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Outside in the dead vacuum of space there was no sound; but ingde the robot ship, the steady
drone of the gravity drives vibrated like a low note played on some deep-throated musca
ingrument. It went through the flesh, to the bone; right to the soul; it had been there snce the deep
chambers clamshdled up to expose thar inhabitants to it. A mechanized om that lulled, asif cdling
them back into the long deep, no chambers needed.

Billie sat in the makeshift kitchen, staring at what passed for coffee. The color was right, but
that was about dl. The taste was dmogt nothing, hot water with some vague taint to it. She watched
it cool, stuck in the post-hyperdeep lethargy, her own animation dill feding somewhat suspended. It
was like the flu, you couldn’t cure it and it just seemed to hang on forever sometimes. The coffee
vibrated, making tiny ripples that |apped againg the circular wal of the cup.

Behind her, Wilks said, “ Tastes like shit, don't it?’

“That would be an improvement,” Billie said. She didn't turn to look a him as he moved into
the room. He sat on the bulkhead roll-out to her right and watched her for a few seconds before he
spoke agan.

“You okay?’

“Me? Yeah, I'm fine. Why shouldn’t | be okay? I’'m on a robot ship going God knows where,
leaving behind an Earth overrun by dien mongers, in the company of hdf an android and a marine
who is probably a borderline psycho.”

“What do you mean ‘borderlin€ ?” he said. “Hey, I'm certifigble on any world you want to

name,

Billie glanced a him. Couldn’t stop the grin that matched his. Shook her head. “ Jesus, Wilks”

“Hey, cheer up, kid. It's not as if things are redly bad. We got each other. You, me, and
Budler.” There was slence for a moment. Then: “I’'m gonna go monitor the ’casts. You want to
come dong?’

Billie shifted on the crate she was using for a chair. Looked a Wilks. The burn scar on his face
was something she dmaost never noticed anymore, but in this light, it gave his features a kind of wry
maevolence. Like some minor demon out to play practical jokes. “No,” shefindly said.

“Quit yoursdf.” He stood.

Billie Spped at the tepid liquid. Made aface a the nontaste. “Wait. | changed my mind. I'll go
dong.”
It wasn't as if there was an awful lot to do on this tub. Since they’d awakened, a week had
gone past, with no Sgn of stopping. Their monitoring gear was crappy, but even o, if there were any
humantinhabited places around, they should have spotted them. The gravity drive was a lot faster
then the old reaction sprayers, but if there was a planetary system, Wilks couldn’t find it. There were
better ways to die than garving on a ship going nowhere.

She should go and see if Mitch wanted to come with them. Mitch. She had trouble with that
even now. Yeah, she loved him, but what a can of worms that turned out to be. Maybe not worms
exactly, but whatever plumbing androids had indalled sure looked verminlike. She loved him, but she
aso hated him. How was that possble, to have two such opposing fedings a once for someone?
Maybe the medics in the hospital where she'd spent dl those years were right. Maybe she was
crazy.

The ship wasfairly large, most of it was given over to cargo. They hadn't redly gotten around
to exploring dl the nooks init yet. Billie supposed that if they were stuck in it much longer, she'd get
around to serious poking about, but the urge hadn’t redly come upon her; she wasn't quite bored



enough. Why bother? Who gave a shit?

The control room was tiny, barely space for two to wedge their way into it. The designers had
only to leave enough room for arepair tech, snce the thing had been built to be run by the computer
and a few sarvice robots. The "cast screens were blank, save for the two running ship data in
computer language. “Showtime,” Wilks said. He wasn't amiling.

A man who looked like Albert Eingen at sSixty sad, “Have we got it? Have we got the
uplink—okay, okay, ligen, anybody out there, thisis Hermann Koch in Charlotte; we're out of food,
we're dmogt out of water, we're overrun! The damned things are killing or kidnapping everybody!
There are only twenty of usleft dive—!”

The man went away and abruptly there was another place. Outside, a bright and sunny day,
soring flowersin bloom, bright green leaves sprouting on the trees. Only something hideous wrecked
the scene:

One of the diens carried under its am a woman, as a man might carry a amndl dog. The dien
was three meterstall, light gleaming from its black exoskeletons its head was shaped like a mutated
banana; it looked like some obscene crossbreed between an insect and a lizard. Boney, notched
spars protruded from the thing's back like exposed ribs, three paired sets. It walked upright on two
legs, afact that seemed impossble given the way it was constructed, and a long, vertebrae-flanged,
and pointed tail swept the pavement behind it as it moved.

A bullet spanged off the thing's head, doing no more damage to the hard surface than a rubber
ball bouncing on a plastecrete sdewak. The dien turned and looked &t the unseen shooters.

“Aim for the woman!” somebody screamed. “ Shoot Jannal”

Before the dien kidnapper could flee with its prey, three more shots boomed. One of them
missad completely. One of them hit the dien’s chest, flattened on the naturd armor, did no harm. The
third bullet hit the woman, just above the Ieft eye.

“Thank God!” the unseen speaker said.

The dien sensed something wrong. It lifted the woman up, hed her a arm'’s length, turned its
head from sde to Sde, asif examining her. The thing looked at the shooters. It dropped the dead or
dying woman onto the sdewak asif she were yesterday’ s garbage. Began to run directly toward the
shooters. Made a hissng, burbling sound as it came—

Here, what was once a school classroom: but the rows of blank computer terminas were
powerless, the only light was that which danted in through a broken window. A human body lay on
the floor, parts of it gone, easten away, leaving a fly-blown swollen mass. Maggots squirmed in the
rank remains, and the putrefaction had drawn ants and other smdl scavengers. The corpse was too
far gone to say what sex it had been. Above the body, spray-painted on the wdl in letters hdf a
meter high the words: darwin estis korecto.

Dawin was right.

Had the dead person written those words as afind statement? Or had the human arrived later,
to contemplate them, to seek after truth—before the higher link in the food chain came for its due?
Words like these had power, but in the jungle, the sword, the tooth, the claw, were mightier than the
pen. Always...

A young man, maybe twenty-five, sat in a church, in the front pew. Rdigion hadn’'t been doing
0 wel on Earth in the lagt twenty years, but there were dill places of worship. A soft glow from
benegth a cross mounted behind the dtar illuminated the young man, who sat in the firg row of the
otherwise empty church with his eyes closed, praying doud.

“.... And lead us not into temptation, but ddiver us from evil,” he said. “For Thine is the
kingdom, and the power, and the glory, for ever. Amen.”



Almog without pause, the young man began the prayer again, speaking in a monotone. “Our
Father which art in heaven, Halowed be thy name...”

A dim fuzzy shadow loomed suddenly on the wall a the end of the pew.

“... Thy kingdom come. Thy will be done...”

The shadow grew larger.

“... on Earth, asitisin heaven...”

There came afaint rasping on the floor, and if the young men praying heard it, he made no sgn.

“... Give usthisday our daly bread. And forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors...”

The dien rose from behind the praying man, clear dime dripping in jdlylike grings from its
jaws. Thelips cleared the sharp teeth. 1ts mouth opened, reveding an inner set of amdler teeth, more
like a claw in their function.

“... And lead us not into temptation, but ddiver us from evil...”

The inner set of teeth was mounted on a greasy ridged pole. The rod shot from the thing's
mouth with incredible speed and power. The sharp teeth punched a hole in the top of the praying
man's skull asiif it were no thicker or harder than wet paper. Blood and brain tissue splashed. The
praying man's eyes snapped open in afind surprise and he managed one word: “God!”

The dien caught his shoulders with its taloned hands and lifted him clear of the pew, the claws
piercing flesh and drawing gouts of blood from a heart that didn’t know it was dead yet.

Thedien and its prey disappeared from view, leaving only a smdl puddle of congedling blood
and afew flecks of gray matter on the pew to show they had been there.

The pew stood empty and slent.

God, it seemed, wasn't taking ddliver-us-from-evil petitions just now.

Wilks leaned back and stared at the empty church on the screen. “Automatic camera,” he said.
“Probably st to catch thieves. Wonder how the Sgnd got thisfar?’

Next to him, Billie s face was streaked with fresh tears. “ Jesus, Wilks”

“Amazing how people keep sending the ’ casts out. Like they redly expect help. Or maybe it's
like an old grave headstone, you know? The sgnadswill go into space forever. Immortdity as a radio
wave. Maybe they think amillion light-years from Earth somebody will pick them up and give a shit.
You know, buy a bag of popcorn and wetch the end of man, maybe on a double hill with a nature
pecid.”

Billie stood. “I'm going to see Mitch,” she said.

“Givehimmy love” Wilks said.

She tightened, he could see her go tense, and he thought about softening it, but said nothing as
she left. Fuck it. It didn’'t matter.

Wilks scanned the ’casts, looking for something different, but found only more of the same.
Desgth. Destruction. Bodies rotting in the streets, animas feeding on them. A pack of dogs worried
over a human am. There wasn't any sound, probably a traffic cam, but he could tdl they were
growling and snarling at each other. The arm was bloated and dug-belly white. Been out in the sun
too long, Wilks figured. Well. Whoever had owned it probably didn’t have any use for it, might as
wdl let the dogs edt it. It was just carrion now.

He shut the feed from Earth off. It was dl higory now. Whatever he was looking a had
happened dready, was over with, done.

He played with the scanners again, looking for wherever this ship might be bound. It was a
crappy Studion, the ship having been designed without passengers in mind. He'd managed to rig a
few programs to get a read on the screens, which were only there for emergency backup anyhow,
way he figured it. Probably cobbled together after things went bad on Earth, and as such was huilt
with fence wire and prayer. After seeing the guy in the church, Wilks didn't have a lot of fath in



prayer. Not that he'd ever had much to begin with.

The ship knew where it was going, maybe, but that didn't hep Wilks. There mugt be a planet
or whedworld out here somewhere; there was a G-class star less than two hundred million klicks
away, but if it had satdlites, he hadn't spotted them yet. Had to be there, otherwise why would the
deep chambers let them out?

Could be a malfunction, asshole, the little voice in his head said with a smirk. Could be
you're all gonna die.

Fuck you, Wilks told the voice. | got businessto finish before | die.

And you think the universe cares about your business?

Fuck you, pd. You and the id you rode in on.

The voice rewarded him with a nasty laugh.
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Mitch rested in the cradle they had improvised for him, and from behind it appeared that he
was gtting up. Given tha there was nothing left of his body from the waist down, Stting wasn't
exactly possble. He stopped in the middle, dmogt literdly hdf a man—hdf an android—a ragged
medifoam blob seding his innards shut. He had done the repairs on his circulatory tubules himsdf,
shunting, reconnecting, so that he was once again a closed sysem. That was how hed put it, a
closed system. The other half of him had been left on the diens’ homeworld, torn off by a maddened
drone protecting its nest. Tha dien was killed and likdy it and most of the others there were
vaporized by the subsequent atomic explosions Wilks had left them as agoing away gift. A man torn
asunder as Mitch had been would have died on that hdlish planet, from blood loss or maybe shock.
Androids were built better.

He heard her come in. This was the starboard computer access compartment, smdler even
then the place where she'd jut left Wilks. He heard her, but pretended he had not.

“Mitch?’

He shook hishead. “I can't get past the operating system,” he said. “Navigation access code is
axty-five digits, backed up by a second code of forty numbers. It would take forever to get it, given
the hardware I've got. And where are the other ships? We left Earth in the middle of an armada.
They should be somewhere around here, but they aren’t. We' re done. It doesn’'t make any sense”

She moved to stand next to his cradle. Resisted the impulse to stroke his hair. “1t'sdl right—"

“No, itisn't dl right! We don't know where we are, where we're going, if well get there divel
| have to, it'smy function to...” hetrailed off. Shook his head again.

Billie wanted to cry, something she'd done more of in the lagt week than ever in her life His
Function. She'd fdlenin love with an android. Worse, maybe, he'd fdlen in love with her. He was
having more trouble deding with the fedings than she was. When they’d gone into the deep
chambers, she'd accepted it, believed it would be dl right, somehow. But when they’d come o,
something had changed. Some of it was him. Some of it, she had to admit, was her.

She didn’t think she was one of those people who carried her prejudices around like a club,
bashing those who disagreed with her. She'd dways paid lip service to equdity. A person is a
person, no matter if they’re born of woman, incubated in an atifidd womb, or made in the android
vas. Where you came from wasn't important, only where you were going. Spend too much time
looking back, you'd run into something and brain yoursdlf, right? She'd dways sad tha. Androids
were people.

Y eah, but would you want your Sster to marry one?

Or would you want to marry one yoursdf?

Jesus.

He hadn't told her, that was his main crime. She'd only found out after they had become
lovers, after she had let iminto her heart. That hurt. She hadn’t thought she could ever get past that,
but amazingly, she had. Or so she had thought. But now?

It wasn't just that he was less than he had been. With the proper fadlities, Mitch could be
made whole again. As good as new. Meticuloudy designed muscles, perfect skin, dl the right
equipment in the right places. ..

Stop it!

No, there was something ese going on here and Billie didn't know exactly what. The
man—attificdd or not—she had fdlen in love with wasn't the same as he had been. Something insde
hismind was different. She wanted to understand, wanted to give him dl the dack he needed, but he



had become someone ese, a cold, fearful person who wouldn't et her in. Somebody who didn’t
want to hear about her love or anger or needs. Hiding behind hiswall, hands over his ears.

Sill, she kept trying.

“Mitch, ligen. I—" Now she did reach out and touch his hair. It fdt as red as her own, was
red in tha it had grown from his scap the same way, was made of protein so smilar only a
microscope could see the differences.

“Don't, Billie” he said.

Shefdt the words like a blast of frigid air, so cold it took her bresth away. How could he do
this? Not talk to her?

“Billie, please. Try to understand. I—I’m not trying to hurt you. It's—it's just that | don’t—I
can't—I... I'msorry.”

“I'mtired,” Billie said. “I’'m going to try to get some rest now.”

She walked away, nearly tripped as the faux grav fluctuated a hair. They'd had problems with
that, nobody thought a robot ship redlly needed gravity in trangt and that system, like many of the
others, had been rigged by Wilks before they lifted. To hear him tdl it, if somebody sneezed too
hard, the ship would break up.

The storeroom she used as her degping quarters was private, a three meter-by-two-meter box,
but snce it was next to the ship's internd power and heeting system, it was dso hotter than most
spots onboard. She stripped to her undershirt and panties, lay down, and leaned back againg the
bulkhead that served as a pillow. Sweat did down her bare skin, dampened her clothes, and made
her fed sticky. Still, it wasn't unbearable. And it was damn sure better than the company she'd have
to endure otherwise,

She was dozing when Wilks appeared in the doorway. She hadn’'t bothered to did shut the
henging curtain she’ d rigged. His sudden presence Startled her.

“Make some noise when you move, Wilks. You scared me”

He stepped into the room, his feet nearly touching hers. She sat up, drew her feet in. He'd seen
her naked, but something about the way he stood there made her nervous.

“Everything scares you, Billie” he said.

She blinked sweat away, wiped a her eyes. “What are you talking about?’

He moved closer. Kndt. Reached out and caught her shoulders. “When you were a kid you
were scared of dying. Later, you were scared of living”

“Jesus, Wilks, back off—"

He did his hands under her shirt before she could react. Cupped her breasts. “And you've
aways been scared of me” he said.

Her shock turned to anger. She grabbed his hands, pulled them from under her shirt.
“Goddammit! What the hdl do you think you' re doing!”

He grabbed her wridts, leaned againg her. His face was only centimeters from hers now. She
could amdl his swedt, his... musk.

“You redly prefer that thing in the computer room? Wouldn't you rather be with a red man?
One who has dl the right equipment?’

She fdt something hard poke into her belly. Christ, was he going to rape her? “Wilkd Stop it!
Why are you doing this?’

He jerked back, his face gone dack for a beat, eyes closed. The lids snapped up and an
infernd light shined from his pupils at her. He grinned.

“Why? Because I’'m going to make you face yoursdlf. What you're afraid of. Love. Passon.
Caring. People.”

Billie looked down, and saw that the bulge she'd fdt wasn't what she'd thought. It was his
bdly—



“Aagghh!”

With his scream, his abdomen burst outward in a spray of flesh and gore and a full-sze adult
dien came forth. Impossble, it wasn't physcaly possble! It amiled a her, showing the sharp
carnivore' s teeth. Sime and blood dripped asit reached for her...

“Wilkg”

Billie sat up, donein her cubicle. Her shirt and panties were soaked with swest, her hair hung
limp.

Oh, fuck. A dream. Only a dream!

But she knew better. It wasn't adream. It was avigon. A... communication. It was too red, it
went too deep.

They were here.

On the ship.

Billie grabbed her clothes and ran.

Wilks was fidding with the program that ran the externa pickups, hoping to figure a way to
megnify images visudly when Billie rushed in. She was hdf into her coverall, drenched in sour swest.
There wasn't much water on this tub, they probably dl smelled a little overripe. Even Bueler, who
had sweat glands that did a far imitaion of human ones. He was in the other seat, having
hand-walked in earlier, dragging hislittle plastic cradle behind him like some beggar from the Streets
of West L.A.

“Wilks, they're here. On the ship!”

She grabbed at his shirt. “Take it easy, takeit easy! You saw one?’

“She dreamed about it,” Budler said quietly.

Billieturned and glared & him, asif he had violated some secret between them.

“It wasn't just a nightmare, Wilks. | felt them. Remember the spacefarer dien who saved us,
how | could fed his hatred?’

“Y egh, the eephant man. Scavenger of doomed races.”

“It was like that. | can dill fed them. It's like some kind of light touch againgt my mind. | can’t
quite put my finger on it, but it is there!”

Wilks shook his head. The kid was stretched too tight. They dl were, cooped up on this
bucket. They’d been through a lot. The stress had to come out somewhere. He d been doing sets of
push-ups and chin-ups and squats every day until he couldn’'t move anymore, trying to burn it out of
himsdif.

“Look, Billig it doesn't make sense—"

“Where is the gun, Wilks? If you won't hdp mefind them, I'll do it mysdf!”

Wilks looked at Bueler. The android looked away. Dedling with emotional women was out of
his territory, Wilks knew that. Like it was something he knew how to do. Chrigt, women were like
another species sometimes. He didn’'t understand them at dl.

“Wdl?

“All right. You want to play marine? Well play marine. But I'll keep the gun. We've only got
part of one magazine I€ft.”

He stood, moved to the locker where he'd stored the carbine. He'd locked it securely away,
adong with the pistol he'd had before they went into the deep chambers. He should have collected
more ammo, maybe another couple of M-4lEs before they lifted from Earth, a good marine armed
himsdf as best he could when he could, but time had been a little tight. When your choice was
hurrying to catch a ship leaving or staying to face ether an aomic firebal or a hungry monger, you
didn't dick around looking for spare ammo. He did have a couple of grenades for the



under-the-barrel launcher of the carbine but those weren't much use on a vessd cruisng through
hard vacuum. Bugt a hole in an externd wal and the cold emptiness outsde would suck your ar out
and freeze it into nice little crystas for you. Only a madman wanted to make something go boom! on
a gpaceship. Even the AP rounds from the 10mm could be a problem, but &t least the hole they might
make would be red amdl. Toss a Gum-sparrow into the stream and it would plug the lesk okay.

He pulled the locker open, reached in, removed the carbine. Toggled the battery-saver off and
saw the LED light. Five rounds I€ft in the magazine. Shit.

Wait a second here, Wilks. It's not as if we're gonna need even five rounds. The kid is just
tense. We do a run-through and show her we're done and that's it.

He turned to Billie “Y ou want to take the handgun? It won't do shit to the armor, but maybe if
it opens its mouth. ..”

“Giveit to me” she sad.

Wilks tendered the pistal, a dicked-up verson of the standard army-issue Smith auto. He'd
taken it from the generd back on Earth, after the bastard had shot Blake. The generd had gotten off
three rounds, then Wilks had shot five more times. Eight. This modd didn’t have a counter, fucking
regular amy was too cheap to indal them, but it was a fifteen-round double-stack mag, o it had
seven shots left, eight if the generd had kept an extra one in the chamber.

“Got saven rounds,” he said.

She checked the gun. “I only need two,” she said. Then she glanced over a Budler. “Three”

“Okay, let’s go find the mongters,” Wilks said. “Budler, you want to tag dong?’

“Do you redly think there is any danger?’

Wilks looked at Billie, then back at Budler. “Truth? No.”

“Then I'll stay here and continue to work on the computer.”

Wilks could dmost see Billi€ s anger smoldering. If he had said he thought there were diens on
the ship, then Budler would have had to go dong, being an android. To try to protect the two red
humans.

“Let’'smove out, Billie”

Her jaw muscles danced and she nodded. “Fine”

What the hell, Wilks thought, it was something to do. So far, it had turned up exactly what he
thought it would, zero. They'd been through dl the ship big enough to hide a amdl dog and o far
hadn’'t seen even an insect. Sometimes you got afew bugs on a ship, despite the zap fidds supposed
to keep “em off. Some guys made pets out of them.

“Thet'sit, Billie End of sweep. Nobody home.”

“Wha about the aft cargo storage?”’

Wilks leaned the carbine againg the wal and scratched a sweaty itch on his shoulder. “Can't
get into it. Coded lock. We can't get in, nothing can get out, either.”

“Come on, Wilks. I’ ve seen these things operate. So have you.”

“We could take a look at the door, thet'll make you happy.” “It won't make me happy, but we
have to check.” He shrugged. He could cut her alitle dack. She hadn’t exactly had a greet life. Both
parents killed by the diens or, worse, webbed into hatching chambers as baby dien food. Yearsin a
mental hospita on Earth where they thought she was nuts because the mind-wipe they’d tried broke
down and let her remember it. And dl the shit they’ d been through since. What the hell.

