation that
men has brought upon himsdf! Prepare, prepare yoursaves for the Coming! Ligen for the cdl in
your dreams! Ligten and heed!”

“That'sit, doc,” Pindar said. “We're off the air.”

Sdvge shrugged. “Ingal a new dish. My message must continue to go forth.”

It was Pindar’ s turn to shrug. “It’s your money.”

“Money means nothing, fool. My parents left me millions the fathful send me millions more.
Soon it will be worthless, as dl the works of man will become worthless on this fouled planet. The
True Messiah is coming. Soon.”

Yeah, right, Pindar thought. Maybe he should take some of Salvge's about-to-be-worthless
credits and spend a couple of days in Madam Lu's Pleasure House. Long as the Messah was
coming, no reason why Pindar couldn’t come allittle himsdlf.

“Anything you say,” Pindar said. What a shamoo this guy was. Crazy as a stepped-on roach.
But as long as he paid, what the hdll. He could dance naked in peanut butter for dl Pindar cared.
Two more like im and he could retire.

True Messiah. Yeah. Right.
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Green and Red came out of the theater where their limo idled, fanning up grit from the
dreet-level plastecrete road. The driver touched a control and the rear door did up. Green and Red
entered the limo and sank into form-~cushions whose machineries adjusted to fit them perfectly. “To
the tower,” Red ordered the driver.

Thelimo lifted dightly and did away on its cushion of air.

“What did you think?" Green asked.

“Did people redly used to go out to gather and ligen to noise like that?’

Green laughed. “ So the history books say. Rock concerts, they cdled them. Actudly attending
them ingtead of Stting comfortably in their own living rooms and waiching it on the holovee”

“Wha was the point?’

“It was for the totdlity of it—aght, sound, smells, fedings—a shared experience.”

Red shook his head. “A wonder we ever got dvilized. Risking death on the unregulated
roadways to ligen to that jarring shit. Also awonder they dl weren't deef.”

“Hey, times change. We don't wear animd skins and hit each other over the head with clubs
anymore, either.”

“Spesking of clubs... how isthe intercept going?’

“Aswdl as could be expected.”

“That business with whatshisname? Massey? No problems there?”

Green nodded. “No. It's been resolved.”

“What exactly happened? | didn't get the full details”

Green reached over to the limo's bar and punched in a code. After a moment, the dispenser
delivered two bulbs of some frothy blue liquid. Green took one, handed the second to Red. “Ah.
Not bad for a robot bar.”

“You were saying... ?'

“Ah, yes. Wedl, one of the communications people dipped up. Sent an uncoded file to
Massey’s residence. Computer didn’t catch it. Red snafu. That would have been bad enough, but
unfortunately, Massey’ s Son accessed the materid.”

“Stupid,” Red said, spping at his drink.

“Extremdy so. The boy showed it to his mother. Nether of them understood the full
implications, of course, but they got enough of it to possbly compromise the misson. Massey was in
the shower when the message came through. When he got out, his wife started babbling about what
they’d seen.” Green squirted more of the frath into his mouth. “Massey redlly had no choice, not if he
wanted to mantain security.”

The boy amiled at his father. Massey returned the smile. Reached out and took his son's head
gently in his hands. The move was so fast the boy didn’'t have time to be surprised. A hard twigt. The
sngp of bone, the ingtant limpness.

Hiswife's eyes widened in horror, but before she could even begin to digest the impact of what
she had seen, Massey reached her. A sngle, practiced move, fast, no suffering. It had to be done,
but he had grown fond of them, after dl. It was the best he could do. They deserved that much.

“God. That's cold,” Red said.
“Yes. It was SOP, of course, but they had been married for ax years. Even as cover, you'd



think he' d want somebody else to do the wetwork on this one. But he did it himsdf. The company
made sure the investigaive team from the locd police were friendlies and Massey’s story about
coming home to find them dead was accepted. The locd law figures it as a robbery gone bad or a
wilding by somebody clever enough to bypass building security.”

“What about the communications tech, was't there something about that?’

Green finished his bulb, punched up another one. Looked at Red with one eybrow raised.

“No, I'mfine Green said, “Massey took him out. Fed the body into an indudria disposa unit
that makes fertilizer. Guy is probably hdping flowers and vegetables grow in hdf a dozen countries
by now.”

“Pissed Massey off, | imegine”

“Wel, that's the strange thing. Not persondly. Massey killed hm deanly, no torture or
anything, if what | heard is correct. It was just another job to him.”

“Buddha, that is cold. Guy was responsible for the death of my spouse and kid, I'd want him
to twig alittlein the breeze before | finished him.”

“Yeah, but you aren’'t a sociopath. With Massey, the job is what comes firg, last, and dways.
He doesn’'t care what he has to do to get it done.”

Red pretended to shiver. “We got some kind of failsafe on this guy?’

“Of course. You don't think we'd let a man like that run around without a control, do you?
He's got a cap of C9 circsat into his hypothdmus, dong with a beeper. He ever turns on us,
somebody in Security only has to get within a klick of him and send a coded pulse—and blammo!
Massey’s head turnsinto a big bowl full of mushy brain sdlad.”

“Good,” Red said. “Guyslike him are necessary, but I'll deep better knowing we can take him
out if need be.”

“Not to worry,” Green said. “1t's our job to think of these things We ve got it covered.”

Massey left the funerd of his wife and son, looking somber but playing a role. He didn’t fed
anything in particular about the loss. One less woman and child didn't mean anything, and while it
was true he' d gotten used to them, he'd get used to them baing gone, too. That's how it was.

Behind him, his control dogged his heds, blending illfully into the passersby outside the
crematorium. The man was good, but Massey had spotted hm months ago. He hadn't let on, of
course, because it was better to have the devil you knew tailing you than the one you didn’t know.

Massey wanted to grin, but he kept his face neutrd as he caught awak moving down from the
crematorium levd toward the elevated p-mover that would take him home. The company thought it
was red clever, injecting a bioexplosive into his sysem during a routine physica. Massey had more
money than he knew what to do with, and with enough credits, you could get a very good doctor.
The C9 had been easy enough to remove. The pinhead-sized capsule had aso been easy to load into
ahigh-pressure injector gun. When Massey had taken his “vacation” to the Amazon Preserve a few
weeks ago, they’'d followed him, of course. The Preserve was dmogt twenty square kilometers of
“authentic’ rain forest, bounded by high containment fidds that kept the animds in and dvilization
out. Locd wildlife included such pests as insects, some of which liked to bite. Massey’s control had
log his insect repellent, or so he'd thought, and when the mosquitoes began eating a him, one of
them had bitten him particularly hard. He' d dapped his hand over the wound but missed the flying
bug. Because that particular bite wasn't from an insect at dl.

And now, that deadly C9 capsule was lodged in the control’s brain. The day he sent a coded
pulse to kill Massey would be most surprisng. And, Massey thought, particularly fitting. He'd kept
the locator they'd put in, dightly altered. He didn’t give a damn if they knew where he was for now.
When he decided he didn’'t want them to know anymore, the beeper would stop sending its Sgnd as
quickly as he could touch a button on his belt.

The doctor who'd performed the surgery was now part of a batch of sted forming a bridge



sugpension on Mars, if Massey’ s information was correct. No loose ends to tangle things.

Aslong asthey let him do his job, Massey wouldn't have any problems with the company. But
if they somehow logt faith, well, there was no point in being unprepared. Mistakes happened, even
though he didn’'t make them. Always better to be ready than not.

The job this time was a big one, worth a lot of credits. For him the money was just a way to
keep score. So far, Massey was winning big. There wasn't anybody ese close. The company
thought it was clever, but they didn't beong in the same class with him. He was the best. He
intended to keep on being the best for along, long time.

While Wilks was only a sergeant and theoreticdly subject to command by any officer of line
rank, the truth of it was that on this misson, only Stephens was going to be giving him orders. They
wanted him on this ship and so they’d bent over and handed him the soap. Wilks figured he might as
wdl useit.

Thefirg thing he did was program the ship’s computer with a persona override, usng the last
bit of the favor he was owed. He could come and go pretty much as he wanted. Getting Billie on the
ship was easier than getting her out of the medica center. When Wilks accompanied two of the
spare hyperdeep chambers into the loading bay, Billie was indde one of them, the lid opagued.
Nobody even bothered to question him; he waltzed past the trooper leaning againgt the door with
nothing more than a few words.

“Hey, Sarge,” the man said. “You cuttin’ it kinda thin, ain’tcha? It's only five minutes to log-on
deadline”

“Livefadt, die young—" he began.

“—and leave a good-looking corpse,” the trooper finished. He laughed.

Wilks shook his head. A lot of avilians believed that Colonid Marines were dl stedly-eyed,
boot-tough, deadly as a box ful of Acturian wasps and as sharp as a room ful of needles. The
entertainment vids made it out that little, if anything, got past a trained marine. That they could chew
up nals and pee thumbtacks. The truth was that a basic trooper was usudly akid, bardly old enough
to be depilating his peach-fuzz whiskers, and as big a sucker as any teenager. It didn’t take a genius
to pass basic military entrance exams. If you could find your way to the test Ste and spdl your name
for the computer, you were probably bright enough to get in. How long you stayed dive after that
depended on how wdl the training took and how stupid your officers were, but the myth of the
take-charge marines was jud that, a myth.

Wilks walked the chambers past the trooper, floating them eeslly on their humming repulsors.
Nobody expected anybody to smuggle a person onto a military ship leaving Earth. Coming back,
maybe, alat of folks wanted to get home out in the frontier worlds, but few people wanted to go bad
enough to snesk into an outbound ship.

Stephens would shit a square brick when he found out, but by then it would be too late. You
weren't gonnaturn a star hopper around and make a fifty-light-year run back to Earth to drop off a
stowaway. And on thismisson, you weren't going to take any sde trips dong the way, ether. Hdll,
they were going to be gone more than a year in redtime, exactly how long was dassfied, time they
gat back dl kinds of things could have changed.

Wilks shrugged. Stephens was an idiot. A desk rider, no fidd experience a dl, much less in
combat. He must have pulled in some chits to get this assgnment, and he didn’t have the least idea of
how dangerous it was. Jerking the plasma weapons was his firg stupid mistake. He just wanted to
show Wilks who was in command. Wedl. He' d live to regret it. Probably they’d dl live to regret it.

Wilks jockied the chambers into the degp compartment. He touched a button and the lid on
Billie s fanned up.

“Okay, kid, here's what's hgppening. We' re going to go to the mongters planet. You and I,
we know how these things are, but nobody believes us. Probably we won't be corning back.”



Her face went white.
“| can ill off-load you, you want.”

A long moment hung suspended between them. Findly, she shook her head. “I've lived with
them mogt of my life” she said. “Might as wel face them and get it over with, one way or the other.”

He nodded. “That's about how | seeit. All right. I'm going to run the linesinto this unit and put
you to deep. See you on the other end.”

“Yeeh”

He started to close the lid.

“Hey, Wilks?’

“Yeeh?’

“Thanks for coming to get me”

He shrugged. “We got something in common, kid. We both should have died on Rim.”

She nodded. “Yes. | know.”

“Maybe we can kick some bug-ass before we go.”

She nodded again. “I'll keep that thought.”

“l hope you don't dream, kid.”

“You, too.”

He shut the unit and moved it into place. It only took afew seconds to attach the cryo lines and
power supply. He triggered the unit and set the timer.

“Seep wel, kid.”

With that, Wilks turned and walked away.
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DATA SCAN—SINGLE READING ONLY

Authorized Personnel, REQUIRED CLEARANCE TS-1. Biondiond Internd Memorandum

385769.1/ A, rev. I
Operation Outreach

Progress Report:

Government vessdl Benedict lifted as scheduled April 5, 2092 0900, Toowoomba Military
Launch Pad. Standard ship crew, plus Squads 1-4, Fox Platoon, Company Able, 1st. Extee
Divisgon, Second Colonid Marines. Colond H. S. Stephens, Commanding. (See attached, personnd
gopendix, A.)

Bionationd ship K-014 launched in pursuit, echo-lock, 4/5/92, 0900.5, ful robotics &
expendable EXP-series android crew under the command of Executive Assgtant, Security, P.
Massey.

(Jod—You know the generd layout of this but I'll recap some of the particulars you might
have missed while you were on vacation. The dien life form the guv guys want is the big nasty, and
naurdly they’d like to score it for ther own weapons program. Needless to say this would
compromise our own profit structure were it to happen. With the recent Supreme Court decison on
patent-able life forms, vis-avis created versus discovered, we might spend ten years in the fucking
legd system trying to unsnarl this mess. So up-levels decided that we should tall the feds to the
home-world [the location of which is so damned secret we couldn’t pry it out of anybody for
blackmail or money] and get as much info as we could.

And, of course, we don't want the feds to get thar own specimen. This guy Massey has his
orders and he' s the best there is—he will do whatever it takes to stop them.

You probably have heard that Research got its hands on a guy sdlvaged from a cargo express,
one of ours, fortunately, with one of the big nasty embryos wrapped around his face. The ship was
cold, systems dead, but somehow this thing had kept him in stasis, dmogt as if he'd been in a deep
tank. Hell, that done is worth a fortune if we can figure out how the hdl it did it.

Anyway, both the crewman and the bug on his face were dill dive, so they’ ve been brought to
the Houston labs for andyss. We're dill way ahead of the feds on this, and aready geared up for
full-scde tegting. Start figuring out ways to spend your bonus, Joel, we're dl going to get rich off this
one. That's it on the man ded. Therés some other guff in this memo the psycho boys are
concerned about, so I'll let you get to it. See you for lunch Tuesday—Ben.)

FILE EXCERPT—MEDICAL—Case #23325—Maria Gonzdes Pdatient is a 24 ylo
unmarried WD, WN femde Caucasan Higpanic, gravida O, complaining of nightmares. Physcd
examinaion unremarkable, no known dlergies, PH of illness limited to minor URIS, occasiond
generd maaise, broken L. fibula, age 09. Laboratory workups, induding SMA-60, CBC, urindyss,
CAT scan, dl within normd limits Patient has ten-year BC implant, no other medications. DR.
RANIER: Maria, tdl me about the dream. GONZALES: Okay, okay, I’'m ridin’ on the subway in
L.A. with my mothe—RANIER: Your mother died severd years ago? GONZALES. S, cancer,
(pause) We're on the Wilshire tube going into downtown and the tube is empty except for us.
(pause—laugh) That's the redly scary part, you know? | never seen an empty subway car.
RANIER: Go on.

GONZALES: So dl of a sudden there is this loud noise, like something hits the roof of the



subway. Then a scraping sound. RANIER: Scraping? GONZALES: (agitated) Y eah, like something
digging, you know? But it's aso like fingernails on metd, (pause) [Examine’s Note: Patient exhibits
increasing nervousness, marked digphoress, palor.]

Anyway, then the train stops and | rediize that something is trying to get in. Something bad. So
| say to my mother, Mama, come on, we have to get out of here! But Mama, she jugt gts there and
amilesat me, you know? (pause) Then dl of a sudden the roof tears open like it's paper and these
things daw right into the car. Like nothing I’ ve ever seen, they are bestia, como se dice? mongers,
with teeth and big heads like bananas. | reach for Mama to pull her with me, only she turns into one
of the things, her face stretches! It istoo horrible! And it feds so... redl.

Case #232337—Thomas Culp DR. MORGAN: What happened after the holovee came on?

CULP. Wdl, the room looked distorted, twisted, somehow, (pause) Then something like,
came out of the set, but it stretched the usud stopping place of the holograms. Like a fig shoving
through a sheet of flexiplast. And then the thing—some kind of monster—it grabbed me. | couldn’t
move a fucking muscle! It opened its mouth, had teeth as long as my fingers, and indde was like
another mouth, smdler, and it opened, and, oh, Buddha! It got me and | couldn’t fucking move!

Case #232558—T M. Duncan DUNCAN: So | was ganding next to the flight attendant,
hitting on her alittle, and then | noticed she looked familiar, like somebody | knew.

DR. FRANKEL: Familiar? Did you recognize her?

DUNCAN: Yeah, it took a second. She looked like my mother. So | figure, well, | shouldn’t
be trying to come on to my mother, then dl of a sudden, her chest tore open and this thing looked
like a snake or abig ed with a lot of teeth comes out, spewing blood and dl and flew, fucking flew
out of her right & my face! (pause) That'swhen | woke up, and man, | was never so glad in my life
to be awake. | stayed up for two days.

Case #232745—C. Lockwood LOCKWOOD: It was wet, dick with blood, shiny, hard, like
some kind of giant dick with teeth and it wanted to jam itsf into me!

In his office, Qrona waved his computer to hold and turned to his assstant. “Interesting. Al
from within afifty-klick area, you sad?’

“Yessr. And the medicomp has collected a dozen other Smilar reports.”

“What have the patientsin common?’

“High ratings on the Cryer Scale and at least double digits on the Emerson Empethic.”

“Ah. And the descriptions are identica ?’

“Virtudly identicd.”

“Etiology?’

“Unknown. Best guess the medicomp can come up with is some kind of telepathic or empathic
projection. Perhapsit is how the things communicate among themselves and perhaps they are trying
to communicate with us”

“Hmm,” Orona said. He frowned. “Our data so far do not indicate that the diens are
paticularly intdligent, per se. And we' ve kept a pretty tight lid on this thing. And yet here we are
having a wave of spontaneous... connections of some kind. Why now? And why here on Earth?
There aren’'t any diens here.”

The computer readout over the bed carried a full-ride tdlemetry chart. The patient, Likowski,
James T, lay in the pressor grip of a state-of-the-art Hyper-dyne Systems Model 244-2 Diagnoder.
His EEG, ECG, myotonous levd, basa metabalic rate, systems mitoss rates, and full blood counts



flowed in continuous waves, words, and patterns across the monitor. Blood pressure, respiration,
and pulse rate were noted and logged. The diagnoster checked and corrected the temperature so the
patient was not too cold nor too hot. The IV shunt in his left femord vein fed him the perfect liquid
mix of nutrients for optimum hedth. An indwdling Foley catheter and rectal drain carried away
wastes. The company had spared no expense when it came to taking care of this particular patient.
The clean room was under Full Isolation Technique, and dl vistors, medicd or corporate, wore full
osmotic surgicd suits with their own ar supply. The south wdl was mirrored one-way, and
observers could see the patient directly through the triple-paned glass should they choose. Seven
doctors formed the main care team, with Sx medica technicians working in shifts as monitors, plus
eighteen guards and a Full Alert status for the entire wing of the mediplex. Likowski, James T., was
not going anywhere, nor was anybody not cleared coming to see him.

Two men stood in the observation room, watching the patient. One was tdl, fair, dmost bad,
and brilliant. He was Tobias Dryner, M.D., T.A.S,, Ph.D., and the team leader. The other man was
shorter, darker, harier, and not quite so smart, but hardly stupid. He was Louis Reine, dso M.D.,
T.A.S, but without the extra doctorate in biosystems. Stll, he was a company men and a vice
president in the Biomed Divison, which counted for a lot. Dryner was in charge of the patient, but
Renewasin charge of the project.

“How ishe?’ Reine asked.

Dryner waved his hand over a mation-sengtive control. “Ligten for yourself.”

The audio came on: “—somebody tel me what the hdl is going on? What happened? | want to
tak to my wife. Goddammit, why am | here? | fed fine Jugt a little somachache is dl, | don't need
dl this crap!”

Dryner waved his hand again and the sound faded. He moved to a Magnetoencephao axid
holographic viewer away from the glass wal and stroked a control. The screens lit with the MAH
scan, showing aman a quarter-scale. The image blurred, shifted, and the skin and overlying muscles
faded to show the internad organs. The image began to rotate dowly on its axis. Dryner touched
another control. Under the man's ribs, indde the stomach, the dien feus glowed a
computer-enhanced green.

“Give me aful sze on the CE image” Dryner ordered.

The dien grew fourfold.

“Interesting,” Reine said, watching as the image turned. “No wonder he has a somachache.”

“It is drawing smdl amounts of blood from a minor artery, here)” Dryner said, pointing a the
image with one finger. “Otherwise, it's not damaging him. The rate of growth is phenomend. If this
were a human baby, it would come to term in a maiter of days, not months. The physology is
impossible it can’t be getting enough nourishment from him. Must be consuming stores of some kind,
ether that or one devil of amiraculous metabolic system.”

“Looks something like a kidney bean with teeth,” Reine observed. “Ugly bastard.” A pause.
“Does the pilot know it'sin there?’

“As such, no. He feds a certain amount of discomfort. We have done a neurd dimulation to up
his own endorphin and enkephdin levels so heign't feding pain, merdy pressure. We didn’'t want to
risk drugging the parasite with something that might harm its system.”

“Good idea”

“Of course, there are some ethicd questions as to whether we should inform the patient, given
the ultimate prognoss.”

“Your opinion?’

“Wdl, we are dudying a new life form. Behavior of the host organism could be important.
Perhaps certain hormond secretions would be atered if the patient knew. The effect of such changes
on the paradite could be detrimenta or beneficid—it is hard to say. Offhand, the Chemigtry boys
guess that an increase in epinephrine would probably accelerate the thing's growth.”



“Y ou meen that if he knows the thing is going to chew itsway out and kill im when it comes to
term he' d probably be scared shitless and the bug would like that?’

“Itisposshle”

Reine sghed. “This thing could be worth hillions, you know that? And the pilot is living on
borrowed time. He has family?’

“A wife and two children.”

“They'll get the company policy?’

“Of course”

“Thentdl him.”

Red wadded up the hard-copy security fax and tossed it in a hook shot at the disposa unit.
Thethin sheet of pladtic hit the fidd asit fdl toward the mouth of the unit and vaporized with a ydlow
flash and a thin pop!

The door to the office opened and Green entered. The two men amiled a each other. Green
sad, “Read the fax from Houston?’

“Oh, yeah.”

“l put out a few rumors, very hush-hush. Quan Chu Lin's people practicdly came dl over
themsealves to make offers. He' swilling to give us top credit for an exdusiveif this pans out even hdlf
asgood as | panted it.”

Red snickered. “His ass. We can bootstrap this sucker up so high that Quan Chu's money will
look like pocket lint.”

“That'swhat | figured. But it doesn't hurt to bait the waters a little. Get the sharks dl roiled up
and ready to bite each other for a taste of what we can feed “em.”

“Right about that, pal. I'm dready shopping for a house on Maui. Maybe I'll buy mysdf a ship
and do the Bdt next summer, what do you think?’

Green laughed. “Why not? You'll be able to afford it. Me, I'm thinking about getting one of the
new Hyperdyne 129-4s—the love dave modd.”

“A pleasure droid? Nice. If your wifewill let you.”

“What the hdl, maybe I'll get her one, too. That way shell be so busy, she won't even notice
I’m gone”

Both men laughed. If this went the way it should, it would be as good as winning the lottery. At
leedt.
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Sdvge lay on the whore's bed, weatching the naked woman hang panties on the line strung
across the end of the room. The gpartment was a basic-dole unit in ahigh rise and the hot wind from
the open window rose from the floors below, carying with it the stench of too many people
crammed into too amdl a space. Cooked vegetables and sweat and broken toilets added their odors
to the gtink.

The naked whore was pregnant, seven months dong, a least, and carrying a hefty fetus from
her look. Her implant had failed and she'd decided to have the baby. There was a nice market for
hedthy ones, people came down from the north who wanted a newborn without having to beer it
themsdlves. She could get Sx months pay, easy. Besides, she knew there were some men who found
something gppedling about pregnant women. Not what he found gppeding, but something.

Sdvge sared a her, an eagle watching a tasty mouse.

The whore finished hanging her underwear up. She turned toward him. He was aso naked.

“Dios, is that dl you gonna do, is watch me? You don” wan' to, you know, let me do
something for you?” She formed a circle with her hand and moved it as a man would if masturbating.
Then she touched her lipswith a fingertip, her pubic har with the other hand.

“No,” he said. “1 want to watch you. And | want you to tdl me about how it feds to have afife
ingde of you.”

The whore shrugged. “It’s your money.”

“Yes, itis Come here”

She moved toward him on the bed, sat. He put one hand on her bely, under a pendulous
breast. “You know the mirade of carrying life” he said. “It must be wonderful.”

She laughed. “Oh, yeah, it's won'erful, okay. My back hurts, my feet swel dl up, | got to go
pee twelve, fifteen times aday and night. The baby kicks me so hard it dmogt knocks my pants off
sometimes. Won'erful.”

“Tdl memore,” he said. He fdt himsdf dirring. Yes. She carried nothing more than a bastard
whose father was a paying customer—he doubted the whore even knew or cared who had put it
into her—but even so, she was closer to knowing than he was. He envied her, and until the Messiah
arived, this was as close as he could come to finding out how it flt.

She grinned at his erection. “Ah,” she said, misunderdanding. “You want to know what it's
like, okay, | tdl you. | make it good for you. The best.”

Later, as Salvae reached the door to his own gpartment, Pindar the technician dogged through
therain toward him.

“Where have you been, I’ ve been waiting here dmost a fucking hour!”

“I'll pay you for your time, don’'t worry.”

“My time is exactly what | am worried about,” Pindar said. “Like, where | am going to be
soending it if | get caught doing this? Y ou are getting kind of famous, you know. The G-boys have a
monitoring team working to find you. Something is going on, something more than the usud sweep
for somebody doing pirate “casts. What are you into, here, Savge?’

Sdvge opened the door and the two of them moved in out of therain. “They fear me” he said.
“Because of my message.”

“Ratshit,” Pindar said. “There are a hundred like you bresking into the nets every day. They
preach about everything from pure water to group sex being the way to God. The TCC doesn't



work up a sweat trying to run them down, but somehow you rate a full-scde investigation. They
want you bad. | have been questioned.”

“And you told them....?

“Nothing, you think I'm stupid? They can bury aman so deep nobody can find im again. But |
want to know what I’'m into here. Why are you so important?’

“| told you, my message.”

“Ligen—"

“No, you ligen! You are nothing, you are an insect! The Messiah is coming! | am a tool of the
incarnate god and | will not be dowed by such as you. If you need something to fear, then fear me,
technidian. | have eyes and ears everywhere, and if you fal to serve me, there will be no hole deep
enough to hide you from my retribution, do you understand?’

Findar shook his head and started to turn away.

Sdvge grabbed him by the shoulders, soun him around, and shoved him so hard the man fairly
flew backward to dam into the wall.

“Fuck!”

“If you do anything to thwart my broadcasts | will see to it that you die in a way more horrible
than anything you can possibly imeging Do you understand?’

The technician’s eyes went wide with sudden fear. “Yeah, yeah, okay, okay! It's just getting
dangerous, that'sdl | wanted to say. It'll cost—"

“l care not what it costsl The time is dmog upon us. The message mud continue. My
organization is formed, | have hundreds, thousands, who do my bidding without knowing who | am,
but I need the message to go forth!”

Pindar stared at Salvge. Sdvge fdt nothing but contempt for the technician. He was weak,
cowardly, fearing of things that had no meaning. The Messah would have no use for such as this
None at dl.

Onboard the Bionationd ship K-014 somewhere in the nowhen and nowhere of hypershift,
Massey spoke to his crew of androids. They were experimentad models with short lifespans and
were definitdly expendable. The company had made up just this one batch with ther particular
modifications, and if word got out how they’d been dtered, the company would have to do some
fagt anging and dancing to explain it. The androids could have been programmed with the misson
before leaving Earth, but Massey was not one to take chances. By keeping it to himsdf, risk was
minimized. Y ou couldn’t pry an answer from somebody who didn’'t have it, and Massey could snuff
hisown lifeif he were ever captured, leaving only questions.