The corridor leading to the &ft cargo hatch was narrow and dimly lit. But Wilks could see down
its length that the hatch door was shut and the LED on steady red-lock. Like dl inner doors, it was
artight and proof agang sudden decompresson or hammering of figs—if somebody got on the
wrong Side of it during an emergency. Standard durdloy plate, Sx or seven centimeters thick. Even
the diens could have trouble dawing through that. “Knock, knock,” Wilks said, “anybody home?’



The pair of them stood in front of the hatch for a moment. “Sorry, Billie Looks like the hunt is
over.”

“What's that amdl?’ she asked.

Wilks sniffed. Something burned. It samelled acrid, like... cable insulaion. A short somewhere?
Could be easy enough, given how this ship was put together.

“It's stronger over here” she said, pointing toward the side corridor they’d just passed.

“Better check it out—"

A lazy wisp of smoke crawled from the corridor, a heavy vaporous snake that stayed low,
hugging the deck.

“Better grab an extinguisher,” Wilks said.

Billie pulled one of the portables from the wall.

Suddenly there came a loud metdlic scream, the blare of a Klaxon. Foam from a caling fire
suppressor sprayed into the corridor ahead of them, gushing from the cross-corridor.

“Shit!” Wilks said.

In his cradle Budler saw the fire darm visud flash onto the screen infront of him. “Shit!” There
wasn't a PA system onboard. He couldn't cdl Billie and Wilks.

Usng his hands, he flipped himsdf out of the cradle, hit the deck on his pams, and began to
“wak” asfas as he could. It was awkward, but quick, as a man might move if he were late for an
gopointment but didn't want to embarrass himsdf by running.

* * % % %

The foam shut off and the Klaxon followed it a second later. Wilks Sghed. That meant the fire
was out. Or ese the suppresson system had given up the ghost. But he didn’t fed any heet pour out
of the corridor.

“Stay here, I'll check it.”

“Fuck that. I'll be right on your ass.”

He had to grin. “Okay. Watch it, deck’s dippery.”

They were waking pardld to the aft cargo compartment, and it only took a couple of meters
to find the source of the smoke. A dangling cable, burned through, gill smoking a little even though
covered with fire foam.

“Wilks”

He turned to see what Billie wanted. There was a holein the wal between the corridor and the
at cargo hold. A ragged, melted gap big enough for a man to wak through without touching the
edges.

Médted by acid.

“Oh, shit,” Wilks said.

Billie nodded. “Yeah.”
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Billielet the fire extinguisher drop as she hauled the handgun from her pocket. She clutched the
pigtal in hands gone sweaty and cold. Fear turned her bowels into a gdid lump. She wanted to run
and hide, but there was nowhere to go.

“You were right,” Wilks said. “| stand corrected.”

He catfooted his way through the hole in the bulkhead, being careful to avoid touching the
edges. “Careful,” he sad.

Billie followed him. The room was dark, afant gleam from the corridor on the remnants of the
firefoam the only light. No, wait, there were insrument diodes. ..

Wilks found alume control and dided the lights up.

Billie nodded, her mouth too dry to speak.

Lying on the floor was an dien. Part of the deck benegth it was esten away by its blood, a fluid
50 acidic as to defy bief. One theory Billie had heard in the ’ casts was thet it made the things taste
bad. That was fairly horrifying. What kind of creature could possibly eat these monsters?

Along with the dead dien, the main cargo in the hold seemed to be four hyperdeep chambers.
Each had once contained a person. What was left of the four bodies wouldn't add up to one full-gze
corpse. Thelids of the chambers were cracked and blood-spattered, human blood from the look of
it, and long dried.

Billiefdt like vomiting. She fought for control, won, but bardly.

Wilks examined one of the control pands next to a ruined chamber. He turned back to Billie
who was glancing quickly around, expecting an attack at any second.

“These four were deep into it,” he said. “lced as cool as you can get without killing them. |
think maybe somebody knew they were infected. Trying to keep the things growing indde the
humans dormant. Looks likeit didn’t work.”

“Why? Why would somebody do that?’

Wilks shook his head. “Dunno.” He looked around, the carbine held ready. “Poalitics. Profit.
We can tak philosophy later. Way | figure it, there were four diens. Three of them killed the fourth
and used its acid blood to eat themselves an exit. They've finished off breskfast”—he waved the
carbine a the modly eaten bodies—*and they’ll be out looking for dinner.”

“Mitch!”

“Don’'t worry about Budler, they don’'t much like the flavor of android. We figured that out on
the trip to their homeworld.”

“But if they find him, they’Il kill him.”

“Yeah. Him and us, too. They mugt have left just before we got here. The acid triggered the fire
foam. Come on. We need to get back to a section of the ship we can fortify.”

Something rattled behind them in a dark recess of the cargo hold.

“Wilks—"

“l heard it.”

He turned, brought the carbine up, flicked on the Sghting laser. The tiny red dot danced in the
shadowy corner.

Something hissed.

“Billie—"

Thething stepped out into the light. Three meters tdl, gleaming black. If the monster had eyes,



they were hidden from view as dways, but whatever senses it used, it knew they were there. The
externd jaws opened and drool dripped from the rows of finger-thick needles that were its teeth.
The spiky tall lashed back and forth like that of a cat about to pounce.

“Wilkg”

“l got it.” He raised the carbine to his shoulder dowly. Billie saw the laser’s red spot move up
the creature' s chest, over its chin, to shine on a lower tooth.

The thing’s mouth opened wider. The red dot disappeared.

“Adios, motherfucker,” Wilks said.

The boom! of the carbine was loud in the cargo hold, a blast that bounced from the hard wals
and hurt Billie's ears. The dien fdl backward, Billie saw the top of its head ten centimeters behind
the jaws burgt outward, tiny chips of armor flying as the bullet tore through. A thin stream of
ydlowish liquid spewed, painted the floor. It seemed to fdl in dow moation, collgosing into a heap
onto a hatch sat flush into the deck.

“You got it!”

The hatch began to smoke where the stream of acid landed. More liquid pooled from the
punctured skull.

“Out, Billie, out! That's adump hatch, it leads to a lock between here and the hull! If that shit
egts through the outer door—"

Billie didn’t need to be told. She jumped for the alien-created door in the bulkhead behind her.
Wilks was right on her hedls. “Move, move!”

Thefire darm went off again, the hooter filled the corridor with noise. Foam sprayed indde the
cargo hold behind them as they dipped and did dong the corridor ill wet with the dregs of the
ealier foam.

“Go, go, we've got to clear the next hatch!”

Billie was two meters ahead of Wilks when another darm, more strident, began to blare. That
would be the hull breach warning. The floor-to-celling hatch five meters ahead began to dide down,
alight next to it lit and flashed red. Unless something plugged the hole in the hull, dl the ar on this
sde of the hatch was going to piss itsdf into the vacuum. Anybody on this side of the hatch was
going to die trying to breathe nothingness.

Billie dived at the dosing hatch, made it through, hit the deck. She skidded on her belly, fdt the
in on her ams and hands scrape and abrade, but she was through! She rolled over. Saw thet
Wilks wouldn't make it.

He tried. He dived, stretched out full length, did. But the door came down across the smdl of
his back. Billie saw it press into his flesh.

“Aaggh!”

“Puck!” Billie scrabbled on her hands and knees. She had to get something under the platel A
fire extinguisher, something! But there was no time, the door would break Wilks's spine in another
second—

The gun. Billiedill held the pistol. She shoved it, twisted it. Almost, not quite—"Bresathe out!”
sheydled.

Wilks couldn’t see what she was doing, but he obeyed. She shoved as hard as she could and
the barrel of the wegpon touched the underside of the descending plate. When Wilks exhded, it
bought her a hdf centimeter. The back of the pidtol’s recaeiver skidded on the deck, got dmost
directly under the door, then stopped. The heavy plagtic and stedl of the gun creaked, began to
bend.

Billiedid back, grabbed Wilks swrigts, and pulled.

“Come on, Wilkg Pull!”

Thethin fabric of his pants snagged on the door, tore. The undersde of the door scraped skin



from his buttocks away, dug into the muscle, but he moved.

The pistol made a sound like a nall being pulled from wet wood as Wilks s thighs cleared the
portal.

Billie shoved her heds hard againg the deck, leaned back, and Wilks crawled up her, grabbed
her shoulders, and pulled himsdf into a frantic hug, his feet diding under the narrowing gap just as the
pigol bent and shattered like a crydtdlized sted spring. Something sharp hit Billi€'s face just under
her |eft eye. The descending hatch dammed into the deck as she fdl backward with Wilks sprawled
full-length on top of her.

Billiefdt the muscles in Wilks's upper back relax under her hands. They lay pressed together
for another second. Then Wilks drew a ragged breath and rolled off her to lie on his back next to
her. After a moment he said, “Thanks”

Billie fought to dow her breathing. “No problem. | don’'t usudly go this far on a firg date,
though.”

Wilks shook his head. Managed a weak grin.

When the hull breach darm went off, Budler was hdfway to the &t cargo bay He had gotten
farly effident at waking on his hands, but the sound made him hurry even more. Billie and Wilks
were in danger. He had to save them. Especidly Billie

Wilks saw Budler padding toward them, a distorted verson of a man gone from the wast
down. From the angle, it looked like somebody wading through the deck.

“Billig Wilkg”

“We're okay,” Wilks said. “Just another wonderful day on the exotic darliner cruise vacation.
Come on.” He extended a hand.

Budler leaned to one sde, resting dl his weight on his left pdm. He reached up with his right
am. The two locked into a wrigt grip, and Wilks pulled Budler up onto his back. Budler said,
“Billie...?’

“We ve got company,” she said. “Maybe next time you two will ligen to me when | tdl you
something.”

Back in the computer access room, Wilks began playing with the internd video cams. They
weren't much, basic and chesp bottom-of-the-line Cambodian units. Terran regulations required
such equipment, even on robot ships, and for once, Wilks was glad to see union palitics doing
something useful. No motion sensors or infrared, but something was better than nothing.

Budler sat cradled in the operations chair. His reflexes were faster and he knew the systems
better.

“Wefigure there are two of them left,” Billie said. She leaned againg the back of Wilks's chair,
watching the monitors as Wilks brought up the various views.

Nothing in the main corridor.

“How did they get on board?’

Wilks said, “ Somebody had four demi-diffsin chambersin the &ft cargo hold. Infected.”

Themidine cargo bay was clear.

“Why would anybody do that?’

“Good question. Fuck if | know.” He winced. “Ah, shit.”

“You okay?’ Billie asked.

“Musde spasm in my back. I’'m not going to be running the marathon for a few days” He
looked a Bueler. “Billie hadn't stopped it, the pressure hatch would have made me into your twin
brother.”



No mongtersin the makeshift head.

Wilks brought up another view, thistime of the kitchen they’ d rigged. Nobody home.

“That'sit,” Wilks said. “Chegp bastards put in the minimum required, we're blind everywhere
else. Damn.”

Nobody said anything for afew seconds. Then: “I can maybe give us some more eyes,” Budler
sad.

Wilks turned. Pan shot down his spine, hurt dl the way to his goddamn feet. He hbit his lip.
“What are you taking about? Y ou aren’t going anywhere.”

“No, that wouldn't be very efficent in my present condition. But there are a couple of mobile
cleaners, battery-operated dumbots. If we can rig a cam to one, we can program it to do a search.”

Wilks managed a amile. “That's good, Budler. And here | thought your brains were in your
ass. Let'sdoit”

It took a couple of hours for Mitch to wire the things, but when he was done, they had a
portable camera. Billie didn't know what they could do about it if they found the diens, but she
figured it was better to know where they were. They dill had four shots left in the carbine.

The dumbot and camera were together as big as a medium-sze dog. The unit rolled on gx fat
little Slicone wheels and should be able to go anywhere a person could walk.

“Okay, puppy” Wilks said, “go find us the nasty mongers.”

* k % % %

It took them nearly two hours to spot the diens. They were on the caling of the corridor just
outsde the midline cargo section. If Wilks hadn’t known they could do that, latch themsdlves to the
caling, he wouldn't have had the camera doing full pans, but he'd seen the things come off the wadls
and calings of their nests. They weren’'t moving and if he hadn’'t known better, they looked like some
kind of sculpture hung by a modern artist.

“Therethey are,” Wilks said.

Billie leaned forward for a better look. “Now what?’

“I’'m open to suggestions.”

“l could take the carbine,” Mitch began. “If | can get close enough before they move—"
“No,” Billie said. “Can you make the robot make noise?’

Wilks and Mitch looked at her.

“Put it into the midine lock,” she said. “If we can lure them into the lock ...”
“Yeeh,” Wilks said. “We could blow them out into vac. Maybe.”

“Better ideas?’ Billie said.

Wilks and Mitch looked a each other. Shook ther heads.

“Let'sdoit”

Budler was good at taking over the dumbot with the remote. He got it through the inner hatch
to the lock and started running it into the wals. They didn't have a sound pickup, but it must be
thumping pretty good.

“Moveit next to the outer hatch,” Billie suggested.

Budler did so. He trained the cam on the inner portal. Less than a minute later, the two diens
moved into view.

“Let’s give them something to chase,” Wilks said.

The dumbot moved back and forth in front of the outer hatch, Budler had it going in jerky



stops and starts.

“They probably know they can't eat it,” Wilks said.

“They're both ingde” Billie said.

“Shut the fucking hatch,” Wilks said.

Budler abandoned the controls to the dumbot and dapped the override button for the hatch.
Before the diens could react, he grabbed the controls to the mohbile unit again and sent it a the
diens Thelittle machine crashed into one of the diens’ legs.

The picture canted wildly as the dien kicked the robot.

“Grab hold of something, I'm shutting the gravity off!”

Wilks fdt that familiar pit-of-the-stomach lurch as his body told his brain he was fdling and
would soon be smashed flat.

“Blow the outer hatch!”

Budler hit the control. The ship wobbled.

“Can we get the camera?’ Billie asked.

Budler's hands did their dance, fingers wiggling impossibly fast. The picture spun. “It's outside
the ship,” he said. “Tumbling—there, there's one of them!” He froze the picture. One of the diens
floated past, its horrible expresson made more so by the redization it was leaving the only sanctuary
for millions of klicks. Or maybe that was just Wilks s imagination.

“Whereisthe other one?”

“l don't see it,” Budler said. “But I've got a shot of the indde of the lock.” He pulled up
another image.

The lock was empty.

“All right!” Wilks said. “Hasta la vista, fuckheadd” He turned to look at Billie “Score
another one for the good guys, kid.”

Her hair floated up around her head in the zero gee. She closed her eyes and nodded.

Budler turned the gravity back on and Billie settled into hersdf—

Then something started banging on the hull.
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The pounding that vibrated through the ship changed to a scraping noise, like giant claws
scratching on metdl.

“Sounds like the cat wantsin,” Wilks says. “I'll get it.”

Hetried to stand. An invisble karate expert dammed a sedly fid into Wilks's lower back. The
gpasm and pain naled him into dillness. Any movement was too much. He collapsed back into the
chair, and that hurt, too.

“Or maybe not,” he managed through tight lips. “He probably hasn't had time to pee yet and
we don't have alitter box.”

“lll go,” Budler said.

“Walt a second,” Billie said. “Why does anybody have to do anything? It's outsde. It doesn't
have any air, it will freeze, it will diel”

Wilks shook his head. Damned if that didn't hurt, too. “It's not humean, Billie We don’t know
what kind of oxygen or energy reserves it has tucked away. It might survive a long time. Any of us
would aready be higory out there.”

“S0? Fuck it, let it croak dowly.”

Budler picked it up. “This ig't a combat ship, Billie No armor. There are things it could
damage out there. Hesat tiles and hydraulic sheathing will protect againgt amospheric burns and
pace dugt, but not againgt whet that creature can do.”

“What are you saying?’

“It jabs a finger in the wrong spot, bends the wrong flange crooked, rips the wrong hose, it
might wreck the ship,” Wilks added.

“l don't believeit”

“Trugt me here, kid. A human in a suit with a haf-kilogram reactionless hammer could do it. If
it knew where to hit us, that thing could blow usto eternity and it wouldn't even work up a swest.”

Billie shook her head. “ Great. Just fucking greet.”

“We have a couple of ingpection suits” Budler said. “Umbilicds I'll seeif | can rig one to fit
me”

Billie stared a him. She took a deep breath.

Wilks saw it coming.

“No,” she sad. “lll go.”

“Billie—" Budler began.

“A gpaceslit has magnetic boots,” she said. She stared at Budler. “Is that right?’

“Yes, but—"

“So how are you going to move around and carry a carbine, Mitch? Hold the gun in your teeth
while you dump around with boots on your hands? Wilks can’t, you aren't in any shape to do it.
Thet leaves me”

Wilks and Bueler exchanged looks. “She'sright,” Wilks said. 1 hate that, but she’ sright.”

Billie stripped to her undershirt and panties. The lock was chilly, the suit diff and bulky as she
stepped into the bottom half and worked it up her legs. Chill bumps frosted her skin; her bely felt as
if it had been flash frozen from the ingde out. Wilks had drilled her haf a dozen timesin how to put
the suit on, how to test the sedls, make sure everything was in working order. If he could have
moved, he would have been here checking it. Of course, if he could have moved, he would have



gone himsdif.

The suit had a voxcom; Wilks s voice came over it as Billie lowered the hard plastic hdmet into
place.

“Ligen, kid, we can’'t be of much hep in here. The internd cameras would freeze outsde and
this piece of shit isn't equipped with hull scanners. | might be able to rotate one of the long-distance
sensors, but even o, it'd be farrly myopic.”

“You want to watch it est me?’

Mitch came on the com. “Billie...”

“Jug ajoke, Mitch. Don't worry. I'll find the damned thing and shoot it. I’ ve got four shots |ft,
thet should be plenty.”

She wished she fdt as brave as she tried to sound. The odds werein her favor. She knew what
she was dedling with, she had a gun that could kill it, she was brighter. The drones were like big ants
or bees, they were nasty and deadly, but stupid.

That's what everybody said. Rdentless, yes, smart, no. Faux grav was confined to the indde
surfaces of the ship. Outside, the thing would float away if it wasn't very careful. Billie could walk on
the hull with her boots; the dien would have to have something to hold on to. And it wasn't going to
be her.

“Okay, I'm in the suit. The air is coming through, the heaters and vaves and dl are green,
according to the little pand under my chin. I’'m going to close the inner hatch and depressurize the
lock.”

“You sure?” Wilks said.

“Yes, Mother.”

“Billie Be careful.” That from Mitch.

She could hear the love in his voice. She thought. She nodded, redized he couldn't see it.
“Don’t worry. I’'m going to be real careful.”

The pumps cycled online. The heavy suit expanded as the pressure dropped in the lock. God,
she fdt asif she werein athick baloon. She could bend her arms and legs, but it was not easy. The
carbine had been built with combat gauntletsin mind so she could reach the trigger okay in the suit's
gloves. She made sure the fire selector wasin sngle-shot mode. The LED number 4 on the magazine
readout gleamed redly at her. Four shots should be enough. Should be plenty.

Another red light went on, this one a bar showing the lock’s air pressure was effectively zero.
Billie swallowed, her throat dry. “I’'m going to open the outer door,” she said.

“Copy. Go.”

The hatch did up. The stars were hard pinpricks againg the dead black curtain of space. The
loca sun was shining, but on the opposite sde of the ship. Billie moved to the entrance. Leaned out
and looked to the sides. The ship had running lights and the faint glow was enough for her to see the
immediate area was clear. A fant duding of dreg-air blew out, becoming visble asit froze.

“Nobody in sght. I’'m going out.”

“Don't forget, your boot controls are on your hips, they're toggles. Put one foot out and light
the magnetics on that sde firg.”

“l remember.”

Billie put her right foot outside the ship, lifted the protective cover over the button on her hip,
pressed the control. The boot stuck to the ship's Sde without sound.

“The magnets are stronger under the arch of your foot, weaker a the bdl and hed,” Wilks
sad. “Wak as normdly as you can and the boot will ped up and replant okay. It'll fed like you're
stepping on something red sticky. Just take it dow, keep one foot down at dl times”

“Wilks, you dready said that. It wasn't that long ago; my brain hasn't gone dead yet.”

Billie moved her other leg outside of the ship, triggered the magnetics on the left boot. Fdt a



sudden dizziness as she stood “up,” extending from the side of the ship like a thorn stuck into it. She
attached the magnetic bl of the umbilicd to the ship as a backup.

“You'll probably fed like you're fdling,” Wilks said. “That’s okay, don't let that bother you,
you'll adjust in alittle while”

Billie looked around. God, it was so bhig! Despite the fear she fdt, a sense of wonder flowed
into her. There was a kind of razor-edge beauty to it. The suit's heaters were on, she was
comfortable enough, but the cold was so deep she could dmogt hear it Sng. She Sghed. It was a
rush, being out here in the middle of nowhere, millions of Wicks away from anything. It made her
redize how amdl she redly was, compared to the vastness of the cosmos.

“It sared E-ticket ride out here”

“Ain't it, though,” Wilks said. “Y ou never forget your fird EVA.”

“Assuming you survive it,” Billie said.

Walking was, as Wilks said, not too hard. A little awkward, but not bad once you got used to
it. There was alittle light on top of her hemet, and she switched it on. She fdt asif she were the only
person in the entire universe.

Wake up, Billie, she told hersdf. Don't forget why you're out here.

“I'm by the big dish-shaped thing,” she said.

“The main antenna,” Wilks said. “See anything?’

“Nope. I'm going to wak toward the back of the ship. I'll stay near the right edge so | can
look down the sde.”

“Copy.”

Billie started moving. She held the carbine ready to fire, her finger on the trigger. You weren't
supposed to do that, you weren't supposed to touch the trigger until you were ready to fire the
weapon, but she wasn't going to risk fumbling in the damned gloves when she couldn’t fed anything
through them. She' d heard the scientists were working on nanopuke suits that were thinner than paint
and stronger than spider gk, you could see right through them, but the dien infestation no doubt put
astop to that fast enough.

She passed the parabolic dish, a couple of meters away on her left, glanced over to make sure
nothing was crouched down behind it. The umbilical bdl rolled soundlesdy adong behind her. She
started to turn back and peer over the side of the ship when she caught a glimpse of movement in her
peripherd vison.

Billie twisted back toward the dish, pivating dowly on the balls of her feet. Her left boot peeled
up from the deck.

The dien flew toward her like some mdignant retro-bird, arms extended, taloned hands spread
wide to catch her. It must have been flattened againg the back of the dish, she thought. She should
have looked higher. Bad mistake—

She screamed, something wordless and primd, and snapped the carbine up. Her vison
tunneled, and she was vagudy aware of her ydl echoing in the suit, of Wilks raitling something
incomprehensible a her through the com. A angle heartbesat later even those sounds vanished as Al
her atention focused on the black desth saling toward her. The digant sun glittered on the thing's
armor, cast a long shadow over her, as it loomed, aliving eclipse. Nothing existed for Billie in that
moment save the thing's teeth, frozen soittle and dime crugting them as they came for her. She had
the carbine up now, no time to am, just point it and shoot—!

The recoil from the firgt shot peeled the other boot free of the ship. She couldn’t tdl if she hit
the dien or not. The second shot's recoil spun her backward in a flip, her lower body and feet
blocked her view of the onrushing monster. The umbilical created drag; the magnetic bdl hed.
Instead of finishing the flip or salling straight back, she arced downward toward the ship. Went over
the side, gill connected to the hul.

The dien flew a her, a meter away, but risng. One of her shots mugt have hit it, a stream of



liquid sprayed from the top of its head, the fluid glittering and freezing into crystds as it spewed forth.
The impact of the bullet had spun the mongter dightly, but the spray of its blood coming out under
pressure seemed to be pushing it back the other way. Toward her—

Billie fired the carbine again and again. She couldn’t hear it, but she could fed the eectronic
dick under her gloves as the weapon cycled empty. It was dl so deathly slent—

Both rounds missed, as far as she could tdl, but the recoil drove her avay from the flying
monger. It soared past her, missng by a good hdf meter. It did not go easly into the void. It
twisted, tail lashing, inner jaws shoating out and sngpping in what she thought must be rage. The thing
turned dowly and continued onward into the vast emptiness.

Billie managed to tug on the umbilicd and keep hersdf modtly facing the dien as it moved off. It
was only when the thing was the 9ze of an ant, ared ant, that she became aware of the com blasting
a her agan.

“Billie, goddammit, answer mel”

“Okay, okay. It'sdl right.”

“What happened?’

“l found the cat,” she said. “It didn't want to come in after dl. It wanted to go prowl the
neighborhood.”

“Buddha. And Jesus, t00.”

“It may run into Them whereit's going.”

“You okay?’

“Yeeh”

“Comeonin”

“Yegh. | hear that.”

She hauled hersdf up the umbilica until she could stick her boots to the hull again. Oh, man.

As she was heading toward the haich, she saw something glittering in the sunlight. The angle
was judt right, anywhere ese she probably would have missed it. “Hdlo?’

“Billie?’

“Wilks, there' s something floating next to the ship.”

“Thedien?

“No, it'slong gone. This looks like a contrall. Runs right toward the rear of the ship, but a an
agle”

“Stray vapor, maybe,” Wilks said. “From when we blew the diens out. Or the dregs from your
EVA lock-open.”

“l don't think so. | can see some frozen ar here and there. This looks like a jet trail. Red thin,
but it seems to make aloop out in the distance. | can't tdl at thisangle”

“So it'san anomdy. Forget it. Come ingde”

“I ought to go check it out, long asI’'m here”

“l sad forget it.”

“Yeah, wdl, you say alot of things, Wilks”

“Billie Maybe it'sdien piss. Or puke. It doesn't matter.”

“Maybe. Maybe the other dien could pee hard enough to shove itsdf back to the ship.”

“Come on. Thethings aren't that bright.”

“You ever hear of anything that could survive hard vac without a suit? That could pound on a
deep-space ship from the outsde when it didn't have any ar or protection from cold down around
Absolute Fucking Zero? They might not be bright, but they die hard, Wilks”

The com was Slent.

“I'll go see. Probably it's not anything.”



“How many shots do you have lft?” Budler put in.

“Uh, actudly, none.”

“Dammit, Billie—’

“Doesn't matter,” she said. “I don’'t have anything to shoot with, anyhow.” The carbine was
gone. She couldn’t remember when she'd let it go.

“What are you gonna do if there is another one of those things there?” Wilks asked, “Inault its
mother?’

“I'm just going to look. One thing at atime.”

Budler started to leave his cradle. “Where are you going?’

“Outsde”

“Cancdl that thought, mister. Not gonna happen.”

“Sergeant, if there' s another one of those things out there Billie won't have a chance againg it
unarmed.”

“And you will? Last time you went up againg these suckers you lost your ass, Budler. And you
are a bottle-bred marine and were armed.”

“Wilks—"

“Civilization may be down the tubes but you' re dill amarine assigned to my command until you
hear otherwise, an't that right, Budler?’

“You know itis”

“Then gay right where you are. We don’t know anything is out there and therefore Billie is not
inany clear danger.”

Budler bit down on his anger; Wilks could see him fight the desire to disobey the order. The
programming won out. “All right.”

“Good boy. Now, seeif you can figure out something we can do if she gets to a place she does
need hep.”

Billie walked down the rear of the ship until she was at the docking thruster. The gravity drives
didn't use this thing; they were tuned to waves that ran completely through the ship, as she
understood it, but for close order drill, the ship had rockets for maneuvers. As long as the gravity
drives were operating the rockets wouldn't budge the vessd, that's what Wilks had told her.

The main thruster was a hollow tube a good three meters across, and it went far enough in so
the other end of it was in complete blackness. The only way she was going to see that far was to lean
over therim and use her hemet light. Which meant that if anything was in there, it was going to see
her when she peeped over the edge.

She told Wilks and Mitch what she was going to do.

Her breath was loud in the uit, the no-fog plagtic of the hemet’s faceplate was beaded with
litle drops of condensation, perfect, round spheres, unaffected by gravity, held together by surface
tenson.

“Okay. Here goes.”

Billie pressed hersdf flat againg the ship, usng her hands to keep her steady, her boots
touching only at the tips of the toes. She edged forward and leaned over the rim of the thruster, the
lip of which was some dippery ceramic materid. Managed to keep her grip as she was looking into
the black hole.

Nothing. Least not from this angle. She edged farther out, to give hersdlf a better view, dl the
way to the back of the thrust tube.

The little pool of light from the hemet splashed on the smdler reaction tubes that formed the
rocket’s spray controllers. Nothing. She started to relax.



Then she saw the dien. It was crouched againg the reaction tubes, ready to soring. Asif it had
known she was coming.

“Oh, shit! It'sin the thrugter!”

Billie scrabbled backward, trying to get back over the rim. Her gloved hands dipped on the
ceramic liner. Her right boot came free of the ship.

“Tumn over!” sheydled at hersdf. “Get your fucking boots down!”

The mongter raised its head and seemed to amile a her. It crouched lower. It was going to
soring, and if she wasn't out of itsway when it got here, it would catch her.

“Billie, get clear of the thruster!” Mitch yelled. “I’'m going to fireit!”

“I'm trying!”

Time stretched, seconds became days, months, eons. Billie twisted, tried to put her foot down,
but had nothing to shove againg. She pulled on the umbilicd. It was loosg, it didn’t help.

“Billig”

Thedien sprang. It seemed dl teeth and claws...

“Billig”

In desperation, Billie redlized she was trying to do the wrong thing. There wasn't any gravity
out here. She didn't have to crawl backward on the ship, she just had to get out of the thing's way.
She was thinking in two dimengions, but now she had wings. She shoved, as if she were doing a
push-up. Hew away from the ship at aright angle—

“I'm clear!”

Fire blossomed, ydlow-orange heat and light that nearly opagued her faceplate as the
polarizers turned the plagtic dark againg the wash of brightness.

Sheimegined she could hear the dien scream asit pinwheded away from the ship, wrapped in
amantle of buning fluids, cooking within its shell. She took joy in watching it roast. Found hersdf
grinning wolfishly. Yes. Fry, you son of a bitch, fry.

“Billie?’

“Nice shot, Mitch. Score another one for the good guys.

“Now I'm coming in”
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Two days after Billie blasted the lagt dien into space Budler picked up radio transmissions.
The sgnds were on the military band and coded, so they didn’t know what was being said, but from
the strength, they had to be close. Unfortunately, the ship did not have any tranamitters they could
use, only receivers.

It didn’'t take Wilks long to figure out where the 9gnds originated. “Hello,” he said. “Lookie
here”

Billie leaned over his shoulder as Wilks played with the computer screen. “Got us a planetoid.
Not much bigger than amoon, but in direct orbit around the locd primary. Been on the opposite side
of the sun from us pretty much since we left the chambers, that’ s why we couldn’t seeit.”

Numbers crawled up the screen. Wilks did something and the tiny blotch expanded and took
on aroughly sphericd shape, overlad with grid lines

“Colonid Marine base?’ Budler said.

“Yeeh, that'd be my guess. Inflate a few pressure domes, pump “em full of breathable, bury a
couple gravity generators, and you got dl the comforts of home. Provided you grew up in a
barracks. Military has hundreds of these bases scattered around the gdaxy. Or did have”

“Isthat where we' re going?’ Billie asked.

“l don't see anywhere elsg, kid. If these crappy range finders can be bdieved, well be there in
acouple more days.”

The three of them stared a the computer-augmented image. Billie wondered if they were
thinking the same thing she was. Was this a place of refuge? Or were they legping from the frying pan
into the fire?

It looked asif they were going to find out soon.

These damned gravity drives were something, Wilks had to admit. They were moving at
Speeds the old reaction ships couldn't touch. As they approached the planetoid—it was about the
same gze as Terrd s moon—the congtant drone of the engines shut down. The ship turned and
began to retro, dowing their descent toward the only szable chunk of red estate around for a
hundred fifty million klicks. There was some rumble from the rockets, but compared to the thrum of
the gravity drives, the ship was quiet. He had tuned the vibrations out, but now that they were lill, he
missed them.

“Might aswel use what water we have left to clean up,” Wilks said. “We want to look good
for the party.”

“Yeah, epecidly since they aren’t expecting company,” Billie said.

He shrugged.

Despite his banter, Wilks was nervous. They were along way from what any of them knew as
home Their reception was questionable.

The ship fdl toward the tiny planet. The gravity increased as the military-indudtria-srength
generators on the base enveloped them in their fidlds. Budler shut off the ship's faux gee and it got a
little more comfortable.

The landing was rough; the ship fdl draight in on its tal, the retros firing. Apparently it
navigated some kind of gigantic hatched roof and wound up in a bay. The ship vibrated as
compressors pumped air into the bay; when there was enough atmosphere, they could hear the



meachinery.

His back was ill pretty tender, but Wilks could wak on his own. Budler rode in his cradle
strapped to awheded hand truck Billie had found. The aft cargo bay registered breathable ar, and
the three passengers made thelr way into it as the loading ramp was lowered from outsde. The
hydraulics whined as the back of the ship yawed wide and the ramp grated to a hdt. It was cold, but
the ar fdt fresher than what they’ d been used to.

A quad of Colonid Marines in combat gear stood there, carbines held ready. At the dSght of
them, the four marines snapped their carbines up. Behind them, an officer sat in an dectric cart, a fa
cgar stuck in his mouth. He wore duty fatigues, and the gold braid on his visored cap identified him
asalight generd, abrigadier.

“At ease!” the generd ydled. He stepped from the cart. He was medium height, but powerfully
built, with the body of a weight lifter. He wore an opchan command headset, the bonephone and
mouthpiece a sngle sculptured unit. He had an antique danless 10mm auto pigol with full
santoprene gripsin a hip holster. The deeves of his faigues were rolled up to reved severd tattoos
on hisforearms. on the lft, a rampant screaming eagle and chains, on the right, the Colonid Marine
emblem and a dagger-and-banner. A rainbow holopatch shimmering on his left breast sad T.
Spears.

The generd moved to stand in front of them. “I didn’t expect to see you ambulatory,” he said.

Wilks blinked. Nobody knew they were on the ship. If the generd was expecting to see
somebody not ambulatory, then he had to know about the human cargo.

“If you' re talking about the four people in the freezers, that isn't us” Wilks said. “Sir.”

The generd raised one bushy eyebrow. “ Say what, marine? Download it.”

“We jugt came dong for the ride,” Wilks said.

The generad nodded. “All right.” To the marines sanding by, he said, “Maxwel, Dowling, go
check on the cargo.”

“If you're taking about the four men in the degp chambers, you're wading your time” Billie
sad. “They were infected by diens”

Billiewasn't dow. Wilks redlized she dso understood what the officer meant.

“‘“Were infected?’

“The diens ate their way out. The men are dead.”

Wilks could see the generd didn't care a lizard's ass about the men. The generd frowned.
“What about the diens?’

Before Wilks could stop her, Billie said, “We killed them.”

The generd’s jaw muscles bunched. Wilks thought he was going to bite his cigar in half.
“What? Y ou killed my specimens?’

It was Billi€ sturn to blink. “ Your specimens?’

“It was them or us” Budler put in.

The generd stared down at Budler. “ligen, vat-scat, I've got a base full of people, | don't
need any more. What | needed were those Terran-bred specimend | needed to have my R&D
people sudying possble mutations There's a war on, mider, in case you haven't heard. You just
fouled up a Priority One misson. | could have you shot for that.”

Wilks stared at the generd.

He pulled the cigar from his mouth, tapped ash from it. “Put these three in isomed and scan
them,” he said. “Maybe they’re infected and trying to hide it. We might sdvage something yet.” He
tapped the command headset. “Powdl! Get down here, we got a snafu.”

The barrel of the carbine jabbed Wilks in his tender back. He fought the urge to spin and
gmash the marine who'd prodded him. He managed to keep a grip on himsdf. No point in getting
blasted by one of his own after coming dl this way. HE'd go dong. Maybe later he could figure out



what the hdl was what.

One of the marines pushed Buedler's carriage, the other kept his weapon trained on Billie and
Wilks Billie didn’t understand what was going on. They went down a descending corridor. When
they rounded the end, they were on the edge of a large room.

Billie gasped.

Agang the far wal was a row of clear cylinders. The Sx tubes were four meters tdl, perhaps
two and a hdf metersin circumference. There was some kind of pale bluish, transparent liquid in the
containers.

Each of the cylinders contained a full-5ze dien drone.

Billie found that she was digging her fingersinto Wilks s arm.

“Jesus” Wilks sad.

The marine with the carbine pointed a him said, “Not to worry, Sarge, those babies are in
sugpension. That's fluropolymer fluid. They're dive, but they an't going nowhere.”

Billie saw a dozen smdler containers lined up on along table nearby. Each of those had one of
the crablike dien hatchlings in it, ovipositors drooping limply under the fingerbonelike jointed legs.
Severd techsin osmoatic clean suits stood or sat at the table. Billie, who had spent years in hospitds,
recognized microscopes, surgicd |asers, autoclaves, and other medica impedimenta

Billiefdt a wave of nausea. They were doing research on the diens. Why? To learn how to kill
them better?

That hed to be it, didn’t it? Why ese would they be doing it?
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The forklift rolled across the floor, thick dunglas tires slent on the smooth sheetcrete. The
powerful eectric motor hummed louder as the driver did the specid hoop clamps around the
pecimen container and lifted it. Carefully—the driver knew that bresking a container was a shoating
offense—she backed off dightly, then pivoted the fork and headed for the queen’s chamber.

Spears watched, nodding to himsdf as the specimen was carted away. The driver was good,
she deftly avoided the hoses and power lines connected to the bases of the other containers in the
vad storage room. Spears had more than a hundred of the dien drones undergoing suspension here,
each of which had a complex chemica bath being pumped into it full-time. According the R&D
stientigts, the hypnotic chem flowing through the specid drones should meatch their particular
chemidry enough to affect them. To make them more amenable to outside suggestion.

Spears grinned, chewed on the end of his cigar. It was red tobacco, vat-grown and illegd as
hdl, but that didn't mean shit. Out here, he was the law. The cigar was't as good as those made
from sun-raised and barn-dried lesf, but it was wha he had. Oh, he 4ill had Sx of the precious
Jamaican Lonsdaes left, maduros and dark as they came, each sedled in its glass tube of inert gas.
But those were worth a fortune, he could get ten thousand credits apiece if he wanted to sl them.

He chuckled. Asif money meant anything. Money was nothing, money was only a means to an
end, the only reason you needed it a& dl was for supplies, equipment, to get things done. Here at
Third Base, they didn’'t even use the suff. The troops took What they were given and liked it or
lumped it. The cigars had come from avault in Cuba, a gift from arich man who had been grateful to
Spears for saving his ass in some dinky banana republic revolution. There had been eight of the
vauable smokes. He'd smoked the firg on the day he got his stars and command of Third Base.
He' d smoked the second when his tame medicos had succeeded in bringing forth an dien queen and
establishing her in a controlled hive. He planned to smoke the third after he won hisfirg battle against
the wild-gtrain diens back on Earth.

Thomas A.W. Spears had plans, big plans, and they amounted to no less than the retaking of
man’'s homeworld, usng the deadliest soldiers aman had ever commanded.

He turned and strode toward his office, trailing smoke as he walked. A military man was bred
for war, and in his case, it was truer than usud. He'd been among the firg to be incubated in an
atifiadd womb—nhe proudly kept the middle initids he'd been given a his decanting sgnifying just
that—and it had been on a marine base where the fird live births of AW children occurred. He'd
been raised in a creche with the other children, nine of them, and dl but one had become Colonid
Marines. The other one would have, if he hadn’'t been killed in an accident when he was dill a
prepube. Sure, the bulge-brains had come up with androids later, but he wasn't vat-scat, he was a
red man, dl his chromosomes in place, not a sray gene among “em. A man who knew what he
could do. What he must do.

The generd paused next to one of the gpecimen containers. Put his hands on the thick
Flexiglas. 1t was cold to the touch. The dien ingde didn't move, but he imagined it could fed him,
was aware of him, even in its suspended state. Mark me, Spears thought at it. I’'m your master.
You live or die at my whim. Obey and live, disobey and die.

He moved away from the container, took another look at the killing machine within. Hell of a
soldier, thisthing. Would destroy or die for its queen without hestation. He nodded at the dien, then
walked away.

He rounded the corridor’s end and marched to the smdl office from where he ran the base.
Damned divilian authorities on Earth had bollixed it up, just like they aways did. Tried to fight a



forest fire with little buckets of water, tried to extinguish a raging conflagration with spit and prayer.
The only way to kill a big fire was to use a bigger blaze. Burn its fud, choke its oxy off, eat what it
would eat and starve it. Sure, you could punch holes in the diens with armor-piercers, could blow
“em up with bombs, but that was wasteful. What better way to fight a beast than with another beast
of equa ferocity? Something that could hunt the enemies down because it knew how they thought,
because it was like them? Like a king snake” will kill a poisonous viper or tame dogs will track a
wild animd, the solution to the problem was panfully obvious. He hadn’t believed that at fird, until
he got to know how the diens operated. Now he was the strongest believer. The powers-that-were
had been diminated; now, it was up to him to carry on done. No problem.

Spears reached his office, opened the old-style hinged door, stepped ingde.

Magor Powdl, his firg officer, stood next to the gunny running the computer termind, peering
down at the holoprojection that floated above the desk. Spears could read the words, even reversed
and backward, if he wanted, but hisfirg reaction was surprise and alittle anger.

“Powdl, | thought | told you to get to docking and clean up that snafu.”

“Sr. It sas dean asitisgoing to get, Sr.”

“In my sanctum,” Spears ordered.

The mgor nodded, said, “Continue, gunny,” and preceded Spears into the inner office.

His office was spare, a chair, desk, comp termind, couple of plaques on the sheet plagtic wadls.
Spears circled the desk so that it was between him and Powdll, but did not St in the chair. “Wel?’

“The... gpecimen containers were... destroyed, Sr. Apparently the lowest survivable setting on
the deegp chambers was insuffident to keep the specimens themsdlves dormant. The, ah, containers
were dead, usud exit mode, to judge from the blood spray patterns, and mostly consumed. The
adult-stage specimens apparently killed one of thar own and utilized its blood to burn free of the
areain which they were contained.”

“Very resourceful,” Spears said. He took his cigar from between hislips and looked at the cold
ach on the end. He put the cigar down into the ashtray on his desk. “Continue.”

“There were no 9gns of the other three—we assume dl three survived—specimens. Acid
burns in various places indicated a bettle between the stowaways and the diens. | have done a
preliminary debriefing of the CM sergeant and from this report determined that one was killed by
weapons fire onboard and the other two were gected into space.”

“Damn.”

“Apparently the femae stowaway went EVA and battled the remaining pair, who survived for
some minutes in hard vacuum without apparent ill effect.”

“The femde did? Why not the marine?’

“He suffered an injury during the fight.”

“Hmm. W, the space duff, we dready knew they can do that. The in-head compresson
chamber and the—what's it cdled?’

“Pseudohypothamic regulator,” Powell answered.

“Right. Heets up the acid and keeps “em from freezing.”

“The corpses of the two killed on-ship were gected.”

“Too bad. We might have gotten something from the DNA.” Spears looked a his dead cigar,
thought about rdighting it. “Two humans and hdf an android againg four diens in a close
environment. | wouldn't have thought they could survive. Ther tactics might be interesting.”

“Apparently the scowaways have some prior experience with the diens”

“Oh?’

“We don’t have anything on the woman—the bounce from Earth is shut down—but the military
bibliocom is bringing up records on the marine and android. The android, by the way, is Issue.”

“Oneof ours?’