Massey stood in front of the holographic wadl, imeges of the government transport ship
Benedict floating just behind him. “All right” he said, “here is our target. There are five man
entrances, three emergency hatches, nine sarvice portals, counting the man bay. Our primary
entrance will be the number one &t haich, here” He pointed at the shimmering image. “ Secondary
entrance, in the event of blockage, will be the number two forward hatch here. Tertiary entrance will
be the number one emergency hatch, here”

The androids watched, not speaking.

“Youwill be armed with splatterguns for soft targets only. While these are trained marines, we
will have surprise on our Ssde—they are not expecting us. Plus we have other ammunition in our
arsend.

“The crew and marine survivors will be kept dive until we reach our destination, where we will
likdy have further use for them. Access the tactica computer for your individud assgnments, full
data base assmilation by 0400 tomorrow. That's dl.”

The android crew sat, dill ungpesking. They were, Massey knew, up to the task. There was
some risk of falure, atang of spice, asit were, but Massey did not doubt that he could overcome the



dight chance. He had worked out the plan in the finest details, he had covered everything. He was
the best there was at this kind of thing, and he would succeed. That was the point, redly. Not the
money he was paid, not the fortunes the company would make, not the desths of the androids or the
other crew. Thething was, as dways, the chdlenge.

This was perhaps the trickiest job he had ever taken on, and he intended that it come out as
smooth as machine lube on polished crystd. Massey had but one god, the same as it had dways
been: to win. Anything less would not do. Better to die than to lose.

He grinned. He wasn't ready to die yet. So he wouldn't.

Onboard the transport ship Benedict when the marines came out of hyperdeep, the surprise
took awhile to filter through to Stephens. Wilks wondered if the man would have noticed at dl had
not the head count come out one too many.

The squads picked it up right away—they dl knew each other—so Billie stood out for them.
But Stephens was a char jockey; he had a lig of his troops somewhere and couldn’t yet identify
them by names or faces.

Wilks watched the colone frown at the numbers on hisflat screen.

“Sergeant Wilks,” Stephens said.

“gr.”

“I’ve got a plus-one on My roster.”

Wilks thought about letting it dide, just to see, but he'd find out sooner or later. No point in
putting it off forever. “Yes, gr. | brought an extra person, sr.”

Stephens blinked asif dill groggy from the chamber. “What?”

“Sr. A dvilian expert on the diens”

“Wha? Are you crazy? This is a top-secret military misson, Sergeant! I'll have your butt
court-martided! They'll put you in a pit so deep it'll take the caling light a year to get to you!”

Wilks could fed some of the marines amiling, but he didn’t look to see which ones. He said,
“Yes, ar.”

Stephens looked at the troopers, and Wilks knew he was trying to figure out which one he
didn't know. Trying and faling. He ddled. “I told them you were unrdigble. You could have
screwed up this entire misson, miger! G-ship baances are criticd a light-year jumps An extra
person could have thrown us a parsec off whilein hypershift!”

“| balanced the waight, Sr. | dumped fifty kilos of that raspberry-flavored shit from stores just
prior to lift off.”

Behind Wilks, Budler whispered to Eadey: “Too bad. | liked thet raspberry-flavored shit
mysdf—"

“Shut up,” Eadey whispered back.

“l am going to throw you in the brig and scramble the code,” Stephens said, dill looking for
who didn’'t belong. Since they were dl dill in robes over ther deeptites, there was nothing to give
Billie awvay; a robe adso covered her hospita clothes. As stupid as it was, Wilks was amused that
Stephens couldn’'t make her. Confirmed his opinion of the colond;

Timeto flex a little muscle. “Sir, you could do that. But perhaps GENgtaff might be interested
in knowing why the CO didn’'t discover the ssowaway before lift-off, given that a find ingpection is
part of the CO’s duties. Sir.”

Wilks knew this was Stephens's firg fidd command and that he did not want anything to mar
it, make him look bad. Now was the time for his pitch. “Sir, if | might have a more private word?’

Stephens was pissed, no doubt about it, but he had to be working the angles, trying to see how
this was going to look once he got home. Since Wilks wouldn't bet a bent demicred that he was
going to get home, that didn’t much matter to him, but Stephens wouldn't be thinking like that.



Stephens turned and moved toward the aft wall.

Wilks followed him. Behind them, the squads stood at parade rest, watching and trying to hear.

When they were far enough away, Stephens turned. His fury was unabated. “This better be
goddamned good, Wilks.”

“Sir, if you could show that you were respongble for taking on a dvilian expert, then there
wouldn’'t be any problem. You buried a CMA code in your log, didn’t you?’

Stephens glared a Wilks. If eyes were lasers, Wilks would have been a crisp brown spot
gz2ing on the deck by now. Wilks hadn't been able to check Stephens's CO log, the access
commands for that were beyond his ahilities as a computer break-in artist, but he was farly certain
thet the colond had ingaled a CMA—cover my ass—code <0 that it was dated near the start of the
misson. This was SOP among nervous officers, a Smple piece of insurance that could St there
unused, unless something wonky came up. It was easy enough. Log entries were dl automaicaly
timed and dated; a CMA code was some innocuous piece of input, usudly a phrase that was related
to whatever data were going in, but dilted in such away that it didn’t quite fit. If a Stuation arose that
was unforeseen, the officer could use the code to cover himsdf by entering new data and then
referring back to the phrase, asif it had been put there in anticipation of such happenings. Any
lengthy phrase could be made to say dmost anything a bright computer wanted later, and the officer
could swear he or she had known about it in advance and covered it, but in code, S0 as to keep it
secret from prying eyes.

Suppose your cook was geding supplies and sdling them on the black market. You came up a
couple hundred kilos short when you did inventory. This would make a CO look bad. Buit if there
was a code that said something like “ Suspect that cook is steding supplies, will dlow him to continue
to build case,” then you knew you were on top of it, and what you did was judtified in the interests of
being certain. 1t was an old trick, one that shouldn’t fool anybody who'd been in the service more
than ten minutes, but one bad officers dill used. Wilks was certain Stephens would have done it.

“Why should | hdp you?’

“Because, gr, you'd be hdping yoursdf. I'll put the rumor out that our... discusson here is
part of aclever subterfuge you worked up, for reasons of your own having to do with some kind of
secret military business about which they don't want to know. When we get back to Earth, you're
covered and I'll go quietly wherever you want me to go.”

Stephens consdered it. He didn't like it, Wilks could see that, but he was thinking about his
future and that was the most important thing on his agenda. “All right,” he said. “Trot him out and let
me see him.”

“See her,” Wilks said.

“Where did you get her?’

“l broke her out of amentd hospitd. Sir.”
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Wilks sat next to Billie in the mess hdl as they picked at the recongtituted eggs and hard
biscuits of the microwaved Ship Med Packet. Billie had eaten worse, but not recently.

“You okay, kid?’

She nodded. “Yeah. A few aches and giffness, but otherwise dl right.”

Wilks ate a hite of his too ydlow scrambled eggs. As he did, Billie glanced around the room.
Fra squad sat bunched in twos or threes a tables nearby. There were eght of them, and Billie had
meade a point of matching the names and faces within a few hours of awakening. Five men and three
women. The women were Blake, Jones, and Mbutu. The men were Eadey, Ramirez, Smith, Chin,
and the tdl blond one, Budler. There were three other squads of Colonid Marines, thirty-two
troopersin dl, plus a skeleton ship's crew of nine. Counting hersdf, Wilks and the officer in charge,
Stephens, that meant atotd of forty-four people going to chalenge an entire planet of the diens.

There had been five times that many people on Rim, and only a sngle nest of the things there.
And she and Wilks had been the only survivors. Not very encouraging.

She couldn’'t say how long she'd sat there blanked out, remembering, but Wilks pulled her
back to the present. “I’'m gaing to go shower,” he said. “Y ou going to be okay here?’

“Yes I'mfine”

After Wilks left, Billie sat and stared at her cold food. The mess hdl was not a large room. The
other conversations were audible from time to time.

“Man, Stephens had a bug up his nose, hey?’ Eadey sad.

“He s a groundpounder, what do you expect?’ Chin said.

“Me, | think our sergeant is more than alittle bit off the beam,” Ramirez put in. “A few minutes
short of an hour, if you know what | mean.”

Blake pulled out a deck of cards. “Anybody for alittle poker? Chin? Eadey? Budler?’

“Not me” Eadey sad. “I got wak-through duty. Keep a seat warm for me, though. Back inan
hour.” He stood and moved toward the door. There was a headset with throat pickup mike set into
arecess there, and Eadey took the com unit and dipped it on, nestling the earpiece into his left ear.
“Waich Budler, he dedls from the bottom.”

“Your ass, needledick,” Budler said.

“Big enough so your mother lovesit,” Eadey said. He laughed and Ieft.

Billie stared at her food. These guys did not know what they were up againg, no matter what
Wilks had told them. It was one thing to hear somebody tdl it, another to face the things, to fed
them.

Not something Billie wanted to do again, even though she knew she had to do it. Amazing how
the memories came back. She fdt asif she were akid again. A scared kid.

Eadey drolled down the corridor, the faux gravity making it fed dmog like a wak through a
building on Earth, maybe a bit lighter. He passed the firgt check gtation, flashed hislume into a couple
of recesses the overheads didn’t show, then spoke into the com, directly to the computer’s recorder.
“Thisis Eadey, T. J., on wak-through duty, 1230 hours” He rattled off his serid number, the ship
coordinates, and his findings “Ingpection so far reveds patent hull, no stress cracks, no animd or
insect manifetations.”

Y esh, and no runs, no hits, no errors.

This sucked, having to wak inspection. What did they make robots for? The things could see



better, move fagter, and they didn't care if they were missing a good poker game while they did it,
gther. This was make-work, Stephens was a by-the-tape commander, and next thing you knew
he' d have them shining their boots and practicing close-order drill. Stupid.

Eadey moved dong, shining his light into dark spots dong the corridor, finding what he
expected to find: nothing.

As he reached the aft quarter of his intended loop, he heard something. A fant, voicdike
sound. He stopped. Sounded like it was coming from the number four cargo hold.

Eadey hestated. All wak-through was supposed to do was check the hull sandwich, not go
poking into closed compartments. Whatever it was, it wasn't his business,

The sound came again. Almogt like somebody taking very quietly.

Could be some kind of transfer echo, Eadey thought. That happened sometimes. An
ar-conditioning vent picked up a voice on one part of the ship and transferred it somewhere ese.
The dense plagtics and metds used on a no-frills militay vessd did some drange things with
vibrations. Eadey remembered once being able to hear guys Snging in the shower hdfway around a
T-2 troop ship.

Y eah, that’s probably what it was. Besides, he was only supposed to do the hull, that was the
drill, nothing else. He started to walk on.

There it was again.

Wedl, what the hdl, he was curious. Might as wel check it out, it wasn't like he had an
gopointment anywhere or anything.

He moved to the diding door to the cargo area, thumbed the open pad.

“—Benedict to K-014, tdemetry data uploading—"

Somebody was taking, no doubt about that, Eadey heard. He moved through the cargo area,
rounded one of the stack-boxes. Wel, would you look at this. It wasn't an echo transfer, there the
guy was, right in front of him. He had his back turned, Eadey couldn’t ID him.

“Hey,” Eadey began, “wha are you—7’

That was as far as he got. The figure soun and then Eadey fdt a tremendous pain lance his
throat, asif somebody had stabbed him there.

“Uhhh!” Eadey sucked air, fdt it impeded, reached for his neck. Fet his hands touch
something wet and hot extending from his throat. As big around as his thumb, al the way through!

He tried to yel, found his voice wouldn't work. All he could manage was a wordless groan.
The sound turned to a gurgle as warm liquid ran down his damaged windpipe. “Mmmm! Aaughh!”

He recognized the man who had done it, but he couldn’t say the name.

Something dammed into his solar plexus, and whet air Eadey had was solen. He... couldn't...
bresthe!

He bent forward, pulling at the spike through his neck. It started to move, despite the dippery
flud coding it.

Then something smashed his head and it dl went gray.

On the Benedict’s bridge the tech monitoring ship’'s systems cursed. The pilot, busy feeding
corrected sdlar coordinates into his console, glanced over. “Wha?’

“l show the &t number two interior lock open.”

The pilot glanced at his own board. “Yeah, | seeit”

The tech said, “Is there a drill scheduled? Nobody told me”

“That's a negative. Nothing on the board. Cdl the lock and find out what the hell isgoing on.”

“Copy.” Thetech spoke into his throat mike. “This is Systems Control. Who opened the inner
door there?

The tech waited. Nobody responded.



“l say again, thisis Systems Control. Respond, whoever isin lock A-2.”

Nothing.

“Where is the camera?’ the pilot asked.

The tech’s hands danced over the controls. “I'm not getting a sgnd from the monitor in the
lock.”

“Dammit! Cdl the jarhead commander and find out what’s going on!”

“Colond Stephens, thisis Systems Control, do you read?’

The pilot looked at his own board. “Buddha. Where the hdl is he?’

“Maybe he s taking a shower, got hisunit off,” the tech said. “Hello?

“What?’

“The hatch is cyding closed.”

“Wl, that' s something. Stupid marines ought not to be playing with the hardware—"

“Uh-oh.”

The pilot looked at his board, saw the source of the tech’s new worry. The outer hatch cyding
open.

“l don’t know what’s going on, but I'm going to stop it right now,” the pilot said. “We ve got a
corrective burn coming up and | sure as hdl don’'t need a hole in the barn wall when it happens. I'm
going to override and close that sucker.”

“Affirmaive that,” the tech said.

The pilot worked a contral.

“Uh-oh,” the tech said.

Both ther screens showed that the hatch cover was ill open.

“Somebody isgoing to bein red deep shit,” the pilot said.

“Got an EVA,” the tech said. “Hull pickup is gill working.” The tech switched on the exterior
lamps. “Look.”

Theimage of a spacesuited figure tumbled dowly in ther fidd of view, brightly lit by the outside
floods.

“Who the hdl is that? What is he doing out there?”’

Eadey awoke.

What?

His throat!

He reached for it, found the ribbing of the suit with the gauntlet. He was in vac, zero gee, ina
auit. Huid from hiswound floated up and clouded the suit’s visor. Franticdly, Eadey tried to speak.
Tocdl for help.

“Unghl Gaugghh!”

He couldn’t make words.

He twisted his head, trying to see where he was.

There, there was the ship, but it was moving away!

He reached for histool belt, looking for a squirt can, to push himsdf back to safety.

Thetool bet was empty.

Panic gripped him in cold fingers. He coughed, choking from the wound in his throat. He was
going to die!

No, no, wait, wait! They’'d spot him. You couldn’'t go EVA without the proximity detectors
seding you. Thelights were on, they knew he was here. They’d send somebody out for him, it would
only be a couple of minutes at the most. He'd be okay. They could patch him up—

Something drifted in front of hisface. At firg his obscured vison wouldn't let im see just what



it was. He pulled his head back as far as it would go, blinked severd times. A amdl cylinder, about
the 9ze of arall of quarter-credit coins, floated up agang the plate. He dowly turned and the ship’'s
lights angled across his faceplate, giving him a better view. The cylinder had a digitdl counter on it—

The coldness stabbed Eadey dl the way to his bones.

The cylinder was an AP grenade. And the flashing numbers on it were going down.

Five... Four... Three...

“Nnnooo!” Fndly, he managed a word.

It didn’t help. He was going to—

The hull pickups polarized as the blast of fight washed over them and the spacesuited figure
shattered soundlesdy into fragments. Body fluids crysdlized amogt ingantly in the cold vacuum,
Soraying into frozen, colorless, gauzy clouds againg pinpoints of distant starsin the blackness. Pieces
of suit and flesh tumbled away, some hit the ship’s amor harmlessy. On the bridge, the tech sad,
“Oh, man.” The pilot merdy nodded. What away to die. He wondered if the guy knew what hit him.
He hoped not.
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In Houston, Likowski, James T., had been given the news.

There was a thing growing indde of him. Sooner or later, it was going to pop out of him like a
birthday surprise, edating its way free, and when it was born, he would die. So long, dJm. Nice
knowing youl.

Smple

He had been numb with the shock, and when that had worn off, the fear had damed him. He
was gaing to die.

Dr. Dryner and Dr. Reine were sorry, but there was nothing they could do.

“Can't you kill it? Cut it out?’

“Not without killing you,” Dryner said. “It's a very tenacious life form.” He was cam, asif he
were discussang the weather. Easy for him. He didn’t have a mongter growing in his belly.

“Oh, God.”

The two doctors stood next to where Jm sat on the bed, both of them safdy wrapped in
cleansuits. An armed guard stood just behind them, aso suited. He had a handgun holstered on his
right hip.

“So I'm like an incubation chamber for thisthing.” It was not a question.

“Yes. Ligen, if it is any consolation, your wife will get the full insurance. Shell be taken care
of.”

“Oh, right, that makes me fed a whole lot better.” The sarcasm made the words bitter. Now
that he knew whét it was, he was sure he could fed the thing moving ingde him.

Getting ready to rip hisguts out.

No!

“Hey!” he said, putting his hands over his belly. He suddenly stood up next to the bed, made
himsdf sway alittle

The doctors showed concern.

“Likowski? Are you dl right? James?’

“Tdemelry, what's going on?’

They weren't worried about him, he redlized, but about their pet creature inade him. Damn
them.

“l—something’s happening!” He began to jerk, asif loang muscular control. Y eah, something
was happening, dl right, but not what they thought. He snatched his arm away from Reine, dgpping
the man’s face in the process. He danced in alittle hdf circle, shivering.

Rene backed away. “Dammit!”

Come on, come on, get the guard over herel

“Giveus ahand!” Reine ordered.

Good.

The guard, a burly man, wore his Sdearm in a snatchproof rig, an old-style Ddrin thumb-break
strap keeping it safe in the holster. Jm knew about them, he'd done a tour in the Street Guard,
they’ d used the same kind of gear. If it had been amilitary hand ID unit, he wouldn't have a chance,
but it was't, the guard was wearing gloves and the more sophisticated rig needed a bare hand for a
print to regigter.

The guard grabbed him by the shoulders and Jm let himsdf be pushed toward the bed, where
they could trigger the pressor fidd to hold him in place. “I'm—it's okay, it's gone now.” He



pretended to relax. “ Thanks for the help,” he said to the guard. He amiled.

When the guard smiled back from behind his clear faceplate, Jm reached down, rotated the
thumb-break safety, popped the crow-tab, and pulled the gun from the holster. The wegpon was a
4:4mm softdugger with a hundred-round magezine. The safety was in the trigger, it only had to be
pulled. Jm twirled the pigtal in his hand, pointed it at the guard, and fired.

Fve rounds of hypervelocity softdugs tore into the man. The bullets were designed to
mushroom on impact, to expend dl of their energy on a human target without passng through the
body. The entrance holes were smal—the bullets would punch through class 111 body armor—but
the missles then expanded and dug craters the Sze of a baby’s fis through vita organs.

The guard fel. He wasn't going to be getting up on his own.

Dryner and Heine turned to run, but Jm gave them two rounds each between the shoulder
blades and they tumbled.

A gSren hooted, over and over.

Jm turned to the mirrored wall and let go a dozen shots. The plastic chipped and shattered and
he threw himsdIf &t it, faling through into a room with techs and more guards digging for wespons.

Jm came up, soraying the room. Men screamed and fell.

He paused long enough to dig out a spare magazine from the belt of a falen guard, jamming it
into the waistband of his hospitd shorts. He ran.

Guards spilled into the hdl. Jm shot them.

He found a keycard on a dead one next to the exit, waved the card a the scanner, and
flattened himsdf againg the wdl as the door did open.

Two guards came through, guns out. Jm emptied the lagt twenty shots in his softdugger into
them. They fdl like their legs had disappeared.

He gected the empty magazine, snapped in the fresh one. Han.

He made it to a building exit. Shot three unarmed people who tried to stop him. They didn’t
matter.

Outgde it was hot, damp, the ar had an ally stink, but that didn’t matter, either. He was free.

He ran into the street. Behind him somebody yeled. He spun, fired a couple of shots, missed.

The softdugs spattered on the synstone walls like drops of dark paint dropped from a greet
height.

A hovercar fanned to a dragstop, dmogt hitting him.

Jmran to the car, pointed the weapon at the woman driving. “Out!” he screamed.

The woman obeyed, terror in her eyes. He waved her away. She was a dvilian, no reason to
shoot her. He leapt into the car. Pulled the dragstop up, shoved the leaners on full. The car blew dust
up, fanned away.

A round of hardbal spanged againgt the car’s body. A second tore through the canopy, but
missed him by half a meter. Air whistled through the exit hole.

The car picked up speed. He had time to notice that the seats were vat-grown leather, a rich
brown color, with the right amell. The control pand was red wood, burled and polished smooth.

They wouldn't catch him now.

At the complex’s gate, a guard stepped out in front of the onrushing car, waving franticaly for it
to stop. She didn’t have her gun out.

Jm ran the woman down. The car's front collison plate dented from the impact, the car
dowed alittle, but kept going. The gate was open.

The expressway entrance was ahead. It led through the city, to the suburbs. Where he and
Mary had lived, before this happened. Where Mary was.

A police farmer rumbled into view behind him as he merged with the expressway treffic. The
fanner flashed itslights Vehides moved aside to dlow it room.



Jm put his car into full-speed mode. The whidling from the hole in the canopy went up in pitch,
grew louder. The car was a hot machine, expensive, built for speed as wel as looks, and quickly
passed the speed limit.

The fanner was built to chase such cars, however. It gained on him.

The fanner would be armored. The softdugs wouldn’t stop it.

They cranked up their haller: “ Stop your vehide immediatdy! Houston Traffic Policel”

Jmlaughed. What were they going to do? Give him a ticket? Take away hislicense?

The fanner pulled up leved with him on his right. They were done on the expressway now, the
other traffic having dropped back or moved off to surface streets.

Jmlooked at the two cops. In a second they would pull ahead of him and try to block him.

He had nothing to lose.

He shoved the control gtick to the right. The car turned, dammed into the fanner. The traffic
unit was larger, but he had inertiaon his sde. They veered toward the guardrail.

The fanner’s driver tried to compensate, but too late. His engine screamed with power as he
unleashed it, but the fanner dug into the rail, hit a support post, spun.

The impact dammed the fanner back into Jm’'s stolen car. Now both vehides spun. Jm
shoved his control forward, opened the drive fans to full again.

Sewed. Almog logt it and flipped, but powered out of the spin. Wobbled, then the gyros
caught and held the car steadly.

Not so lucky the cops. The fanner caught a rear blade on the rail, shattered the tough black
plagtic fan. Shards of jet sprayed. Theloss of lift dropped the rear of the fanner. The friction flipped
the vehicle like a man spins a coin on a table. The fanner smacked into the ral again, bounced,
tumbled, and went over the side. It fdl twenty meters and went through the roof of a fast-food shop.

Jm kept going.

He reached the resplex where Mary was. Killed the fans. Got out, went to the building. Shot
the guard who rose to stop him at the eevators.

The door to ther unit opened. Mary’s eyes went wide.

“Jm! |—they said—you were dead!”

“Not yet.”

She reached out and they embraced. Hugged.

Down the hdl, somebody yelled. “There heid”

Of course. They would know where he lived.

“Good-bye, Mary. | just wanted to say that.”

He twisted away from her, sprayed the hdl. The dugs flattened on the wals as he waved the
gun back and forth, ricocheted away, screaming dmost like some tortured anima might.

“Aahh!l” somebody said as they caught one.

“l have to go now, Mary. | love you.”

It dl fdt unred to him. Mary stood there, hands pressed to her face, as he turned and sprinted
avay.

He headed for the roof. Somebody would have aflier there he could stedl.

Feet pounded behind him as he reached the roof. He found a flier with a card in the drive
control. Smashed the door open. Got in. Lifted.

Bullets chewed at theflier, but he was off.

Where would he go? It didn’t matter. He pointed the nose at the sun, shoved the power lever
ful on. Hew away. They d never caich him. He was free. Free. Free.

But there was something large and ugly suddenly Stting in the seat next to him, something dark
and mongtrous. And his somach started to hurt—



Likowski, James T. Lying on the pressor bed. His somach hurt. Tears flowed from the outer
corners of his eyes, ran down his face, pooled in his ears. The two doctors stood over him in ther
cleansuits, peering through protective faceplates, eyebrows raised. There was a guard behind them,
but he wore no weapon. There was no need, and they would never have let anyone with a gun in
here. Never.

All in hismind, Jm knew. A fantasy of escape that could not be.

The pain in his ssomach increased, a sharp burning, asif a hot knife were being driven into him.

“Aahh!”

An amplified voice said, “Vitd dgns in flux, doctors! Heart rate up, blood pressure risng,
myotonus pushing the limit.”

Jm glanced a his own body. His bare flesh bulged suddenly, just under his gernum. The pain
was incredible.

It was time!

Dryner reached out and touched the bulge on the patient’s solar plexus. The skin immediaidy
flattened. “Amazing,” he said.

Rene sad, “Get in here with the catch net!”

The man on the table screamed, a primd noise that set Reine's teeth on edge. Lord, what a
sound! “Hurry up with that damned net!” Reine turned back toward the man on the table.

“Won't the pressor fidd hold it?” Dryner asked.

“| doubt it. Insufficent mass. Where the hdl is the net?”

The amplified voice said, “Nobody is suited up out here, it'll take a minute—"

“This shouldn’t be happening yet,” Dryner said. “Our term estimates—"

“—were obvioudy wrong,” Rene finished. “If somebody doesn't come through the lock in
thirty seconds with that catch net | will fire the entire fucking Saff!” he yelled. “None of you will ever
work in thisfidd again!”

To Dryner, Reine said, “This specimen is invduable. Nothing can be dlowed to happen to it,
nothing!”

He leaned over the sruggling man.

The patient screamed again. His flesh erupted, burst outward, and the dien’s blind, toothed
head came forth.

“Good God!” Dryner said, leaning away from it.

Reine, fascinated, leaned closer. “Why, look at it! Fascinating—"

“Here s the net!” somebody said.

Rene turned to look.

“Fuck!” Dryner said. “Look out!”

Heine twisted back toward the patient. Too dowly.

Thething shot out of the dying man. Impossibly fad, like a thick, armored, blood-dick arrow.
It hit Hein€'s deanauit, bit the osmotic materia, and chewed through the heavy substance as if it
were tissue paper.

Reine, horrified, stared a the thing.

“Bring the net!” Dryner ydled. “Hurry!”

Now Reine sought to bat at the thing, but its head was dready indde the protective suit. He felt
it reach his skin.

“Ahhl It's biting mel Get it off!”

Dryner reached for the thing's tail, but his gloved hands dipped on the gore that coated it. It
moved away from his touch, pulling more of itsdf into Reine' s Quiit.

“Help! Hdp me! Aahh! Oww!”



The tech with the catch net grabbed Reine, but the doctor twisted away from himin panic. In
hisfear, he tried to run from what was atacking him.

Theinner hatch had not cycled closed. Reine ran for it.

“Louis, no! You'll breach isolation!”

Reine was beyond hearing, beyond caring. The only thing that mattered was that this thing was
edting into him, burning like molten metal!

“Stop him!” Dryner yelled.

The tech reached for Reine, missed. Got in Dryner’sway. They tangled, fdl.

Dryner scrambled up, in time to see Reine clear the inner lock, lunge for the outer lock’s
control.

“Freeze the door controls!” Dryner yelled.

Too late. Reine pounded on the emergency override. The outer door did wide. He staggered
out into the hall.

|solation was blown.

Dryner ran after his boss, ydling for him to stop.

“Kill it, kill it!"” Reine screamed.

The security guards pulled their guns.

“No!” Dryner yeled. “Don't shoot it!”

The guard looked confused.

“Shoot imin the head!” Dryner commanded.

Now the guards redly looked puzzled.

“Doit!”

The guards didn’'t move. Reine started to run. He might damage the specimen!

Dryner moved. He grabbed a gun from the nearest guard, who didn't try to stop him. Raised
the wegpon. Dryner had been a champion pigol shot while in college. Could have gone to the
Olympics if he'd worked &t it harder. He hadn’t fired a gun in years, but the old reflexes were dill
there. Raine was only ten meters away. Dryner put the red dot square on the middle of the flesing
man's cleansuit hdmet, took a deep breath, let part of it out, held it, and squeezed the trigger
caefully, so as not to pull hisam off. At twelve meters now, it was an easy shot.

Reine s head shattered. He fdl.

Dryner lowered the wegpon. “Sorry, Louis” he said. “But you were the one who said how
vauable the dien was. We can't chance hurting it.”

The guards and techs stared a him.

“Now,” he said, “bring the catch net.”

He gill had the gun. They dl moved very fast.

Andinthe end, they didn't even need the net. Apparently the thing liked where it was. Good.
That made it even easier.



16

Pindar the holotech lay on a table with a pressor fidd holding him down. He could turn his
head, but that was about it. Since he was a tech, he knew how a pressor fidd worked, knew aso it
was impossible for an unaugmented man to break free of one. Even an expendable android built for
short-term bursts of grength would have trouble with a functiond pressor fiedd, maybe it could
escape, maybe not. That was an academic question, in any event. He wasn't going anywhere.

Two men in pearl-gray uniforms stood near the table, looking down a Pindar. The uniforms
identified them as TIA, members of the Terran Intdligence Agency, and that was bad. Very bad.
T-bags didn't gir themsdlves for menid crimes, only those that might threaten the security of the
planet itsdlf.

RFindar was in trouble, aprieto mucho, and he knew exactly why. Sdvge. After the last time
with the man, Pindar had done some invedtigating on his own. He had sumbled across something he
shouldn’t know, something so terrifying he wanted to block it from his memory. And now, TIA had
sumbled across him. He had known it was coming and he knew there was no way ot.

One of the agents, a kindly looking man who could be somebody’s grandfather, smiled at
Pindar. He said, “ Son, we have some questions we need answers to, if you don’t mind.”

The other agent, a lean, hatchet-faced young man with chocolate-colored skin, said, “You
understand that we have full authority to question you in any manner in which we choose?”’

Pindar licked dry lips “ S. Yes, | understand.” Here it was. The beginning of the end. Adios,
Findar. Any way you look at it, you lose.

“Good,” Grandfather said. He put asmdl plastic case upon the table next to the platform upon
which Pindar lay. Opened the case. Removed from it a pressure syringe and a smdl vid of reddish
fluid. Loaded the vid into the injector.

“|—I—there isno need for that,” Pindar said. He hurried to get the words out. “I will answer
your questiond! | will tel you everything!”

Hatchet-face grinned, showing teeth that were too perfect to be naturd. Vat-grown implants,
had to be. “Oh, we know that, Senor Pindar. But this will save us dl a lot of worry about how
truthful your answerswill be.”

Grandfather leaned over Pindar, pressed the injector againd the big artery in the tech’s neck.”
Touched the firing stud. There was a smdl pop! and Pindar fdt an icy rush begin in his throat,
swelling tofill his head with coldness. Diod

Hatchet-face looked at his chronometer. “Three. Four. Five. That'sit.”

Pindar fdt the cold in his head change into a pleasant, muzzy warmth. It was okay. In fact, it
was better than okay. He couldn't recdl when he had fdt so wonderful. His earlier worries
evaporated like dew in the hot sunshine. Why, if he wanted to, he could get up off this table and legp
into the air and fly like a bird! He didn’t want to do that, though, he just wanted to lie here and vist
with these nice men, Grandfather and Hatchet-face. After dl, it was easy to see tha they were his
friends, and they cared deeply for him, and that anything he could do for them he should do,
immediatdy.

“Fed good?’ Grandfather asked.

“Yegh!”

“That's great. Mind if we ask you afew questions?’

“Why no, Grandfather, not at dl!”



Grona leaned back inhis chair. The TIA agent across from him wasn't wearing the pearl-gray
uniform as regulations said he must while on duty, but there was no doubt about his identity. “Shdl |
runit?’ he asked. Orona nodded. “1 hope you' re wrong about this”

“They don't pay us to be wrong, Doctor. Sorry.” The agent touched a control on the
holographic projector on Orona’'s desk. The ar shimmered and the picture flowered. A close view
of aman on a pressor table, amiling asiif drugged.

“Tdl usagain,” avoice off camera said. “Just like before.”

“Sure,” the man on the table said.

“After the last time, when Salvgje threatened me, | decided | had to find out more about what
he was into.

“So | did some checking and discovered that he had hired other technicians to hdp him. |
knew one of them dightly, Gerard, a contract worker for the Bionationd Lab in Lima | took the
shuttle to Lima, made it a point to ‘accidentaly’ bump into him. Bought him a few drinks. | learned
that Salvge had worked for Bionationd before he started his crusade. Some kind of low-leve
adminigrator. He didn't need the money, he came from a rich family, but obvioudy he needed
something from Bionat. Up and quit one day, but kept in touch with some of the techs. Gerard didn’t
know why Savge quit, and he only did some hardwiring for him, set up a amdl computer system.
Sdvae pad wel, that was dl that was important.

“Gerard didn't know anything ese about it, but that was enough. | knew that Sdvge had his
own system.

“So | went to his place when he was vidting the pregnant whore and broke in.”

The man on the table laughed. “His security was not so good as he thought. | got insgde. Ran a
download program and copied dl hisfiles Took them home he would never know | had been there.

“| found out where his messah came from when | ran an AV he had buried in a matheméticd
program.”

The agent waved his hand and the imeage froze, floating slently in the air. “You'll want to see
thiswhile Pindar taks,” he said. “We found it in his computer.”

The agent touched some controls. The man on the table vanished and was replaced by a
somewhat grainy picture of Bionationd’s logo. The logo was overstamped by a naming red sgn that
said: Authorized Personnd, REQUIRED CLEARANCE TS-1, Bionationd Internd AV 42255-1,
composite.

Pindar’ s voice continued.

“It was a bad induction copy of a Bionationd top-secret AV, for internd view only. Sdvge
mug have stolen it or had somebody sted it for him. Whoever had done it screwed it up, they lost
part of the visud and dl of the audio track, so there's no sound.”

The image blurred, then resolved into a view of a clean room. A man lay on a table, bucking
agang afidd. A spot on hissolar plexus tore open and what appeared to be an ed’s head the sze
of aman's fig emerged, flashing bloody needle-sharp teeth. Three men in cleansuits stood over the
thing. The ed like cresture shot out of the man on the table like a dart and latched on to one of the
cleansuited men. It ripped a holein his quit.

“The firg part of the recording showed the birth of one of the things Showed it attacking
another man.”

The camerd s view switched to another pickup, zoomed inon the ed as it disappeared into the
cleansuit. The pickup pulled back to show the terrified face of the man in the suit. He was screaming,
but there was no sound. Theimage blurred, lost a couple of seconds, then re-formed.

Orona stared, fascinated.

The suited man ran. The cameralost him.

Two men fdl as they tried to follow the fleang one.



The image changed again. Armed guards stood in a corridor. A door opened and the
cleansuited figure ran into view, dgpping a a holein his uit front. He lost control, shambled away.

Theimage jiggered. Another camera. The running man.

“They couldn’t let it get away,” the voice said.

The running man’s head exploded, the clean-suit’'s hdmet ballooned out, split, sprayed gore.

Theimage held, an angle on the body on the floor.

“Now,” the agent said. “We switch to...”

A huge room. Armored wadls. Looked like a contanment vessd for controlled fusion
experiments. Suspended from cables was a naked man’s body. No doubt that he was dead; most of
his head was gone.

A telemetry crawl ran across the image, but the figures and words were not those of a human.

“l didn't see it a fird,” came the voice. “But | figured it out fast enough when | saw the
recording. They left the thing ingde the guy they’d shot. He was a doctor, by the way, | saw that on
the screen. Had been head of adivison of Bionaiond before he became baby food.

“They put it in a place where it couldn’t get out and they watched it.”

The picture of the dead man froze.

“Thisis edited,” the agent said. “ Apparently this Sdvage couldn’t get the other recordings, so
this only hits the high points. Though he seems to have a hdl of an organization, coded names and
payouts, we're dill working on those.” He touched his control pad.

Theimege faded into another.

“Here swhat it looks like about hdfway grown,” the agent said.

Orona stared. The thing appeared pretty much like the reconstruction on his own informationd
AV. But wait—half grown?

“Hereis Sdvage s messah,” Pindar said. “It ign't a computer imege as | thought, it isred.”

Theimege faded again, went blank.

“Apparently neither Salvge nor the technician were able to get past this point in the recording,”
the agent said. “But there is more. Our people have state-of-the-art recovery gear. We were able to
pul another set of visudsfromit.”

The blank image faded in again.

This time the monster was larger, shaped dightly differently, with a massve cranid plate that
branched antler-like. It had an extra set of smdler ams coming from its chest area. The creature was
huge, there was a scale built into the edge of the holo. The walls of the room were now covered with
convoluted loops of shining black materid, and the floor was dotted with garbage-can-sized eggs.

“My God,” Oronasaid. “It's a queen!”

“One that doesn’'t need to be fertilized, apparently,” the agent said.

Orona shook his head. “This could confirm my theory that a queen can develop from a drone
as needed to continue the species. Some kind of hormona change, perhaps.”

The monster showed teeth, looking directly a the observation camera. The image faded and
went blank again.

Orona waited.

“That'sdl there is of the stolen recording, I'm afraid,” the agent said.

“Sweet baby Buddha s left nut,” Orona said. “We ve got to get it and those eggs. I'll make
some cdls, well saze the Lima laboratory in the interests of Terran Security.”

The agent shook his head. “Too late for that.”

Orona blinked. “What? What do you mean?’

“Watch.”

The agent’s hands did their magic with the control pad. The ar it with new pictures.



“These are from Bionationa security monitors at the Lima complex. Note the date.”

Orona looked at the red numbers in the corner of the image. Yesterday. Last night, from the
hour.

“Apparently Salvae had Pindar under aloose surveillance. Or perhaps an informant in the loca
police. Whatever. He mugt have found out we were dosing in on him. Before Pindar’s questioning
had been completed, thisis what happened at Bionaiond’ s Peruvian labs”

The scene was of a fenced perimeter. A guard kiosk. Two men sat indde.

“Hey, look &t that!” one of them said.

Both guards jumped up. The road camera caught the gpproaching vehicde An old-style
windjammer thirty-ton cargo truck gpproaching the gate. At speed.

“Stop, you assholel” one of the guards ydled.

The truck dammed into the gate. The gate was durasted mesh and solid wrigt-thick bars and
had not been designed to withgtand the impact of a multiton cargo truck moving a fifty kph. The
metd bent, bolts tore loose, wire stretched. .. but even so, it held. The truck dewed to a hdt againgt
it.

From the ruined cab of the vehicle, a Sngle battered woman crawled out, managed to stand.
She wore a robe. The security computer locked a wide-angle camera onto her. Her face was
bloody. Her hands were empty but she had something strapped to her chest, a blocky circular
device about the diameter of a dinner plate.

One of the guards hit the panic button and the darm Klaxon started hooting. The other guard
pulled his Sdearm and ordered the woman to halt.

She kept coming. As the guard raised his wegpon to fire, the woman exploded. The image
washed white.

“Buddha” Orona said.

“We IDed the bomb as a five-ton building demoalition charge” the agent said. “It took out the
kiosk, the truck, and twenty-9x meters offence.”

A patrol robot provided the next segment of recording.

The POV shot as the robot approached the destroyed entrance to the compound was a little
shaky, despite the minicam gyrosin the bot, because of the rubble it was traveraing, the agent said.

Orona watched, fascinated.

The bot broadcast its security warning as a stolen passenger bus stuffed full of people roared
past it. Since a security aert had been called the bot’ s guns were armed and it was authorized to fire
upon intruders. It sprayed the bus with twin 20mm machine guns, its cameras picked up the holes as
the rounds pierced the heavy plastic 9des of the bus. People were dying indde, that was apparent,
and the bot continued firing, aming for the operator. A warning light began flashing on the bot's
proximity detectors, and the bot reacted to the new target, shifting on its axis, just in time to be
smashed by a speeding aircar. The driver, who died in the subsequent explosion as he and the car
and the bot were engulfed in aydlow flash, died amiling.

“Thisnext piece we got from a spysat we had footprinting the area,” the agent said.

The view was from overhead, and had that too dick look that an augmentation computer
added to a pixilated image. Three buses approached the large building centered in the frame.
Security robots fired on the vehicles, and return fire came from the buses at the defensive bots.

Thefirg bus reached the complex’s entrance. Ten or twelve robed figures scrambled out and
ran for the door. From the angle, Orona couldn't tel if they were men or women, but it didn’t matter,
because they were cut down by gunfire from within the building.

Another dozen figures boiled forth from the bus.

Y e more from the next bus that arrived, and a fourth wave from the find bus. Nearly dl of
them were daughtered, too.



Nearly dl of them.

One of the figures tottered to the door.

The spysat’s niters cut down the white blagt as the figure blew apart. Smoke and debris
sprayed from the building.

“Got the door and the guards there,” the agent said. He spoke asif he were taking about what
he had for lunch.

More figures emerged from the buses.

The images wavered.

“Spysat moved out of range there” the agent said. “We didn't have anything else we could
hift over for another few minutes. This piece is from the building's security comp. Watch.”

A lone guard, one of his legs missng, lay on the floor, a suppressed machine gun in his hands.
He fired the weapon, waving it back and forth.

The wounded guard's targets were robed figures, men and women, amiling as they walked into
the hard deet of bullets. Ten, fifteen, maybe a score of them fdl before the guard’s gun ran dry.

The camera caught perfectly the woman who bent over the wounded guard and put a thin knife
blade through his eye. She was amiling asiif this were the funniest thing she had ever seen.

More figures moved into view.

“Freeze frame” the agent said.

The moving figures turned into an ail painting, clear, sharp, ill. “Nice optics,” the agent said.
He pointed at the hologram. “ See that one, second from the right?’

Orona nodded.

“Sdvge”

Orona regarded the bearded man. He didn’'t look like a fanatic. But then—what exactly did a
fanatic look like? Was he supposed to be drooling and foaming at the mouth?

“Resume play.”

More robed people arrived. Orona estimated there mugt be at leagt thirty-five or forty of them
who had survived the attack.

“Thirty-seven passed this camera,” the agent said, asif reading Orona s thoughts.

The imege cut to a view of a door. DANGER, it sad in ten-centimeter-high letters,
BIOLOGICAL EXPERIMENT. Authorized Personnel Only.

A pair of dead guards lay on the floor. One of them had a thin knife suck in his eye. Five
robed figures sprawled near the guards.

“Thirty-two of them left,” the agent said.

Ancther angle. Ingde the chamber. Orona recognized the ropy exudate on the wdls A
tranducent mig fogged the ground, partidly covering rows of eggs.

Some of the attackers stripped off ther robes, showing themsaves naked undernesth. They
each had a tattoo of a drone dien on their bodies, extending from neck to pubis.

“Goddamn,” Orona said.

“We found the tattooist, he was one of them. Been making house cdls for months, apparently.
It gets better,” the agent said. “Check this part.”

The queen dien lumbered into view. She stared at the people, twisted her head to one side,
then the other, asif puzzled.

Sdvge faced her. He said something, but only a few words were audible.

“—be one with you, Messah!”

“Sorry about the sound,” the agent said. “We're lucky we got this much. We found the blue
box dmogt sx klicks awvay.”

Orona looked &t the agent. “What?’



“lll explain. Watch.”

Some of the eggs began opening. Haf of the invading people now stood naked, arms
outstretched, eyes closed, waiting. The others remained wel outside the room, one angle showed
them. “We ve cut together severd views here,” the agent said.

Thefirg one to open was in front of Savge. He stood with his arms wide, as did the others,
but his eyes were open. He leaned down over the egg. The flgps glisened with strands of shining
dime Fingerbonelike legs emerged and caught the edges of the opened egg, hauling the
primary-embryo stage of the dien's crablike body onto the lip. It legpt a Sdvae, wrapped a
muscular tal around his neck, jammed its ovipositor into his startled mouth, and clutched his face
with the legs, pressing itsdf flat againgt his face.

Orona could see the terror grip the man, and he redlized that in this find moment of truth, the
redity was more than he had bargained for, for Savge tried to scream.

The sound was choked off by the tube rammed down his throat.

The scientigt in Orona was intrigued, but the human part of him recoiled.

Other eggs splayed wide their fleshy openings, other primary-embryos legpt upon waiting
faces.

The queen watched it dl impassvely.

Then, when dl of the naked humans had been infected, the outermost eggs hatched and
depleted of ther inhabitants, the remaning robed people darted in and dragged their comrades
away, adroitly avoiding, save for one, being attacked by the remaining eggs.

The queen did not approve of this, but she was anchored to her huge egg sac and could not
move quickly enough to catch the scurrying humans,

“Normdly there would be drones to hold them,” Orona said.

“Whet?’

“Nevermind.”

The door shut. The queen raged.

As the attackers hauled away ther fdlows, one of them spotted the watching camera. He
pulled a handgun and fired at it. He missed three times, but the fourth shot wiped the screen.

“Wha happened?’

The agent shrugged. “The security sysem was overridden a this time. We have no more
images of the fanatics”

“Overridden?’

“One of Bionationd’s chief security people sent a coded squirt to the system. Self-destruct
code.”

“What?’

“Ninety seconds later the security system destroyed itsdf—aong with the entire complex. Blew
it to bits”

“No! What about the dien? The eggs?’

“ Scattered about the countryside in pieces the Sze of your little fingernail, Doctor.”

“Oh, no!”

Orona was stunned by the news. What awaste! He'd sent a ship hafway across the gdaxy to
obtain such specimens and if they’ d been a few hours quicker, they could have had one right here on
Earth! That explained the dreams people had been having! Damn! Damn!

Wait. Ninety seconds. Could that mean—?

“What about the fanatics? Did any of them get away? There were a least a dozen of them
infected!”

The agent sighed. “We don't know. Our people have been combing the country looking for
them, but there's no Sgn of them. The explosion was in the haf-megaton range. There's no way to



tdl from the wreckage how many people died init, whether anybody got away.”
For amoment hope flared in Orona. There might be a chance.
“We hope none of them did,” the agent said.

“What? Are you crazy? These life forms are pricelessl”
“Think about it, Doctor.”

Orona was a brilliant man; he had dways been at the top of any class he was in. It hit him,
whet the agent was trying to say. Yes, the diens were pricdless. But under controlled circumstances.
Bionaiond knew tha. That's why the complex was rigged to blow up if there came a breach in
security. If the dien somehow escaped, got free of captivity, that could be disastrous. Even a angle

egg was potentidly dangerous. Given how quickly they could breed and come to maturity, given how
they could change into queensif the need was there...

Orona nodded. Yes. He saw it.

A dozen queen diens, hiding out, laying eggs, that could be a problem.
Theat could be amgor problem.



17

Billie stood in front of one of the “viewing ports,” waiching the streams of light srung like thin,
crooked tubes of bright neon across the dark background. She hadn’t spent much time in space, not
sance she had been a child, and this kind of travel was new to her. She stared, trying to remember
her parents during happy times, but their bloody end kept jamming itsdf into her thoughts. Since
Wilks had come to see her that fird time, the redity the doctors had tried to wipe kept bobbing to
the surface like floats on a pond. The truth was rigsng and would not be denied. All the dreams that
hed beenred...

“That's anilluson, you know,” came a voice from behind her.

Billie turned and saw one of the marines, Budler, sanding there.

“The improved gravity drive means we can spend less time in hyperdeep, but the
multidimensond matrices of the butterfly fidd turn dots into lines Something to do with some
esoteric particle, chronons, or impiatic zuons or some such.”

“l wonder what Eadey saw in hislagt seconds?’ she said.

It was arhetorical question, but Budler shook his head. “1 don’t know. | can't imagine why he
would have gone EVA and taken a grenade with him. "

“Some kind of depression, the colond says. Maybe Eadey was running from mongers.”

Agan Budler shook his head. “I don’t think so. We were pretty close. It doesn't make any
sense that he would suicide. Besides, there are alot easier ways.”

Billie nodded. Blowing yoursdlf to bitsin deep space was not her choice of an entry to the find
chill.

“I don't trust Stephens,” Budler said. “He doesn’'t have any command experience in the fidd
and | think he wanted to hush the whole thing up. If we're successful in our misson—wheatever it is
exactly—then up-levels will overlook afew bodies. But if we fail, then thelittle thingswill count.”

“| hate to diglluson you, Budler, but if this misson doesn't succeed, we ll get eaten by things
with big teeth, or ese turned into puppy chow for the baby things with little teeth. Well dl end up on
the cold ground as lumps of dien dung for the bugs to fight over.”

“How colorful,” Budler said.

“Tdling it likeit is. I’ ve seen these things work.”

“You sound like Wilks” He stood there for a second and she could see he was uncomfortable.

“Comeon,” Billiesad. “I'll buy you a cup of what passes for coffee.”

“Okay. Yeah.”

In the mess hdl, Ramirez was waiting for a sdf-heating med packet to cook. He grinned at
Billie and Budler when they cameiin.

The two of them sat at an expanded plagtic table with their paper cups of the vile ship’s brew.

“Wilks mugt redlly think alot of you to bring you aong. You know Stephens will hang him out
to twist when we get back, no matter what face-saving shit he' stdling us now.”

Billie spped the coffee, made aface. “Y eah. Wilks and |, we understand each other.”

“I'll bet,” Ramirez said as he put his tray down on the next table. “Wilks, he's an expert on
cradle-robbing, hey?’

“Shut up, Ramirez,” Budler said.

“Hey, man, I'mdl for alittle pussy mysdf, but not so green—"

Budler came up, caught Ramirez under the chin with the V of his thumb and fingers, and
shoved him back againgt thewadll. “I said shut the fuck up!”



Ramirez' s voice was choked when he tried to speak. “Hey, man, fuck, let go!”

Billie saw the tendons in Budler’s hand standing out. He was practicdly holding the bigger man
off the floor, pinned to the wdl like a struggling insect. He seemed too strong for aman hissze.

Abruptly Budler relaxed, pulled his hand away.

Ramirez rubbed at his throat. “Y ou're crazy, man, you know that?’ He turned and walked out
of the room, leaving his seaming dinner behind.

“Why did you do that?’ Billie asked.

Budler looked flustered, embarrassed. “He s got a big mouth and he shoots it off too much.”

“That'sit?’

“Yeeh”

Billielet it done. There was something else here, but she wasn't sure what it was. She wasn't
sure she wanted to know what it was.

In his quarters on the chase ship, Massey sat seiza and concentrated on his bregthing. He had
never learned to meditate as the magters did, but he could use it to cdm his sysem. Sure, he
exercised his body, practiced fighting techniques, drilled over and over again with weaponry, but
these things brought him no joy. They were to keep him crisp, to mantain his cutting edge, nothing
more. Being in top shape was part of the business, necessary, and he trained himsdf as if he were a
prized show animd, proper diet, enough rest, technica madtery as required, no more, no less. He
was the equa of any serious athlete, and againd the few who might be in better physica shape or
with fagter reflexes, he augmented himsdf with drugs or figured ways to chest. If you wanted a man
dead, it was better to shoot him in the back from long range then to stand facing him like some
holovid hero. That was a fool’s game, and since the last man standing was the victor, it was dways
better to dant things your way when possible.

Soon another test would come. He must be reaedy for it. So he sat, but it was not mindless
meditation but mindful scheming that filled him. In a contest like this, there could be no second-place
winner, Ib be second was to be last and to be last here was to be dead.

“Have you got a firg name?’ Billie asked as they toured the magazine. Here were racks of
carbines, canigters of gas, grenades and other hardware, dl securely stored under the QM s sedl.

Budler said, “Yes. Mitchdl.”

“Mitchdl,” she said, testing the word. “Mitch?’

“If you like”

Billie turned to look at the racks of amdl arms under their kleersted cases. Budler put a hand
on her shoulder, to point her toward the display modd.

“Don't touch me” she said.

He snatched his hand away. “Oh. Sorry. | didn't mean anything by it.”

“It's okay. In the hospital, when somebody put their hands on you it dmost dways meant you
were in trouble. After the hand came a derm-patch or an injector, to fill you with chem that made
you duggish and stupid.”

He dghed. “Yeah, | can understand that.”

“Can you? Do you know what it’'s like living most of your fife in a medicd unit full of crazy
people?’

“No,” he admitted. “But I’ ve spent my share of timein hospitals. Not fun places.”

He changed the subject. “Here, here's the basc wegpon we're usng on this misson.” He
puled the demo modd, a dummy, from the rack. “This here is your
four-point-ei ght-kilo-fully-automeati c-el ec-troni c-bl owback-operated-casd ess-ten-millimeter-M4l-E
carbing” he said, asif rediting alitany. “It has an effective range of five hundred meters, holds ether



a one-hundred-round magazine of antipersonnel, a one-hundred-round magazine of armor-piercing,
or a seventy-fiveround magazine of ranbow tracer ammunition, and mounts a thirty-millimeter
pump-operated grenade launcher under the barrel with a range of one hundred meters. Officidly.”

He grinned. “Unoffiddly, you can't hit anything smdler than a subway car past a couple
hundred meters * cause the sghts are for shit, and if the grenade goes farther than fifty meters before
it hits the ground, you must have a god who likes you.

“At close range, however, this is a mean machine and you don't want to be on the recaiving
end in anything less than full class-VII spidersilk armor or you get turned into bloody mush.”

He held the wesapon out. “Take alook. It won't bite.”

Billie held her amile in check. The modd number had changed, but the basic weapon was not
that different from the one she had dreamed about. No, not dreamed about, remembered. This part
of the dreams had come back to her dozens of times over the years, the ingructions that Wilks had
given her were burned into her asif branded by white-hot metal.

She took the carbine, thumbed the magazine catch, and popped the dummy, checked to be
aure it was empty, then dammed the magazine back into place. She cycled the action twice to make
certain the chamber was cleared, then stroked the grenade launcher’s pump twice to make sure the
loading tube was empty. She pulled the weapon to her shoulder, sghted at the far wdl, both eyes
open, and dry fired the piece. The eectronic trigger was rigged to make an audible dick for such
practice and did so. She lowered the wegpon, twisted it to present ams, and tossed it at Budler. It
had been more than a dozen years, she had not touched such weaponsin dl that time, but it was like
she knew it would be. Except that the wegpon felt so much smdler and lighter now than it had when
she was ten.

He was surprised, but managed to catch the carbine without dropping it.

“Trigger's alittle diff and it's got some creep,” she said. “Y our armorer should run a diagnostic
on it when he gets the chance.” She was showing off, but whet the hell.

He laughed. “I’'m impressed. Where' d you learn to do that?’

“l ran with arough crowd when | was akid.” She paused, then said smply, “The things we're
going to go hunt, they killed my family and everybody | knew.”

“Buddha” he said. “I’'m sorry.”

She shrugged. “What about you? Y ou have family?

“No. The marines are my family.”

Billie thought about thet for a second. Well. Other than going off to get killed they hed
something e sein common. No family.

“Ligten, about Sergeant Wilks” he began. “If you've got something going with him—"

She cut him off. “When the diens took over our colony, Wilks and his squad came down. He
and | were the only ones left who got off-planet before they derilized it. He saved me. | was ten
years old. That wasthe last | saw of him until afew days before we left Earth.”