“Affirmative”

“Interedting. Are any of them infected?’

“Not according to the scan, no.”

“Too bad. Let me see the squirt from bibliocom when it arrives”

“Gunny will haveit in about eighteen minutes, Sr.”

“Thet'sdl, Powdl.”

“Sr.”

Once Powdl was gone, Spears sat. He leaned back, put his orthoplast boots up on the desk.
Picked up the cigar and rdit it. Took a deep drag and blew the smoke out in a blue-gray cloud. The
ventilators whirred and sucked the smoke from the ar. Maybe there was something to be gained
here after dl. It was atruly bad battle if nothing was gained; even the illest of winds sometimes blew
abreeze or two of good. He' d see what the library had to say about this marine and android. And if
they didn't have anything to offer, well, the techs could dways use a couple more bodies in the
hatching rooms...

“You okay?" Wilks asked Billie

“Yeeh, fine”

“You shouldn’t have stomped on that guy’s foot. He was just obeying orders.”

“Y esh? So was the guy who nuked Canberra during the 82 Food Riots.”

“How about you, Budler?’

“No new damage,” he said.

Wilks looked around. The room was bigger than some cells he'd been in. Five meters by five,
fold-out bunks now flush againg the wall, reinforced sheetplast, a double-thick door with a smple
sngp lock. A chemicd toilet rested in one corner, bare white, no seat, a roll of wipes perched on a
ank with asingle water tap next to it. Nice place. A guy handy with a diver of spring stedl or stacked
carb could pop the lock easy enough. Thing was, on a world where everybody lived insde a
pressure dome, where were you gonna go even if you did get out? They might stedl another ship, but
without some knowledge of navigetion, not to mention knowing which human settlements were ill
untainted by dien infection, they wouldn’t have a due about where to go.

“Did you see the monitors we passed?’ Billie asked.

“Yeah. They've 4ill got spysats in place, military view only. That mgor who stopped and
questioned us? He told me they could keep tabs on the war. He seemed like an dl right guy. Almost
gpologetic. WE Il probably be hearing from him again.”

“l don’t have much experience with the military mind, Wilks. What is going on here?’

“Hdl if | know. The generd looks like a lot of RMs—that’s regular marines—I’ve known.
Eats, breathes, and shits the Corps. Probably runs the base so tight it hums. Probably doesn't maiter
to him that Earth is down the tubes, he's got his orders and that's what he lives by. Or se he's got
delusons of godhood—| ot of generds get that way—thinks he can do anything. Hard to say which it
Is”

“What do you think he’ s going to do with us?’

Wilks shook his head. “Dunno. He's obvioudy running some kind of experiment with the
diens My bet's it' s—or was, when 4ill it mattered—very hush hush. Top-secret suff. We're sand
inthis guy’ s well-lubed machine”

“You take meto the nicest places, Wilks”

Helaughed. “Can’'t say it's been dull, can you?’

Billie managed a amile. “Nope. Tha's aword tha never crossed my mind. So, what now?’

“Bdl isin ther court. We wait and see what they do with it. Get some deep.” With that, Wilks
unfolded one of the cots and climbed onto it. Budler did the same, pulling himsdf up easily and



soravling onto the thin materid. After amoment, Billie pulled a third cot loose and lay on it.

Wilks had been in the military long enough so he could deep pretty much whenever he wanted.
Whatever was going to happen was going to happen. He'd ded with it when it got here. Within a
few moments, he dropped off.
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The three marines were in one of the third-level inodoros, crowded into the space designed for
asngletoilet and Snk. Thewadls had eyes dl over Third Base but they figured the crapper ought to
be safe enough. The room was made yet tighter by the backpack one of the men had propped on
the white plastic HWDS-C—human waste disposal system, chemicd, in military parlance.

“How much did you get?’ one of the marines asked. That was Renus, Wolfgang R., Private
Firg Class.

“Three days, if we dretch it,” the marine baancing the knapsack said. He was Peterson, Sean
J., Corpordl.

“Shit,” the third marine said. “It's four days to the avilian terraforming colony, fiveif we stick to
the canyons.” Magruder, Jason S., dso PFC.

“So wéll be hungry when we get there,” Peterson said. “Ligen, | was pushing to get this many
meds. Spears has everything on this fucking base inventoried, down to the paper clips. Besides, the
crawler will have E-rations, carbocons.”

“Gredt, if you like greasy sawdust,” Magruder said.

“Hey, you can fuckin” stay hereif you'd rather.”

Magruder shook his head. “Like hdl.”

Renus said, “You think the avilianswill take usin and keep quiet about it?’

Peterson shrugged. “They’ve dedt with Spears. They know he's over the edge. They'd be
worried about him thinking they had a hand in hdping us, if they did or not. My guess is, they’ll hide
us and tdl him they never heard of us”

“Sill risky,” Magruder said.

“Likel said, you can stay here. Sooner or later you'll sumble over some reg you never heard
of and you know what that means.”

Magruder nodded. “Y eah. Baby food.”

“How long you figure we got?’ That from Renus.

“Couple-three hours, maybe,” Peterson said. “ Spears and Powel will play mad doctor with the
stowaways. Our generd likes to watch the implants, | think it gives him a hard-on when those things
shove their eggs down somebody’s throat. If we can get to the Thousand Canyons and the heat
faults they won't be able to see uson IR. The crawler’s cammo should cover us from visud.”

The three men looked at one another.

“At leadt it'sa chance,” Peterson said.

They filed out of the inodoro into the halway.

At the South Lock, Patin, Robert T, PFC, was on security. He leaned againg the wal, his
carbine propped a an angle next to him. He looked up, saw somebody approaching. He smiled, but
didn't bother to assume any kind of guard-ready postion. Sloppy work, but he doubtless had the
same attitude about lock-duty as most marines: You couldn’t get in from outside unless you had the
admit codes and if you did, you were okay; you could get out, but—who would want to? The
planetoid was't what you'd cdl a pleasure dome, now was it?

“Hey, Renus. Y ou come to keep me company?’

Renus drew near. “Take some more of your money playing cards, you mean? Nah, | wish.
Decker sent meto relieve you. Circulaing pumps on Four are showing red in the backup chamber.
Guess who isthe only qudified pump-tech on duty?”



“Fuck,” Patin said. “Red means automatic suit-up. Why didn't somebody cdl when the
cocksucker went ydlow?’

“Don’'t ask me, Bobby. | don't run things around here.”

Patin pushed away from the wall, stepped across the hdlway toward the computer termind
inset into a pand a chest levd. “I'll punch it into the security com and it'll be dl yours, pd. Can’'t be
too careful these days.”

The guard couldn’t see Renus pull what looked like a sock full of something heavy from under
his shirt. “ Sorry, Bobby,” Renus said.

“Huh—?'

Renus dammed the sock down on Petin's head. 1t made a sound like a thick rope dgpping a
plagtic barrel full of liquid soap. Tiny divers of gray flew from the sock on impact. Lead shavings
garkling like glitter under the overhead lights, drifted onto the unconscious man's downed form.

“Let'sgo!” Renusyeled.

Peterson and Magruder came running up. Each of them had a carbine. Renus grabbed Petin’'s
weapon. They had the codes for the inner lock door and cycled it open quickly.

The outer door’s codes were something else. While Peterson took a stab at the computer
override, Magruder pulled dimate suits from the racks. He and Renus shrugged ther way into the
uits

“Not gonna happen,” Peterson said. “ Security seds are dogged down tight. We |l have to burn
the sucker. I'm trashing the darms.”

Magruder, his hemet in place, the suit tabbed shut, nodded and moved to the door. He pulled
the plasma cutter he’ d stolen from Supply and thumbed the cutter up to full. “Watch your eyes” he
sd.

The brilliant plasma jet spewed, turning the insde of the lock into noon on a desert. Peterson
kept his eyes covered until he got his climate suit on and the polarized faceplate snapped down.

It didn’t take long. The security bars were designed to keep people outsde from getting in, and
the plasma jet ate through them amog as fast as Magruder could move the welder. Durasted went
bright orange, then flowed molten and fdl in fat drops.

“Thet'sit, that's the lagt onel”

“Go, go, go!”

Thelock door gstarted to open, then ground to a stop with a shriek dill audible in the escaping
ar, suck where a flange of partidly meted metd caught the frame. But it was wide enough for the
men to get through. They clambered from the station into the cold darkness, and ran toward the
motor pool. The gravity generators extended the fidd outsde the domes for a hundred meters
around, so they didn’t bound into space.

Thetrio of deserters piled into the first crawler they reached. After a moment the multiwheded
mechine lurched into the darkness and was gone.

Spears leaned back in his chair, watching the video on his holoproj. “Replay, security cam 77,
0630 hours”

The ar above his desk lit with the images of the three marines in the loo. “Increase volume
one-eighth. Continuous tracking.”

He watched it again, lisened to the three marines plotting their desertion. When they |eft the
toilet gdl, another hidden cam just outside the inodoro picked them up without missing a best.

The scene & the security Station played itself. The downed guard didn’t get any sympathy from
Spears. If he'd been doing his job, he would have stopped the deserters. Well. There was a place
for men like the guard. Down in the hatchery.

Spears watched with interest the burn-out through the lock door. They moved wel as a team,



the trio. Too bad they chose treason instead of duty.
“Gengrd?’
Spears glanced up from the projector to the door. “Come.”

The door opened and Powdl stood there. Spears waved one hand and shut the projection
over his desk off. “Yes?

“The squirt has arrived from bibliocom. In the system.”

“Query number?’

Powdl gaveit to him.

Spears tapped it manudly into histermind. “What's the marin€ s name?’

“Wilks”

He tapped thet in.

The ar blossomed again with the infocrawl. Images fluttered into life to join the words and
figures. A practiced speedreader, Spears scanned the materid.

“Wdl, wel. We sure this marine is the same onein isomed?’

“Got a pogtive ID from his magnetic femur implarnt. It's, him.”

“This sergeant has had more hands-on experience with wild-grain diens than just about
anybody except that dvilian, whatshername.”

“Ripley, gr.”

“Right. Nobody knows where she is but we got Wilks right here. How's that for luck? Fate
gmiles on us, Powell.”

“Sr. Andif you'll scan the android' sfile, you'll see another coincidence, Sr.”

“Givemethegd.”

“He was one of a Specias Unit, bred to travel to the diens’ homeworld. Under the command
of Colond Stephens, prior to Terran infestation.”

“Stephens, | remember him from MILCOM HQ. A desk jockey, couldn’t find his dick with
both hands.”

“The primary mission, retrieval of a specimen, was gpparently a falure, sr. Records of the trip
are incomplete; by the time the survivors reached Earth, the infestation was in the advanced stages.”

“And the woman?’

“No records on her. She's not military, and we can't pull up any hisory.” Powel shrugged.
“You know how dvilians are about record keeping in the best of times, Sr.”

Spears nodded absently. “Wdl, our sergeant and the vat-boy have got actud combat
experience agand the wild strain. Much too vauable to turn into incubators, at least urtil after we
find out what we can from them.”

“That'swhat | thought, Sir.”
“Let’'s go have alittle talk with them.”
“gr.”

Billiefdt a coldness grip her legs, bands of rough sted encirding her ankles, pulling her knees
gpart. She blinked, glanced down, saw she was naked.

Something wet and dimy dripped onto her bare bely. A clear, ropy jdly. She looked up, but
couldn’t see the source, there was akind of fog hovering over her, only centimeters from her face, a
featurdess gray.

| need you, came a deep voice. No, not a voice, the words were unspoken, they were in her
mind. They were the thoughts of a lover, but not a humen lover.

The fog swirled away, and teeth glittered under a coat of clear dime, white needles set in a
massive black jaw, on along, impossbly long head that flared into wide, flat, branched antlers.



Billie gasped, fear filling her, every cdl in her body graining to contain it.

Lean back. Unable to resst the command, Billie arched her neck, saw just behind her a
massve, fleshy egg, eadily the Sze of a garbage can. Flaps at the top of the egg opened, spidery
webbing dretching and bresking. It was like the blossoming of some obscene flower, petas
Soreading wide in a photographic time-lgpse hurry.

Crablike legs reached over the folded flaps, long, fleshless finger bones with sharp tips,
questing, exploring. Looking for something.

Looking for Billie

She opened her mouth to scream, and a glob of the dime from the mongter above her fdl onto
her chin, oozed into her mouth, over her cheeks, into her eyes. Billie tried to swalow, but it was too
much.

| need you. The monster’ s thoughts tried to soothe. Do not he afraid. It will be good.

“No!”

Billie came up on the cot, ydling the word.

“Easy, easy,” Wilks sad. He was next to her, holding her shoulders. And on the floor,
balanced on one hand, the other hand on her leg, Mitch.

Billie blew her breath out in a big Sgh. Shook her head. There was no need to say it. Wilks
knew. He dreamed, too.

She looked a Mitch. Did androids dream?

“Up and a “em, people,” came a voice from the entrance to the cl.

A pair of armed marines stood there.

“Generd wants to see you,” one of them said.

“Tdl him our caendar isfull,” Wilks said.

The marines grinned. The same one said, “Not me, Sarge. You tdl him. Move out.” He waved
the carbine.

Wilks looked at Billie and Mitch, shrugged. “Well. Since you ingg.”

With Billie pushing Mitch on his cart, the three of them left the cdll.
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The table was, nearly as Wilks could tell, black glass. Expendve for an officers’ mess on some
back-rocket planetoid. Course, it could have been made from locd minerd and not brought in
on-ship; even so, it was not something you expected to see. The chairs were some kind of basic
fold-out issue, but they’d been padded and spiffed up by somebody with skill and time.

Billie sat to his left, Budler to his right, the three of them occupying one end of the table.
Ancther dozen people could st dong the sides, but those chairs were empty. Spears sat at the other
end, done. A platter of what looked to be roast meat sat in front of him, aromatic vapors wafting
fromit. A long knife and double-tine fork were stuck in the mest.

“It'snot redl beef, of course” Spears said. He pulled the knife and fork from the roast and ran
the edge of the blade back and forth againgt the fork tines, as if sharpening the knife. “Protein
hard-jdl and soy, but our mess sergeant has a deft touch with seasonings. It's not bad.”

With his hat off, Spears was as bad as an egg. Nothing but eyebrows and lashes, from what
Wilks could see.

Spears stabbed the roast with the fork and began to dice the ersatz besf.

An orderly, dressed in kitchen whites, came from the doorway behind Spears. By the time the
generd had the firg dab of roast carved free, the orderly arrived and shoved a plate under it. The
timing was perfect. Haf a second later and the “meat” would have flopped onto the black glass.
Spears never looked to seeif the plate was there.

The generd repeated the carving. A second orderly scooted from the doorway and arrived in
time to push another plate under the fdling dice of roast.

Thethird dice, yet another orderly.

It was offhand, but every bit as impressve as a precison drill team tossing carbines back and
forth at speed. Spears knew it, too.

When the plates had been ddlivered to Wilks, Billie, and Budler, dong with glasses of red
liquid—wine?—and eating implements, the generd carved himsdf adice.

The fourth orderly was a bit dow. He thrust the plate out, caught hdf the roast. For a second, it
looked asif the fake meat would flip from the plate and smack onto the table, but the orderly juggled
his cargo and managed to dide the dab back into place. It left a smear of gravy on the white plastic,
but stayed put.

Spears's jaw muscles tightened once, then his face relaxed into a somewhat forced smile He
nodded at the orderlies. “At ease, troopers.”

Thefour orderliesfiled out viathe door by which they’d entered.

Wilks would not want to be the last one, the one who had nearly bobbled the generd’s own
med. He had very nearly made the generd look bad. On a military base, that was as dangerous a
crime as a soldier could commit.

The generd raised his glass. “To the Corps,” he sad.

What the hdl, Wilks thought. He lifted his own glass. Noticed that Billie and Budler did the
same, dbait without much enthusiasm.

Thewine wasn't bad. Wilks had surdly drunk alot worse.

“Ed,” the generd said.

The cook was ingpired, Wilks had to admit. The counterfeit beef was as good as any he'd ever
had. Right texture, right flavor—if Spears hadn’t told him, he wouldn't have known the difference.
Not that he got alot of red meat on the money he made anyhow. Rabbit now and then, fish, even



chicken on specid occasions, that was about it. Last time he/'d had what was supposed to be
cartified beef had been at hisold top kick’s mugtering-out party couple years back, bio-time. Given
dl the suspended animation travel Since then, it was a lot longer in redtime.

Whatever was going on indde Billi€ s head, Wilks could see she was enjoying her med, too.
Asfor Budler, who knew? His modd of android could est, even cut in haf as he was now; whether
he enjoyed the food in the same way a basic-stock man did or not was something else.

“Food okay?’ the genera asked around a mouthful of it.

Wilks nodded. “Very good.”

Billie and Budler dso nodded and mumbled something. This was srange territory and
wherever this conversation was going, they’d decided to play dong. For his part, Wilks was pretty
aure this guy’s wingnuts were dogged down too tight. It didn’t make sense to set him off urtil they
hed some idea of what he was dl aboui.

“Youll have to excuse my somewhat abrupt manner when we met,” Spears sad. “There's a
war on, one can't be too cautious.” He amiled.

Jesus, Wilks thought, it looks as if his face might crack from the strain. This cocker wanted
something from them, that was plain enough. What?

“It has been brought to my attention that you have had considerable experience with wild-gtrain
diens Sergeant Wilks”

Wilks chewed on the beef. Swallowed it. “Yesdr.”

Spears popped another chunk into his mouth and chewed it thoughtfully. “Been in combat
agang them in severd theaters, correct?’

“That'sright, Generd.”

The man nodded. His eyes seemed to take on a brighter gleam. “Good, good.” He looked at
Budler. “And you, I1ssue, your injury was sustained in combat as wdl, was it not?’

“Yes gr.”

“These men are military, marines, | know about them. What about you, little lady?’\

Wilks saw that Billie couldn’t bring hersdf to speak. “Sir,” he put in, “Billie was on Rim during
firg contact with the diens. The only survivor.”

The generd raised one of histhick eyebrows. “Is that s0?’

Dumbly, Billie managed a nod.

“She survived on her own for more than a month,” Wilks said.

The generd’s other eyebrow went up. “Redly? Most resourceful. How old would you have
been then?’

“Ten,” Billie managed.

Another of the face-threatening amiles. “Excelent.” He ate another bite of the mestless meat. “I
envy you three, you know. Y ou’ve been in combat againg the toughest enemies, the most dedicated
soldiers men have ever faced. Perfect troops, fearless, tough, amost unstoppable. Your survivd is
quite an achievement. A fluke, redly, but no less heroic for that.”

He pushed his plate away, less than hdf of the med eaten. An orderly zipped from the
doorway, removed the plate, refilled the generd’s wineglass, and vanished dmogt without a sound.
Spears leaned back, sipped at the freshened wine. “The only way to beat an enemy as hard as the
one man now faces is to use troops of equd vigor! Ones who can match the ferocity of the
opposition.”

That got through to Billie “You're trying to raise tame diens here?’

“With the proper leader, my troops could spearhead the retaking of Eath,” Spears sad.
“Think about it. What better way? The wild strain behave like ants. With troops of equd cdiber plus
proper strategy and tactics, they wouldn't stand a chance.”

Billie started to say something. Wilks kicked her under the table. She closed her mouith.



“Grest ideg, 9r,” Wilks said.

The generd nodded, pleased. “1 knew you would see it s0,” he said. “You've been up agangt
them, you know how little chance humans or even specidly bred androids have” He nodded at
Budler, gestured with his wineglass.

“How can we help, sr?” Wilks said.

Billie looked a& him asif he had logt his sanity. He kicked her under the table again without
changing his expression.

If Spears noticed Billiegs look it didn't seem to register. “Your experience, Sergeant. | have
computer-generated scenarios, recordings of battles on Earth, theories. You three have been there,
you know the redity. | want your advice, your knowledge. My troops mugt be as wdl prepared as
they can be when | formulate my strategy.”

“Cetanly, dr,” Wilks said. Stretched his own scarred face into a amile “Budler and | are
marines before anything e'se. And Billie wants to help, too, isn't that right, Billie?”

Billie nodded. “Right.”

Spears was practicaly beaming now. He raised hiswineglass. “A toadt, then—"

But before the generd could offer the toast, the mgor came in via the same door the orderlies
hed used.

Spears frowned. “What isit, Powd|?’

“Sorry to disurb your med, gr. A security breach. The guard on the South Lock has been
assaulted, the outer door burned open. One of the land crawlersismissng.”

The generd waved one hand. “Oh, that.”

Powell blinked. “Sir?’

“Thisismy base, Mgjor. | try to keep up.” He looked a Wilks. “You have to stay on top of
things when you're the CO. Enjoy the rest of your medl. You are free to go anywhere on Third
Base, you have full clearance. If you have any questions, Mgor Powdl will be happy to answer
them. | suppose | should go and see to the ma contents who have destroyed military property.”

With that, he stood, gave Billie amilitary bow that was barely a nod, and left with Powell.

Wilks stared at the generd’ s back as he left. Wished he had agun at that moment.

In the hdlway, Spears said to Powdl, “Keep an eye on them. Put the android in rehab, see if
we can give him mechanicals or whatever so he can be ambulatory.”

“gr”

“And that guard from South Lock, put himin the egg chamber. He fucked up.”

Spears fdt a happy satisfaction at watching Powell swalow dryly when he gave him that order.
The universe had become a place where only the strong, the ruthless, could survive. Sentiment was
for another time. In the past and, someday when he had won this war, in the future. Meanwhile,
somebody had to make the hard choices and Spears was the man to make them.

Billie found she was sheking. She wasn't sure if it was because she was arad or angry. She
stood, but Wilks was right there. He hugged her, and before she could do more than diffen and gtart
to pull away, he whispered, “Play dong, Billie They probably have a cam on us and a voice
recorder.”

Sherdaxed alittle “What?’