“I'm sorry, | don’'t mean to pry—"

“Sureyou do. That's okay. I’ ve been pried open by experts. | got used to it.”

He stared a his feet.

“Let me ask you something,” she said.

“Okay. That'sfar.”

“Why'd you redly grab Ramirez in the mess hal?’

He sghed. “What he said about you and Wilks. | didn’'t want it to be true.”

“Why not?

He shook his head, stared at his feet again.

It hit her why dl of amoment. Buddha and Jesus in a hammock, Billie, you been taking stupid
pillsagan? Thisguy likes you! Not like one of the orderlies who fet you dl over when tucking you in



bed, or who took out their dongs and jacked off on you when you were lying there so stoned you
couldn’'t move, he's concerned about you!

WEe re going off to get killed and here' s this marine faling for you. How about that.

Suddenly she saw himin anew light. He was her age, he had nobody but the marines and they
were sending him off to die. He was londly. She knew whét that fdt like.

She reached out, touched him on the shoulder. “Hey,” she said. “Mitch.”

He looked up from his boots, his gaze bright, pae eyes clear and searching. “Yeah?’

“Why don’t you show me some more of the ship?’

He grinned, like a kid with anew toy. “Yesh. I'd like that.”

Billie was farly certain she was going to like it, too.
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The agent said to Orona, “No. Nathing new on possible survivors of the exploson in Lima
There are some rumors floating around about a cult taking over a ranch in New Chile we're
checking it out. Other than that, nothing.” He shrugged.

Orona merdly nodded. In this case, no news was bad news.

Massey checked histimers for the fifteenth time. Soon. Very soon. The last squirt update sad
they were within a light-year of their destination. Practicaly there, as fagt as the new gravity drives
could move the ships. Getting close. Getting readly.

Wilks had given Billie a couple of make-work chores, checking systems, cargo manifests, like
that. When he arrived a the midship comp termind kiosk, he expected to see her there.

He didn't expect to see somebody with her. Somebody like Budler, with his hand possessively
on the girl’s shoulder, kneading the muscle gently.

“Budler,” Wilks said. “You have businessin here?’

The marine jerked his hand away from Billi€' s shoulder.

Billie turned. “Wilks. Mitch was only—"

He cut her off. “Yeah, | can see what Mitch was“only” doing. Take a hike, Budler.”

“Dammit, Wilkd” Billie said. “Who the hdl do you think you are?”

“Me? I'm the guy who pulled you out of the chemica fog you were living in, just before they
were ready to srain your brain and throw your mind out.”

Billie flushed, stared a him. She owed him, he knew that, and he knew she was holding her
comment because of it.

“| thought | told you to take a hike”

Budler smoldered. He was on the edge of swinging at him; Wilks could fed the rage like heat
from a furnace. He hoped Budler's sense of duty was stronger than his anger: if he let go, Wilks
wouldn’'t be able to take him—Bueler was younger, faster, stronger, better-trained. He would have
to shoot him and Wilks wasn't sure that would stop himin time, given the tightness of the quarters.

But Budler stalked out, not saying anything.

Billie rounded on him. “All right, Wilks, | owe you, but that doesn’t give you the right to tdl me
who | can talk to!”

“l saw you,” Wilks said. “Y ou were doing more than taking.”

Billie s eyes went wide. “Are you jedous? Damn, Wilkg”

“Not jealous, kid. Just trying to save you grief.”

“I'll handle my own grief, thank you! I’'m not a child and you aren’'t my father!” With that, she
turned and marched ouit.

Wilks stared at her as she left. He shook his head. Maybe he was too burned out. Maybe she
just liked having somebody pay attention to her. Maybe he should tdl her the rest of it.

No. Maybe none of them were going to ever get home; even if Billie did, the whitecoats would
be waiting for her. Maybe she should enjoy whatever free time she had left.

L otta maybes there.

So, no. He wouldn't tdl her. He'd tried to warn her, that was the best he could do. Like she
sad, she'd have to handle her own grief.



One way or another, grief was coming, that was for damn sure.

They'd dragged a cushion into the forward storage compartment, between two rows of hex
cartons that effectively formed corridors in the room. It was dim, quiet, and nobody was going to
happen across them accidentaly. There was a door darm rigged to chime if anybody even stuck
their head into the room.

They sat facing each other on the cushion, and Billie rubbed her hand againg the hard muscle in
Mitch’'s arm, feding the smoothness of it. His strength appealed to her, it made her fed safe.

“I'm sorry about Wilks” she said. “He was out of line”

“Maybe not,” Mitch said. “Maybe | don’t know what I’'m doing here”

“I know,” Billie said. She reached up with both hands and caught his face. It was smooth, his
beard depilated so close that his skin fdt softer than her own. She urged him to her, kissed him.
Slipped her tongue into his mouth.

The hest of his passion flared, and he circled his ams around her; she could fed the power of
him even though he held her loosdy. The kiss grew more intense. Billie fdt her heart speed up, her
bresthing turn ragged.

He dipped one hand under her shirt, cupped her breast.

Oh, yed

Eagaly she tugged his coverdl tabs open, the critch of the cro separating loud in the quiet
room. Fet his hairless ches, the thick musdes bunched under her touch. Sid her hand down, and
found a different kind of hardness.

He moaned, a soft, wordless sound of desire.

He did his mouth down her neck, pulled wide the tabs on her shirt and pants, moved farther
down, kissng hisway over her breasts and bdly and beyond.

“Oh, yed” she said. She could hardly breathe.

After another moment she didn’t worry about bregthing anymore.

* % %k k% %

Afterward, Billie and Mitch lay in atangle of arms and legs. She was sweety and her pulse had
dowed some, but she wasn't tired. Just... fulfilled.

There had been others. Even in a hospitd they couldn’'t watch you dl the time, and Billie had
been with amde patient once, and another time an orderly. And there had been a couple of women,
too. But nothing like this. It had never fdt so good, seemed so right, been so joyous as this linking
with Mitch.

Mitch said, “I've never done this before.”

She amiled. “Redly? Could have fooled me. Y ou were terific.”

“Was 1?7’

“Wel, not that | have dl that many guys to compare you to mysdf, but, yesh, you were.”

He laughed softly. “Good. | wanted to be, for you. I—wdll, | love you, Billie”

Billie drank it in, the feding, the touching, what he said. Yes. She'd been waiting her whole life
for this, had never expected it to happen, never redly believed such a thing was possble for
somebody like her. But here it was.

“I'm glad. | love you, too, Mitch.”

He shifted dightly and she fdt his renewed interest poking at her. “My, my. Potent, aren’'t we?’

Hebit a hislip. “There s something | need to tdl you,” he said.

“Showing is better then tdling,” she said. “Why don’'t you show me how this works instead?’



She touched him lightly with one hand. “We can tak later.”
“Okay. | take your point.”
“No, swestie, I'll take yours....”

Jones was taking her turn a the proximity sensor board. Ten minutes into her tour, a bogie
began blipping at her.

“Wl, shit,” Jones said. She wasn't deep inthiskind of work but snce the computer did most
of it, dl she had to do was ask. “What do we have here, folks?”

The computer ran a crawl across the hologram.

Jones shook her head. “Can't be, pd. There an't supposed to be another ship out here”

“Problem?’ came a voice from behind her.

Colond Stephens stood there.

Jones said. “ Sir, the PS says there' s a vessd out there only a hundred klicks back and dosing.
The thing musta blown a circuit or something, right?”

“Could be an echo, that happens,” Stephens said. “Run a diagnogtic.”

“Affirmative, Sr.” Jones touched a button.

The image gridded, words sprayed across it, and the result came up dmost immediady:
diagnogstic CHECK COMPLETE, ALL SYSTEMS FUNCTIONAL.

“Damn,” Jones said. “Excuse me, ar. There is a ship out there. I'll sound Generd Alert.” She
reached for the red button cover, started to flip it up so she could reach the darm control.

“No,” Stephens sad.

“Sir, if that's a ship we have to assume it’s hodtile to our misson, that’s SOP—"

By now, Jones had turned enough to see that Stephens had drawn his side am. An issue
softdug pistal.

“Sr!”

He shot her. Through the Ieft eye. Gore spattered on his coverdl as Jones's head snapped
back and smashed into the sensor board. She did from the chair, dead before she reached the deck.

“Sorry,” Stephens said, reholstering his weapon. The colond waved his hands over the com
unit. “ Stephens here” he said. “We are go for mating.”

“Copy that,” came Massey’ s voice from the com. “We are on the way.”

Wilks was in the rec room working out on the myoflex full range-of-motion gear when the ship
shook. He didn't know what, but something had hit them. Damn! Anything smdler than an asteroid
should have been deflected by the shiddd!

Wilks jumped from the machine and grabbed his clothes.

There was a Generd Alert button near the door. Wilks broke the cover and dapped it with
one hand, hardly dowing as he ran.

Billie was putting her shirt back on over tender breasts when the vibration rocked her hard
enough to knock her from her feet. She hit one of the hex cartons and bounced off, managed to land
on her butt without doing any damage.

Mitch absorbed the rocking with his legs and stayed up.

A klaxon began screaming, reeh-aww, reeh-aww, over and over.

“That's Generd Alert,” Mitch said, tabbing his coveral shuit.

“It'sadrill, ight?’ Billie said, getting up.

“Maybe” he said, “but | don't think so. Something hit us.”

“Maybe it was an engine going out?’



“No, we' d dl be atomic dugt, that happened. | can’t beieve they’d run a drill this close to the
dedtination. Something is wrong.”

He started for the exit, then stopped. “Ligten, Billie, stay here, okay? Until | see what it is”
“Wait aminute—"

“Please? Thisis a pressurized ares, if there are leaks anywhere, you'll be okay here. Please. Ill
be back as soon as| can.”

Billie nodded. “Okay. Ligten, Mitch, be careful!”
“I'will. I love you.”

“l love you, too.”

He grinned, then turned and sprinted away.

Ramirez came out of the shower wrapped in a towd as Budler ran past. “What the fuck is
going on?’

“Got me” Budler said. “We ve got to get to the aamory and load up; our dtations are next to
the APC; we're supposed to be locked and loaded ina GA.”

“I know, | know.” Ramirez grabbed a coverdl hanging on the door and tried to run and put it
on & the same time. He didn’t manage ether very well.

“Jonesis on watch, right?” Budler said, glancing a his chronometer.

“Got me, man.”

Mbutu stepped into the corridor ahead of them and started toward the armory.

“You seen Wilks?' Budler ydled a her.

“Nah, an't seen nobody, | was deepin’,” she hollered back at him.

They reached the armory. Chin had armorer duty and had dreedy lifted the kleersted covers.
He started handing out weapons. Haf of 2nd Squad was there, most of 3rd. Budler didn't see any
of 4th or anybody dse from his own, 1.

“Shit!” somebody from 3rd Squad said.

“What?’

“This piece ismissng the feed ramp, asshole!”

Chin looked a the carbine he was about to hand to another trooper. “Sah! So is this one!
Weagpons check, marines”

It only took afew seconds.

All of the carbines were misang the feed ramps.

Electronic feed ramps were critical. Without them, the only way anybody was going to do any
damage with one of these pieces would be to whack somebody over the head with it.

“Oh, shit,” Chin said. “We got a big problem.”

“What about the grenades?’ somebody asked.

“Buy abrain, supid,” Chin said, “you want to set off a fucking grenade on a starship?”

Somebody else waved a handgun. “These are rascaled, too. Somebody don't want us to be
shoatin’ nothin’.”

Budler said, “You got hands and feet, marines, you been trained to use them. Get moving.”

The intercom came to life “This is Colond Stephens. All marines report to the aft loading bay
immediaidy. Repeat, | want dl marines to report to the aft loading bay immediatdy.”

Wilks dill had his unregistered avilian stunner, and he had it in hand when he heard boots
clattering through the lock. Company coming, and not anybody he was expecting. He lit the target
laser. Thefirg few through the hatch were his. He took a deep breath, lined the laser’s dot up on the
haich a eye levd, and waited.



“Put your wegpon down,” came a voice from behind him. “Try to turn around and you're
dead.”

Stephend!

Wilks said, “Sir, we're being boarded!”

“I know dl about it. Drop the sunner.”

Whatever this was dl about, Stephens had him cold. HE'd never get around in time. Wilks
dropped the weapon.

The hatch did up and assault-suited men sprinted through the opening, splitting into two groups,
one heading fore, the other aft. Two of them brought their hardware to bear on Wilks these were
automatic shotguns that fired frangible epoxy-boron-lead pellets. They didn't have much penetration,
but againg an unarmored human target, they were deadly enough. They didn’t cdl them splatter-guns
for nothing. Wilks raised his hands.

The last man sauntered into the ship proper, an antique 10mm recoailless Smith DA-only pigtol
inone hand. He waved the gun a Wilks. “Héelo, marine. New in town?’

“Right on schedule, Massey,” Stephens said.

“Of course. I’ve got him. Y ou can put your piece avay.”

Wilks fdt his guts twist. Stephens was atraitor. He didn’t know who this Massey was or who
he represented—one of the war cartels, maybe, some corporation—but Stephens had sold them
out.

Wilks turned. “You killed Eadey, didn't you?’

Stephens was holstering his Sdearm. “It was necessary.”

“Bagtard.”

“Lifeis hard, Wilks. A man hasto do things to get by.”

The one cdled Massey grinned. “Glad to hear you say that, Colond.” He pointed his gun at
Stephens. “Move to the Sde there, would you, Sergeant?’

Stephens blinked, his mouth gaping in shock. “Wh-what are you doing?’

“A man who would sdl out his command can hardly be trusted, wouldn’t you agree?”’

“W-w-wait a second! We had adedl! You need me”

“The ded isoff. And | don't need you anymore.”

He fired the pigtal.

The gun made aloud whump! inthe corridor. Wilks's ears rang with the noise.

Stephens grew a crater in his chest. As hefdl, the crater turned bright red. Arterid blood from
the shattered heart, Wilks knew. Dead mest.

Wilks looked at Massey.

“No, don’'t worry, Sergeant, I'm not going to kill you, unless you do something foolish. You
and your marines will be useful. Y ou know anything about, ah, fishing?’

Wilks stared a him asiif he had turned into a giant lizard.

Massey laughed. “If you want to catch afish, you have to have the right kind of bait.”

Massey laughed louder, as if a a private joke, but Wilks understood exactly what the man
meant.

Because Wilks knew exactly whét the diens ate.
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After waiting for an hour, Billie crept to the comp pand inset next to the storeroom’s door and
carefully switched it on. She managed to activate a monitor after alittle effort, and what she saw was
three marines baing herded down ahdl by two strange men with guns.

Billie sucked in afast breath. What was going on?

A few minutes with the computer gave her very little more. The ship was in the hands of some
invading group. Who were they? Why had they attacked the ship? How had they managed to
overcome amilitary vessd full of armed marines?

What about Wilks and Mitch?

She couldn’t find Mitch, but some switching did give her an image of Wilks. He was being held
a gunpoint by atdl, fair-haired man.

Oh, godsl What was she going to do?

The man taking to Massey was strange, Wilks saw, and after a moment he redized why—the
men was an android, one they hadn’t bothered to do a ful cosmetic on. Must be an expendable.
And, Wilks dso redized, one that didn’'t worry fuck-al about the First Law for robots and androids,
never to kill a human. How in the hell had the pirate managed to pull that one off?

“Is everybody accounted for?” Massey asked.

“Yes, dr,” the android replied. “We logt two units during the operation. Four marines died as a
result of wounds incurred during takeover; two more are serioudy injured. Two marines were killed
by Stephens previoudy. We have dl the remaning maines and ship's crew in custody,
cross-checked and matched, dthough thereis an anomaly.”

“What' s the problem?’

“Theinitid marine head count after hyperdeep arousal shows plus one.”

Massey turned to look at Wilks. “Wdl?’

“ Stephens miscounted. He was a supid asshole”

Massey sad to the android, “Double-check the names and ID numbers. We don't need any
loose cannons onboard.”

“Sr”

“You got bdls, whoever you are” Wilks said. “To attack a government ship. What's the
poirt?

“To keep a greedy competitor from steding my company’s money.”

“Competitor? If you represent a company you should know the government doesn't compete
with private concerns.”

“Sure it does. They want to round up some of these vauable diens and develop them as
weaponry. You don't think they'Il sdl the results to anybody with the money to pay for them?”

Wilks shook his head. “You don't know what you're fucking with here. These things have
wiped out a couple of colonies”

“l know more than you think, Sergeant. You see, we dready have one of these things On
Earth. Our misson hereis to make sure nobody else gets one before we can exploit our advantage.
That, and gathering whatever information we can to hdp things aong. Ther favorite food, lighting,
environment, like that. For dl we know, these things aren’t the top dogs on their world. They could
be like mice”

“You have an dien? On Eath?’

“Yep. | haven't seen it mysdf, but | understand it's an ugly beast.”



“Buddhal”
“He can’'t help you, Sergeant. I'm your god now.”

Billie huddled againg a crate, thinking. She could probably hide here for a long time without
anybody finding her. She wasn't liged on the crew or maine manifests. Somebody might tdl the
invaders about her, of course, but maybe not.

Then again, Saying here wouldn't help things. Mitch could be dead or wounded—she' d seen
bodies being spaced last time she'd tried the monitors. Sooner or later she'd have to find water and
food.

If they didn’t know about her, she might be able to do something to help. The ship’s ventilation
system was big enough in places for her to move through it. She had experience in hiding, from when
she was a kid and the diens had taken over the colony. If you were quiet and quick, you could
aurvive. She'd doneit before.

And she had to find out what happened to Mitch. If he had been killed, then nothing mattered
anymore. If he was 4ill dive, she could find out, could do something to help him.

She stood. Yes. She waan't going to spend whatever remained of her life cowering in the
darkness waiting to be found and diminated like some vermin. At the very least she could go down

fighting.

Inthe APC bay, Massey and Wilks watched the landing craft being loaded. The marines were
herded into the vessd by the guards, dl of whom were androids.

“Youll stay here)” Massey said to Wilks.

“Why?

“Because | wish it so. We have enough worms for our hooks.”

“Y ou're sending my men to be daughtered.”

“Yes. But my forces will cover them from the ar pods as best they can. They’re dready down
there, buzzing around, setting up cover patterns. Live bait works better than dead, according to my
informetion.”

“Bagtard.”

“Not true. Both my parents stayed dive until | was nine. Then | killed them.”

Wilks watched the squads marching onto the drop ship.

“The atmosphere is margind down there,” Massey said. “Little short on the oxy side, long on
the C02 and other trash gases, got some methane and anmonia that’ll probably make eyes burn and
noses run. Extended exposure will be fata, but 1 doubt anybody’Il be there that long.”

Wilks said nothing. They werein deep shit. The only bright spot seemed to be that Massey and
his thugs hadn’t found out about Billie They would, eventudly, when they strained enough of the
ship's logs to get to Stephens's persond duff. And she was probably on a monitor recording.
Sooner or later somebody would ask the computer the right question and it would give them Billie

He hoped she found a good place to hide and stayed there.

Ingde the APC, Budler sat at his sation, waiting for the ship to drop. He'd been prepared to
mest the diens, but not like this, not unarmed and marched across the ground by enemiesin air pods.
They wouldn't have a prayer againg those things, even if only haf of what Wilks said was accurate.

Still, there was nothing to be done about it. A direct confrontation with the androids guarding
them would mean afast death. Aslong as they stayed dive, there was a chance they might be able to
do something to survive,

He thought about Billie He hoped she kept hidden. If he could be sure of that, then dying
wasn't so bad.



Ameazing that somebody like him could fal in love. Amazing, but true enough.

The whine of the repelors cyding up and lifting the ship free of the grapples for the drop
interrupted Budler's thoughts. | love you, Billie, he said to himsdf.

Good-bye.

Billie crawled through a stacked-plastic tube only afew centimeters bigger than she was. It was
hard, dow, rough on her hands and arms as she dragged hersdf dong. But it wasn't as if she had a
whole ot of choice.

Wilks found himsdlf in one of the forward storerooms aone, the door locked and guarded by a
par of Massey’s androids. Things didn’t look good for the home team.

Massey sat in front of the tdlemetry array, watching the feeds from the APC and hdmetcams
the marines wore. The usud life-sysems input wasn't there. The Colonid Marines mugt be on a tight
budget these days. Well. That didn't matter. He didn’'t care if they died, he only needed another
specimen or two and whatever information he could gather on the diens homeworld. Plenty of that
coming in. The APC sensors gathered it up, gravity, atmosphere, lighting, weather conditions, dl
kinds of readings, and spewed it into the Benedict's recorders. Offhand, it didn’t look like a world
that was going to become a vacation spot anytime soon. Gravity a hit higher than Terran Standard,
maybe a gee and a quarter, so fat people and those with heart conditions would not like it much,
evenif it happened to look like Paradise, and in no way did it look inviting. Thelocal star made most
of the planet tropicdl, at least weather-wise. There were amdl ice caps at the poles, but even the
more temperate regions would give you body heat plus a couple degrees. Vegetation was sparse, the
oceans were ful of nasty sdts, and there didn't seem to be many places where an unprotected
humen could survive even without killer locas prowling for supper. The poisoned ar would require
full-ime niters or implants. Looked like a place to dump garbage to Massey.

“Commander, we are breaking through the overcast, " came the android pilot’s voice.

“l hear you.”

Massey switched to the nose cam in the APC. The hologram lit the ar to his left, showing a
awirl of clouds that flew past and thinned. Under the cloud cover, the land below was dull and gray,
scraggly trees or what passed for them, lots of young igneous rock exposed to the air, sharp edges,
and dirty colors.

“Got a big thunderstorm forty klicks ahead,” the copilot said. “Tops up to twenty thousand
meters, look a the voltage on that lightning.”

“Go around the storm,” Massey ordered. “Find me a nest of the things and put down within a
couple of kilometers. Don’'t want our marines to get too tired on their walk.”

“Copy, Commander.”

Massey watched the shifting pictures. So far, this misson had gone exactly as he had planned.
Right on the nose. It was dmost boring. Maybe something would happen down there to spice things
up alittle.

Billie found that the ventilation tube opened into one of the smal kitchens. Nobody seemed to
be around, s0 she did down the shaft and wiggled her way onto a microwave oven top. She quickly
climbed to the floor.

Most of the food preparation on the Benedict conssted of hedting and opening SMPs. Tha
didn’t require anything more than pulling and twiging a tab. Nobody produced wonderful medls for
dinner here, but there were some speciad occasions when something a bit more eaborate than fidd
rations might be called for. Visting officers, an ambassador, perhaps. So the kitchen could be used
to make a soypro cutlet or a stew, maybe even apie or cake, and therefore there were implements



Billie dug through dl the cabinets until she found a combination knife and vegetable peder with
a U-shaped dotted extruson pointed for coring. The edges were serrated on one Side and sharp on
the other; the blade was only as long as her forefinger. Not much of a weapon, but she could stab
somebody with it if she could get close enough.

A better find was a tapered hollow plagtic tube that could be filled with liquid and frozen, to
make a ralling pin. Billie triggered the freezer in the handle and in about twenty seconds the liquid
ingde turned solid. It was cold in her grip but heavy and solid; she could bash in a skull with it.
Again, it wasn't as good as a gun, but it was better than nothing.

She hefted the radlling pin. Now dl she had to do was sneak up behind awhole shipful of armed
men and whack each one on the head. Smple, right?

She chuckled to hersdf. You've logt your mind for sure this time, kid. Stll, it felt better to be
doing something.

Massey watched from the remote hovercam as the marines marched out onto the surface of the
dien world, infull gear except for wegpons. Sx of his own troops floated in three smdl open-air pod
craft over the waking marines. The androids in the pods were armed and the marines below knew
they could ether do as they were told or be cut down.

Sensors watched and ligened and smdled and tasted and fed the results to Massey. He
monitored his androids as they spoke to each other on thar corns.

“—move pretty wel for men who don’t have enough oxygen to bresthe—"

“—wein jeopardy here?’

“That's a negetive, the dien life form is ground-based.”

Massey mentdly tuned out the chatter. His plan was smple enough: he would march the
marines into the nearest hive where the diens could grab them and implant eggs in them. Then he
would send his androids in to retrieve them. Stephens had been indructed to refuse to dlow plasma
rifles on his ship, but Massey had enough such weapons and chargers on the company vessd to
outfit a amdl army. However tough the diens might be, they couldn’'t stand up to energy blasts that
would blow holes in durastedd armor plate easier than a man could poke his finger through damp
tissue paper. No, that wasn't going to be a problem. Once he had a specimen or two and dl the
information he could collect, he would head back to Earth.

Maybe &fter that the company could find him something difficult to do.

He laughed doud. It was tough being the best. You had to invent your own chalenges. Maybe
he would quit the company, go to work for some smdler, hungrier concern. Turn againg the people
who now fed him and bite their hand a few times, just to show them he could do it. Yes. That had a
certain appedl to it.

Ah, wel. Best not to get too overconfident. One misson a a time. You didn't get to be the
best by meking mistakes, and counting embryos before the eggs were fertilized was unwise. He
turned back to the holograms and information flow in front of him. One misson at atime.
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Budler and 1st Squad approached the mound cautioudy—unarmed as they were, and waking
knowingy to ther deathss The mound—nest? hive? whatever—loomed like an
gpartment-building-gzed anthill. The surface was ridged and convoluted, a dull blackish-gray with
bits of lighter color here and there. Asthey drew nearer, Budler saw that the lighter bits were bones,
alot of them skulls, dl blended into the surface.

“Damn,” somebody said quietly.

“Some kind of secretion, dl right, with alittle organic Suff mixed in for the hel of it.”

There was an ova-shaped entrance with a beaten path leading to it maybe a hundred meters
ahead.

“l an't going in there,” Ramirez said. “Fuck this”

But the trio of air pods buzzing back and forth overhead like dragonflies meant otherwise. As if
to confirm this, Bueler's com came to life “Move in” the voice said. And to punctuate the
command, a thin green plasma beam splashed againg the ground behind the squad, digging a amdl
smoking crater into the stony surface.

“Wonder how the other squads are doing?’ Chin said.

“Who cares?’ Ramirez said. “We re about to become history here.”

“Thisiswhat we came for,” Budler said.

“Fuck that,” Ramirez said. “We are supposed to be marines, not bait!”

“I’'m open to other idess” Budler said.

The sx of them moved toward the entrance of the mound. Once they were indde the place,
maybe they could just squat down and not go in any deeper.

Right, Budler. And the guy on the monitor'll go blind and not see from our cams that we're
ganding ill.

So, what can they do about it?

They can fry us with a reflected plasma beam, that’s what they can do abot it.

Oh, yeah. Right.

Or they can send one of the expendable androids down to hose us. Probably won't even have
to get out of the air pod. Like Ramirez said, we're higory.

The group reached the entrance. Budler flicked his shoulder light on and took a deep bregth.
He stepped into the mound fird.

Whatever was gonna happen was gonna happen.

* * % % %

Billie wound her way dowly from the kitchen to the hdlway that led toward the ship’s armory.
A rdling pin and a peder weren't going to get her very far agang a shipful of armed men. She
needed a gun. And awhole lot of good luck. Maybe even amiracle or two.

Massey was saring through the holographic readouts when atiny chime cdled for his attention.
He focused on the screen. The three ar pods were holding over the entrance to the fira mound; the
other marine squads hadn't made it to their destinations yet. What was—?

Doppler showed arcraft cosng on the ar pods.



Impossiblel There waan't any dviliztion on this world. The diens didn't have, couldn’'t have
flying devices!