“If we don’'t do what thisguy says, heis going to feed us to his mongters. Play dong.”

The thought of that turned her bowels to lumps of dry ice. For a moment she couldn’'t even
bresthe.

A maine private entered the dining room and started to whed Mitch away. Billie turned
quickly. “What are you doing?’



“Mgor’s order, md am. Taking the AP to Rehab.”

“Why?

“Don't ask me, I'm just doing what I'm told.”

“It's okay, Billie” Mitch said. “1t’s like putting your flitter into the shop for repairs.”

Billie stared a him. The marine wheded him away.

“Reax,” Wilks said, his voice a normd volume. “The generd just wants to make sure his
troops are cared for properly. | don't know what kind of fadlities they have here, but my guess is
they can fit Budler into some kind of lower body exoframe, at least, SO he can get around on his
own.”

Billie couldn’t think of anything to say. Thiswas dl so damned weird.

“Come on, let's explore a little. Might as well get acquainted with our new home, eh?” He
winked &t her.

Billie nodded. She understood. The more they knew about this place, the better. “Yeah,” she
sad. “Good idea”
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Days passed; Wills and Billie explored the base. It was like a dozen such places Wilks had
been on in his career, standard hardware from the lowest bidder, as chegp as it could be and ill
work. The one thing he noticed that bothered him wasn't the gear, but the people. There didn't seem
to be enough of them for a base this Sze. If anything, the military usudly had too many troops for the
work needed, a larger command being what officers liked to wave a each other. Warm bodies
meant more than cold rock. Given the extent of the base, dmogt as big as a very smdl town, there
ought to be severd hundred more people gafing it.

Eventudly, Wilks and Billie worked their way into places not so easy to find or reach.

“What'sin there?” Wilks asked the guards posted in front of a large double door:

The two troopers, one mae, one femade, wore holstered sSdearms but they didn't seem
particularly worried that they would need them. The man, who looked to be dmost two meters tall,
amiled down on Wilks and Billie

Wilks said, “The generd has given us the run of the base. Y ou want to open the door?’

Now the woman grinned. “Y ou don’t wanna go in there, Sarge. Show him, Atkins”

Thetal man touched a control on the wall.

Billie gasped.

“Fuck,” Wilks said.

“Hédl, she don’t even have to do that,” the woman said. “She' sfatiledl by hersdf.”

The projection floated in front of thewadl. A queen dien occupied the center of a huge room, a
mongtrous sac jutting from her rear like some obscene, tranducent intestine. The sack, webbed with
supports that ran to the convoluted caling and wadls, was obvioudy ful of eggs and as they
watched, the queen deposited yet another onto the floor aready thick with the things A pair of
attendant dien drones stood in a puddle of flud near the sac’s sphinctered opening, and they gently
moved the fresh egg to one side as the queen began to lay another one.

“Sill want me to open the door?’

“Why are you even guarding it?” Wilks managed.

“Pan right,” the woman said.

Thetdler guard stroked a dide control. The holoproj shifted as the camera panned.

Webbed againg a wal in front of a neat row of eggs were ten humans. The cottony meterid
hading them in place hid most of them, leaving only the faces bare. Some of the people were awake,
eyes wide. Were they dready infected, or ill waiting for the horror yet to come?

“Tum it off,” Billie said.

As Wilks and Billie walked away from the somach-turning scene, the tdl marine, obvioudy
enjoying himsdf, said, “Have anice day, folks”

They weren't there to keep anybody from getting in.

They were there to keep anybody from getting out.

Spears watched the image of Wilks and the woman as they turned away from the projection
outsde the egg chamber. They were weak, like most people were weak. But he could use them.
That was the important thing.

He looked at his chronometer. “Ah, the mice are about ready. Time for the cat to wake up and
move” He touched a control on his desk. “This is Spears. | want First Platoon, A Company,
saddled up and ready to ride ASAR Full combat gear, full fidd rations. I'll be at the South Lock in



ten minutes. Better not keep me waiting, marines.”

Wilks went to shower, water being one of the few things they had plenty of on the dtation.
Piped up from some deep underground cave as ice chunks and melted on the way up by heatersin
the durry conduits, SOP for thiskind of operation. One of the few perks even grunts got.

Alone, Billie wandered down narrow hdlways, feding as if she were being watched. God, this
was dl 0 insane. Having spent years in a menta hospitd  because the authorities thought her
memories were hdlucinaions, Billie had some experience with madness. This was right up there.
Spears ought to be in a slicone room somewhere, doped to the harline, scheduled for a full menta
revison. Who were those people in there with the queen dien? What had they done to deserve such
afae? No crime could be so awful asto rate that kind of sentence. Spears was bug-fuck crazy and
he should be put away. Instead, he commanded troops and had a persona nest full of the deadliest
things man had ever encountered. What kind of deity would dlow that kind of lunacy? Only one that
was crazy itf.

She came to a door marked Communications. It did open as she approached.

A tech sat, a comhemet covering hdf her head, saring a a series of flat screen monitors. The
tech looked over, saw Billie “I heard we got vigtors. Come onin, | got a notice says you're cleared
for this area.”

Billie stared at the woman. Why the hdl not?

The door closed behind her.

Wilks duiced the cleaner from his body, enjoying the fed of the hot water againg his skin. They
were in deep shit here, no doubt about it, but you had to take it as it came. He had expected to
fertilize the flowers on the dien homeworld. Hell, he'd been living on borrowed time since the firg
time he'd run into these fuckers on Rim dl those years ago. He should have died with his squad then,
it was a miracle he hadn’t. And the years of trying to hide from it and from the nightmares that
wouldn’'t go away since hadn’'t been dl that pleasant. He had been ready to pack it in, to take the
Big Jump and the hdl with it, but before that happened, he got pissed off. He'd blown the diens’
homeworld flat and that hadn’t been enough. Somehow, for some reason, he was 4ill dive. It didn't
make any sense. He'd never been a rdigious man, but it was like he had some kind of higher
purpose driving him. He'd been too lucky, asif somebody had looked out for him. He was tired, he
wanted to tube the whole mess, but he couldn’t. It was as if he had been given the responshility to
take care of thislittle problem—the extermination of dl those mongters that had nearly wiped out
humans

It wasn't fair, nobody could expect one broken-down chem-head marine to do that, but while
he couldn’t pin it neetly to any logicd wal, Wilksfdt asif that was exactly what he was supposed to
do: save mankind.

Damn. And he couldn’t even float very well, must less walk on fucking water ...

The old man was white-bearded, hisleft arm bandaged crudely from wrigt to elbow, his clothes
dirty and torn. A dark and grimy baseball cap was pulled down over his head and whatever har he
might have left. He had an antique rifle lying next to him, something that appeared to be blued sted
and worn wood, an old-style bolt-action piece, probably a hunting weapon from a hundred years
past. Back when people hunted for sport and not for survival. He sat cross-legged, leaning againg a
pile of rubble, mogly broken furniture and shattered building materid; a smdl campfire burned in
front of him, the flickers from it painting the old man’s face yellow-orange.

A girl of about sx leaned againg the old man’s side, her face dirty, long hair matted.

“Here comes Air Sammy,” the old man said. He pulled avid from his jacket pocket, sprinkled
a powder from it into the campfire. The fire sputtered and the flames turned a bright blue-green. “I



hope the bastards have their spookeyes on.”

Overhead in the night, the running lights of military attack jets appeared, red and green againgt
the smog that was mogtly smoke. The rumble of their engines increased.

“Will they see us, Uncle?’ thelittlegirl asked.

“l hope so, honey. They should.” He waved at the bluefire.

Thefiery lance of a missle erupted from one jet, then other rockets followed. like meteorites,
the missles streaked and died quickly, to be replaced by a brighter flash of light followed by atificd
thunder as the rockets exploded.

“Stupid fucking airheads,” the old man said.

The little girl covered her ears with her hands as more explosions rocked them. A blast wave
streamed the little fire as might a man blowing gently on a candle.

A woman moved into the cirde of firdight. She looked a worn fifty, her clothes were smudged
with ashes and dirt, and she had an arrpump shotgun on a ding over her shoulder. She squatted next
to the little girl. “Hey, Amy. Y ou okay?’

Thelittle gifl looked up. “I'm okay, Mom. Did you find anything to eat?”’

“Not thistime, honey. Maybe Leroy did. He should be back soon. Damn!”

This lagt followed a louder boom and brighter flash of light. Dust and amdl bits of debris
swirled over the trio, and the fire flattened briefly under the blast.

“Why do they bother?’ the woman asked. “They hardly ever kill any of them and the damned
thingsjust don’t get scared.”

“Fucking arheads,” the men said. He glanced around. “We'd better move out, Mona. The
thingswill probably start their sweep after Sammy shears off.”

“Wheat about Leroy?’ the little girl asked.

“Don’'t worry about him, baby. He will meet us at the reservoir. He knows we can't Say here”

The old man looked across the fire, and spoke asiif there were an unseen watcher stting there.
“That's it for now, sports fans. Tune in again tomorrow, same time, same sadlite, for another
exdting episode of Life in the Ruins of Earth. WEIl 9gn on a 1900, if the bugs haven't eaten us.
Summer’s over and it'll be getting dark sooner. That's adidink and endit—"

He pointed an old-style IR remote control & the unseen waicher and the three people
vanished. ..

Billie gripped the arms of the plagtic form-chair tightly and found she had been holding her
bregth as the image on the viewscreen went blank. She forced hersdf to relax. To breathe.

“They'reregulars” the tech said. “Amy, Mona, Unde Burt. Sometimes Leroy—he's Chinese,
we think. The kid looks to be about sx. Our guessistha her mother isin her late twenties, some of
the Suff she talks about. The old guy is maybe seventy, probably not related, though the kid cals him
Unde”

“God,” Billie said.

“l don’t know why they bother “cadting,” the tech said. “It's not like anybody is going to drop
down and help them.”

Billie shook her head. “Maybe it'sdl they have Ieft. It matters that they try. People do that.”

The tech shrugged, scanning for another image. “Or did it. This base location is dassfied
information,” she said, “but | can tdl you that the “ cast we just saw is history. Even in cold deep and
with full race gee drives going through the hypercut we are along way from Earth. Thelittle girl could
be years older by now. That, or worm food. It's a message in a bottle.”

Billiesindgdes clenched. She knew just how that little gil must fedl.

Something about being clean and in fresh fatigues made a man fed better. When you faced



desth as often as Wilks had, minor shit like crazy generas didn’'t seem so bad. While he couldn’t say
he fdt the same detachment about the Long Nap some of the Zen martid arts boys had, Wilks had
looked Death square in the face enough times so it didn’t scare him. You lived or you died, that was
how it went, and when your number came due, you got collected. He d thought hiswas at the top of
the pile saverd times but Deeth had only grazed him when he reached for another. Fuck it. A hot
shower and clean clothes, however, were tangible, something you could rdlate to in the here and
now. The ground might open up and swalow you next step, a stray comet could zip in and sguash
you like a bug, one of the diens could hop from behind a garbage can and eet your face off, but
those were in the unseen future. Right now, Wilksfdt pretty damned good. One second at atime.

Bang cooped up on that drone ship hadn’'t given him any love for it, but Wilks found himsdf
waking toward the vessd because he had an idea. The thing had been unloaded and it would need
new fud cedls and probably some repair before it had any chance of being spaceworthy agan. It sat
in the middle of one of the big prefab storage areas, a modly dark and very cold room that
gpparently wasn't worth spending more than the minimum on for light and heat.

Wilks's footsteps echoed hallowly as he walked across the sheetcrete flooring toward The
American. The cargo bay door was dill open, and the ship’'s internd lights were off. He waked up
the expanded-metd indine and dapped the light button. It was alitile warmer insde the ship, the fud
cdls’ heat snks radiating their excess warmth into the air.

Wilks moved deeper into the cargo hold, found an empty hex storage crate, and sat on it. It
was very quiet, only the low hum of power units audible. After a few seconds Wilks heard whet he
expected: boot steps outside the ship.

Whoever was fallowing him was approaching.

Wilks flexed his hands, rolled his shoulders. Prepared himsdf to move, if he needed to move.
The footsteps drew nearer.

Billie worked her way toward the medica section. She wanted to see what they were doing to
Mitch, if she could.

On the other 9de of a clear door indde a amdlish chamber that looked like an anteroom
combined with an airlock, there was a short, fat men dressed in a lab cloak and what looked like
white paint. She touched the plastic wal and it was very cold. He spoke to her through an eectronic
pass-through. “This area is Clean,” he said. “You want to come indde, you have to be deloused
firs”

Billie blinked. “Deoused?’

“Chem- and dectro-indillation,” he said. He waved a a horizontd cylinder about the sze of a
ooffin on a metd frame againg one wdl. “All your internd and externd flora and fauna get zapped.
No gtray bacteria alowed. Then you get spray-suited.” He rubbed his leg with one dl white hand.
“Ogamatic, lets your skin breathe ar, keeps everything e se in—induding sweet.”

That would explain why it was so cold in the room, maybe. “ Seems like alot of trouble.”

“Regulation derile technique. Can't have some wild micro-animd messng up experiment
protocols. Even though the UV overheads usudly catch any we miss, you never know. If you're just
planning to satisfy idle curiogty, better you should look at it on the holoproj. That'll save you a lot of
B-time”

“B-time,” Billie said.

“Asin“bidet.” When dl of your intestind bacteria get fried, it tends to do interesting things to
your bowels. After your firg delouse trestment, you tend to get a red fuminant diarrhea that lasts
about a week. Cuts down on your persond mohility, it does.”

“Ah. I'm looking for the Artificid Person who came here with us”

“The “droid? He' sin mechlab. They’re molding him for an exobase and walker. Won't take dl
that long. | can connect you on the com.”



Billie thought about it for a moment. “No. That's okay. I'll tak to him later.”

“No problem. You need anything, just ask. | do what I'm ordered, no mistakes.”

As Billie wandered away, she thought about what the fat man meant by that last remark. It had
been another long day. She was tired. All she wanted to do was lie down and deep.

No, not deep. Not with the diens here to infect her unconscious mind and make it churn out
nightmares

She had thought the hospitd awful. Had feared for what they planned to do to her mind, the
chemica |obotomy the medics had decreed.

Given dl that had gone on since she' d escaped, a mind-wipe didn’'t sound so bad.
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Wilks saw the men step into the cargo bay, but not who he was—the hangar lights were dim
and the ship’s standby lamps were not much brighter. The man looked around.

“Over here)” Wilks said.

The man tensed, dropped his hand toward his hip and the handgun clipped there, then froze.
He straightened, then moved closer.

“| thought it might be you,” Wilks said.

It was Powdll.

“What do you—?" Wilks began.

Powdl gave hm a cut wave. Wilks shut up. Watched as the mgor pulled some kind of
electronic siffer from his belt and touched a control on it. A green LED lit on the little black plastic
rectangle. “ Okay, clear.”

“Wadls have ears?” Wilks said.

“And the celing has eyes. Everywhere on the base, except in here. Another few days and this
ship will be bugged, too.”

“Spears”

“He s as paranoid as they come. Crazy as a spider on a hot griddle, you know.”

“Yeeh, | figured.”

“He lives for his scheme of retaking the Earth and being the hero of the millennium. He thinks
everybody is out to get him. He runs a poison scan on hisfood and dill makes an orderly taste it firg;
he sees congpiracies everywhere. In normal times the mindbenders would be lining up to write books
about him.”

“Normd times” Wilks said. “Been awhile snce then.”

Powel nodded. “Yes” The man paused, sghed, seemed to gather his thoughts. “Maybe we're
beyond reason as a species. Maybe what mankind needs is a sociopathic psychatic killer to match
the diens” He shook his head.

“But you don’'t believe it,” Wilks said.

“No. It would be a step backward, a return to the caves. We're... better than that. We have
achieved avilization, the stars. We can't go back.”

“Not to defend Spears, but didogue doesn’t seem to work too well on these things”

“l undergtand that. But the queens are intdligent. They can be communicated with—we ve
done it here. Our queen is cooperating, after a fashion. They want what we want, to survive, to
thrive”

“If you' re preaching the “Brotherhood of Life’ ling, Mgor, you're wadting your time. I've seen
my friends daughtered by these fuckers. | was on Earth just before they nuked a big chunk of it
rather than get egten dive”

“I know, | know. I’'m not saying we should hug the diens and expect amiles dl around. Sharing
the same world with the diensig't likdly, they’re too much like we were hdf amillion years ago, too
egocentric to think of life forms other than their own. No, I’'m not suggesting any such thing. But we
are supposed to be intdligent, to be dvilized. War is stupid, annihilation of an entire species is
barbaric.”

“Funny, coming from amgor in the Colonid Marines.”

“Not dl militay men are killers, Sergeant. Neither are dl officers automdicaly savage
morons.”



“Could have fooled me” Wilks said. But he grinned. Powell was somebody with a conscience,
and he was obvioudy trying to do something here. Wilks wasn't sure just what, yet, but he had a
feding he was going to find out.

“They didn't nuke it, you know.”

“What?’

“Earth. Didn’'t happen. No mgor atomics, nothing but tacticals, according to our feeds”

“Probably because your friendly neighborhood diens ate the guy supposed to push the button.”

Powd| shrugged.

“Okay, s0, what's the scat, Mg or? Why are you tdling me dl this and risking your own ass?’

Powd| nodded, and took a deep bresath.

The atmosphere plant was never going to produce a surface nitrogen-oxy mix thick enough so
unaugmented humeans could useiit for breething purposes, unless they crawled in the bottoms of deep
craters. True, the planetoid was big enough to hold some gases down with its feeble gravity but the
term “terraforming” was something less than exact in this case. Unless you thought of humans as
moles or perhaps prairie dogs.

No, the avilian colony was here because there were a vast number of underground caverns
that could be sedled tight, filled with air, and used ether as shdlter or to grow enough food to sugtain
a permanent population. Once the tiny world became self-supporting, there were plenty of uses for it:
expanded military bases, mining, an escape-proof prison. It was to those ends the terraformers
worked. What the atmosphere plant produced was, save for venting, pumped into the ground.

The stolen crawler approached the plant, dowed. Came to a stop. Ingde the smdl craft the trio
of deserters were four days from a bath and out of food.

“We madeit,” Renus said.

“Yeeh, so far,” Magruder added.

The crawler’ s pilot a the moment, Peterson, nibbled at hislip, but said nothing.

“Radio’ s 4ill quiet, “cept for stray suff from Third Base,” Renus said.

“Spears would have them on a war footing, no transmissons—like there' s anybody out there
who gives aroach’'s ass.”

“Yeah,” Peterson said, “but we ought to be picking up suitcoms or Doppler or something this
close”

“This ign't a place where people go out for a picnic, now, is it, dickhead? They're dl
underground.”

Peterson glared a Renus, looked as if he were going to come up from the seat and take a
anving a him.

“Bury it,” Magruder said. “We made it, that's the important thing. Spears didn't even come
looking in this direction; we didn't see any flyovers. We're home free”

“I'll fed better when I’'mingde” Peterson said. “Be ahdl of alot eeser to Sed aride offworld
here”

“So what are you waiting for?’” Renus said. “Movein.”

The crawler started forward.

In the hold of The American, Powdl said, “He's been feeding the experimenta subjects dl
kinds of chem the scientists say might have some effect on the things We don't know if it's working
or not. The body chemidry of these creatures is astounding.”

Wilks touched the scar on his face without conscious thought. He redized what he was doing,
dropped his hand, said, “Yesh. | noticed. Acid blood probably fucks up your basic tranquilizer

pretty good.”



“We ve done some conditioning exercises with the queen. She doesn't appear paticularly
concerned with the fate of individud drones—we' ve killed them and she doesn't display distress in
any way that shows. But if we threaten or destroy any of her eggs, she becomes very agitated.”

“Fetch the gtick or we squash the babies?’

“Something like that, yes. It seems to work. And the queen controls the drones—we aren’t
sure how, some kind of telepathic or extremey low frequency radiopathic waves, something.
We—ah—we ve put a Sngle human subject into a chamber filled with dien drones, given him an egg
and a blowtorch with which to threaten it, the queen watching, and none of the diens touched the

“Jesus, you're cold-blooded fuckers”

“It was't my idea, Wilks. Spears runs the show here.”

“Why doesn’t somebody put a bullet into him? Shove a grenade under his bidet?”

“He has his supporters. And like| said, he's very careful.”

Wilks shook his head. “He trust you?’

“Not redly.”

“But you could put him away. Then you'd be in command.”

“I'm not akiller, | told you that.”

“Yeah. Go on,”

Powd| went on.

Billie was in the room they’ d issued her, a closet-sized cube big enough for a bed and chair, the
ank, shower, and toilet dl in a wak-in space inst in one wdl. She'd just finished deaning up. She
didn't want to deep, but she was s0 tired she knew it was going to happen soon. One of the medics
she'd talked to had given her atablet he said would help. She wasn't the only one on the base who
hed bad dreams, so it seemed.

She was daring a hersdf in the tiny mirror over the sink, wondering who this thin, hollow-eyed
worman was.

“Billie?’

She turned. Mitch.

They had repaired him, after afashion. He was held in a bipedd frame by shoulder straps and
awide band across his chest and waist. The platform began where his body ended, and extended
into a pair of hydraulic struts, pistons and dainless sted and stressed plagtics that terminated in ova
pads nothing like human feet. They hadn't tried very hard to maich his proportions—he was about
eighteen or twenty centimeters shorter than he' d been with his own body intact, so his hands dangled
a the mechanicd knees of the legs. Billie s flash image was of a man who had been stripped of flesh
from the wais to his toes, then had his skeleton chrome-plated and hung with cables.

“So,” hesad. “Isit me, you think?’

The joke fdl flat and it broke her heart that he tried it. But if that was how he wanted to play it,
shewould giveit a shot.

“| think the flitter sdlesman sold you a demondtrator. Y ou should have held out for next year's

The slence began, stretched too long. He broke it, findly. “They don’'t have an AP vat-works
here, thisisthe best they can do.” Another moment stretched, a spiderweb made of dlken time hit by
an insect in dow motion. “You okay?’

“Now tha you ask, no. My homeworld is in ruins, my love life is for shit, I'm stuck on a
military base with a guy who thinks he can keep mongtersin a kennd like pets. The gdaxy isgoing to
hdl in a hearse, Mitch, or hadn’t you noticed?’

She turned away, so she wouldn't have to look a him.



“Billie, I'm sorry.”

“Why? None of it is your fault, except the love life part. In the grand cosmic scheme of things,
that doesn’'t count for awhole lot anyhow. Forget it.”

“Billie “What, Mitch?’" She spun around and glared at him. “What are you going to do about it?
Did the technicians hide a nice little expandable dick in that thing?’ She pointed at the exoframe.
“Pump it up and it stays hard dl night?”

He blinked. Raised one hand, started some gesture, then dropped it. Shook his head. Turned
and walked away. The quiet whine of the hydraulics grew quieter, the thumps of the pseudopods
faded away.

Billie sghed and it turned into a sob. Oh, man. She'd stepped over the line. Legpt over it like
she was wearing rockets. She'd wanted to hurt him and she had. They apparently didn't teach him
how to fight when it came to emotiond gtuff and she fought dirty, going for the throat. Oh, man. How
could she do that?

How, came thelittle voice from deep within her mind, how could he make love to you, make
you fall in love with him and not tell you he was an android?

Was there any doubt about whose sn was the greater one here?

Billie took the tablet the medic had given her, swalowed it dry, and fdl on the bed. Pulled the
fla and hard pillow over her head. Life was so unfair. What an origind thought that was.

With the crawler docked, the three marines exited and found themsdlves in the antechamber of
the ar plant. The locks were coded but some hdpful dvilian had scribbled the admit number over the
pad.

“Chrigto, what a bunch of fuck-offs” Renus said.

“It's nat like they're gonna get a lot of company out here, now is it? Magruder sad as he
punched in the code.

Theinner lock did open and the three padded indde. Once the door seded behind them, they
removed their hdmets.

“They might not take too wel to vistors waving guns,” Peterson said.

“Yeah, wel, until we know which way the hydrogen fuses, I'll fed a lot better holding on to
mine” He waved his carbine. An armed marine should be worth thirty unarmed avilian air farmers.

“If they give us any flak, we go to plan B—the shuttle” Magruder said.
“Will thet thing redlly get us anywhere ese?’

“It got the farmers here, didn’t it?’

“Yeah, but who'll fly it? Not you.” That from Renus.

“Whoever flew it here” Magruder said. “Well make him a reasonable offer.” He patted his
own carbine.

Peterson snickered.

The corridor was wide, dark, with high cellings. The lighting was bad.
“Spooky in here” Peterson said. “And hotter than the Devil’ s dick, t00.”
“Some sde effect of the gas generators,” Magruder said.

“Who made you an expert on this shit?” Renus said.

Thar footsteps echoed as the trio walked down the corridor.

“Where the fuck is everybody?’ Peterson said.

“Maybe they're having a party,” Renus said. “An orgy. | sure could use a little pussy right now
mysdf.”

“Littleisright,” Magruder said. “Hell, you couldn’t make a mouse groan.”
“Hey, fuck you.”



“Like | said, with what? Way | hear it, you have to rent a microscope to find it when you want
to piss”
Peterson laughed, and Magruder chuckled a his own joke. They were feding better, to judge

from the banter. They’d made it to safety, the generd hadn’t stomped them flat on the way. If the

avilians didn't cooperate, fuck “erri. They could sted ther transport and full-wing it to worlds
elsawhere,

“What's that on thewd|?" Peterson said.

“Wha? Where?’

Renus tapped Magruder on the shoulder with his carbine. “ Over there, to the left.”
The three men moved.

“Why the hdl don’t they have any lightsin here? Chrigto, it'slike atomb.”
Magruder pulled hisflaghlight and pointed it at the wall.

Thecircle of light thrown by the bright halogen lamp showed a convoluted and ridged overlay
on thewal, grayish, like flattened loops of intestine.

“Some kind of sculpture?” Renus said. . “Oh, fuck. Oh, fuck. Oh, fuck!”

Renus and Magruder turned to look at Peterson. “Wha?” Magruder demanded.
“|—it' s—I"ve seen this shit beforel”

gy

“When—when | was on guard duty & the queen’s chamber.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Renus wanted to know.

“The fucking dien queen’s chamber! Thisshit isdl over the wdl in her chamber!”

Magruder shone his light farther dong the corridor’s wal. The quff continued, spread so it
covered the entire wdl from the floor to as far up as the light would shine, dl the way to the cdlling.
“Al,h!”

Both Renus and Magruder spun, their carbines pointed at the third man.
“Wha?”

Peterson wiped something from his face, a clear, dimy goo.

“Whet the hdll isthat?’ Renus asked.

Peterson looked up & the caling.

Renus and Magruder looked up, too.
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The miracle of modern chemidry faled to put Billie to deep. She added to the medicine the
relaxation drill she'd learned in the hospita but after three rounds of pleading for her muscles to rdax
she was dill awake. Mitch had gone, where she didn’t know. And she didn't care.

Right.

Fuck this.

Billie stood, exhausted but past the point where she could drop off. Washed her face and
looked at hersdf in the amdl mirror over the basin. Her image stared back, hollow-eyed, her muscles
taut with strain. When Wilks had broken her out of the hospita—so long ago it now seemed—her
amogt-ash hair had been shoulder length. The hair was ill a pae-brown but she'd chopped it off
short somewhere dong the way. She couldn’t even remember when she'd done that. During one of
the post-deep lethargies. If there were an omnipotent god out there somewhere who paid attention
to what people did, he must have one hdll of a warped sense of humor.

She dried her face under the blower, took afew deep bresths, and left the little room.

Billie walked as though she were a passenger on her own shoulders, aong for the ride but not
in control. She observed dmogt digantly her feet taking her back to the communications room.
Maybe seeing how other people dedt with monsters might help somehow. And she found hersdf
worried about the little gil she'd seen, a child hillions of kilometers and years away. What was her
name? Amy?

There mugt have been a shift change, a different tech was on the board when Billie arrived, a
mean thistime. But he mugt have had his orders, too.

“Annie said you were here earlier,” he said. “C’'mon in.”

Billie nodded at the man and sat next to him.

The images shifted on the various screens, sometimes people, sometimes test patterns,
sometimes information blurring past so fast she couldn’t begin to read it. A montage of humeanity
cdling out to itsdf dectronicdly, sending its voices and pictures out on invisble waves into the
gdaxy. Is anybody ligening? |s anybody there?

A woman appeared on the screen to Billi€ s left. She was attractive, dark hair chopped short in
aspacer’s cut, chisded and even features, thin lips, good cheekbones. She spoke rapidly, her image
without sound. Swest beaded on her forehead, ran down her face.

“Who's that?’

The tech glanced over a the picture. He smiled. “That's Ripley.”

“Ripley?

He looked at her asif she were a not particularly bright child. “Ellen Ripley. The Ripley. She
was on the Nostromo and the Sulaco. She was there at the beginning, on LV-426, firg contact with
the diens. Holds the record for long deep, as far as we can tel. You been living in a eave the last
few years?’

“Yeah, you might say that. What happened to her?’

The tech fiddled with the control. “Can't get the sound, sorry. Thisisared old “cast. We catch
afew of them now and then, light-gpeed being as dow as it is Never know what you're gonna pick
up. | can plug it into the computer lip-reader, you want.”

“What happened to Ripley?’

The tech shrugged. “Dunno, She was the only survivor of the Nostromo. Bagcdly a buncha
truck drivers who sat down in the wrong place at the wrong time, got infected. She later went back



out to the colony as an adviser with a crew of Colonid Marines. The colony was destroyed in a
nucdlear explosion. Probably they dl died. There were some rumors...”

Billie, exhausted, stared at the tech. Waited.

“l had a buddy, used to work for a dvilian biotech divison of a mgor Terran company. He
sad Ripley managed to get offworld before the place blew. Wound up on an old prison world
somewhere. They sent somebody out after her, but that's where the Story ends. A lot of shit got lost
after the invason. Who can say?’

“You seem to know alot about it.”

“Not redly. Spears—ah—General Spears Sudies everything avallable on the diens. Bunch of
it gets routed through here. You pick up Suff.”

Billie stared a the woman on the screen. She fdt a kind of kinship with her. How had she
behaved when she faced the things? Was she dive somewhere? Or blown to atomic dust, the same
way Wilks had blasted the diens’ homework! with nuclear flames? Or worse, webbed to awal and
used as a human incubator for a baby monster?

The imege faded. Billie leaned back in the chair and dlowed the other vidpixs to wash over
her. They were hypnatic, light strobing, low sounds droning her into a kind of somnolence...

Without redlizing it, Billie dropped into a troubled deep.

The glob of dime apparently marked Peterson somehow as the firg target. He raised his
carbine and started blagting, waving it back and forth, soraying a 10mm fan of steel-sheathed lead.
The armor-piercing bullets sang as they struck the caling, the roar of the exploding propellent
smashed againg the ears of the three marines, deafening them.

Renus and Magruder brought their weapons up but not in time. The things dropped from the
caling, peeled away from the convoluted resinous bas-relief sculpture, invisble until they moved.

Thefirg dien fel on Peterson, dammed him to the floor, knocked his weapon away.

Peterson screamed, awordless blest, full of terror.

The thing bounded up like a giant grasshopper, Peterson held inits claws like a doll.

“Fuck! Shoot it!” Magruder yelled.

“l can't, Peterson’sin the way—!”

“Out, out, get out, move—!”

“Hep!” Peterson findly found a word to put into the scream.

The dien holding the man legpt toward the wadl, reached it. Another adien—two, three of
them—unfolded from the wdl right in front of the marines and reached out to grab Peterson. They
passed him from claw to claw upward.

“Oh, man!” Renus fired, and the closet dien shattered under the hall of hard meta, spraying
ydlowish fludin dl directions like a popped water balloon.

“Yaeh!” Magruder ydled as some of the acid splashed on his suit, ate amdl holes in it. He
turned, ran.

Renus didn't see Magruder go; he was busy waving his carbine back and forth, filling the
corridor with noise and death. Ancther dien fdl, cut in hdf at the hips. But Peterson was gone,
moved up the wdl, out of sght.

More of the things dropped from the celling, Sorang from the wals, charged Renus.

“Die, motherfuckerd”

The cydic rate on the M-41E carbine was, in theory, nearly seven hundred rounds per minute.
Signtly more than deven rounds a second. With the weapon hed continuoudy on ful auto,
therefore, a hundred-round meagazine would be exhausted in allittle over nine seconds.

It was the longest nine seconds of Renus s life

Three heartbeats after the magazine ran dry, one of the things sprang a him, shot that efficient



toothed rod from its mouth right down Renus's screaming throat. The scream turned into a
choked-off liquid gurgle. The diens had saved Peterson for implantation but Renus was nothing more
then fresh meat. The last thing he did before he died was to trigger the grenade launcher on his
carbine. The 30mm explosve shdl hit the wdl a an angle, bounced upward, and went off
somewhere near the caling. The explosion washed the corridor with clean fire and deadly shrapndl.

Magruder ran, driven by fear and adrendine, the acid burns on his it traling acrid smoke.
The blast wave hit him, he staggered, nearly stumbled, but kept on his fest.

Ahead was a doorway marked Interior Life Support. Magruder reached the door, dapped
franticdly at the admit pandl. The door did open. He jumped into the room, pressed the closure
control, held it until the door did shut.

“Jesus, Jesus, fuck!” Safe, he was safe, for now. He had to find a way out of here, fas! He
looked around frantically.

Something clattered, arattle of claws on ametd grate.

Magruder looked up. Saw one of the diens overhead on an expanded duminum mesh celing
plate. “Fuck!” He snapped the carbine up and fired. Haf a dozen rounds hit the grate, some of them
gat through to the creature. It fdl, a puppet with its srings cut, collgpsed on the graing. Acid
dripped, burned the grate, the floor benegth it, rasng smoke and a stench.

Magruder backed away from the acid rain, dammed into the wall.

Something banged on the door. The thin metd dented inward asiif it were no thicker then fall.

“Oh, man!”

A claw came through the wal and stabbed Magruder just above his left kidney. He lurched
away from the pain, fdt a piece of his back jerked out. He screamed wordlesdy in pain. The shock
hit im as the blood spewed from the hole in his back. He sumbled through the pool of acid esting
away at the floor. His boots began to smoke. His feet took fire, blistered, began to char.

He dropped his weapon, pulled a his boots, burned his hands getting them off.

He leaned againgt another door opposite the one the things tore at.

The door opened behind and he fdl backward.

Looming above him, something. An dien! No, it wasn't athing, it was a man! Thank God!

Then he saw it was Spears.

“The wages of treason are death,” Spears sad.

He amiled.

Spears had watched it dl. Theinitid desertion. The frantic ride through the canyons. The entry
into the air processor plant. This fool thought he could just stedl a crawler and escape. Never even
looked for the hidden cameras onboard the stolen property, the cameras that sent every moment of
the trip back for Spears to enjoy a his leisure. Every word, every fart, every bump on the frantic
ride. Just as the survelllance equipment had picked up the attack only moments ago. True, some of
the network had been put out of commisson by the drones, webbed over or covered by the resn
secretions as they built their nest indde the plant, but plenty of photomutable gd eyes had remained.
AH of it had been recorded, fed to the computers at Third Base, where the tactics would be broken
down and studied, used to extend his knowledge of his dien troops.

The three deserters had panicked, logt it, and that disgusted Spears. Red marines would have
used controlled bursts, overlapped ther fidds of fire, and walked through the drones to safety. But
humans were weak, filled with fear, and they lost control. Ther emotions damned them. Had three
diens been armed as the deserters, the wild strain would not have been able to touch them. That was
whet areal trooper was, one without fear. One without the emationd entanglements that came from
being born of woman. In away, Spears fdt a kinship with the diens. He had come from an egg and
sperm, but had been carried to term without the uncertainty of aliving mother.



The marine a his feet—Magruder?>—stared up a him. “ G-g-generd! Th-thank God ...”

“You fucked up, son. Fouled your jetsright across the tubes. Because you are weak. But you
served your purpose. Every little bit helps. They'll be watching the recording of that chickenshit run
you did for along time. What not to do. A dassic example of bad tactics built on an even worse
drategy.”

Heturned. A pair of troopersinful combat gear stood nearby. They were nervous, fidgety, the
dink of fear rigng from them. Not much better than this scum lying on the floor, but at least they
obeyed orders. It was wha he had to work with, for now.

“I'm done with this” Spears said, waving a Magruder. “The drones are hungry. Give them
supper.”

Magruder screamed. “No! You can't! Please!” He Sruggled to rise.

One of the guards opened the door. The diens were about to break through into the next
room, the walls shuddered under their blows.

“Please! Plecaassee!”

The two marines shoved Magruder toward the door. He stuck his arms and legs out, trying to
stop himsdf. Caught the doorjamb with one hand. His fear gave him strength. He stopped.

Spears kicked out with his boot and smashed Magruder’s fingers. Magruder screamed as he
did through into the room. The door did shut with a grating noise.

Spears watched through the plagtic viewplate set in the door as the dien drones breached the
wadl and stormed into the room. Magruder’ s voice filtered through the closed door. He kicked & the
fird dien to reach him, but it was a wasted effort.

Spears turned away. “Let’'sgo,” he said. “We re done here”

The two guards practicaly legpt to obey. That brought another amile to Spears's face. A little
example did wonders to keep the troopsinline Yes, dr. Indeed it did.
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Powd| paced back and forth in the hold of the cargo ship, his movements quick and nervous.
“There were one hundred sixty-eight dvilian terraformers,” he said. “Men, women, children. Spears
gave them to the diens. The ar plant is automatic a this stage, you see, 0 the people were...
redundant.”

Wilks found that he was standing, his fists clenched.

Powdl| stopped pacing, turned and faced the sergeant.

“Youlethmdoit”

“I'm not a murderer,” Powell said. “Not even Spears.”

“l saw you reach for that pistol you carry when you got here,” Wilks said.

“But | didn’t pull it. | would, | suppose, if I truly thought my own life was in jeopardy.”

“And you don’t think it is? What the hdl do you need, aformd declaration of war?’

Powell chewed on that for a second. “Ligen,” he said, “1 joined the service to do my duty for
my planet. | was sudying for the priesthood at the time. | planned to finish my training and become a
chaplain. It didn’'t work out. | got sidetracked. So | wound up here. What Spears has done sickens
me, but the path to the light is not by creating more darkness.”

Wilks stared a the man. He'd run into guys like Powdl before. The military had to have a
certain number of medics and religious types. Thar bent, because of what they did or who they were
before they ever joined up, was usudly pecifigtic. If you were wounded in battle, you needed
somebody to staple you back together, so a surgeon; if you were emotiondly burned out, some kind
of counsdor, though Wilks himsdf hadn't ever had much use for those, psychologigts or fathers.
They were necessary, but you didn't want one next to you when the grill flamed on and the other
Sde started shoating. And you didn’t want one in charge when your ass was on the line. It wasn't
that way with dl of them—Wilks had seen medics who would just as soon carve your heart out as
amile a you and men of various gods who would chearfully burn a sadium full of amdl children if
they thought that’ s whet their deity wanted. But Powe | wasn't one of those.

And, given the Stuation, that was bad news.

So what did the man want? Why was he tdling Wilks dl this?

Abruptly it dawned on Wilks exactly why. Powel was one of those who bought his mest
flash-wrapped at the market, or pretended it was soypro—buit il ate it. He wasn't a hunter himsdlf
but he wasn't above enjoying the taste of the game—once it had been sanitized and nestly
packaged. Once the thing had been gutted and the blood drained. He would ezt it, but he wouldn’t
hunt and kill it.

And he at least knew a hunter when he saw one.

Wilks nodded to himsdlf. Fine. He could live with that. He was used to doing the dirty work
himsdif.

The queen was a giant, bigger than other queens. A force of nature, unstoppable, irresitible,
like something from an ancient mythos. She was the Destroyer of Worlds, she was the ester of souls,
it was foolish to even think of resgting her.

The queen loomed large, four sets of inner jaws opening and extruding like a Chinese puzzle
box, able to spear and eat anything from mice to eephants. But she wasn't interested in mice or
elephants, she wanted other prey. She wanted—

Billie turned to run, but her feet were mired in the floor, she struggled and could only manage a



gladd dow mation, asif she were shod in lead boots, as if she were on the bottom of a deep pool
full of thick syrup.

She cried out, kept trying to run, but it was hopeless. She could amdl the queen as she drew
closer, the sharp, bitter, burned-plastic odor of her flowed out in waves to envelop Billie The stench
of bodies a-rot for yearsin some dead and fishless sea curled over Billie a pustulent and blackened
breaker with bloody red foam about to crash down...

Do not be afraid, the queen said. Her voice was soothing, a melody from childhood, the tones
of amother comforting a frightened baby. | love you. | want you. | need you.

“No!” Billie screamed. She'd heard it before. She knew it was a lie. She druggled to move in
her persond amber, a prehistoric fly waiting for the hand of Death, a doomed insect waiting for
Eternity to smother her.

| love you. Come. Let me touch you ...

A cold daw gripped Billi€ s shoulder.

“No!”

“Take it easy!” the tech said. He stood next to her, his hand on her shoulder. “It's okay.
You're just dreaming.”

Billie blinked, trying to make the trangtion from there to here.

“I know how itis” the tech said. “I dream about her, too.”

Billie stared, unable to bring up words.

“Tdl the medics. They’ve got some Suff that helps.”

“Nothing helps” Billie said. “I’ ve been deding with this Snce | was ten. It's only a matter of
time until the dreams findly come true.”

Outside the com room there came a sound as if someone were thumping down the hdlway on
metd boots. Billie was sure she knew exactly who it was.

Ah, shit. What was she going to do about Mitch? Even as pissed as she'd been when they
fought, she dill fdt that pull, that energy. Fuck, cdl it what it was. That love.

Damn.

As they were leaving the complex, Spears took a short detour through one of the newer egg
chambers. A mere dozen eggs rested here on the dien-congtructed floor, dl farly fresh, only a
couple of days old. He had survellance gear everywhere; he knew there was no danger of these
units hatching anytime soon. Plus, the doors, |eft open deliberatdly so the drones could move the
eggs unimpeded, gill worked. He had a trooper crank the doors shut, so he could be in the room for
afew moments without interruption from nervous drone egg-tenders.

He liked to do this, vigt the eggs. The rubbery, fleshy shdls with the flower-peta lips ill
clenched tightly together, protecting their precious cargo, they touched something in Spears. He was
not a man given to deep introgpection, no navel picker to worry over the unchangegble past or
unborn future, he was a doer, not a ponderer; dill, there was a cold and merciless beauty to be
found here. These were unborn warriors out of the greatest warriors man had ever met. And Spears
was amen of war.

With two guards standing nervoudy dert, Spears walked to the nearest egg, squatted, put one
hand out to fed the roughness of the living container.

You could drop this little closed barrel off atdl building in standard gee and it would bounce
like a plastic ball without damaging the tiny occupant. Spears knew, because he'd had it done. In the
vaidble gravity room the scientists had built, they’d done more than a few such experiments. The
eggs were tough. Even under three gees they dill mantained thelr integrity. They could be cut, were
the knife sharp enough, but the widder had best be very quick—piercing the outer wal of an egg



would get the cutter a face full of acid sporay even more potent than that in the grown crestures’
blood. Nature had been lavish in her protection of the diens’ hirth packaging. And the firs-stage
babies were hardy little devils, too.