Then he redlized what was wrong with the images. No heat signatures, no power leakage, no
radio or radar or Doppler. Either the craft were so primitive they had to be gliders, or...

Massey blinked. “Team One” he sad. “Alert!”

Thefirg wave of flying creatures dived on the arr pods. The cameras caught and recorded the
images. They looked reptilian, with grayish, scaled skin. They had delta-shaped wings thet spanned
a leadt ten meters, short, deek bodies and eongated heads with rows of pointed teeth. Carnivores,
definitely. There were a dozen in the first group and they attacked soundlessy the three pods.

The androids were good, Massey had to give them that. The plasma rifles lit and lines of green
swept the air. The creatures fdl and died as the high-energy beams cut off wings, dashed bodies,
lopped heads. Nine of the things went down in the firg three seconds as the 9x androids fired their
weapons repeatedly, dodging in the agile little pods.

But the second wave arrived and there were too many. One of the things took a beam in the
chest, was probably dead indantly, but dammed into a pod and knocked it sdeways. Another
attacker flew in while the pod was tumbling and showed how well those big toothy jaws worked
when it bit an arm from one of the androids. The one flying the pod. The pod spiraled down toward
the ground, four or five of the beasts fallowing it in controlled dives.

The other two pods were dso in trouble. Happing wings buffeted the androids as the things
darted in and snapped a the heavy pladtic, tore a it with tdoned claws as if the pods were
themsdves dive

Pasma beams flashed, the flying mongters died under the flares of energy, but those who
weren't hit kept attacking. One of the pods looked like a popcorn bal beset by a flock of garving
crows, the plagtic was pocked with gouges and bite marks, dented from impacts. The androids
fought on, but they were losng.

Thefirg pod splatted againg the ground, shattered, and hurled the two androids away from the
impact. Almogt ingantly the flying creatures were upon the androids, tearing at them, ripping limbs
from torsos, spraying circulating fluid up in thin white fountains.

They tore the androids apart but didn’t eat them.

Apparently they didn’t much like the taste of atificd flesh.

Massey watched, amazed, as one of the pods landed in a controlled dive and one of the
androids legpt out and sprinted toward the mound. While the flying animds fdl on the other android
dill trying to exit the pod, they did not pursue the fleeing one. They must have known what the diens
in the mounds were capable of. The running android neared the entrance.

Thethird pod burst into flame while dill thirty meters above the ground. By the time it crashed,
both the passengers insde had been modly consumed in the fire. One of the plasma rifles went
critica in the heat and a blinding green flash turned the pod into dust, dong with four or five of the
attackers who had followed it down too closdly.

How interesting, Massey thought. Surdly there was a market for these things. Perhaps he could
capture one. A baby, perhaps.

But fird, he had to protect his primary misson. He cdled the pods shepherding the other
marines. “Go immediady to the 1st Squad coordinates,” he said.

“What about the marines here?’ one of the androids asked.

“Who cares? Do as | order. Keep a ground-hugging flight path. There are flying diens here
who will attack you. Get moving.”

He broke the com and leaned back in his form-chair. Yes. This was turning out to be more
interesting than he had anticipated.



* % %k % %

Budler heard the exploson and stopped.

“What the hdl?” Chin began.

They were only fifty or Sxty metersinto the nest and the devil they knew suddenly seemed less
dangerous than the one they didn’t. “Let’s go see,” Budler said.

“I’'mwith you, pa,” Ramirez said.

“I'll wetch our rear,” Mbutu said. She held a fist-szed rock in her hand. She waved the rock.

Budler had to laugh. Mbutu was crazy if she thought a rock was going to do her any good.
Then again, any weapon was better than none. Budler looked around for a stone of his own. Better
to go down trying than not.

What they saw was amazing. There were some kind of flying things flgpping around like giant
bats out there. All three pods were down, only one of them intact, and one of the androids was
hauling ass toward the mound, moving at Olympic speed as he broken-stepped the rugged ground.
He carried a plasmariflein one hand.

“Move back,” Budler said. “I think maybe some luck just went our way.”

“Maybe,” Smith said from behind him. “What | want to know is how come the things who live
here haven't swarmed dl over us by now.”

“Don't look agift horse in the mouth,” Chin said.

“What does that mean?’

“It means be glad you're dill suckinginthe ar,” Chin said. “Such that it is”

They watched the android run. One of the flying things made a hdf hearted pass a him,
swooping down like a giant raptor seeking prey, but the android dived flat and the thing missed by
ten meters anyhow. By the time it circled around for another try, the android was nearly a the
mound's entrance. The flying thing must have decided it had business elsewhere. It soared upward,
caught athermd, and lifted away.

“Get ready for company,” Budler said.

The android reached the entrance and ran insde. He never had a chance. All six of the marines
hit him, and he sprawled under their combined weight, helpless.

Now they had a weapon. It wasn't much, but it sure beat the dternatives.

Billie returned to the armory where she and Mitch had been only a few hours past. There were
wespons aplenty, but after examining severa of them, she redlized that they were dl missing the same
part. She mentaly shrugged, and dung one of the carbines over her shoulder, collected a couple of
spare meagazines and a flexbdt of grenades. Maybe she could find the part to fix it. Or maybe she
could bluff somebody into thinking it was workable. Or threaten to blow up the ship with a grenade.
If she was up againg it and going to die anyway, what the hell, she' d have nothing to lose.

Especidly if something had happened to Mitch.

Budler said, “All right. Blake, you're the best shot in the squad, you get the plasmarifle”

She nodded, took the weapon, and did a quick inspection. “Got dmos full charge” she said.
“Thirty, thirty-five shots.”

“If you have to use them, make them count,” Budler said.

“He s got agdearm, too.” Tha from Smith.

“Better let me have it,” Budler said.

“No offense, Budler, but who died and Ieft you in charge? We're dl the same rank here since
Eadey bought it.”

“| outscored everybody in pistol qudification.”



“Yeah, Smith,” Mbutu said, “you couldn’t hit atank at arm’s length with a Sdearm.”

“Yeeh, well, okay, fing” Smith said. “1 was just checking, you know.”

Budler took the pigtal, a standard 10mm caseless dug thrower. It used ammunition close to
that of the carbines, except it was less powerful, and in a pinch could be made to fire the heavier
guff—if you didn’t mind risking that the pistol would most likely blow up after five or 9x shots.

“Okay, pd,” Budler said to the captured android, “let’s you and us talk.”

“Wadting your time” the android said. “I'm no good as a hostage, I'm expendable, and my
clock isrunning down. I'm dead in a couple weeks no matter what.”

“You could have ared miserable couple of weeks, though,” Mbutu said, hefting her rock.

The android shook its head. “1 don’'t know anything, either. Massey runs the show and he
keeps it to himsdf. We get what he wants us to get, nothing more.”

Blake kicked the pinned android, hitting his hip with her boot. “Fing” she said. “Let’s kill him
NOw.

Go ahead, Mbutu, bust his head with your rock, no point in wasting a bullet or a charge on
him”

“Ease off, Blake,” Budler said. “This guy came out of the vats and got programmed for this
It's not hisfault. Not everybody gets a choice,”

Blake stared at Budler. “Yeah. | guess| hear that.”

“| hate to point this out, but 1 hear something coming this way from ingde the nest,” Smith said.
“And even a plasmarifle won't stop awhole herd of these bugs. What say we go play outsde?’

Budler glanced down the corridor. He heard the rettle of dien feet and claws on the materid.
“Let’'smoveit, people. Get to the downed pods, there might be more guns or supplies, something.”
“And then go where?’ the android asked. “You're trapped on the planet without pods or an
APC.”

“Maybe o, pd, but we ain’t trapped in this anthill. Let's go, marines”

Nobody needed to be told again.

Billie moved carefully through the ship, hiding when she heard people gpproaching. She had the
carbine over her shoulder and clutched the ralling pin and peeler in her hands. She kept moving away
from the voices and bootfals urtil she redlized she was in the ship’s crew and commeanding officer’s
quarters. She snaked her way around doorways and stayed fla againgt the walls, edging aong, trying
to stay invisble. If somebody should see her, she would be in deep shitin ared hurry.

Ahead was Stephens's cabin, and something drew Billie that way. He wouldn't be usng
it—one of the bodies she'd seen spaced had been the colond. Surprised her, that he would die
defending the ship, but maybe she’ d read him wrong.

As Billie approached the door, it Started to open.

Damn, somebody was indde!

She glanced up and down the corridor. She'd never get clear in time. Whoever came out of
Stephens' s cabin would see her before she could get to cover. If he was armed, she'd catch onein
the back.

Billie raised the ralling pin, triggered the freezer, and flattened hersdlf againgt the wall to the
right of the diding door. She hoped it was only one of them.

As the man stepped out into the corridor, Billie svung the raling pin. The liquid ingde hadn’t
lidified yet, but the pin was dill heavy.

She smashed the pin into the man’'s head, angled just over hisleft ear. She put her shoulder and
back into it, it was a good swing, powered further by her fear. The thick plagtic shattered as it met
bone, probably cracking the skull as wel. Viscous blue coolant splashed from the broken pin,
covering the man’s face with cold globules.



He didn’'t go down. He staggered, dammed into the doorjamb, and wobbled, but he didn't go
down.

Billie stepped in and drove her left hand a the man's bdly, just below the ernum. The pedler
sank into hisflesh dl the way to her hand.

White fluid sprayed from the wound onto her as she jerked the peder ouit.

Android blood, she redlized, as she tried for the second stab. He was an atificia person.

The android managed to twist and dap a her hand, patidly deflecting the second thrust so it
missed his solar plexus and skidded over hisribs, gouging chunks of his uniform and flesh out, leaving
ashdlow ditch that stretched from the center of his chest dmost to his shoulder.

The coolant from the ralling pin clouded his vison, though, and his own punch missed Billie by
ahar. Ashewiped a his eyes, it gave Billie enough time for one more shot. If she didn't drop him
with it, he would have her. Even a wounded android was soil stronger than an ordinary human.

Billie jabbed, along stroke, aming a his eye. Growing up in a hospitd you learned something
about anatomy. The eyes were the easiest path through the skull to the brain.

The peder hit just under her target, bounced up, and sank through the softer eye tissue. Jdly
oozed from the ruined eye as the peder went in.

The android jerked away from Billie, reached up with both hands, and jerked the peder out.
The serrated edge brought mogt of the eye out with it, clearing the socket until milky white circulating
flud welled and spilled.

He stood here for what seemed along time, then collapsed. He didn’'t say anything, not even a
groan, just dropped asif his bones had vanished, and died.

Billie's heart raced, pounding as though trying to dig itsway out of her body. She dill hdd part
of the shattered ralling pin in her right hand. She let it fdl. The clatter it made seemed loud in the
corridor.

Her fird reaction was to turn and run, but she didn’t. Instead, she wondered why the android
had been in Stephens's cabin.

Insgde, she figured it out. The parts missng from the carbines were stacked negtly in rows on
the colond’s bed. Who would have put them there? Somebody had sabotaged the weapons, and it
looked like she had found out who. Why had he done it? It didn’t matter, she could worry about that
later. Right now, she had other things on her mind.

Billie picked up one of the feed ramps, stripped the receiver on her wesapon, and replaced the
missing part. She snapped the connector into place and the ramp toggled through a diagnostic code
and then clicked into place. She shoved a magazine into the carbine, touched the bolt control, and
cycled a round into the firing chamber. The magazin€ s counter showed ninety-nine antipersonnel
rounds remaining.

Billiesmiled. It was tight, but she fdt alot better. If the headshrinkersin the dinic could see her
now, they’d redlly have something to worry about: good God, it's a crazy woman with a gun!

Damn graight. And if anybody gave her any shit, she was going to invite them onto the dance
floor for afast and deadly tattoo tango.

Wilks. She would go find Wilks and get him loose. He'd know how to handle this. And once
she gat Wilks, they could collect Mitch and get the hdl out of this mess. Maybe it wasn't the best
planin the universe, but it would do for now.

She hoped.
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Massey watched as the other Sx ar pods arrived in the vidnity of the 1st Squad's hive,

Watched the various angles the cameras gave him as the marines began shooting the pods out
of the sky.

Widl, wdl. They mugt have gotten hold of some of the downed weaponry. At least two plasma
rifles were working from the ground, spearing his troops with brilliant green spikes.

His androids were pretty good, but they were genera-purpose expendables, strong and quick,
not extensvely trained for forma combat scenarios. In this kind of thing the marines had the edge,
even though they weren't armed very wdl. Three of the six pods flaned out and crashed; the other
three quickly pulled out of range and hovered over the area.

“Commander,” came the query from the com, “we have a problem here.”

“I'm nat blind,” Massey said. “Hold your position. Keep them in sght.”

He leaned back in his charr and rubbed at his chin. He turned away and cdled to the android
danding guard at the door. “Go get Wilks and bring him here.”

The android left.

Hmm. Y es, this was much more chdlenging than he had expected. Still, it was aminor setback.
He had uploaded a raft of information about the planet, and his primary misson, to keep the
government from securing an dien specimen, was accomplished. Should he continue this, or cut his
losses and go home? On the one hand, he'd done pretty much what they wanted him to do—he
could tdl the company that the surface teams had been destroyed by dien wildife and they would
dhrug it off as nothing. The company had its specimen, another one would only be backup. On the
other hand, he hated the idea of even a partid falure

Yes, it was an interesting question. He' d have to think about it alittle more.

It was blind luck that let Billie see the pirate moving Wilks dong, a gun jammed into the
marine' s back. Wilks had his hands crossed behind him and held with a thin carbon-fiber cuffrip.
The man—or was it another android?—herding Wilks dong didn’'t glance down the corridor as he
passed, his attention being on his prisoner, so he didn't see Billie crouched down by a radiator heat
ank.

When they had gone by, Billie stood and cat-footed to the end of the cross corridor. She
peeped around the corner intime to see them turn toward the control deck. Well, she had wanted to
find Wilks and now she had. She dipped into the main corridor and started after the two.

Wilks had afeding that wherever he was going, he might not be leaving under his own power.
What the hell, he figured. He'd been living on borrowed time for more than a decade. He should
have died with his squad back on Rim. It had dl been gravy since, and not red tasty mogt of the time
anyhow. Fuck it. If his number was up, then his number was up. He was going to go down like a
man.

Budler had the squad dispersed and dhifting positions every few seconds. They were lucky the
ar pods hadn’t been designed for anything other than quick and dirty transportation—the little craft
didn't have much in the way of sensng gear, only basic radar and Doppler, no sniffersor IR. And no
weapons except what the passengers themselves carried. Since the androids flying the pods had to
ry on therr own senses for targeting, the camo auits the marines wore made it difficult to see them.
They were hard to see but the pods weren’t. And the two plasma rifles the squad had would reach



the same distance as the onesin the pods. So if they came down within range to splash the marines,
they risked getting smoked themsalves. And since they were much bigger and better targets, so far
the score was marines three, pirates nada.

Then again, they couldn’t St here on the ground much longer. Sooner or later the bugs would
come swarming out of the mound and that would make things more then a little worse for the squad.
They couldn’t afford to be pinned down here.

“Okay, everybody lisen up,” Budler said, usng his scrambled opchan. “We got to move out
before company comes looking for dinner, everybody copy? On my signd, we rocket, magnetic
south. Ramirez, you take point, Blake you cover. Everybody ese keep your head down and give me
asses and ebows.”

Budler didn't think the pirates could tap their opchan, but he remembered the lesson he'd
learned from Wilks when he and Eadey had gotten nalled during a practice assault back on Earth.
“On my sgnd, marines, gansay prior.”

Thelast was a code. It meant move at 180 degrees to the last order. If the pirates did have an
ear tuned to ther private ling, they’ d be looking for the marines to move south. The squad would be
going north, however, and it might buy them a few hundred more meters.

“Gol”

The captured android had been ligening to Budler give the order. Budler didn't think about it
until they were moving—the android didn’t know ther codes. When the marines scrambled, the
pirate android went the wrong way.

“Hey!” Budler ydled.

Too late. One of the pods swooped down to the south of their postion, a plasmarifle on full
auto. Its charge wouldn't last long firing that way, but hosng could cause a lot of damage in a short
time. The ground smoked and cratered; rocks screamed as they shattered under the blasts of energy;
the pirate android tried to stop but ran into the dancing lines of green death. His internd fluids boiled
and he exploded like a water balloon stuck with a sharp knife. Well, it was quick. He wouldn't have
suffered much.

Blake pulled up, spun, and sghted at the pod. The craft looped from its dive and Started to lift.

“Too far,” Budler ydled. “Don’t waste your shot!”

Blake grinned, her amile wide. She kept both eyes open as she aimed, followed the pod with
her rifle, then squeezed off the plasma bolt.

It was five hundred meters if it was a centimeter, a fas-moving target. Not much chance of
hitting it, Budler thought.

The green beam drilled the pod dead center. The energy bolt coruscated againgt the heavy
pladtic, ate its way through in less time than it took a nervous man to blink, and burned out the pod's
repellors. The pod seemed to hang motionless for a heartbeat, suspended in time and space, then it
fdl like a fat lead bdl dropped in heavy gravity. Without the repedlor, an ar pod had the
aerodynamics of a round brick. They were close enough to hear the atmosphere whidle across the
hole the plasma bolt made. The thing hit the ground hard enough to make the hard dirt splash.

“Nice shot,” Budler said.

“Like duck hunting,” she said. “Got to lead the target alittle, that’s dl.”

They ran.

The remaining two pods circled high overhead, kegping wel out of range.

“Where are we going?’ Chin yelled.

“TotheAPC.”

“It' s the other way!”

“l know. W€l circle around. Let them think we're lost. Once it gets dark we can lose these
dush-brains”



“Yeah,” Mbutu said, “but can we lose them?”
Behind the running marines, diens began to emerge from the nest.

Massey dismissed the android. He turned to Wilks and said, “Y our marines have proven quite
adept down there. Seems they managed to get their hands on a couple of weagpons and now they're
meking arun for it.”

Wilks grinned. “That' s too bad. | hope that haan't upset your little plan any.”

Massey pulled his antique pistol from its holster and stuck it under Wilks's chin, shoving the
barrd into hisflesh. “Here' s an ideas Why don’t you cal them and tdl them to surrender?’

Wilks managed to grin even wider. “You gonna do what, kill meif | don’t?’

Massey laughed, backed off alittle with the pistal. “It's nice to work with professonds after dl
the scum | usudly have to ded with. Y ou know I'm going to kill you no matter what.”

“| sort of suspected that.”

“It's necessary, you know. But you can go hard or you can go easy.” Massey holstered the
gun and pulled a thin boot knife. The dainless sted glittered in the overhead lights The knife was
only about seventeen or eighteen centimeters long, hdf of that handle, but it didn’t take much in the
hands of an expert. Wilks didn’'t doubt that Massey knew how to useit.

“Hdl, my dick isbigger than that,” Wilks said.

“Not for long.”

Wilks gathered himsdf. His hands were bound behind him, but he could use his feet. Doubtless
Massey knew hand-to-hand, but better to die trying than not.

The com chimed.

Massey moved back, outsde of Wilks's range, and touched a control. “Commander, the
marines have shot down another of our pods. They are moving north, away from the APC
coordinates.”

“They aren't that stupid,” Massey said. “Stay with them. Targets of opportunity.” He glanced
a Wilks, then back at the com. He touched other controls on the board. A timer lit the ar in one
corner of the standard screen projection. It began to count down.

“Better safe than sorry,” he said.

Wilks went for it. He took a couple of quick steps toward Massey.

Massey laughed and snapped up a sdekick. The move was dmog lazy, a contemptuous
grike. His boot caught Wilks in the bdly and knocked him down. He hit hard, undble to use his
hands to break hisfdl. He dug with his hedsin afutile effort to get up. He' d never make it.

Massey twirled the knife in his hand. “This game is being cdled on account of rain,” he said.
“Time to take my winnings and go home. So long, Sergeant Wilks” He started toward the helpless
marine

“Drop it!” came awoman's voice from behind Massey.

Evening threw long shadows over the dien landscape, and as the sun settled for the night,
Budler and his squad started their cirde toward the APC. It was harder to see the air pods traling
them, and therefore it would be harder for the pirates to see them, too.

“What about the diens?” Budler asked.

Mbutu shook her head. “They must have lousy senses of amdl,” she said. “When we cut left
back there, they kept going straight. Crummy trackers.”

“That's good.”

“Maybe,” Ramirez said. “Or maybe there's something in this direction they don't want to run
into. Something meaner than they are.”

“That's what | like about you, Ramirez, you dways look on the bright side of things” Blake



sad.

“Fuck you, Blake.”

“You wish. If you had anything bigger than a toothpick | might consider it.”

Budler grinned. They might dl die out here, but if they could make jokes, then morde was
higher than it had been since the pirates had boarded them.

“Let’s hudle it up, marines. We got places to go and things to do.”

* % %k k% %

Billie had the carbine amed at the pirate’s heart and if he made any sudden moves she was
gaing to carve it out of him.

Theman grinned as he let the knife fal. He looked like some of the psychotics Billie had seenin
the lockdown section of the hospitd.

“Wdl, wdl. What have we here? Y ou the ship's mascot?’

“Stay red 4ill.”

“So that explains the extra on the head count. You can't be one of those ugly marines, you're
too pretty. Crew smuggle you onboard for fun and games, maybe?’

Wilks said, “ Shoot him, Billie. Shoot him now!”

The man glanced a Wilks. “Ah. Friend of yours, eh, Sergeant? You have nice taste.” He
turned back toward Billie Sid a hdf step toward her, hands outstreiched wide, trying to look
harmless.

“Ancther step and | punch your ticket,” she said.

“Come on. Swext little thing like you? Y ou don’'t want to kill me. Think about what it would be
like, being responsible for the death of another humaen being. It'll give you bad dreams, honey.” He
did another hdf step forward.

Billie swalowed, her mouth dry. This man was a killer, she had seen the bodies get spaced.
And he had done something with Mitch. But his hands were in the air. Shooting somebody down like
this, it was different from thunking the android on the head.

Billie shuffled back a step. “I’m tdling you to stop right there.”

Wilks managed to lever himsdf to his feet by leaning againg a bulkhead. “Billie, this guy is a
murderer! You have to put him down! Shoot!”

She glanced a Wilks.

A migteke.

As s00n as her atention Ieft the pirate, he legpt. God, he was fagt! Billie pulled the trigger on
the carbine, but he was dready twiding, dropping under the line of her fire Haf a dozen rounds
shattered a computer console, the noise was awful, lights flickered as the power surged and shorted
inthe plugged console—

She tried to redign the weapon but too late. He hit her above the knees, and she did a hdf flip
forward and landed on her back—

“Stupid bitch!” he said as he rolled up and caught Billie by the shoulders. “Point a goddamn
on a mel” He snatched her from the floor and threw her. againg the bulkhead.

Billiewent gray as her head dammed againg the wall. Even as she bounced off, he was on her,
one hand grabbing her shirt, the other dapping her face. “1 don't need a weapon, you stupid cunt, |
could tear your throat out with my fingerd” He dapped her again. Billie fdt a tooth cut the insde of
her lip. Blood sprayed from her mouth as he dapped her the third time. He shoved her back againg
the wall, lifted her feet clear of the deck by her shirt. Pulled his pistal from his holster. Grinned like a
maniac.

“But | don’t dirty my hands on nathings like you.”



As heraised the gun to kill her, Billie saw a blur behind him. She couldn’t stop her gasp.

The pirate tried to turn, but she locked both her hands around the wrigt of the hand he held her
with. It dowed him enough so that Wilks hit him with one shoulder just above his hip. Billie fdt her
dhirt tear as the pirate was knocked away.

Shefdl to the floor and scrabbled on dl fours.

Toward the carbine where it had fdlen. Five meters. Four. Three—

The pirate roared and Billie twisted enough to see him. He had logt his pigtal, but he was up
and diving for it.

Two meters to the carbine. One—

“I'll kill both of you!”

Wilks was sprawled on his side, pushing himsdlf dong with only hisleft foot. Toward the pirate,

Billie reached the carbine. Grabbed it. Boiled onto her back. Wouldn't be time to get to her
feet—

The pirate’ s gun went off, but she was ralling and she fdt the dug hit the deck where she had
just been. No time to am. She pushed the gun out as if it were her fig punching and pulled the
trigger. The fire selector must have been jiggled when the gun had fdlen. It went off once. Billie,
expecting full auto, couldn’t figure it out. She held the trigger back, waiting for more fire. Nothing.
She'd haveto let it go and pull it again, she redized. Oh, fuck!

But one was enough.

The casdaless 10mm round caught the pirate just below the shoulder of hisgun arm. Blew a hole
through him. Billie saw him tumble, the gun fdling from his nerveless fingers. The entry wound was
the sze of her fingertip, but when he fel she saw the exit wound, high on his back, was as big as her
fid.

The pidol did two meters away from the falen man's fingertips. He raised his head, saw the
pistol, crawled for it. Stretched his good hand out for it.

Billie came up, carbine held ready, and jumped for the pistol. Kicked it across the room.
Pointed the carbine a the downed man.

He rolled over onto his back. Blood poured from his wound, spreading under his head in a
coppery-smdling pool.

“Stupid fucking bitch,” he said. He reached for something at hiswaist.

“Don’'t movel”

“Fuck you.” He did his left hand into a vertical dit on his coveral over hisright hip. She saw
him amile as he gripped it.

“Billid” Wilks yelled.

“Stop!” she screamed.

He gtarted to pull his hand out—

She squeezed the trigger.

The exploson was loud in the enclosed room, it lapped againg the hard walls and splashed
back at her. The amdl of burnt propellant filled her nodtrils. Her ears rang.

The round hit im square in the mouth. Chopped out some front teeth and blew the back of his
head dl over the deck and wdl behind him. Whatever he had intended to do wasn't ever going to
happen.

She bent, tugged his hand out. He death-gripped a grenade. The safety cap had dready been
snapped up and his thumb was on the detonate button. Carefully, Billie pried the grenade loose from
the dead man's hand and closed the safety cap. He would have blown them dl up, ruined the control
room, sent the ship spirding down to burn in the atmosphere.

“Billie, cut me lose.”

She looked a Wilks, blinked asif she'd never seen him before. “What?’



“He' s set some kind of timer going. Hurry!”

Numbly, Billie obeyed. She found the falen knife, used it to cut the sirand binding Wilks. The
knife was very sharp.

Free, Wilks ran to the com board. Looked at the screen. A bullet had shattered the projector.
He couldn’'t see how much time was left. He started tgpping controls on the console, swore, then
moved to another screen.

“What isit?’

He shook his head. “I think it's a bomb set on the APC. 1st Squad got loose. He was afrad
they’d get to the APC and come back.”

“What about Mitch?’

“l don’'t know.”

“Cdl him! Find out!”

“Billie—"

“Goddammit, Wilkd”

“Let me see if | can stop this timer. They'll need a way off the planet. Go guard the door!
There are dill a couple of the androids running around |oose!”

She stared & him.

“Go, do it! If they get us, wedl dig”

Billie moved. She pushed the sdector to full auto, looked out into the corridor, didn't see
anybody. She stood at the doorway, watching.

“Wilks?”

“l don’'t have enough time! There's got to be afalsafe, a bresk-off command but | don't know
the code. I'm trying to bust the APC controls open to shut the power down, maybe the destruct is
run off of its systems. It'sdl | can do.”

“How long?’

He shrugged. “Could be a minute, could be an hour. | can't tel. The system won't access it
from here”

Billie turned back to watch the corridor. If Mitch was dive, she'd go down and find him. If not,
then it didn’t much matter.

“Damn!” Wilks said. “Damn, damn, damn!”