Spears grinned, stroked the egg asif it were the head of a fathful dog. The dien queens could
reproduce in a kind of modified parthenogeness, and the drones were modly neuters. There were
some maes—the labbos had found a few—and indications were that there could be a batldike
sexud intercourse between the two sexes. The avalable maes, when they reached some criticd
number, fought each other to the death, leaving only a sngle survivor, who then lay dam to the
gueen. She made him work for it, dammed him dl over the place, and if he survived this battering,
worse than the fights with the other males, the queen would submit to his advances.

The mdé s triumph would be short-lived. Within seconds after this hard-contested mating was
consummated, the queen would kill the hapless mae The scientists babbled on about genetic
diversty and such, but it didn't matter. If there weren't any maes around, the queen could do it
hersdf. And if there weren't any queens around, one of the drones would undergo what the scientists
cdled a hormone storm; when it was done, the drone would be a queen.

Spears shook his head. Goddamned efficent bastards. Just wha a commander in the fidd
needed. You could haich your own army in a few months and as long as one of “em Stayed dive,
you could start over again when those got killed.

The troopers moved around, Spears could fed ther fear. He grinned again, partly because he
knew they were scared and he wasn't, partly because growing down his uniform pants leg was a
fairly solid erection. Aslong as he squatted here, stroking the egg, it didn’'t show. He chuckled at his
own hormone storm. That didn’t happen much anymore, he/ d managed to sublimate his sexud drives
into more important things, but the little head did rear now and again. Not that he found sex
unpleasant, no, that wasn't the problem, just thet it took too much time and energy to indulge in it
these days. Course, when he'd been younger, he thought he would live forever and he would fuck
anything with a hole and a pulse and even the laiter wasn't drictly necessary. And he'd learned
something from the very fird time he'd ever done it, something very important.

He laughed & the memory, Ah, Gunnery Sergeant Brandywine. Whatever happened to her?

Colonid Marine Cadet Spears at fifteen was dill two years away from his firg hitch, though
he' d dready gotten three Corps tattoos. Gunny Brandywine was his smdl-arms ingructor, she was
probably twice his age, tough as a boot sole, and could drill the eye out of a ship rat a twenty paces
with a carbine or a handgun, you pick which eye. She wore her black har chopped short in a
spacer’s buzz, had a rangy, tight frame, flat pectoral muscles and no breasts to speak of, and abs
Spears would die to have himsdf. A lean, mean fighting machine, Gunny was, a strong and deadly
femde He d watched her in the showers a couple of times, carefully keegping his back turned so she
wouldn't see the short-arm saute she was causing. Chrigt, he was so hard sometimes it stood nearly
draight up.

He didn't think she’ d noticed, but one afternoon after a session in the gym with the autoboxer,
he' d found himsdf donein the shower with her. As usud, his dick was trying to go bdligtic, and he
kept fiddling with the water’ s temp control, asif it were mafunctioning, so he could keep his erection
out of her Sght.

She shut her shower off and started to leave. Good.

But her footsteps on the wet pladtic tiles went the wrong way. He could see her peripherdly
when she reached out and dapped him on the shoulder. “Come on, cadet. You might as well learn
how to use that.”

Spears thought of himsdf as a marine aready, tough, unflappable, cool under stress, but he fdt
himsdf go red. “Excuse me?’

“Y ou’ ve been wanting to tick that in me for weeks, kid. In my quarters, five minutes, you can



giveit ashot.” She turned and padded away. He watched the muscular rall of her buttocks, ungble
to breathe he was so scared.

But it had been fine. Gunny was practiced, she had obvioudy broken in more than a few
firg-timers, and she was patient.

The firg round took maybe three seconds until he discharged his weapon. Five strokes, no
more. It was great, but he knew enough to redize it hadn’'t done anything for her. He started to
gpologize. “Oh, man, I'm sorry, |—!”

“Forget it, cadet. | know how you young guys are. Besides, that didn't even take the edge off
you. Here. Give me that.”

The next three hours were a wonder to Cadet Spears. Sure, he had beat-off plenty, but it
didn't fed anywhere close to as good as what Gunny Brandywine taught him that afternoon.
Amazing things.

In the end, the mogt ussful thing of @l was patience. He was a hot-shot cadet, dways rushing,
adways in a hurry, like life was a race he had to finish firs. He couldn’t wait to be on active duty.
Gunny taught him how to wait.

They were on her bed, reconnected for thefifth time, she on her back, one leg drawn up, foot
hooked over his ass, he on his Sde, pumping fast.

“Sow down, miger.”

“Huh?’

She reached out, caught his hip with one hand, dowed his movement.

“When you're on the handgun range and you get an in-your-face pop-up target, what do you
do?

“Pointshooat, triple tap, two in the heart, one in the head,” Spears said, asif he were in class.
Which, he redized much later, he was.

“Rignt. Sow will get you killed in that combatsit. But if you get a pop-up at fifty meters, do you
react the same way?’

He continued his mation at the speed she had set.

“No, maam,” he said. “You take deliberate am usng your sghts and squeeze off two to the
torso.”

“Ah, that feds good.” She grinned, looked a him. Raised her leg so her toes pointed at the
caling. “Now, back in the combat scenario, explain your actions.”

“Pointshooting is inaccurate at long range. Accuracy is more important than speed in that
Stuation. Shoot too fast and miss, the enemy might not. Better to be dow and certain.”

“Push alittle harder now and a little faster.” She bent her knee, brought it down close to her
face. “Good. Put your finger here. Rub this way. Mmm.”

He was getting close again. But he forced himsdf to hold his pacing where she wanted it.

“lifeislike the range, cadet. Thereé satimeto hurry and atime to go dow. Learning when to do
the right thing &t the right time is as important as anything you'll ever learn, you got that?’

He nodded. Drawing close to his release yet again, he would have agreed with anything she
sad, but on some leve, he did understand the lesson. It was a unique teaching method.

“Now you go fast. Move, cadet. Move!”

He obeyed. It was one hdll of ateaching method.

* % %k k% %

Spears came back to himsdf. Patted the egg and stood, his sexud excitement cooled. A less
patient man than himsdf might have missed this whole opportunity to develop an invincble army. If
Gunny Brandywine were il dive, she' d be a crone, pushing eighty, easy, but it would be Interesting



to see her. To show her how wel her lesson had taken. And what the hell, maybe to fuck her once
for old times’ sake.

“Let’s move out, marines”

He wouldn't have to tel these men that twice.
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The queen has learned to obey the generd,” Powell said. He leaned againgt a bulkhead, saring
a thefloor.

“Obey hm?" Wilks sad.

They'd been in the little ship along time, Wilks was beginning to fed giff and cramped, but he
wanted to hear as much of it as Powell could get out before they had to break this off.

“Oh, yes. Spears started traning her like a dog. Used his cigar lighter. HE'd have a trooper
with a flamethrower roast an egg while the queen watched. After she cdmed down, he'd put a
humen into the testing cage with her. When she went for the bait, he’'d pop the cigar lighter on and
hold it next to another egg. The queen picked it up fast. You could leave a men in with her and a
dozen drones for hours and none of them would touch him. She's not stupid, the queen.

“It seems odd, though,” Powell continued, “that the queen will sacrifice the drones without a
second thought but that shefll obey Spears to protect the eggs”

Wilks shrugged. “She's an dien. What drives her doesn't drive us. Maybe her respongbility
ends when the damned things hatch.”

“That'swhat Spears thinks. But she controls the drones. Tdepathicdly, empathicdly, we don't
have the sophisticated gear here to be sure exactly how, but it isv't with sound or odors or any visud
sgnds we can detect. WE ve run tests where the drone was a klick away in an artight chamber, no
possible way it could see or hear the queen, and Spears made it do what he wanted.”

“Y ou have more than one queen,” Wilks said.

Powell blinked. “How do you know thet?’

“Somebody islaying the eggs in the ar processor. Unless you're ferrying the queen from here
back and forth.”

“No, you're right. We put one egg from thisnest over there. Spears did it himsdf. There are a
score of drones there now tending the young queen.”

Wilks shook his head in disgugt. “ Spears doesn’t know what the hell heis messang with here.”

“He thinks he does. And he's done more with them than anybody else, Wilks. Last month he
took a dozen of the things out and had them marching in close order drill. He' s taught severd of them
how to hold a modified M-69 machine gun and had them shooting the weapon.”

“Yes. It's Maggi€' s Drawers for accuracy, they can't hit anything smdler than a wdl even a
close range, but 4ill.”

Wilks nodded. A mongter with a machine gun. The only advantage men had in battle with these
things was their weaponry. If they were armed as wel as human troops, they’ d be unstoppable.

“The drones are stupid,” Powdl said. “But even a chimp can be trained to shoot farly straight.
And we think the queen’s connection with the drones gives her the ability to see what she sees. And
the queen is probably as smart as we are, according to the psychologigs”

“Buddha fucking Chrigt.”

“Crude, but apt.” * Wilks stood, paced across the room. “But—what’s the point? Earth is
history. When we Ieft there, it was dready nearly overrun. A few more years and everybody there
will be dead. A few clean neutron bombs after that would derilize the place. All this cowboy shit is
supid.”

“Thisign't about saving the Earth or anybody onit,” the mgor said. “It's about Spears and his
ideas of persond glory. Or something. | don’t know what, for sure.”



Wilks nodded. “All right. Let’s get to the bottom line here, Mgor.”

Powd| sghed. “Enough people have died, Sergeant. This has to end. Spears is a the ar
processor plant. There€'s a magnetic ssorm heading this way, sunspot activity on the primary is up.
Spears will be delayed some hours, maybe even a day or two before he can lift and return to base.
We need to begin our preparations now.” Wilks nodded. “All right.”

“Mitch?’

The door to his room was open. He was hdf machine now, but the android part of hm was
programmed for deep, to enhance his humean characterigtics. He lay on a pdlet on his back, a sheet
covering him to the chest.

“Comein, Billie”

The room’s lighting was dim, and he was barely vishle as she approached the pdlet. She
stopped two meters away. “I'm sorry,” she said. 1 shouldn’t have said what | said.”

He remained lying down, his hands under his head. He stared draight up at the celing. “1 can
understand that you were upset.”

“It didn’t give me the right to behave that way. It's just that—" she stopped.

“Jud that what?’

She turned dightly, so she was looking at the back wal and not directly a him. “It's dl so
confusng,” she said. “I thought | had gotten past it, about your being an atifidd person. That it
didn’'t matter.”

“But it does matter, doesn't it?’

Her 9gh was dmog a sob. “When we came out of the degp chambers on the way here, you
seemed S0 cold. So digant. | didn’t understand it. | dill don’t understand it. What happened, Mitch?
Did you change? Or was it me?’

Now he sat up, the sheet draping down around his waist, covering the metd skeleton and
reveding his bare upper body. He looked human to her in this light. Was human, she reminded
hersdf, but not quite the same as she was.

“They made us to be as much like humans as possble. We're as far away from first-generation
synthetics as they were from robots. Almost human.

“Funny, there were rumors we heard when we were gill damp from the vats—the next
generation of synthetics could not only pass for human among wombfolk, they would be born
thinking they were human. Memory tapes of childhood, family, ful implant blocks of internd
workings, anatomicaly perfect right down to a dye in the circulation fluid so it would look like human
blood to a naked eye.

“They would not only look like naturals, they would believe they were naturals. There would be
inbuilt Laws of Function, of course, but the new APs would smply think they were personal ethics.
They'd have the same energy requirements, ability to process food, oxygen, normd dimination, same
naturd cycles. For dl practica purposes, they would be people, save that they couldn’t reproduce,
and they would be stronger, faster, and more durable.”

“Mitch—"

“Of course,” he went on, ignoring her interruption, “the question that immediately arose was.
Wha's the point? If you want red people, why not make them the old-fashioned way, parent or
atifidd wombs? And the answer was that they would be expendable. Able to do the dirty and
dangerous work that red men didn’'t want to do. Radiation disposal, exploration on hodtile worlds,
pressure rescue, suicide missons for whatever reasons.

“The new androids would be perfect. Acceptable in polite society, able to move without
upsetting the mogt delicate senghilities, but throwaways. Ingant third-class citizens—no, not even
ctizens but property, daves, loyd as dogs, ready to legp at the proper command.”



“Jesus, Mitch—"

“I'm not finished yet. But to get to those happy modds, they had to experiment. Stir in the
proper emations so0 the passers-for-human would laugh at the right spots, cry when appropriate,
even fdl in love when necessary. So, here we are, you and |. It worked. My fake hormones did
what they were supposed to do and | fdl for you. Only thing is, thereé's enough of me outside the
emotiond part that | can understand it apart from the fedings”

Billie turned and looked a him. “And you resent me for it,” she said findly.

“No. Not you. See, | do love you. But | resent them for making me this way. They didn't give
me any experience, any guidance, any way of deding with this whole thing rationdly Billie smiled,
gmdl, sad, but a amile nonetheless.

His eyes were better than hers. He saw the expression. “ Something funny about this?’

She heard the anger inhim. “In a way. Nobody ever gave me any guidance or way of deding
with this “whole thing” ether, Mitch. Love and logic don't go together. You're looking for a nice
cean path to wak. It doesn’'t happen that way very often among us “naturds,” ether. Love is usudly
messy, cluttered, sometimes painful and just plain awful.”

“At least you had a choice,” he said.

“What makes you think so? We don’t get to choose any more than you do in some things”

“You could have waked away. You didn't have to love me”

“l could have walked away from you but | couldn’'t walk away frommy feelings. That's why |
can't just bail out now. | could leave but what | fed for you would stay with me.”

“Thisis beyond my capabilities to understand,” he said.

“Welcome to the dub.”

The dlence stretched long between them. If only he had told her before they’d begun. If only
she had known. She wasn't a bigot, she could have gotten past it, could have accepted him.

Really? Are you sure about that, Billie? Are you?

There was the damning part of it. She wasn't sure.

Not at dl.

Spears sat in the ship, waiting for the goddamned storm to pass. Stupid, he'd known the solar
magnetic activity was up, there had been swirls forecast, he should have destroyed the traitors and
hustled his ass back to base. They could have besten it, if they had hurried.

WEel. Done was done, no point in crying over a broken plan. Best he make use of the time.
There were some combat scenarios he wanted to run; the compsm unit had the latest
learned-commands the dien troops had assmilated logged into it. They weren't a crack fighting unit
yet, not by any means, but they were getting there. It was just a matter of time. And when they were
ready nothing in the universe could stand againg them. Spears's word would carry more weight than
God' s when he had these troops whipped into shape. Y es, indeed. Just a matter of time.
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A man carrying a durasted fire ax hurried across the open space, moving crouched. “Over
here” he cdled out.

After a moment a second man came into view, this one carrying a smal shovd with a green
plagtic handle. Both of them were dirty, ther clothes torn and worn. The firg man had on a leather
jacket that had probably once been black but was now a sun-bleached pae gray. The second man
wore a dark blue nylon or synlon windbreaker with a hood.

“You sure about this?” Nylon asked.

“No, | an't sure)” Leather replied. “But if it's true, we' re in fa town for sure. C'mon, dig.”

The men were next to a collapsed building. The arched doorway immediatedy behind them
stood upright in the rubble and looked to be made of sted—there were patches of orange-brown
rust on the metd and a few twisted rods extending from it.

“Man, it'll take hours to get down far enough,” Nylon said.

“Yeah, but if there is amilitary food cache there, we're talking about maybe a ton of canned
food and barrels of cleen water. We can retire to the Hidden Underground and never have to worry
about bugs again.”

Nylon lifted a shovdful of debris and tossed it to one side. “Hidden Underground. You bdieve
thet shit?’

“I believe | can buy the prettiest woman in the burg with five cans of ungpoiled edibles and ten
armed guards with a hundred. With a truck full of military-issue protein, | can damn sure find out if
there’ s an HU. Shut up and fucking dig.” Leather used the ax asif it were a rake, moving shards of
brick and stone aside.

“Okay, okay. Where's Petey?”’

“Standing watch, moron. Up on the tower.”

Nylon glanced up at a pockmarked building across the street. A segment of the structure
extended up three or four tories, carved like some ancient rock formation, only not by wind and rain
but by bombs and fire.

“l don't see“im.”

“You're not supposed to see him, he's supposed to see you, and anybody ese who might
come gralling dong. You didn’t think | was gonna be rooting around out here in the open without
covering my ass, did you?’

Nylon shrugged, said nothing, went back to digging. With the two of them scraping at the
rubble, anything they said was covered by the sounds of their work.

“Amy, what are you doing?’ The speaker was unseen, his voice dmost a whisper.

“Videoing, Uncle Burt. You can hear everything they say and they look red close in the
camera, see?’

“You shouldn’t be out here, Amy, you know that. Y our mother would—uh-oh. Here give me
the cam.”

The viewpoint shifted, there was a quick disorienting flash of the ground and a amdl girl’s leg,
then the picture steadied on the two diggers again, the angle dightly higher.

“Nobody moves” came a deep and unseen voice. A second later, atdl man in GF camo gear
stepped into sght, a softdug shotgun held at his hip. The soldier pointed his weapon a the two
diggers.

“Oh, fuck,” Nylon said. “Where the hell is Petey?”’



“Look,” Leather said, “there' s plenty to go around. We an't greedy, we'll salit it with you.”

The soldier laughed. Waved the shotgun. “There's nothing down there, scatcats. We put out
that rumor to catch guyslike you.”

“Motherfucker,” Lesther said.

“Oh, man, oh, man!” Nylon said. “You're bug feeders! Fucking bug feeders”

The soldier took a step and dapped Nylon across the temple with the barrel of the shotgun,
hard enough to knock him to his knees but not so hard as to put him out. “Don't cdl us that, scum.
Never say that. We serve the queens. It is an honor. An honor, you hear? But you wouldn't
understand that. You aren’'t among the Chosen.” The soldier glanced to his Ieft. “Simmons, King,
front and center.”

Two more soldiers, dso amed with shotguns, came into view. Waking ahead of them, a third
mean, his hands cuff-taped behind him.

“Oh, man, Petey,” Nylon said.

“You're not feeding me to the goddamn bugd” Leather said. He threw the ax at the firs
soldier, turned and ran.

Smmons and King snapped their weapons up. “I got him!” one of them yelled. “Cover the
otherg”

The speaker fired his weapon. The charge caught the running man's left ankle. He managed
one more step and then collapsed when hisweight came down on the shattered joint. He screamed.

The ax didn't do any apparent damage to the fird soldier, who said, “Go get him. I've got
these two.”

The two soldiers moved to grab Legther.

“The queen will be pleased with these threg,” the firg soldier said. “She will amile upon us” He
looked around the dearing, what had once been a busy street in amgor city.

The viewpoint shifted. “Go, Amy,” the unseen Uncle Burt said, his voice urgent. “Go, go!”

Theimage vanished. The scanners cycled, looking for another broadcast.

Sested before the now-blank screen, Billie was drenched in swest, her heart pounding.

“Lot of them went over likethat,” the femde tech said. Annie, Billie remembered. “Not enough
they have drones out hunting people. Now they got traitors doing their work for them, too. Hard to
imegine why somebody would do that.”

Billie sghed, and it was dmogt a sob. Yeah. It was hard to imagine, but there it was. Jesus.
How could anybody sink that low? Jesus.

The familiar weight of the 10mm carbine in his hands fdt good. He wasn't in fidd armor, but
Wilks dso had four spare magazines strapped around his waist. Five hundred rounds ought to be
plenty.

Powd| had gone off to the computer center to do the kind of thing he could do, fiddle with
controls. Didn't matter, Wilks would manage the hot work, it was the one thing the marines had
taught him wll.

Ahead, the doorway to the communications shack loomed. Wasn't even closed. Of course,
they didn’t have any reason to worry about security. Or at least, they hadn’t until now.

When Wilks stepped into the amdl room, he saw Billie gtting in one of the chairs, saring a a
blank screen. Next to her was afemale tech.

“Back away from the console,” Wilks said.

Billielooked at him. “Wilks. What—7"

The tech started to touch a control.

“Unh-uh, lady, you don't want to do that.” He waved the carbine at her. “Rall the chair back
and stand up dowly.”

The tech, unarmed, did as she was told.



“Wilkg”

“Come stand over here, Billie”

She shook her head in puzzlement, but complied.

He opened up on the console fird, then shifted his hip point up and raked the screens. He was
wearing cand suppressor buttons so the sound was muted for him, but the two women covered ther
ears with their hands. The tech screamed. Thirty rounds were plenty. The hard plagtic chipped and
shattered, delicate biocircuits shorted out, and the flat screens starred and ran out of image, tuming a
dark gray.

Long-range communicetions a Third Base were higory, a least for a while. There would be
radio and Doppler on the crawlers and ships, of course, some of it capable of reaching over the near
horizon to Spears, but if he hurried, nobody would get to those. Or if they did, it wouldn't matter.

“Wilks, whet the fuck are you doing?’

“Staging a coup. Or a muting. When Spears comes back, he is going to be rdieved of
command. Powdl istaking over.”

“Shit, that pussy?’ the tech said. “ Spears will chew him to pieces.”

“If it was jugt him, yeah, probably. But there's a few troopers who don't want to become
monger food, they’'re on Powel’s side. And then there's me. Which team you want to be on,
sger?

The tech licked her lips. Sighed. “I’'m with you. Sooner or later everybody fucks up. That
happens, you go into the hive. I'd rather sdlow a bullet than an egg.”

Wilks nodded. “Come on, then. Tel me about communications el sewhere on the sation.”

“Wha is the Stuation on the storm, trooper?’

The man shook his head, obvioudy nervous.

“Sill swirling, gr. We can't hope to lift for a least another three hours” The trooper
swvdlowed. “Sr.”