22

Fortunately for the squad they’d been issued IR viewers. The pirates had known the marines
would be going into a dark hive, so they let them keep their red eyes.

So they could move in the dark.

The ar pods might be buzzing around up there somewhere, but for now, the marines were
better equipped and effectively invisble

They approached the APC in the moonless night, guided by the landing craft's heat leaks.
Ramirez had the point; he was severd hundred meters ahead of the rest of them. Budler had told
Ramirez to pull up short, scout the area, and then report back. It was likdy that there were guards
on the lander and Budler had to figure a way to take them out without damaging the craft.

Budler was looking away from the lander when dl of a moment the night turned to blinding
day.

“Shit!” he said. He flipped the IR fla screen up and turned, using his own vision.

The firebdl from the APC was 4ill spreading, dimmed somewhat and growing darker as it
expanded outward and upward. They were far enough away o that the shock wave was fairly mild;
it was like a hot wind, a sudden breeze off a desert at midday. Budler dropped flat, but redized even
as he did o that his reflexes were too dow. If it had been dangerous they’d dready be past tense.

After a second pieces of wreckage began to patter down, some of it hit nearby, a solid chunk!
as a heavy object dug into the rocky soil. A bit of flaming debris arced padt, dill dimbing, and other
burning shards fdl like a holiday fireworks display, a hot rain that pocked the dirt and went dark or
bounced and stayed lit even after coming to rest.

“Oh, man!" Chin said.

Budler spoke into the com. “Ramirez? Respond.”

The opchan was quiet.

“ Adios, Ramirez,” Mbutu said.

Budler stared a the smoking ruin ahead of them. Ramirez must have gotten caught in the
exploson. Damn!

He was sorry to lose Ramirez, but another cold fact lay in his bely like a bar of dry ice with
the APC destroyed, they were dl fucked. End of misson. End of squad.

Damn.

* % % % %

Billie said to Wilks, “Can you contact the marines?’

The com board was dive with incoming cdls, but dl of them from the pirate androids, who
were stranded on-planet when the APC blew. Wilks waved his hand over the cutoff control and the
board fell slent. He touched another contral.

“Fox Platoon, thisis Sergeant Wilks. Anybody copy?’

For what seemed along time to Billie there was no response. Oh, gods, Mitch!

“Thisis Budler, 1t Squad.”

“Mitch!”

Wilks waved her to slence. “Bueler, what's your Stuation?’

“I've got Blake, Smith, Chin, and Mbutu. We logt Ramirez when the APC went nova. How
are things there?’



“Billie got the drop on the head bad guy. He's no longer with us. There are probably some of
his troops dill 1oose on the ship but we' re armed and in the control center. | think we can dean them
out okay.”

“Interesting that his androids aren’t First-Lawed,” Budler said.

“Yeah, an't it, though. Ligen up. I'll light the other APC and come down after your squad.
Thismisson isgoing to be an abort, Budler. The bad guys dready have one of the bugs back home.
Once the government hears that, they’ll grab it. We don’'t need a specimen anymore.”

“Copy that, Sergeant Wilks. WEll find a safe place for the APC to land—"

Suddenly a voice cut in over that of Budler's, bleeding across a wide spectrum of the radio
band.

“Help, somebody hdp! Thisis Waters, Second Officer. The androids put us down next to one
of those fucking anthills and the things are coming out right toward ud Help ud”

Wilks said, “Dammit!” He fiddled with the com controls. “Walters, this is Wilkd Where are
you? Give me a transponder beacon!”

“Jesus and Buddha! They'redl over ud No! Leave medone! Aaahh!”

“The beacon, Walters, trigger the beacon!”

Billie stared at Wilks.

“Thereitid” he said. “He managed to kick it on.”

Billie shook her head. “The things will take them into the hive. They’ll web them up in the egg
room.”

Wilks nodded. “Y egh. Even with the beacon, we can't get to them before they get implanted.
They're dead men.” He blew out a short sgh. “I’m gonna nuke the planet from breakaway orbit,” he
sad. “At lesst it'll be quick. We ve got enough hardware. While Stephens was hitching about the
plasmarifles, | was moving bomb components past him disguised as spare parts. | can put a ring of
fire down there that’ll trigger a thousand volcanoes. Between them and the nukes, they'll scour the
place like a sandblaster. Sterilize the whole fucking planet.”

“Sergeant Wilks” came Mitch's voice. “We heard the distress Sgnd. It's only a dozen klicks
from here. We're on the way.”

“Negative on that, mister. The misson isan abort, repeat, it isan abort. You find a spot for the
APC and wait for it to collect you. That's an order.”

“Sergeant, you know we can't leave those menin there.”

Wilks s jaw muscles danced as he ground his teeth together.

“Well cdl for the APC when we get them out,” Mitch said.

Billie didn't understand what was going on. “Mitch! This is Billied You can't save the crew;
they are as good as dead! Wait for the APC!”

“I—I can't explain it, Billie, but we can't just et them die”

“Dammit, Mitch! What is this, some kind of marine honor thing? They’'re gone! They might be
bresthing for awhile longer but they're dead if they get implanted! We couldn’t do anything for them
even if you could get them out! It isn't worth the risk!”

“I'm sorry, Billie | love you.”

“Mitch!”

“Save your breath,” Wilks said. “You can’t stop them.”

“Why?

But Wilks had nothing to say.

“Anything from the other squads?’ Chin asked.
“No,” Budler answered. “I expect if any of them made it and dill have corns working we'll see
them at the hive”



Smith shook his head. “Damn, | don’t like this”
“Tdl me about it,” Budler said.
They moved off through the night.

* k % % %

There were four of Massey’s Firgt-Law-less androids on the ship. Wilks and Billie found and
killed them dl.

“l don't understand,” Billie said. “I didn’t think androids could hurt people.”

“Close” he sad. “They modified Asmov's First Law of Robotics for androids. They can't kill
ahuman or even stand by and allow ahuman to be killed without trying to hep. Otherwise there
couldn’'t be android surgeons, they wouldn't be able to hurt somebody a little to save them from a
bigger hurt or death. Apparently nobody told this group. Massey’s backing must be very high up in
the scheme of things to have pulled that one off.”

Wilks programmed the remaining military lander, as wel as the one from Massey’s ship. The
company ship would hang in stlandby orhbit in case it was needed; he could pilot it by remote from the
planet. Massey had dropped the little pods with their crews in what was caled snowbdl wrap—it
burned off going down—but the pods couldn't reach escape veocity to make it back out of the
gravity well.

“I’'m going down with you,” Billie said.

“Not agood idea. I'd rather have you on the ship.”

“l don’t much care what you want. I’'m going.”

Wilks looked a her, shook his head. He'd tried to warn her, tried to keep her from getting
involved with Budler. 1t hadn't worked. Now she was having to pay the price. The cost was steep.
He hurt for her, but maybe it was the best way. Budler and the others were probably higory, no
better off than those of their crew the monsters had dragged into their mound for baby food. None of
the other squads had answered his cdls. The misson was a fuckup from the firgt. Damn. “All right.
You can go.” What ese could he say?

The squad had a stroke of good luck. Just before dawn they happened on one of the ar pods.
The little vehide must have run low on fud and put down next to a stream to try to recharge the
converters. It would take along time for the stream’s water to power up the flywhed batteries—the
thing wasn't much bigger then a ditch and the current was dow-moving—Hbut it was not as if the
passengers had alot of choice. Running dry of power a a hundred metersin the air would guarantee
alanding nobody would wak away from.

Usng her red eye, Blake spiked the two androids from two hundred meters out, one shot
esch.

“So, do | get amedd or something?’

“Sure, Blake. When we get back to Earth, I'll put you in for the Marksmanship Badge.”

“Aw, | dready got that one, Budler. | was hoping for a Plainum Star, at least.”

“What the hdll, that, too,” Budler said.

They grinned a each other, but the expressons were tight, whistling-past-the-graveyard
humor. Their chances of getting out of this dive were as dim as those of a spitbdl in a supernova.

But they were better off now. The pod held two more plasma rifles and chargers, a 10mm
carbine, and two softdug pistols. Everybody was armed, a plasma wegpon for everybody except
Budler, who took the carbine and a bdt of grenades.

“How's the pod’ s charge?’ Budler asked.

“Almos dead,” Smith answered. “It'll take Sxteen hours at the stream’s flow rate to give it



enough to lift. Even then, two passengers would be reaching.”
Budler shrugged. “Let it keep charging. Maybe it'll be ussful when we get back.”
“*“When'?" Smith said. “My, an't you the optimist.”
“Let’'smove out.”
Dawn lit the eastern skies with the fird reddish gimmers of day.
" “Red sky in the morning, sailors take warning,” " Smith said.
“We're marines” Budler said. “Let the Navy worry about that shit.”
They marched toward the dien mound.

Asthe APC fdl from the Benedict’s bely into space, Billie held her breath. Outside the ship’'s
faux gravity fidd, she and Wilks were suddenly weightless, and that cold, pit-of-the-stomach flutter
made her want to throw up. She swalowed the bile that threatened to spew and took deep breaths
through her nose. Mitch was down there and dill dive. If they could get to the hive before he went
ingde, she could maybe stop him. If they were too late for that, then she would grab a gun and go in
after him.

“How long?’ she asked.

“If we're lucky, maybe an hour.”

“And if we aren't lucky?’

“We ve got to skip through the atmosphere a a bad angle to make the rendezvous,” he said.
“If we do it wrong we could fry indde this can.”

“What happens to the planet if we die?’

“If | don't put in a cdl to the ship in 9x hours, the computer drops the atomics and heads for
home. Anybody Ieft down there had better get ther affairsin order red quick.”

Billielooked at Wilks.

“You know what those things can do where there's only a few of them,” he said. “I'm not
taking any chances on leaving a whole planet full of them lying around for some other poor sucker to
sumble on.”

She nodded. He wasright. If they died, it was best to take the entire world with them. 1t was
the only way to be sure.

“There' sthe entrance,” Mbutu said. “What's the drill?”

“I'll take the point,” Budler said. “Move in after mein a two-and-two, Mbutu, you and Chin in
front, Blake, you and Smith covering our asses. We have the 9gnd from the transponder, we go
draght to it, recover the crew, come sraight out.”

“Easy asfdling down a grav-shaft,” Smith said.

“You got awarped sense of humor,” Blake said. “Somebody must have jiggled the tech’'s am
when he was inddling your brain matrix.”

“Fuck you,” Smith said.

“If we get back to the ship, I'm dl yours, lover.”

“That's great, Blake,” Mbutu said, “give him a reason to die quicker.”

“Let’'smovein, marines. People need our help in there.”

They were two hundred meters into the mound when the firs wave of diens came a them. A
dozen of the things, moving impossibly fast, fangs bared, claws extended.

“Aimlow!” Budler ordered. “Take out their legd”

He snapped off three three-round bursts, waving the carbine in a short arc to his left, leaving
the center and right of the corridor clear.

Green beams flashed past him and burned limbs from bodies. Severd of the things fdl and



skidded on the ridged floor and others tangled with them.

Budler pulled the softdug pigtal from his belt. The exterior armor would stop the handgun’'s
rounds, but when the things opened their mouths to extend those toothed rods, he fired his Sdearm
into the openings. The softdugs tore through the tissue indde the heads very nicdy, and the
projectiles stayed indde the harder skulls, doing enough damage to be fatd. Raided around like a
mead bumblebeeinajar.

It was over in five seconds, and the twelve attacking diens lay burned or shattered, smoke
risng where the blood touched the hive. Not that something that acidic could redly be called blood.

“Don't step intheliquid,” Budler ordered.

“Suff’s not eating into the floor much,” Blake said.

“Makes sense that it wouldn't,” Chin said.

“Wouldn't do to have holes burned in the building every time some drone cut itsfinger.”

“We re dill five hundred meters away from our quarry,” Budler said. “Let’'s move.”

The APC bounced, the ride bone-jarring despite the seat restraints. The atmosphere was
cloudy, and vighility was nil. Wilks hoped the computer controls knew what they were doing. The
hul temperature was hot enough to mdt slver and dimbing. The belly, nose, and underwing tiles on
the APC were designed to take a lot more friction then they were getting, but if the lander dewed
too much one way or the other, the heat could be a problem. If the skin burned through, it could
cause fatd damage to the occupants in a matter of a couple of seconds. At least it would be fast.
“A-a-ar-are w-w-we g-g-gonna m-make it?” Wilks looked at Billie His own voice chattered with
the vibrations when he answered. “M-m-maybe.”

Another wave of mongters clattered toward the squad, hissng as they moved. Budler’s carbine
rumbled, a giant tearing heavy canvas, and the armor-piercing rounds punched through the bodies
where they hit sraight on, ricocheted off when they struck at an angle, meking sparks like flint on
ded.

Chin was right behind Budler and his plasmarifle flared, the pulses making the wals glow with
agckly verdant gleam.

One of the things tumbled, legs seared off at the knees. It skidded into Budler, knocked him to
the Sde againg the wall.

Budler dammed into the surface, his head protected by the hdmet but his shoulder hit hard.
The force of the impact twisted him so as he fdl away he saw what happened to Chin as if watching
it on a holoviewer in dow mation.

—The legless dien spun, scrabbled with its taloned hands, and did in a Chin under his line of
fire. Chin tried to lower his am, but too late. The dien opened massive jaws and hit, latching on to
Chin'sthigh—

—Chin screamed. He dammed the butt of the plasma rifle usdedy at the thing's armored
Kull—

—Blake ydled, “Don’'t movel” and did over a step to shoot the dien that had Chin in its
teeth—

—Thedien’slegs were gone, but it ill had itstail. It speared Chin's bely, jammed the pointed
tal through him so it emerged between two ribs on his back. The ribs broke through the skin,
showing splintered bones—

—Blake fired, hit the dien behind the hinge of its jaws. The thing convulsed and the teeth
sheared through Chin's leg completely. For a second he stood there on one leg, the mongter’s tall
hdping him stay up. Then he fdl—

—Smith moved in to tug a Chin, the thing's tall dill through him, and another dien flew past



Budler, blocking for an indant his view. He managed to raise his weagpon, even though it had dl
happened so fast he was il fdling after hisimpact with the wal—

—Budler fired. One of the dugs spanged off the dien, knocked its head Sdeways so it looked
draight a Bueler. The other two rounds missed the dien. One of them found Chin and blew the top
of his head off—

—Smith was close to the dien. Asit twisted back to find him, Smith fired. He was too close.
The focuser on the end of the plasma rifle nearly touched the thing. The beam pierced the dien's
armor, but it dso partidly splashed. The plasma sprayed and hit Smith in the face. It cooked the
flesh, boiled his eyes into steam. He fdl back as the dien collapsed on him, its acid blood spewing
onto Smith, edting through his armor and body, dinking smoke rising in a hot blast—

—Budler hit the floor. He heard the hums of more plasma beams, saw the reflected green on
thewadls, came to hisfest. ..

The second wave was over, maybe twenty more of the things lay dead, but both Smith and
Chin dso gone.

That |eft only three of them to save the crew.

Budler looked at Blake and Mbutu. They nodded a him. Without spesking, they started
deeper into the hive.
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A hard jolt shook the APC and it dropped in free-fdl for a second. Billie fdt a moment of
nausea. She'd never done particularly wel in zero gravity; her somach aways twisted in what fdt
like a continuous drop from a great height. Then the little ship’s wings caught the atmosphere again,
weight returned, and she swalowed as her bely recovered its composure.

“Thet's the worgt of it,” Wilks said. “We're on a long glide path to the place now. Might hit a
few clouds on the way, get alittle chop, but that’s pretty muchit. ™

Billie nodded, not spesking. Would it be too late? Would Mitch dill be dive? As much as
anybody, Billie knew the dangers of the enemies her lover faced. Whatever their mativation, they
were killing machines, and if they cared about ther own deaths, it never showed. Survivd of the
gpecies was the thing; individuals didn’t seem to matter much. Not like people. Not like people at dl.

“How long?’

“Thirty minutes, give or take. We have to glidein so we'll have enough juice to achieve escape
veocity and make it back to the ship.”

Billie nodded again. There was not much to say about that.

There was a Sde passage to Budler's left and he put thirty rounds down it as he drew leve
with it, hosng the carbine back and forth at was leve. He redly couldn’t afford the ammo, he had
only one more magazine, but the sde corridor was dark and he didn’t want any nasty surprises.

He got one anyhow.

The automdtic fire should have chopped any of the diens standing between the knees and hips;
probably it did. But one of them must have been hanging on the calling or stretched out on the floor.
As so0n as the burst of fire ended, the thing jumped ouit.

Budler wasn't taking anything for granted, so he dill had his weapon held ready, but the thing
legpt as he fired again, flew like amissle a him.

Budler's reactions were fast. It wouldn't matter how many rounds hit the damned thing, inertia
would keep it coming. Budler didn’'t have time to think. He dropped, dammed flat onto the dimy,
hot floor, and the alien missed him by centimeters.

Mbutu ydled as the thing barreled into her. Blake fired, but the monster and Mbutu were
entwined, and as good as Blake was, she couldn’'t stop the acid flow her shot caused. The spewing
wound drenched Mbutu's face. She indinctively opened her mouth to scream. The thing was dying
but it pumped enough of the corrosive blood onto Mbutu so she would join it shortly. Maybe she
might have survived were she in a full-ride military medicator, but she'd never make it that far. Her
cheeks and nose were a smoking ruin, her throat and lungs already being eaten away.

She would drown in her own fluids

Budler scrambled up. Mbutu made a strangled noise hdfway between a moan and a plea. He
knew what she wanted. He couldn’'t ask Blake to do it. Budler pointed his carbine, tapped the
trigger once.

Thebullet in her brain ended Mbutu' s suffering.

Blake nodded. “Thanks” she said.

Budler had trouble drawing enough ar to breathe. He shuddered.

Two of them eft.

“Thereitis” Wilks said.



The front view screens gave a better picture than the ports, but Billie stared through the clear
shidds, preferring the redity. The mound sprawled upon the ground like a mdignant tumor, dull gray
in the light of the locd sun. It was a desolate landscape, cleared around the hive of everything but
dugt and rock.

“I’'m going to put down on thet little ridge,” Wilks said. “We can use the ship’s guns better on
the high ground and we'll be able to see them coming. And anything that might be chasing them.”

She looked at him.

“Sill too much interference,” he said. “ Something in the walls is blocking the corn’s sgnd.”

“l could go—" Billie began. “No. You can't.”

“Man, oh, man,” Blake said, “I'm ddfinitdy crossng this place off my vacdtion lig. It ginksin
here”

Thewinding corridor had provided them with more attackers, but it was wide enough thet the
red eyes let them see in time. Budler and Blake took the diens out as soon as they spotted them,
and it had dmogt gotten to the point of target shooting for Bueller. He'd switched to semi-auto to
conserve anmo. He had about eghty rounds left, but dso had Mbutu's plasma rifle dung over his
shoulder. Things could be worse.

A large archway loomed.

“Sgnd iscoming from in there,” Blake said. “Less than fifty meters.”
“The hatching room,” Budler said.

“Yeah”

“Lef’sdoit”

The heat intengfied as they neared the archway, the ar thickened even more with stench and
high humidity. It fdt like the indde of a steambeath full of rotting corpses.

Budler darted through the opening, Blake backing in behind him, her rifle pointed to the rear.

“Therethey are,” he said.

Four people, three men and a woman, webbed to the wadls in that gauzy, spidery goo the
things used.

The garbage-can-sized eggs sat impassively on the floor. There was no Sgn of the queen, no
other drones around. It was quiet enough so Budler could hear his own breathing.

The two of them moved quickly.

“Thisoneis dead,” Blake said, her fingers on the carotid of one of the women.

“This one, too,” Budler sad.

One of them was dive, though. The marines tore away the sticky webbing. The eggs next to
the man were dill closed, he hadn’t been implanted yet.

He came to as they were dragging him free of the web. He screamed.

“Easy, easy!” Blake sad. “It's okay, we got you!”

Fear had stolen his words. The man tried to speak, ssammered, gave up.

“Can you wak?’

He nodded, dill mute.

“Then let’s make tracks, fast, understand?’

He nodded again.

The three of them started for the chamber’s exit. When they reached it, Budler stopped.

Blake raised an eyebrow a him. “What?’

“I'll just leave them a couple of grenades for agoing away present,” he said. He hip-pointed his
carbine and launched three rounds, fast, so the firg exploson was ill expanding as the second and
third rounds flew. The sound was desafening, despite the spike muters the marines wore.



“Go, go!”
They ran.

* % % % %

Wilks touched a control on the sensor board. “Got seigmic activity in there. Looks like
somebody fired some explosve amament. M-40s, probably.”

“They're dill dive” Billie said.

“Maybe”

“We have to do something!”

“We are doing something. We re waiting. Won't help anybody if we don't have a way off this
damned rock. In five hours the whole planet is going to get hammered fla as the oceans on Jupiter.
We don't want to be here then.”

“Toyour |eft!” Budler yeled.

Blake, cool as liquid oxygen, turned and painted the corridor green with her plasma The
withering beams cooked the onrushing dien drones like crabs under their shells. Huid boiled from
ther joints in deadly steam, but far enough awvay so there was no danger to the maines or the
crewman.

“Ea hot plasma death, dien scum,” Blake said.

Budler stared at her.

“| dways wanted to say that,” she said. She amiled.

He shook his head. But he shared her feding; againg dl the odds, they were nearing the exit to
this nightmare. Less than a hundred meters away the harsh daylight of the planet soilled into the
mound, giving them alight at the end of a very dangerous tunnd.

“Almod there” Budler said. “Can you make it?’

The crewman findly found hisvoice. “I'll make it. Just keep those bastards off us”

Thelagt thirty meters were the wordt. It was clear, no drones in front of them, but the run for
the way out filled Budler with hope—they might redly make it after dl—and it was too soon for thet
kind of optimism.

Stll, they reached the mouth of the tunnd.

“Hel-/o, sunshind” Blake said as they stepped out of the mound. Budler had the tall, he kept
his weapon and his gaze behind them, but the pressure of the light on his bare skin fdt as good as
anything ever had.

Blake said, “ Sonofafoitc/z, our rideis here! There' sthe APC!”

Budler spared a glance. Yes. Thereit was, on adight ridge five hundred meters away.

Blake laughed. “Let’s go home, folks!”

Budler managed a chuckle. There was something wonderful about the air, bad as it was. And
adde from Billie he'd never seen anything quite as beautiful as that combat-camoed drop ship
perched dmogt within spitting distance. “1 hear that,” he said. “Move out, I'll cover our asses.”

Blake led the crewman down the indine from the mound aong the dusty trail.

“Therethey are,” Wilks said, his voice quiet and edgy.

Billie jerked around. Too far away to tdl by direct visud who they were. Three of them. Two
moving down the dope to the mound' s entrance, one standing guard behind them.

Billie reached for the view enhancer, tapped the magnification up, looked at the screen.

The one in the entrance was Mitch.



Alivel

“Only three of them left,” Wilks said. “Two marines and one crewman.”

Billiedidn't care. One of them was Mitch, he was okay, that was dl that mattered.

"14 squad, thisis Wilks. You copy?’

A woman's voice came back. “Glad you could drop by, Sarge. But | think the party’s over.
What say we pack it in and junk this place?’

“Yeah,” Wilks said. “Hurry up, Blake, the meter isrunning.”

“On our way.”

Mitch heard the com and grinned. He stared into the darkness of the mound's gaping mouth.
He started backing away, weapon 4ill trained on the entrance. “Hey, Billie” he sad into his com.
“Hope you kept it warm for me.”

“Come and get it,” Billie said.

He hdf turned to look at the APC, the amile bright and happy.

A mistake.

The dien mugt have been waiting in the darkness for some break in Budler's attention. It came
clatering out, claws scraping and digging into the rocky surface as it cleared the entrance, ams
extended, teeth reveded in amoray ed’s needle grin.

Budler twisted, svung the carbine around. Slipped on a loose piece of rock. Shifted, off
baance, to hisleft. The carbine's barrdl dropped, just a hair, as he fired.

Fired, and missed.

He tried to correct his am, the thing was dmost on top of him and he only needed to
pointshoot, but he was too dow. It crossed its hands, grabbed him, digging one steel-hard daw into
his ribs, the other on the opposite Sde, just under His hip. Tdons bit deep. The carbine flew from
Budler's grip. He tried to draw the dug pigtal.

“Mitch!” Billie screamed from his com.

The dien flexed muscles hidden under its exo-skeleton, cords filled with power a score of times
stronger than aman could manage. Budler fdt the pain burn through his waist, a shattering bolt that
short-circuited dl his systems, filling him, like a sudden plunge into molten duminum. He managed a
scream, then fdt the unendurable shock as—

Asthe thing tore imin hdf at the was.

Billie saw the parts of Budler fdl. Saw his hips and legs fly one way, his upper body ancther.
Tumbling, and the white drculaing fluid—not red blood, white, whitel—spraying like a milky
fountain into the ar under the dien sun.
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Wilks watched the dien rip Budler apart.

He ydled into the com. “Blake, get down!” He dapped the fire controls for the robot guns
trained on the mouth of the dien hive. He saw the edges of the entrance light with tiny flashes as the
20mm expended uranium dugs chattered againg the walls indde. Having a specific target, the robot
oun hosed it in bursts of twenty, S-shaped patterns from top to bottom, stopping a meter or so short
of the ground.

The gunfire chopped the dien into pieces, blowing the shattered parts back againg the hive like
aswat from agiant stedl broom. The fire computer locked in the shape of the dien and shut the gun
down, waiting for more targets that looked like him.

Billie screamed. She was looking &t the viewer and it was dided up so she couldn’'t miss what
Budler was. The ancllary nodes of his digestive system hung from his torso; white polymer
dreulating flud oozed over everything. Where a human would be soaked with blood and painted
bright crimson, Budler was drenched in milky froth. Tubules, shunts, circulatory lines, dl splayed
from the ruined android body.

Billie screamed again, a wordless cry. Wilks knew then she' d never suspected.

“Billig”

She kept ydling.

He didn't have time for this. Over her din, he ydled into the com. “Blakel Move it! Stay low,
you're clear to one meter only!”

The computer triggered the robot gun again. Wilks only saw the diens for a second before the
things were punched back into the mound.

Blake moved, but the wrong way. She crawled back to where Budler lay, Saying under the
gun'sfidd of fire

“Blake, goddammit!”

Billie screamed again.

Wilks did the control chair over a meter, reached out, dapped Billi€s face. Her scream
stopped asif cut off by alaser harvester.

“He sdive” Blake sad over the com. She hoisted the terribly wounded android onto her back
and crawled back to where the crewman lay.

“Oh, God, oh, God, oh, God,” Billie said.

Wilks logt it. 1 tried to fucking warn you! | tried to keep you away from him! You wouldn't
ligen to mel Yes, he's an android. The whole platoon, dl of them, they're all androidsl Created for
amisson like this. How do you think they managed to bresthe that thin air and keep going?’

Billie stared at the screen, not blinking, not moving.

Blake zigzagged, cleared the APC's gun line, and stood, Budler gill on her back. Haf of
Budler. The crewman was right behind her.

“That’ swhy they had to go back into the mound,” Wilks said, feding very tired dl of a sudden.
“They couldn’t let the humans die. It' sthe First Law.”

Billie stared draight ahead.

“They're faster, stronger, cheaper than we are to mantan. Some people didn't like working
with them, so the new experimenta models were made to pass for human. They eat, drink, piss, act,
and even fed like humans. They can hate, fear, love, judt like we do. From the outside, even an
expert can't tel. Everything externd [ooks just the same. But | guess you know that, don’t you?’



Fndly she turned to look at him. He could see her pain, it went dl the way to her core. She
hed fdlen in love with an android, had dept with him. For some people, that would be the same as
fdling in love with a dog or afarm animd and having sex with it.

“The pirates didn’'t know,” he continued. “That's why the diens weren't in any hurry to attack
the marines and use them for incubators. Ther flesh wouldn't support the babies. They look the
same, fed the same to the touch, but apparently they don't taste very good.

“I'm sorry, kid.”

When she spoke, her voice was as cold as deep space. “Why didn't you tdl me, Wilks?’

“I tried. You didn't want to heer it.”

“You never said anything about androids.”

“By thetime | redized | should, it was too late. What was | supposed to say? You're in love
with an atifiad person? He was born in a vat and put together like a puzzle by a bunch of
androtechs? Y ou wouldn't have believed it.”

“You should have told me”

“Yeeh, well, my lifeisful of things | should have done and didn’'t. This misson is screwed, and
we're leaving. The rest of it we sort out later.”

Billie turned back to the screen. Blake and the crewman had what weas left of Budler cradled
between them and were gpproaching the APC at a quick jog. Behind them the mouth of the diens
nes erupted with dozens of the things The robot gun worked its deadly magic, hammering the
creatures with chunks of armor-piercing degth, battering them to pieces; 4ill, they boiled forth like
angry fire ants, ran into the wal of meta, and shattered againg it. Dozens, scores, hundreds of
them—they kept coming.

The robot gun was gate of the art, it locked on to the acquired targets, caculated for loca
gravity, windage, movement, then fired effidently and dispatched them. But no matter how effident a
wespon, it could only live as long as it was fed.

The lagt of the ammunition ran through the eectronic machinery. The control pand it with a
flashing red light. The gun, said the computer, was empty. Since further identified-by-image targets
were in evidence, the computer hereby advised the primary operator that reloading was now
required for continued operation. Since the spare anmunition module had dready been expended,
the primary operator was hereby natified that additiond modules would have to be manudly inserted
for continued operation. Meanwhile, the sysem would remain on standby, identifying and tracking
i-b-i targets.

Wilks shook his head. Bad news. The APC had shot up dl the anmunition it carried. Nobody
had figured a lot of air-to-air combat would be hgppening on this misson. And the diens kept
bounding out of that damned nest like giant black termites stoked on steroids and amphetamines.
Mugt be fifty of them heading toward the ship, despite dl the ones the gun had blown away. More of
the things climbed over the piled bodies as he watched. Timeto leave.

Blake and the crewman and Budler were only fifty meters away from the ship. Wilks ordered
the outer hatch open.

“Tripletime, maring,” he said to Blake. “There's a shitload of company behind you coming up
fast and | want to shut the door redl soon now!”

They were close enough so Wilks could see their expressions now. The crewman turned and
looked over his shoulder, and gpparently didn't like what he saw. He was the limiting factor, Blake
could run probably twice his best, even carying Bueler. The crewman speeded up, and Blake
matched him.

For no reason he could think of, Wilks was reminded of an old joke, one that he'd heard as a
kid, about sheep herders. Come on guys. What say, let's get the flock out of here....

Billie was numb, dl the way to her soul. Wilks had dapped her, but she couldn’t fed anything



but a little heat where his pdm had struck.

Lies It was dl lies Everything. How could Mitch have done it? Why hadn't he told her the
truth?

Bootsteps clattered up the entry ramp. They were here.

Blake entered the cabin. She squatted and carefully eased Mitch onto the deck. There was an
ad kit on the wadl, but Blake passed it and pulled a plagtic box from a cabinet instead. Of course. A
humen aid kit wouldn't help.

The crewman said, “Go, man, get usthe hdl out of herel”

Wilks was in the pilot’s seat. “ Strap in,” he ordered.

Only the crewman hustled to obey. Billie stood over Mitch. His eyes were closed. He ended at
the waist and what spilled from his torso was ugly to look upon.

“St down, Billid”

Shedill didn't move.

Mitch opened his eyes. For a moment they were unfocused, but then she saw him recognize
her. “I—I'm s-s-sorry, B-Billie” he said. His voice bubbled, as if he were taking underwater. “I—I
w-was going to t-t-tell you.” He gasped, trying to get more ar to work his voice.

Blake had the box open. She pulled severd amdl dectronic devices out and dapped them
agang Mitch’'s shoulder and chest. Another one on his neck, yet another to his temple. She ran a
tube from a plagtic bag of clear fluid into the device on his neck. Theliquid began to flow through the
tubing. Blake pulled a plastic can out and sprayed a bluish foam dl over the torn waist. The foam
crackled and bubbled and quickly settled into a thick film that changed from blue to a bright green,
coding dl the exposed nodules and tubing.

“Is he going to die?’ Billie asked.

“l don't know,” Blake said. “His system vaves have shut down dl the torn circulators and the
sdf-repair programs are running. It's alot of damage, but we' re designed to withstand a lot.”

“Sit the fuck down!” Wilks roared. “We ve got to lift, now!”

Billie moved to a sedt, dill watching Blake work on Mitch. Blake hooked one hand under a
ganchion, the other she put againg Mitch's chest. “I'm anchored,” she said. “And I"ve got him held
gable. Go.”

Wilks cycled the hatch closed and initiaied the lift program. The ship’'s repdlors cycled up,
whining as they came on line. “ Sequencing for lift off,” he said. “ Stand by—"

Something dammed into the APC, hard enough to jolt the vessd, to make it ring with the
impect.
“Shit!” the crewman said.

More impacts. Three. Five. Ten of them.

“They aredl over ud” the crewman ydled.

“Fuck “em,” Wilks said. “We re gone.”” He punched a control.

Nothing happened.

“What the hdl?’ the crewman began.

“One of them isblocking a thrust skirt tube,” Wilks said. “The computer won't fire it. I'll have
to go to manuad—"

There came a screech as metd tore.

“They’re digging through the hull,” Billie said.

“That'simpossblel” the crewman said.

Another grinch! of meta being clawed by something harder then it was.

Wilks tapped controls. The APC shook, buit lifted, wobbled a little, but rose dowly. Went up a
couple hundred meters, Billie could see through the forward screens.



“All right!” the crewman ydled.

“We're too heavy,” Wilks said. “Weé |l have to shake the fuckers off—"

The ship lurched, dropped, twisting to port as though a heavy weight had landed on that Sde.
A dren began screaming from the control panel. Wilks worked franticdly, hands dancing rapidly
back and forth. The APC began to levd but it continued to settle. “That's the left repdlor,” Wilks
sad. “Emergency brake-lock. Something isingde the housing. | can't override.”

“But—but the housing is armored!” the crewman said.

“The intake is protected by afinger-thick wire mesh,” Wilks said. “But something went through
it. The computer knows the danger. The carbon-boron blades are supercooled, they're brittle. They
hit something bigger than a few grams, they'll shatter and blow us to pieces. | can't compensate
enough with the other repellors to get usinto orbit. WeE I have to land and clear the housing.”

“Y ou mean go outside?’

Wilks stared at the crewman. “Unless you got a better idea”

“Oh, men!”

Thumping continued on the hull, more squeds as the metd bent or gave up the fight.

Billie stared a Mitch. He looked at her, his eyes clear. She didn’t know what to say. She'd lain
naked with this man—no, not a man, an android—had shared her body with him, had told him her
secrets. Had given him her truth, for whatever it was worth. And he had responded as a man, but he
had aso kept from her the biggest truth of all.

As she watched him lay there, possibly dying, she fdt outraged, fdt sick, fdt that if she never
saw him again it would be too soon. And yet.

And yet, another feding stirred deep indde her mind, at the threshold of her perceptions. It was
afeding she could not deny, despite what he had done. She didn’t want to look at the thing looming
there, didn't want to know about it, didn't want to acknowledge it. She tried to close the door
between her and that gtirring, to make it go away, but looking at him, she couldn'’t.

Wel. It didn't matter. They were dl going to die here. It wouldn't be long before the diens
clawed their way in. Billie looked a the wespons Blake ill carried. Wilks wouldn't et the things
take them dive. It would be quick, if it came to that. So it didn't matter what she was feding about
Mitch. No. Nothing mattered. Her short and mogtly unhappy time was about to come to its end.
Except for the few hours when she'd thought Mitch was other than he turned out to be, it hadn’t
been much of alife Maybe she should tdl him that, Snce they were going to die.

Or maybe not. What difference did it make?

The APC reached the ground, settled unevenly.

“Maybe we crushed a couple of them underneath,” Wilks said.

Billie stared a him. That didn’t matter ether.

They were dl going to die. The way she fdt a the moment, it would be ardief.
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The thumps againg the hull increased. The externd pickups were modly blocked by the dien
forms as they mindlesdy beat againg the ship, asif it were dive and they were trying to kill it.

Wilks looked at the others. Billie was sunk into a sunned dlence. The crewman was SO
frightened he had wet himsdf. Budler drifted in and out of consciousness. Blake was the only one he
could depend on for help; she was the one to guard his back while he went outsde to clear the grid.

Wilks amiled wryly. Right. Opening the hatch would be fun. They didn’t have enough firepower
inthe APC to keep the things off him long enough to do what had to be done. He'd been too rattled
to think earlier. The reasonable thing was to get the ship into the ar again, move it ten or fifteen
klicks away from the nest, and ded with the few diens that hung on to them once they landed.

Except that they didn’'t have much fud to play around with here, and a miscaculaion would
leave them shy of what they needed to reach the ship in orbit. He had locked the Benedict’'s comp
into the nuclear scenario; it was't going to be dtered from the APC, couldn’'t be. He'd wanted to
be sure, in case something happened to them.

Well, looked like worst had come to worst.

“Sarge?”’

He looked at Blake. “No, going outside isn't red swift. I'm going to take it up again, do arall,
and move us far enough away so we can put down without company.”

Blake nodded. “Makes sense”

“If we're lignt on fud after that, well gut this sucker and toss out everything that adds
unnecessary weight.”

Wilks worked the controls. The ship trembled, but didn’t go anywhere.

“Oh, shit!” he said.

“Sarge?’

“Either too many of “em on us or they’ ve jammed up the other grids. Looks like we're back to
plan A.”

Metd screeched.

“Damn.”

“I wouldn’'t want to bet on us pulling this off, Sarge.”

“Yeah, me nether. | don't see as how we have any choice. Ligten, Blake, if they get me dive,
you punch my lights out, you copy?’

“l can't, Sarge, you know that.”

“Oh, yeah, right. Never mind. | got Massey’s grenade here. I'll pull my own plug, it comes to
that.”

“Billie”

She looked a him, her eyes dull. “Wha?’

“Takethis pigal. If we don’t come back...”

She nodded, understanding.

The ship rocked. Raised up on the starboard side, fdl back.

“Uh-oh,” Wilks said. “They’'re working together. Enough of them will tip us over. Get to the
hetch, Blake”

She nodded. Undung her plasmarifle and switched off the safety.
The ship rocked again. Sammed back into place.



“Billie Look, I’'m sorry for getting you into this”

“It's okay, Wilks. | didn’'t have anything better to do.”

For a second ther gazes locked and they amiled a each other. The borrowed time they’d both
been living on was about to expire.

Fuck it, Wilks thought. He took a deep breeth. “Let’s do it—"

The ship thrummed, a sound unlike anything Wilks had ever heard washed over them,
vibrating every surface in the APC, battering at his ears like padded pugil sticks. He dropped to his
knees and clapped his hands over his ears. He fdlt the vibration to his core; it made the marrow in his
bones hum.

“Chreesto!” the crewman screamed.

Abruptly the sound died.

Wilks stood, shaken. What the hell had that been?

“Ligen,” Blake said.

“l don’t hear anything,” the crewman said.

Wilks nodded. “That's right. The diens have stopped attacking us.”

It was as quiet as an isolaion chamber.

They dl looked at Wilks

“Let'stake alook, Blake”

Wilks took a couple of deep breaths, then moved to the hatch. He hed the carbine ready,
Blake with her rifle right behind him. The hatch went up.

“Oh, man,” Blake said.

Wilks was speechless. At leadt fifty of the diens lay sprawled on the ground around the ship.
They looked... mdted, asif dl ther edges had run together. Dead, Wilks didn’t doubt it for a
second. That was pretty incredible. But what he saw sanding a dozen meters away was even more
incredible.

“Whet the hdll isthat?’ Blake said.

Wilks jugt stared.

Some kind of suited figure stood there. It was easily seven or eight meters tdl, bipedd, with a
clear hdmet on the E-auit it wore. Wilks could see the thing's face behind the bubble covering, and it
looked like nothing so much as an dephant might appear, were it to evolve to a two-legged animd. It
had pinkish-gray skin, a ridged nose or maybe a trunk that vanished in a long chamber down the
front of the suit, with what seemed to be a par of andl tentacles, one to either sde of the larger
trunk. It had a short extension of the suit behind it, and Wilks guessed that it had atall in the tube,
shaped like a skinny pyramid. A closer look and Wilks redized the thing wasn't exactly standing.

The heavy boots it wore had a central split, asiif the thing had hooves, and they didn't quite
touch the ground. It was actudly floating a couple of centimeters above the surface.

It was close enough so he could see its eyes. The pupils were shaped like crosses, wider than
they were high. They looked dead, those eyes.

The thing held a device in its gauntleted hands and Wilks would bet ten years pay agang a
toenall dipping it was some kind of weapon.

Thear was thin and Wilks had to take big gulps of it to get enough oxygen. He glanced over
and saw that Blake was dowly bringing her rifle around to bear on the thing.

“Negetive on that,” he said softly. “I think this thing just flatened dl the loca bad guys with
whatever that gear isit’'s holding. | don’t want it to think we mean it any harm. If it can knock down
that many of those suckersdl a once, we re way outgunned here.”

Blake |t her rifle droop, to point a the ground.

The thing—another dien, and sure as shit not from around here, Wilks knew—pointed its own
weagpon downward.



“Hdlo, spacer,” Blake said softly. “Y ou mugt be new in town.”
Behind them, Billie screamed in terror.

Billiewas back on Rim.

She was a child, gtting in the front of her father’s scout hopper, watching the near festureless
gray pass by the observation port. So far the ride had been dull, but her father had said there was
something out there they had to go look at and he brought her and her brother Vick adong. Her
father's assstant, Mr. Zendail, was dso there. Her father cdled him Gene, but she wasn't supposed
to cdl him that. And her mother was there, too.

“Holy Sigter of the Stars,” her father said.

“Russ? What isit?’ her mother said.

“Our detectors just went off the scale. There's something huge down there, in the Valey of the
Iron Fingers”

“How can that be?”’

“l don’'t know. But we're talking about megatonnage, a mixed sgnd. Got to be man-made.
Gene?’

“l got it, Russ. Lord, Lord. | can't get a configuration 1D on it. Look at the specs.”

It didn’t mean anything to Billig dl the numbers and stuff, but she knew it must be important
because her parents and Gene—Mr. Zendal—were dl excited.

“It's shaped like a giant horseshoe.”

Billie didn't know what that meant, she'd never seen a horse except in edcom and that one
hadn’t been wearing any shoes she could see.

“Gene, Sarah, | think we' ve gat an dien ship here”

They landed, and even through the swirling murk Billie could see what had her parents so
excited. It was like a big U, the ends pointing up a an angle. It was red big, you could put a lot of
scout hoppersinit and have room left over.

“No match to anything on record,” Gene said. He laughed.

“How could colony tracking have missed it?" her mother said.

“Magnetic interference from the iron, maybe” her father said. “And the weathersats probably
don't footprint this spot. Who cares? We found it, we' ve got sdvage rights on it. This might be our
ticket back to Earth. It could be worth a fortune!”

They landed the hopper. Her father and mother and Gene put on E-suits. “You stay here and
watch us on the monitor,” her father said. “Don't let Vick touch any of the controls. We're going to
go look at the ship. If you get hungry, there are ration packs in the storebox. One each, no more,
okay?’

Billie nodded. “ Okay.”

So then she waiched. All three of them had cams on their suits and she knew how to switch
around so she could see from one or the other or dl three a once, if she wanted to.

At fird it was dark, outside was sormy like usud, but pretty soon they got into the big ship and
it got better. They had floodlights and turned them on.

The indde was spooky, weird, it didn't look like anything Billie had ever seen. It took her
parents and Gene along time to get to the control room—she knew that was where they wanted to
0o because she could hear them talking on their suit corns.

And when they findly got there—Billie had gone to the toilet twice and dready esten her med
pack and hdf of Vick’s because he didn't like the green paste and she did—there was a dead thing
gtting in the control seat.

It was red big, and it looked strange. Kind of like the edcom of a big terran animd cdled an
elephant.



It had abig, funny nose and overdl its whole body was as long as four men, but it was dead,
lying on its back. There was a hole in its somach or its chest or something, with bones sicking up
from the hole. Y uk.

Her parents went around the thing a few times, talking to each other and to Gene. And then
they went down the hdl. To abig room. And on the floor of the big room were these things.

Billie screamed, and Wilks was there, halding her by the shoulders, shaking her gently.

“Hey, hey, it'sdl right. We're okay.”

The memories bubbled in her, and she fought them. But there was a pressure in her brain, a
kind of maevolent presence.

“Billie?’

“It' sthat thing out there,” she said. “I can read its thoughts. More like itsfedings. It's indde my
head.”

Wilks glanced at Blake.

“I'mnot crazy,” Billiesaid. “It just killed dl the diens outsde our ship, right? Because it hates
them. It—its kind—have been here before. Collecting specimens. 1, oh, God!”

“Billig”

She shook her head, as if that would clear the intrusion by the stranger. “It somehow can fed
my thoughts, too,” she said. “It knows.”

“Knows what?’

“|—on Rim—my parents “What about them?’

“Oh, God, Wilks My parents found a ship there.

An dien ship. The pilot was some kind of scientist, maybe. It had been to this world. It had
taken specimens of these things. Eggs. It must have been infected, implanted. They killed it. The ship
crashed on Rim. The things survived indde it, | don't know for how long. My—my parents found it.
They went into the ship...."

Wilks hugged her. “Easy, kid. Let it go. We know what happened.”

Billie sobbed. Tears flowed. That was one of the memoaries she had buried the deepest. Not
even the worgt of her nightmares had dredged it up before now.

Hate filled her brain, but it was not her own emation. It was from the space traveler floating
outsde the APC, the giant whaose fdlow being had died and crashed into Rim.

She didn’t want to remember, but the space traveler pulled at it, drawing it into view. The child
she had been, watching the monitors. Watching her father lean over one of the eggs. Seeing dl over
again the opening and the crablike embryo that flev out and latched on to her father's face. Seeing
her mother and Gene drag him out. Ligtening to the screams. ..

“No! Get out of mel Go away!”

Hate. Gut-churning, black, molten hate, doshing over and filling Billie to her toes. How this
thing hated these creatures!

“It saved us,” Wilks said.

“Not becauseit likesus” she said. “Because it can't stland them.”

Blake said, “ Sarge, we ve got to get the ship spaceworthy. We ve got what? three hours?’

Billie thought about the bombs that would drop, what would happen to the planet when they
did.

She fdt a sudden interest from the spacesuited figure. It understood her thoughts well enough
to hear that message.

“Thethingisleaving,” the crewman said. “Just floating away.”

“It knows about the bombs,” Billie said.



“Yeah, wel, while I'd like to be an ambassador to a new species and dl, we have to get the
APC fixed or we' re going to be aomic dust oursalves.”

Wilks stood, leaving Billie stting on the deck of the little craft. Next to her, Mitch opened his
eyes. He didn't speak, and Billie had nothing she wanted to say to him. The dien presence left her
suddenly, a sharp sensdtion asif a knife were pulled from her brain.

It was hard to breathe, ther eyes burned and ther noses ached and dripped, but the repairs
took only an hour.

The APC lifted, made orbit, and managed a safe rendezvous with the Benedict. Wilks made
veary certain there were no unwanted passengers on the APC before he pulled into the bay, and even
then, he had the deaning lasers scorch every hit of the landing craft’s exterior before he let them
leave the docking area.

Blake plugged Budler into some kind of life-support system designed for androids.

The crewman—-aBillie didn’'t know his name and didn’t care if she ever did—went to do checks
on the ship.

Wilks went to do something, he didn’'t say what.

Billiesat at a table, saring a the wdl. It was over. They had come to the diens world. They
had survived pirates and attacks by the creatures, they were about to smash the planet back to a
pre-life stage. They were going home.

It was dl over.

And she didn’t give a damn.
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Orona st in his office, watching the three corporation executives seated across from him. The
doctor was named Dryner; he couldn't remember the others names, but thought of them by the
daothing they wore: Red and Green. The room wadls were shielded, even the windows were lined
with breskup softwires so a laser lisgener couldn't pick up conversations from outsde. Orona
suspected that at least one of the three corporation men carried some kind of scrambler to block
electronic eavesdropping, maybe they dl did. They’d been scanned, but there were some
remarkable plagtics around these days that could mimic just about anything. A shoe, a kneecap,
whatever. Conversations held at thishigh aleve were best done with great care. Nobody would be
collecting Orona’ s words, ether.

“All right, gentlemen, let's not do an elaborate mating dance dl around it. We dl know why
we're here”

Green and Red exchanged quick, shielded glances, no expressions to read. They’d be good
poker players, Orona figured. The medical VP was aso cool, but a bit more nervous. He tapped a
finger lightly againgt histhigh.

“Perhaps we should reconsider having attorneys present,” Red said.

“Nobody is tadking about prosecution,” Orona said. “Let’s not inqult each other’s intdligence.
I’'m government and you're private, my hammer is bigger, and I'd play hdl whacking you with it, we
dl know that, too. At least right now, anyway.”

Red and Green amiled, identical expressons. They knew that.

“So let’s skip the scat and get to the bottom ling” Orona said. “You had one of the diens
tucked away down in your SA lab and some rdigious fandics broke in and got themseves
impregnated by the thing's embryos. We dl know that.

“Y our specimen got cooked in the explosion that destroyed the [ab. The fanatics got away. We
know that because we are dill getting reports of the nightmares, so some of the damned things are
dill dive.

“Am | tdling you anything you don’t know?’

Red and Green amiled dightly, as one. Men of the world had certain sources. No point in
denying it.

The doctor, Dryner, shook his head. “We, ah, are aware of this”

“I thought you might be. Got a tap in our mainframe. But you don't have aline tied to our Tac
Unit”

He looked at them. Red shrugged, the barest hint of a moment. Orona read that as a“no.”

“Wdl, we ve found one of the attackers.”

The doctor leaned forward, eager. “With the implanted embryo?’

“Unfortunately, no. This man’'s chest had been burgt from the insgde. He'd been dead for hdf a
day when our team uncovered himin New Chicago. There was no Sgn of the newborn dien.”

The doctor leaned back. “Shit,” he said. His voice was soft.

“| share your sentiments, Doctor. We would very much like to collect these things oursaves.
But I'm afraid our worry is now larger than smply who'll be the fird to get a potentid weapons
system, no matter how vauable that might be.”

Green and Red perked up. Green said, “What do you mean?’

.Orona stood, turned to look through the window &t the ity lights kicking on as darkness
gathered in the dusk. Treffic zipped back and forth in the arlanes, dlittering in the find rays of the



Setting sun. “ Doctor, you understand how these things reproduce. Each one is a potentid queen, is it
not?’

Dryner looked at the other two company men. They gave him those tiny shrugs. Go ahead.

The doctor said, “Yes, that is possible”

“We don't know how many of the fanatics escaped. Could be as many as a dozen. We' ve logt
one of the newborn diens. The others will dl be haiching from their human “eggs shortly, if they
haven't dready done so, isthat not correct?’

“Wel, it would depend on which eggs ddivered ther implants. The queen lad them over
severd days”

“But a the mogt, severd days plus or minusisadl, correct?’

“I'm afrad s0.”

“Doctor, if there were, oh, say, five of them implanted, and each of them produces a queen and
they dl begin to lay eggs as soon as they reach maturity, how long do you think it might take before
the damned things are svarming dl over the place?”’

Dryner swdlowed dryly. “I—there s no way to be certain, that isto say—"

Orona turned around. Fdt the weight of the entire government on his shoulders. He was the
expert, though these men might know as much as he did. He needed every scrap of knowledge he
could get. “It's rather like the hamster problem. If one mother and her litters dl come to term and
keep maing and having more babies who dl survive, in a couple of years we're knee-deep in
hamgers.

“Of course, that doesn’'t happen. Some are killed by the mothers, some are eaten by natura
predators, some get stepped on by things with big feet. But these diens don't have any naurd
predators on this world.

“It takes armor-piercing military-grade weaponry to kill one and even then it isn't easy. We
have the reports from our Colonid Marines encounters with them. A Chinese farmer with a
pitchfork, an Audrdian bird hunter with a shotgun, they’ll be wadting their time trying to stop a
full-grown dien with either of those weapons, correct?”’

The doctor swalowed again. The question was rhetoricd.

“In fact, just about anybody who comes againg one of these things is going to regret it. They
reproduce like hamgters, the queens don't even need mates, they come of age red fast. We don’t
know where they will start to pop up. The fandtics have spread out, we ve gotten reports of them dl
over the globe. Some have to be discounted, of course, but if a tenth of the materid is correct, we
are going to start seaing these things meking themsdaves known in both hemispheres from the equator
to the poles. Chicago is along way from Lima

“And, gentlemen, that means we will dl bein very deep shit. | expect your cooperation in every
way to stop that. Becauseif we don't stop it, meking that big end of the year bonusis going to be the
last thing you have to worry about. These things will be killing so many people that you'll hear the
urvivors outraged screams on Mars. And every one of them will be calling for heads to rall. I'll give
them yours. Then the government will give them mine”

The doctor licked dry lips.

Even those two cosmopolitan men of the world, Red and Green, looked unhappy with that
idea.

Good. Orona had them. Now, he hoped it wasn't too late. He didn't express his own worst
fear: that the things would get wel established enough so the very survivd of mankind on the planet
would be in jeopardy. Of course, that was worst-case scenario, he didn't redly think that would
happen, it was just a nightmarish worry. He hoped.
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The giant dephantlike creature had gotten away, they saw the ion trall of its ship digoersng in
the vacuum before they broke their own vessd out of its lipse around the diens world. Funny, the
place didn’t even have a name, a least not one Wilks knew about. Not that he worried abot it.

There waan't anything down there to worry about.

So. The hard rain began to fdl upon the diens planet, courtesy of the Colonid Marines and
delivered by Sergeant Wilks. The chain-link nukes seeded from the Benedict dropped from their
computer-designed orbits and drizzled across the harsh land; some fdl into the sea, though the water
harmed them not in the leest.

When the nukes chained and went off, they smashed at the planet as might a raging god grown
angry with his crestion.

Sheets of atomic fire scoured the surface. Shock waves pounded trees and bushes and even
some mountains flat. Volcanoes long dormant were shaken to life by the explosons, adding ther
blasts and lava spews to the chaos. The land groaned and responded with earthquakes that shook
the surface harder than any man-made scale could register. Oceans boiled, steam rosg; life in the
seq, land, and ar cooked where it svam or walked or flew. The world rattled to its very roots and
whatever might have survived the initid devastation would fare poorly under the ensuing pdl of the
nuclear winter and radioactivity left by the deliberately dirty bombs. The diens were hardy; they
could survive in conditions that would kill most forms of life, but even they had to eat. Food was
gaing to be scarce here for along, long time.

Wilks watched on the monitors, the cams shielded by filters, as the diens planet spasmed and
died. And hefdt rea good about it, too. He hoped they dl lived long enough to starve. Sowly.

He didn’t think he would be bothered much anymore by the nightmares he had lived with for so
many years. He had struck back againg the hdlish things, and his punch had been a lot bigger than
any they could throw. He had destroyed them. The last laugh was his.

Y egh, there was the one Ieft on Earth, but when he got back, he was going to see what he
could do about thet one, too.

He wondered what the pendty for blowing up a whole planet was? Why, he might be
court-martiaded. Imagine that.

It was worse than Orona had figured.

Thefirg infestations seemed easy enough to dedl with. His Tac teams were primed for sudden
meass disappearances, and whenever an area sarting missng people, they went in. He mobilized
trangportation so that a fully equipped team could launch and parabola down to any spot on the
globe in under three hours.

The firg nests were amdl, no more than fifty or a hundred eggs and a sngle queen. The Tac
teams took no chances. They derilized the area. The nests were razed, surrounding areas destroyed,
suspected carriers picked up and detained. Those with implants were killed quickly and their bodies
burned.

New Chicago, Lesser Miami, Havana, Madrid—those nests were quickly discovered and
eiminated.

At firg, Orona fdt a certain smugness. True, there would be a lot of damages to cover and a
certain amount of political heat to be endured, but the Planetary Security Act gave him a great dedl
of latitude. The things weren't very bright; they were like termites or ants or bees; they built their
nests and set up egg chambers and sent workers out to gather food. The behavior was indinctive;



there was no grest inteligence behind it. It had gpparently worked for the things on their homeworld,
but there they didn’'t have such clever competition. For a time, Orona rested easier. He was the
expert, and the military trusted him implicitly.

Weeks went by. Months.

More nests were kicked open: Paris, Moscow, Brishane, Antarctic City. The things had
soread far and wide as he had feared, but dill they were easy enough to find and destroy. The
infection was bad, but controlled. Like a staph boil lanced and cleaned, it would hedl.

But then things began to change.

The Tac teams were getting good at ther jobs, practice meking them better, and maybe they
dtarted to get doppy. Or maybe it was some kind of forced naturd sdection. Like rats or roaches
who have been hunted and poisoned or smashed fl&t, the diens began to vary their nest making.

The hives got smdler and more numerous. The Tac teams would find only ten or fifteen eggsin
atiny chamber, and such places were harder to locate. And there were more of them. An area of
Greater North Africa in the old Ivory Coast yidded no less than eghty amdl nests indde a
fifty-kilometer circle. Some of the hives were in Abidan, in the basements of skyscrapers or old
warehouses, but some of them were in the surrounding countryside, under the ground. Tac squads
discovered implanted cattle, horses, and even goats in some chambers. Anything large enough
seemed to work. And while people in dvilized countries who went missng were usudly reported, a
farmer and a few dozen cattle in some rurd area might not be noticed.

It was as though the diens were becoming smarter as asurviva characterigtic.

Sx months after the escape from the labs in Lima, Orona had to order a divison-9zed attack
on agiant nest in Diego Suarez, on the northern tip of Madagascar. It was actudly a series of severd
hundred smaler nests that had been tunnded and joined together.

Eight months into the war, Orona was responsible for the nuclear destruction of Jakarta.

A year dfter the war began, the continent of Audtrdia was considered too infested to dlow any
travel to or from, and a ful quarantine was indigated. Any ship, ar vessd, or spacecraft trying to
leave was shot down by Coast Guard laser satdllites.

It was no longer a maiter of Tac units seeking dien hives to destroy. It was a matter of
establishing perimeters and checking to make certain no carriers crossed into safe territories. It was
truly war.

Martid law was declared. All naiond boundaries were suspended. The Military Alliance came
into being and dvil liberties were put aside for the duration of the conflict. Suspected carriers of dien
embryos could be legdly shot by the command of any military officer above the rank of colond.
Then it dropped to mgors and captains. Then sergeants. Pretty soon, any soldier with a gun could
shoot anybody he damned wel wanted to, and if the scan came up negative later, wdl, too fucking
bad. War was hdll, wasn't it? A few dvilians here and there to save the planet? Yes.

Alien drones that were captured—a rare event—seemed to have gotten a little brighter. The
smartest could barely keep up with an average dog, insofar as intdligence was concerned. But the
angle queen captured in a battle that destroyed hdf of San Francisco’s downtown digtrict tested out
to nearly 175 on the Irwin-Schlatler scale. That made it smarter than most of the humans ever born.

The nightmares had come true. Whatever Orona had fdt before was nothing compared to the
gnking, twiging coldness in his gut when that little bit of information arrived in his computer. They
were getting smarter. Too smart.

And humans were responsible for it.

Onboard the Benedict, the survivors of the trip prepared for hyperdeep.

Budler lay in hisrigged device, dive and stable, according to Blake. Billie had avoided him, but
she couldn’t get into her deep chamber without afind confrontation. She had to speak to him.

He was shrouded in a hyperbaric deeve from the chest down to where the rest of hm had



been. From there up, he looked as he had before. He was awake when she entered the room. They
were done.

“Mitch.”

“Billie [—I would rather you didn’'t see me like this”

“Wdl, that's too goddamned bad! How e se would you have me see you? Like a man?’

“I'm sorry, Billie You can't know how sorry.”

“What was |, Mitch? A dlitch in your programming?’ She moved closer to him. She could have
reached out and touched him. Could have. Would not.

“No,” he said.

“Then what?’

“l should have told you. | tried, but | just couldn’t. | was afraid.”

“Afrad?’

“Of logng you.”

She laughed, a short, sharp, bitter sound.

“l can't hdp what | am, Billie | didn’'t have a choicein how | was born.”

“Right, but you decided to fool the stupid humen bitch, didn’'t you?”

“No. Whatever | am, wherever | came from, | eet, | fed, | hurt. And, | found out, | love”

Billie bit at her lip. She didn’t want to hear this

She wanted to hear it more than anything.

“I'm not like you,” he continued. “I didn't have a mother and father, never grew as a child,
never had alife before | was crested for the Colonia Marines. But | grow, after a fashion. | learn. |
became more than | was. And | experienced love. | don’'t know if it isthe same as you fed. For me,
it's a hollowness that only being around you fills, an ache when you are away, a fever that only you
can coal. | fed ludt for you, tenderness, | want to touch you, hold you. Even now, when I'm only hdf
dive”

He stopped. Sobbed.

Oh, God. Don't let him cry, she thought. She couldn’t bear that.

“And | deceived you,” he said. “But when that thing grabbed me, when it tore me in two, that

wasn't as panful as what | felt when | saw you look a me. Saw you look a me and hate me—" he
stopped. Turned his face away.

And Billie redized that what she had fdt was red, whatever Mitch was. Tha she had loved him
as he had loved her, for what he described was what she had fdt.

What she till fdlt.

“Mitch...”

“Go, Billie. Turn off the machines. Let me die”

Now she did reach out and touch him. His bare shoulder was warm, the skin dive, the musdes

solid. He loved her, she was convinced of that. Whatever else he might be, that counted for a lot.
Nobody had loved her snce her parents.

“Mitch,” she said.
He turned to look up at her.

She bent. Kissed him softly on the lips. Felt his pain, and fet it ebb as he redized what she was
doing. His arms came up, encircled her.

“Oh, God, Billig”
“Shhh. It'sdl right. It'sdl right. It doesn’'t matter.”
And it didn’'t matter. Not at all.

It was war, and men were loang.



Oronamarveled a this, that it should come to be thisway. Man had the superior technology, it
was man's world, man had the advantages. Except—

Except that the diens had a stronger drive to live They would sacrifice dl for that, for the
aurvivd of the species. Only a few rare men were willing to do that. A mother would die to protect
her children; a sant would wak into the fire for his fdlow men or his god, but the indinct of
sdf-preservation was too strong in most humans. The diens didn’t care. If a hundred drones had to
die to save one egg, then they would. And did.

The things sprang up everywhere, in places where a rat would have trouble living, in spots
where no one would have guessed they could spawn. Buried in the arctic ice floes, in deserts, in the
tamed jungles, on barges, anywhere there was room for a nest. Nobody knew how many of the
things there were, there were only guesses. The estimates ranged from hundreds of thousands to tens
of millions. Private ships left Earth in droves, so many the military couldn’t stop or even ingpect them
dl. Most only fled as far as Luna or the Belt, some could reach the far planets of the sysem. A few
wedthy souls banded together and bought private starships before the government clamped down
and made such ownership illegd. Thousands ran, because on Earth, there were few places It to
hide.

Orona was in one of those places, a heavily guarded militay complex in Mexico. The
perimeter was ringed with force fences, the ground mined, every car or air carrier that entered or left
scanned, every passenger fluoroviewed for parasites. It was as safe as anywhere [eft.

In the end, Orona findly redized that the diens were like a disease, not like an enemy army.
The only way to save the patient was to cut off the cancerous parts and Serilize the wounds. And it
was too late for that, it had metastasized and the knife and radiation and drugs would not be enough.
It had dl happened s0 fast, a wildfire that started with a maich and only moments later was a
conflagration. Nobody could have predicted it would erupt so quickly! A year and a hdf ago, men
were supreme on their homeworld, top of the food chain, the king predator. But now...

The military minds were not brilliant, they never were, but those in charge were smart enough
to know they were losng. All remaining starships were confiscated. Hadtily lad plans began to be
implemented. There would be a regrouping of key military personnel to the outer colonies, there to
develop new plans for combeting the diens.

Stting in his information center, a cool and cdean place of technologicd mirades of
communication, Orona laughed. The Earth was being abandoned. He wouldn't be leaving with them.
Oh, he could have gone, but what would be the point? He would survive, but he would have logt the
most important battle of his life There was an ancient custom that salors had once observed: if a
ship sank, the cgptain went down with it. The diens had been his project. His work. Someone had
soilled a retort of crucid fluid, and the lab had been contaminated. It was his responshility. He
should have foreseen it. Even if everyone ese forgot, he never would.

He was gaing to stay here, win or lose.

The hyperdeep chambers stood ready.

“See you in nine months” Wilks said to the others.

The computer locked the ship into its return home. They would be going back faster than they
had come, afew months. Wilks hoped things had been kept clean with the dien specimen they had
on Earth. They’d be careful, he hoped. And it was only one of them, one couldn’'t cause too much
trouble.

The chambers closed on their patients, lulled them into a rest nearly to the borders of desath
itsdf, then held them there in a perfectly balanced stasis.

By the time the firs subspace messages of the horrors on Earth findly arrived in the flux of the
ship's voyage through the Eingeinian Warp, the remaining few passengers of the Benedict were 4l
hard adeep. The ship’'s computer recorded the cries from Earth, but the computer did not care.
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Orona stared draight ahead, his face drawn, his expresson more tired than anything else. * So,
that's the way it is here on Earth,” he said. “The military has pulled mogt of its highest-ranking
officers and best remaining troops out, and they are offworld and wel into hyperspace by now. A
few more inddlaions reman left to evacuate.

“The Stuaion here has deteriorated steadily. Land communications are mogly down, sadlite
bounce is ill working in areas where enough power remains to accessiit.

“Things are in chaos. In the past months, the diens have increased their numbers at a rate that
seems impossible,

“There are only a few enclaves where security is holding them off. Perhaps a hillion people
have died in the last year and a hdf.”

Something pounded on the door behind Orona “Even this place, which should have been able
to hold out forever, is compromised. Amazing.”

The pounding increased.

“l don’t know if anybody will see thistranamission,” he said. “ Or that it mattersif you do. Such
acomedy of errors this whole thing has been. Were | agod, | would be laughing mysdf slly a man's
Supidity.”

Thick plagtic began to shatter under the force of the hammering.

Orona managed a hdf amile He reached into a drawer, came out with a subby pistol. He
looked to hisleft. Shards of black plastic flew past him, from the unseen fury off the screen. Orona
chambered around in the pistal. Put the muzzle into his mouth. Pulled the trigger.

The back of his head sprayed red and white and he fdl forward just as a clawed hand grabbed
a him. The taons missed. The dien corrected, then jerked the dead man from the chair like a puppet
whose strings have been cut. Shook him.

Another shape moved into view, blocked the camera

After amoment, Orona was taken away. The room was now empty. The cameraran on, giving
aview of the blood and brains and skull spattered onto the wall.

* % %k % %

“Oh, fuck,” Billie said, daring a the screen.

Next to her, Wilks nodded, his face grim. “It was dl for nothing,” he said. “We blew ther
fucking planet up but it was too late. They were dready on Earth. The stupid bastards brought them
home and they got loose”

Blake and the crewman stood there, dso watching, Budler lay on a gurney behind Billie
“What are we going to do, Sarge?’

“Do? What can we do? We'rein orbit. We're going down.”

Nobody had any better idess.

Then, the crewman—Parks, his name was—said, “Wilks, we ve got company.”

“Wha are you taking about?’

“Check the Doppler screen.”

Wilks glanced at it. He swore softly.

It was the dephant-dien’s ship, hanging in space only a couple of hundred kilometers away.



Impossible as it was supposed to be in the Eingeinian subspace, the thing had followed them.
How?
Why?

“You are cleared for touchdown at these coordinates, Benedict. Your computer should do
fing, but keep a hand on manud just in case. You veer too much and you land in enemy territory and
if you do, you're dinner.”

“Thanks a lot, Control,” Wilks sad into the com. If the computer faled, they were dead;
nobody on the ship could pilot a star hopper accurately in atmosphere, certanly not to a pinpoint
landing.

“We d rather you get down in one piece. We need the hardware. Outside of preprogrammed
troop carriers, we don't have alot of birds that can even make orhbit.”

“Copy, Control. We're on the glide”

Wilks leaned back. Things sounded even worse than the recordings they had seen and heard.
Orona s supposedly safe ingdlation had been overrun weeks ago. There didn’'t seem to be much Ieft
to come back for, but Wilks had to see it for himsdf. His victory on the diens homeworld was
meaningless now.

When the ship landed, there were dozens of soldiers waiting, guns levded at them. An officer,
acolond or agenerd, Billie guessed, strode up and nodded a Wilks.

“We're glad you brought the ship back, Sergeant. We need it. This is the last secure
compound remaining. We're bailing out.”

“What' s going to happen to Earth?’

Theman shrugged. “I can't say. I’'m supposed to take the rest of my men to the outpost we' ve
established; High Command will sort it out from there.”

“You're just going to leave? What about the people here?’

The man shook his head. “What | think is the diens will overrun everything. Then someday
well come back and try again. Develop some way to kill “em from orbit without damaging the land
or sea too bad, some kind of biologicd or chemicd thing. We ll start with a dlean date”

Wilks looked asif he were going to punch the man. “There are hillions of human beings herel”

“Were hillions Sergeant. The diens have taken a lot of them, a lot have been friendly-fired, a
lot died in experiments designed to stop the creatures. There are maybe five, 9x hundred million Ieft,
and going fast. We can't save them. If we're lucky, we ll get clear before this place goes up—’

Asif on cue, a junior officer leaned over to the commander. “Sir, pickets report a surge from
the southeast. Severd thousand bugs attacking. They are through the minefidd and gpproaching the
fences”

“Check out the Benedict," the officer ordered. “And send C Company to help the pickets”

The armed soldiers swarmed into the ship.

The officer said, “When you think about it, maybe it's not dl bad. Earth was on the edge of
degtruction for along time. If it hadn’t been this, it would have probably been something else that set
it off. Thisway, we can maybe get it right next time.”

“What about us?’ the crewman asked. Parks, his name was Parks.

“I'm sorry,” the officer said, “but there is only so much room. | have my orders.”

“Wait,” Wilks said. “Ther€ s another factor. We had help on the diens homeworld. Another
space-faring species. He—it saved us”

“y P’

“It followed us here. Inits own ship.”

“Look, Sergeant, thisisdl very interesting, but what difference does that make? You think this



thing can wipe out dl the bugs on the planet?’

“l don't know, but it might help—"

The officer glanced at his chronometer. “If we had the time, yes. But if our intdligence is right,
we have got a day, maybe only a few hours before we are overrun. We ve set nukes to take out the
complex after we' ve gone. We ve logt thiswar, Sergeant. It stime to retreat.”

“Dammit!”

The officer drew his Sdearm. “Don’t do anything stupid. Y ou can die right now if you do.”

Wilks held his hands wide.

Blake, ganding between Billie and Bueler on the gurney, moved over a hair. The officer svung
hisgun to cover her. “I can't let you shoot anybody, Generd,” Blake said.

“Ligen, marine, I’ ve been shooting people for months. A few more won't metter.”

Blake amiled, and moved toward him.

“Blake, don't!” Wilks said.

But she kept going.

The generd fired, his bullet taking Blake square in the chest. Blake hardly paused. The man
cursed, fired agan—

Wilks jumped. Sammed the hed of his hand into the generd’s temple just as he swung his
pisal around and fired a third round. The bullet spanged into the Sde of the Benedict.

Wilks followed the hand drike with his elbow, and a kick as the generd fdl. He twisted the gun
from the man’s hand, spun to face the haich to the ship.

A soldier stepped out. Wilks shot himin the head.

Blake went down. Parks ran off, screaming.

Billie went to the downed android. The downed woman.

“Blake “Couldn’'t let him... shoot you,” she said. She amiled. “Be... sure ... get my medds,
okay, Sarge?”’

Wilks glanced at her. “Yeah, kid. No sweat.”

Blake's eyes dilated suddenly as Billie watched.

Wilks shook his head. “Damn. Hit her in the man pump. One chance in ten thousand, it's
supposed to be caged and dmost bulletproof. Must have ricocheted.”

Billie said, “Blake!”

“She's gone, Billie” Wilks said. “And we'll be gone too if we don’t move our asses, fadt! | just
killed a generd. Go!”

He pulled her up, but she twisted away and grabbed Mitch from his gurney. She dung him onto
her back.

“Billie, goddammit!”

“I'll keep up,” she said.

Mitch said, “Billie, don't do this—"

“Shut up, Mitch. Otherwise I'll stay here with you and they’ll kill me. If you don’'t want me to
do that, then you have to hang on and go with me.”

Wilks sprinted away, Billie and her passenger right behind him.
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When they stopped for breeth, Billie said, “Why are we running? There€'s no place to go.
They're going to blow this place up when they leave. Even if there weren't any diens outside the
defenses, we can't get far enough away on foot to escape the blast.”

“l don’'t plan for us to be on foot,” he said.

“If what they said is true, nowhere on Earth isany better,” Budler put in.

The three of them were leaning againg the ingde of a sanchion, a support post that ran from
the ground up through the leve they were on. Wilks guessed they were on the third leve, probably
fifty meters above the surface.

“l don’'t plan for us to be on Earth, ather,” Wilks said.

“Wha are you taking about?’ Thet from Billie

“Remember what the contraller said when we |eft orbit? There are programmed troop carriers
here. When they leave, we'll be on one of them.”

“How?"

Wilks hefted the generd’ s pistal. “By doing whatever it takes.”

Budler looked uncomfortable. “I’'m not supposed to dlow that,” he said.

Wilks laughed. “How you gonna stop it, gimpy? Besdes, | see a basc flav in your
programming here. If they are gonna kill us, me and Billie, and we are gonna kill them, who do you
worry about the most?’

Budler chewed on thet for a second. “Billie” he said.

“Ah. So some falks are more important then others, eh?’

“Ves”

“They didn't teach you thet in the vats.”

“No.”

Wilks laughed again. “You just stopped being an android, pd. Welcome to the human race.”

Billie alowed Wilks to take Mitch; they could move faster that way, Wilks said. And even as
they ran, she marveled over what Mitch had said. He had outgrown his programming. His body
might not have been born of awoman, but as far as she was concerned, he was a man.

Wilks led them into a Storage area that had a computer termind. He began punching questions
into the system.

“What are you doing?’

He didn't look up &t Billie “Finding out which of the drone ships are carrying crew and which
are only lugging cargo. Some will have troops; some will be hauling supplies. We can find a supply
ship; we can dump some of “em and replace the weight with us.”

“We don’'t even know where they are going,” Billie said.

“Who cares? Can't be any worse then being fried by atomics or eaten by the mongers.”

“Wilks—"

“l know what you are gonna say,” he said. “I thought my job was over when | blasted the
diens homeworld, that | could come back, get stuck away in some nice quiet prison or brainwiped
and that would be it. | was looking forward to it. But now, no. | can't quit until every one of these
dien bastards is dead.”

“Isit worth it?’



“It isto me. A man’'s got to have a reason to get up in the mornings. | spent years trying to
decideif | should just shut my own lights off. Something aways kept me from doing it. | never knew
what, exactly, but I'm glad it did. | might die, kid, but | am going to go down swinging.”

He was as happy as she'd ever seen him. He had a purpose, and that was more than a lot of
people had.

“Ah, here we go. A cargo drone, number three-oh-two, nicknamed The American. Bay
axteen, levd five Here' s the overlay map...."

* % %k % %

They approached the docked ships cautioudy. Wilks put Budler down carefully and drew the
handgun. “1ll just wound the guards,” he said, “I won't kill them.”

“Thank you,” Budler said.

“Stay here. I'll be back when I'm done” He started to leave. Paused. “Hey, Budler, | never
got around to tdling you how good a job you and your troops did. You did okay.”

“For an android?’ Budler said.

“Nah, for anybody.”

Wilks eased hisway onto the dock, usng the supports as cover. Inthe end, it was easy. There
were four guards, they had their weapons dung, they weren't expecting trouble. When he was close
enough and 4ill covered, Wilks took a deep breath, brought the pistol up, and quickly fired four
times. The suppressed barrd cut most of the noise.

He hit each of the four guards once.

Right between the eyes.

Head shots were the best way for an ingant knockdown.

S0 helied to Budler. Life was hard.

Billie saw Wilks coming back. “Our rideis here, people. Let’s go.”

He led them past the bodies of four soldiers who had been guarding the ship.

Mitch looked at the dead men.

“Sorry. My hand mus have dipped,” Wilks said.

Mitch shrugged. Once they were dead, his reponghbility ended. Wilks had to know thét.

Behind them, smdl-armsfire rattled. It didn’t sound close, but it wasn't too far away, either.

“Looks like company has come cdling,” Wilks said. “I'd bet the schedule is going to be
advanced just atad.”

The ship was a rectangular module with hest tiles on the bottom and a smdl control cab that
looked vagudly like the head of agiant insect stuck on the front. It seemed dmog an afterthought to
Billie, the way the cab joined the brick-shaped body of the ship.

Wilks caught her look. “Cobbled together out of spare parts” he said. “Well be lucky if it
doesn’'t come apart when we lift. Come on. We've got to move some gear around. This bird is
loaded with food supplies and frozen sperm and ova, regular little Noah's ark. We have to inddl an
oxy plant and recyding and recovery syssem so we can breasthe and have a way to clear wastes.
And since | don't know how long well be in flight, some deep chambers would be nice, too. Take
usa couple of hours, I’ ve located the suff we need on the ship next door.”

“What about the passengers on that ship?’ Mitch asked.

“They can double up in the chambers if they have to. This bird doesn’t have any “cause it's
meant to be crewless. We need “em more than they do.”



It took admogt two and a hdf hours to get the proper gear inddled, and would have been
imposs ble without the dumbots Wilks rounded up.

The sounds of combat were drawing much closer as they finished. He could hear the
occasiond ricochet ching off the dien armor, and whoever had taken over from the dead generd
would probably be hauling ass redl soon now.

Every now and then, Wilks heard a man or woman scream.

Y egh. Red soon now.

“Let’slock it up,” he said to Billie 1 have afeding we ll be going for a ride any minute”

The control cabin ill had acceleration couchesin place, they hadn’t gotten around to Stripping
them, so Wilks helped Billie cinch Budler into place before he went to his own couch. He didn't
know exactly where the retreat was going, but he had rigged the degp chambers so they could dimb
in when they hit hyperspace; the automatics would shut the things down when they dropped back
into normal space. After that, well, they'd see.

No sooner had he fastened his own regtraints than the ship's board lit up with launch readings.
Clos=.

“Hang on,” he said. “Looks like somebody judt lit the fuses.”
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The ship lifted, and the high-gee force shoved at the passengers, pressing them deep into the
cushioned seats. Wilks supposed that if he had a viewer operational, he would have looked back,
dthough it would surdly be a depressing sght. Waiching your own planet being overrun by mongters
wasn't what he would cdl fun.

There was nothing to be done for it, now, a least.

Thefird ruleinwinning a war was to survive. If you lived, you could fight another day. Dead,
you couldn’t do shit.

And Wilks planned to stay dive aslong asit took to kill those things Aslong asit took.

Whoever had programmed the ships had figured on usng Earth’s gravity to hdp ding them into
deep space. The cargo drone reached high orbit and the drives pulsed, pushing them into an dlipse.
The monitors showed that there were at leadt fifty ships in the loose formation. Plus one unidentified
vessd whose configurations Wilks recognized.

“Hey, say good-bye to old longnose,” he said.

Billielooked at him. Went blank. Then screamed.

Somehow Mitch managed to unhook himsdf from his seat and wak on his hands to where
Billie was il strapped into her chair. He climbed up, held her, tried to reach her.

“Billid What isit? Billie€?’

It was ingde her brain again, that dien presence she'd last fdt light-years away. The thing that
hed saved them from the mongters.

It was laughing.

Theforce of its thoughts overwhelmed her, she couldn’'t stop them, it was like trying to hdt an
ocean breaker with a bucket. The fedings were mixed: it gloated, it was filled with snide joy, it
lusted, it flt superior, it hated, it raged, and among dl those were things she couldn't identify, fedings
for which there was no humean reference.

But she got enough of it to know what it wanted her to know.

Oh, God!

“Billie?’

She managed to focus on Mitch. Mitch, who loved her. Her fedings for hm became like a
wal, againg which the dien spacefarer’ s emotiond sea splashed. Some of it dipped past, but enough
was stopped 0 Billie could recover her senses. Somehow it knew this. The tide stopped.

“It—that thing. It talked to me”

“Whet did it say?” Wilks put in.

“It has no more use for us than it did the diens. It followed us here to see our world, to see if
there was anything here worth taking. It wants to conquer us”

“Won't have alat of opposition, will it?” Wilks said.

“It plans to wait and let the dienskill dl the humans. Then when the soldiers come back—it
knows their plans—it will be waiting. Maybe with others of its own kind. To take Earth from the
winne's”

“Damn,” Wilks said. “If it isn't one thing, it's another. Out of the hurricane and into a tornado.”

After that, there wasn't much any of them could say.

Wilks had the deep chambers cyding on ling according to his instruments, the ship was about
to enter subspace. None of them knew for how long or how far they would trave while dancing in



the nowhere and nowhen of the Eingenian Warp. It didn’'t redlly matter.

Billie helped Wilksingd! Mitch into his chamber. Wilks moved away to check his own bed for
the long deep. Billie stood over Mitch, smiled down at him.

“You okay?" he asked.

“Yes | am”

They embraced, a long, soulful hug, then she stepped away and triggered the system. The lid
cdamshdled down and sedled. Mitch kept his eyes open, watching her, until the gases put him under.

She watched him deep for a moment, then turned toward her own chamber.

Wilks was dready dimbing into his. He waved &t her.

WEel. She had come a long way in her life From one destroyed planet to another, to yet
another. But she was dill dive. Not so long ago, that wouldn't have meant much to Billie, but things
had changed. She had Mitch now, somehow they would find a way to repair him, bring him back to
what he' d been before.

No, tha waan't true. He was dready more than he'd been before, even if his body was
half-destroyed. But there were ways to fix that, eeser because of what he was. And even that
waan't redly important.

Billie dimbed into her chamber. Touched a control. Watched the lid fan dowly down. No,
whet was important was, she wasn't done anymore,

And she knew as deegp damed her, she would not dream of the past and of monsters. Rather
she would dream of the future. Whatever that might be. After dl, they hadn’t done too bad so far. A
war was fought one battle at atime.

Billiesmiled, and closed her eyes.
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