Spears nodded. Not much he could do about the wegther here. On some planets, decent-sized
worlds, there were measures that could be taken with surface meteorology. A climate-controlled
world wouldn’t have your troops bogged down in mud or freezing in snow a the wrong time. A
good commander had to think of such things. Many a battle had been lost not to the enemy but to a
freek rain or heat low. A kamikaze—a Divine Wind—had once saved the old Terran empire of the
Nihonese from an invason by sea; better weather a the start would have tilted mgor engagements
of the Civil War toward the South; the Audrdian Wars, the Acturian Police Action, the Berringetti
Conflict, the outcomes had been affected in dl these by a capricious natura ecology. How gdling it
mud be to know you were superior in strength and numbers, had tactical advantages in terrain and
materid, and were a better drategist, only to be defeated by a monsoon. Could make an athest
believein gods, that kind of shit.

Spears nodded to himsdf. “What about communications with the base?’

“Negetive, gr. Even the LOS transmitters can't punch through the swirls. Sorry.”

“Not your fault, marine. Carry on.”

Spears turned away from the communications man. They were in the plant’'s south dock, a
fortified and secured area the dien drones were unlikdly to be able to penetrate, even if their queen
would dlow them to try. The place rang hollow under Spears's gravity-augmented boot hedls as he
walked to the intercom sensor and waved it on. His men were clustered around their craft, taking in
low tones. Scared shitless of the diens. As wdl they should be. “Computer, put visud of the queen
on-ar.”

The holoproj flowered in front of the generd. Four cameras, four different views of the young
queen, busy pumping out fresh eggs four leves below where Spears now stood. “Good girl,” he



sad, amiling. “Jugt keep those troopers coming. Computer, ignite the floor burner in the chamber.”

“Burner tube is blocked,” the computer said.

Spears dlowed his amile a bit more wattage. Had to give it to the queen, she never stopped
trying. Her drones had paved over the burner, probably four feet of the rock spittle covered the
training device. “Clear the burner tube.”

After a moment, a fant orange glow began in one corner of the chamber, quickly dimbing
through the spectrum from dull to bright. A thin blue line flashed, speared through the overlay with
the sharpness of alaser beam, hard-edged in the dim room.

“Tube cleared,” the computer said.

The queen had noticed and Spears would bet megecredits to mouse turds she knew what was
coming, “light the burner. Half-second burst only.”

A blagt of flammable gas roared up to splash againg the celling, a sngle hot gaculation that cut
off while the cirdle of fire dill painted a yellow-orange circle on the ridged overlay.

The queen looked at the vanishing fire, then swiveled her grest emplated head to look directly
a one of the cameras focused on her.

Spears chuckled. She knew it was there, knew he was weatching her. “Computer, give the
gueen an image of the pulse-paint room. And put me onscreen so she can see me, t00.”

The projection swirled into lifein the chamber, the details hard to make out from where Spears
watched his own holoproj. But he knew the queen could see it wel enough. The queen looked &t the
image, then back at the camera. Opened her mouth, hissed an acknowledgment &t the tiny verson of
the generd floating in the air before her.

Spears nodded. “Very wisg, litle mother.” He turned away from the screen, looked at his
humen troops. “Gizhamme, Ceman, Kohm, front and center. We're going to the ID room.”

The three men traded glances, but hurried to obey.

Very good, for troops about to be outmoded. They followed their commander.

Billie followed Wilks down the corridor. “We |l get you agun, Billie” he said. “Soon as we get
control of the Stuation on thislevd.”

“Wha exactly are we doing here?’ she asked.

“Teking 9des” he said. “Powel has given me a lig of men and women we can depend on to
leen our way. And the transponder coordinates of the troops who are likdy to stay loyd to Spears.
WEe re going to round up and detain the generd’ s supporters. Then when he comes home, we won't
have so much to worry about. We take him down, flush dl this demented shit away, and live happily
ever gfter.”

“You've sad that before,” Billie said.

“I'm dill working on it, kid. Give me a little time. Earth wasn't built in a day, you know.” He
grinned.

Billie returned the amile. She wasttired and had a lot on her mind, but she had no trouble buying
into this scenario. If they didn’t do something about the madman running this base, he would kill them
dl sooner or later. Win or lose, this had to be better than the dternative.

“Do you know where Mitch is?’

“If he' s where he's supposed to be, yeah. HEl be rigging an override in life support’s auxiliary
control by now.”

“Why there?’

“Wdl, the base is military, s0 there are modular fail-safes dl over for ar and gravity and heat
and light, but if the mains go down, the emergency doors shut tight. Our sSde has the new override
codes, ther sde won't. They'll be bottled up unless we let them out.”

“Nicetrick.”



“l thought s0. Powell’s idea. HE's not much of a fidd soldier, but he's not bad behind a
console”

Wilks pulled a samdl device from the cro-patch on his belt, looked t it. “Ah, here we go. There
arefive of the bad guysjus ahead, in the queen’s antechamber. Stay behind me until we get the fidd
of fire on them.”

“Copy that.”

“Feds good to be moving, doesn't it?’

Billie nodded. “Yeah. | hate to say it, but you're right.”

“Hey, that wasn't 0 hard. Y ou should practice saying it more often, it'll get eesier.”

“Hrd you have to be right once in awhile, Wilks”

“| like you, too, kid. Come on.”

* * % % %

Spears hdd the pulse-paint gun five centimeters away from the drone’s skull. It had its mouth
closed, but he could amdl its carrion breath. It would just as soon kill him as look a him, he knew,
but it would not. The queen understood what would happen to her and her precious eggsiif any of
her drones so much aslaid a daw on Spears. It was dl about control, about power, and Spears had
both. It had taken time and effort to find the diens’ Achilles hed, but once he had found it, he kept
hisarrow amed right at it. It was their only weakness, and he knew how to exploit it.

The generd waved the paint gun back and forth. The paint was actudly microencapsulated
grains of tritium in an acidic solution. The gun was programmed and sequenced so it would spray the
correct number. The gun hummed as it forced the glowing durry out under pressure. The materid’s
color was aso computer-controlled; this trooper would become a member of the Greens in another
two seconds. There were seven corps in his New Colonid Marines, one for each color of the
ranbow. As of now, he had less than a score in each Of the corps, not much of an amy per se, but
one had to start somewhere.

The number 19 etched itsdf into the drone's exaskeleton, deep enough so it wouldn't rub off,
not so deep as to cause any damage. In the night, the radioactive tritium would be vishble for along
way; in daylight, the number dill stood out againg the dark gray of the dien's skull. Under an
augstrobe, the paint would pulse, like a Sghting laser, each number blinking repidly so a fidd
commander in the air could visudly acquire and pinpoint his men from even farther away than usud,
if need be.

Spears would put a copy of the skull 1D on the back of the head in a moment. For now, he
leaned back dightly and observed his work. “Welcome to the Colonid Marines, son.”

The drone did not react, but Spears fancied that on some deep if murky levd, it understood.

Spears dapped the thing on the skulll. It was cold, smooth, dightly dammy to his touch. “Now
you stand dill, marine, while | get the backside.”

Spears was aware of his three human troopers watching him as he moved around the platform.

“Jesus Chrigt,” one of the men whispered. He mugt have thought Spears couldn’t hear him. But
the generd heard. He made a mentd note of it. Didoydty was everywhere. Even among the
so-called best of his human troops.

He put one hand out and touched the dien's skull to steady himsdlf as he brought the paint gun
up. Didoydty wouldn’t be a problem with these soldiers. They did what their queen said without
guestion, without hesitation. And Spears controlled the queens.

Glowing green etched itsdf into the hardness of hisnew recruit’s head. Semper fiddlis, Spears
thought. That was never more true—this marine would aways be fathful. It would be the perfect
soldier when Spears got finished with it.



Perfect.
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One of Powel’s supporters arrived right after Wilks and Billie, dso armed with a carbine.
Between the two of them, they had no trouble capturing the four men and one woman whose
transponders 1Ded them as Spears loydids. At least according to Powdl. Wilks didn't much like
trugting the mgjor, but in this case, the choice was easy enough. At least Powel wasn't homiciddl.

“What' s the scat, Sarge”?’ one of the captured troops said.

“Changing of the guard,” Wilks answered. “To keep it Smple, here's the drill: Spears is out.
Powdl isin. Any problems with that?’

Thefive troopers glanced around. And at the wegpon Wilks held across his chest in port-arms
position.

“You bresking a few regs here, Sarge,” one of the women said. “Spears will cut you a new
asshole”

“Yeah? How long you figure before you trip over one of those regs and wind up feeding the
generd’slittle pets?’ Wilks asked her. “You know some of the people webbed in there, don’t you?’
He waved at the reinforced wadl to hisleft. The queen’s chamber was on the other side.

He could see them weighing it. If Spears came back and assumed command, they would be in
deep shit if they played dong with this. He was nat a forgiving man. On the other hand, if Powell was
the new honcho in charge, he wouldn't give them to the diens. A smart marine would st tight and
wait to see which way the current flowed.

Then again, Wilks thought, a smart marine would have figured out thet it was only a matter of
time before they dl went into the chambers as protein supplies for Spears's new and improved
troops. Like the three who deserted and ran, only to find themselves out of the intake and into the
combustion chamber. And it wasn't as though Colonid Marine line troopers were ga axy-renowned
for tharr high intdligence,

Then again, he had the gun. Even a supid marine usudly figured that possibly dying in the
future was better than for sure dying right now,

“Looks likeit's your show, Sarge,” one of them said.

“Thatitis Let’'stake alittle groll to assembly, what say?’

The lights blinked out, followed by the sound of pressure doors dropping into place. That
would be Bueler. The emergency lighting popped on amost immediatdy. Haf a second, no more.
Unfortunatdy, that hdf a second was enough time for the largest of the troopers to think he could
take advantage of the darkness. He jumped at Wilks,

Wilks sfird reaction was to shoot the sucker. He was big, but dow, and he had plenty of time
to cap one off into the man. But blowing away marines, however misguided their sense of duty,
didn’t appea much to somebody who'd spent mogt of his lifein the corps. HE' d done it before, he
hedn't liked it.

Wilks sidestepped to hisleft, swung his foot up in a spring kick, caught the charging man highin
the belly. Stole hiswind just long enough for the second kick, this one to the man's right leg, next to
his knee. The attacker’s leg buckled, the ligaments and cartilage torn, and he collgpsed onto the
deck, cursing.

The Powell-loyd trooper brought his weapon to eye levd and prepared to fire on the other
captured troops.

“Negativel” Wilks ydled. “Don't shoot! Ther€' s no need.”

The armed man glanced a Wilks.



“My men are in contral of life support,” Wilks said, meking it up as he went adong. “If anything
happens to me, you lose heat and air, you're bottled up here without the exit codes. Anybody want
to choke to death, taking me out is the way to do it.” To prove he wasn't worried, he lowered his
OwWn Weapon.

Thefour troopers dill sanding looked at each other uneesly. It was one thing to catch a round
in battle and go fast, another to lie on a floor sucking air that had gone foul with C02. Not a pleasant
way to die. “Nobody is gonna do nothin’, Sarge. You cdl it.”

“That's good. Help bimboboy up and let's move” The four moved to hep the wounded
marine. Well, So far, so good. He hoped it would dl go so easy.

Wilks seemed to have things well planned and under control, Billie saw. As they moved
through the gtation, Wilks used a magnetic card and a keypad code to open the pressure doors.
Once, there were three men waiting on the other side of a door, but Wilks herded some of the
captives through firdt, their hands raised, to advise the marines of the Stuation. The threat was smple
Surrender your wegpons or freeze in the dark trying to breathe. He mugt have forgotten that he was
going to give Billie a gun, because she hadn't collected one yet. Not that there were many guns
around. A couple of carbines, some pigtols from various guards. Apparently Spears didn't like his
men running around the base armed. Probably a good ides, it would have been too tempting to take
ashot & him.

By now they had collected about thirty people, about hdf of them loyd to Spears, according to
Wilks, who seemed to know how to tdl the difference with some kind of eectronic device he
carried. Interesting.

“Where are we going?’ Billie asked him.

“Centra Assembly,” he said. “Gotta sort these guys out as to ours and his. Powd| says there
are a hundred seventy-five marines, forty-eight scientists and medicos, a couple of androids, and
fifteen workbots here. Spears has a short platoon, twenty-five men, with him. We can't have
anybody running around loose who might short-circuit things”

“A lot of people to find,” she said. “Couple hundred and then some.”

“Used to be more. Powell says there were dmog five hundred marines assgned to this base.
Want to guess where the other hdf of them went?’

Billie swallowed, her throat suddenly dry.

“Between them and the colonigts, Spears has given the diens more than four hundred people.”

“God.”

“More like the Devil, I'd say, if | were indined to believe in such things, kid.”

Billie blinked and thought about somebody who would give that many of his fdlow humans up
to such a horrible death. He had to be crazy.

“Yegh, he'sthat,” Wilks said.

She hadn't redlized she' d spoken it aoud.

“But don’'t worry about it. We're going to shut it down. Powell says the medicos on his sde
know how to put the corraed diens down fast; we can shut them off like lights'—he snapped his
fingers—‘tha quick. Soon as we get Spears's loydigs locked up, we turn this place into an dien
graveyard. The ar processing plant is alittle harder, but we can work something out, worst comes to
worgt, well just nuke the whole place.”

One of the captured marines overheard this. “You can't do that!” she said. “The ar plant is
worth billiond And we need the oxy!”

“Sider, this planetoid is a wash. Even if we cook the plant crispy, some of those things might
be dug in. They can survive a long time without food, without water, even without ar. They could
hibernate for years, just waiting for some fool to come dong and be dinner. The best we can do is
kill al those we can spot and then bail out. On gerile ships, t0o.”



“You would let the Earth be overrun by these things and destroy the only means of combating
them?’

Wilks looked at the woman asiif she had grown fangs. “You buy that shit?” he said. “You think
Spears is gonna drop down and clean up the whole fucking planet with a couple of hundred tame
mongers?’

“He knows what he' s doing,” she said.

Wilksjust shook his head. “Move, sger. You bdieve that, you're as crazy as heis”

Spears had learned over the years that circumstances often dictated events in a way that was
beyond human control. Since the magnetic sorm had caught them, there was no hdlp for it, save to
make the best of the enforced grounding. He'd worked computer scenarios, painted new trooper
IDs, and now stood in a makeshift shooting range, provided by an unused corridor with a soakplate
a the end as a backstop. It wasn't state of the art, no holographic attackers who would crumple and
fdl redidticaly when hit by computer-tuned and augmented wesaponry; ill, it would serve. A trooper
stood out of gght through an open doorway ten meters down the corridor from where Spears was.
With his pigtol holstered, Spears cdled out, “Throw!” and went for his weapon.

The hidden trooper tossed an indudtrid-szed food can into the corridor o it entered at eye
levdl and dimbed in a lazy arc toward the high caling. The can was bright red pladtic, as big as a
amdl wastebasket, and it rose dowly in the reduced gravity of the corridor—micromanagement of
gee was possible if you had a good programmer working the generators and plenty of time on his
hands to route the flux lines.

Spears fired. The casdless round punched into the can as it reached its gpex. In the lowered
gravity, the impact of the sarfish round as it expanded and tripled in caiber Sze was enough to
knock the can noticeably away from the general. He punched the can twice more as it tumbled away
and downward. Thefant odor of canned fruit reached him as syrup and fruit cocktall spewed from
the holes in the plagtic. The booms of the pigtal filled the corridors, but Spears's hearing was
protected by in-cand wolf ears, eectronic suppressors that dlowed norma sounds in but stopped
anything over eighty decibels.

“Good shooting, Sr,” the unseen marine said.

Spears chuckled. Catshit. A haf-blind soldier should be able to hit a target that big at this
range. “Use the samdler one next time. Readly ... throw!”

More booms lapped againg the wadls as his shots found the next target, a head-sized can of
ydlow plagtic. Spam, it looked like. Now that wasn't bad shooting.

Inthe Main Assembly area, Powell came to join Wilks and Billie and the others. “Mgor?’

“We ve got dl of Spears's men here except for those he's got with him,” Powell said.

“You'velogt it, Mgor,” atop kick said. “The generd will wipe the floor up with you and your
mutineers when he gets back.”

“Maybe, Top, but I'll risk that. I'm going to give you dl achoice” he said. “Those of you who
wigh to remain loyd to Generd Spears and his demented vison, move over to the Ieft there. Those
of you who will obey my orders until we can contact SekCom and get an offidd review of the
Stuation, assemble on the right, by the aft wall.”

The docks and ship bays were much larger, but this room was the biggest space normaly used
for generd assemblies. The two hundred or so people rumbled, a disorganized crowd wala, as they
spoke to each other and to nobody:

“Powdl’s logt hisfucking mind—"

“l don’t wannawind up feeding the bastards—"

“What's the legd scat here, Sarge—7"



“We're fucked ether way—"’

“Ah, hdll, I'll go with the mgor—"

Wilks watched as the men, women, and androids chose sides. The bots didn't count, they
weren't Al grade; the androids had no choice, redly, they were programmed to obey the ranking
officer and sSince Spears was gone, that was Powell. The human group gradudly divided into roughly
equa numbers moving toward each dde of the room. Most of the scentits went with
Powell—maybe their exposure to the diens had taught them something. More enlisted troops went
to the aft wal, too, while the line officers, a couple of captains and lieutenants, and most of the
NCOs went to the Spears group. That figured. Sergeants modly ran the day-to-day operations of
any military organization and they trusted more in the military process than did the grunts. Officers
usudly stuck together because they were officers.

“l can't believe so many would il follow him,” Powell said softly.

“Hel, | can't believe you got so many,” Wilks said. “What will we do with them?’

“Put them in detention. It'll be allittle crowded but they’ll just have to make do.”

“What about the crossovers?’

“Well keep them supervised,” Powell said. “Outsde of you and a few others, there aren’'t any
of them | would trust with a weapon just yet.”

Wilks nodded. “I hear that.”

“All right. You men and women on the aft wdl, return to your normd gations. You'll be
reassgned shortly, keep your corns open, you'll get a computer log tdling you where to report.
WE I be alittle thin but we can keep things running.”

Billie said, “What about the generd?’

“Yeah,” Wilks put in, “do you have any antiskycraft weaponry mounted in the base?’

“Negative,” Powdl said. “We didn’'t expect attack from that quarter. Some of the crawlers and
hoppers carry light machine guns, 20mm EU dug cannons.”

“Enough to bring down aamdl troop carrier,” Wilks said. “Better get somebody you trust who
can shoot suited up and into battery, PDQ. The best way to stop Spears is to knock him down
before he knows he'sin trouble.”

“l would prefer to capture him,” Powdl|l said.

“With dl due respect, Mgor, as long as Spears is dive he's dangerous. If he gets back here,
into the base, he's got an army the same sSze as yours, plus he's got persona control of the diens,
ign't that right? Y ou said the queens recognize him, didn’t you?”

Powdl took a deep breath. “That's correct.”

“l don't like taking out marines, I've had to do it in the past and | would rather not, but thisis
what you hired mefor, isn't it? The hot work?’

Powdl closed his eyes, nodded, resigned. “Yes”

“Fine. You run your base, Mgor. I'll take care of Spears.”

The man nodded again, and Wilks turned away. He wouldn't order anybody to shoot the
generd but he would stand aside and let Wilks do it. Fine. Whatever it took.

“Come on, Billie I'd fed better if you stuck with me”

“What about Budler?’

“He' s okay. He's ganding by the life-support controls until we' re sure what's what.”

“Where are we going?’

“To give Spears a welcome home party. Once he's gone, we' re gonna put dl his pet mongers
to Billie shook her head. “Thank God.” “Whoever. Let's go.”
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“Sir, the sorm has passed. We can lift whenever you are ready.”

Spears nodded, pointed one finger at the trooper in akind of sdute. “Load “em up.”

The men hudtled toward the hopper, eager to get out of the place. The air plant belonged to the
diens now, and his humen troops were afraid to be here. They didn’'t have anything to worry about,
as long as Spears had a use for them. Soon they would, but not right now. A good generd didn’t
waste materid until he could see suitable replacement for it on the horizon.

Spears dimbed into the trooper carrier and moved to the control cabin. The pilot had dl
systems onling, doubtless had had them ready for some time. Spears grinned. “Lift it,” Spears
commanded.

The hopper rumbled with power and then surged up a hair, enough to clear the landing area
floor. It began to move forward dowly. Once it was clear of the plant, the little ship would become
like an arrow shot a a digant target, would hang a lazy parabola, decderating againg the fant
gravity for the lagt portion of the flight. POC—piece of cake.

“l don’t hear the beacon,” Spears said.

“Probably some resdud crosspole flurries, sr. Hux whirlpools causng interference. It's not
uncommon after abig sorm.”

“Is our com working?’

“All systems are green, yes, Sr.”

“Cdl Third Base. Coded squirt, advisng them of our status.”

“Sr

The pilot did one finger across a motion-sengitive contact bar, then touched a keypad next to

The generd watched. Waited.

“There' sthe response, dr,” the pilot said. “ Ackno, confirm, green and green.”

Spears rubbed at his chin with his thumb. Missed a spot with the depil last time he'd wiped the
whiskers off. Just a couple of hairs, but that was doppy. Sloppy was bad. Soppy could get you
dead.

“Cdl “em back. Punchin code 096-9011-D, that's ddta.”
“Sir?1 don’'t recognize the code—"

“You aren't supposed to, son. Just do what you're told.”
“Yesgr.”

The pilot tapped in the numbers.

The hopper had full holoprojics. After a moment the screen area over the console blossomed,
swirled for a moment, then remained a pale and featureless blue. A clear Sgnd.

“Wdl, wdl,” Spears said. “We ve got trouble at home.”

“Sr? Ther€ s nothing there”

“Exactly.”

The pilot looked puzzled. Spears said, “You don't know the story of the barking dog, do you,
son?’

The pilot shook his head.

“Back on Earth, long time ago, there was a famous investigator working on a crime. While
liging the clues, he said, And of course, there's the matter of the dog barking in the night” His



assigtant, who had been compiling the evidence, said, “But the dog did not bark.” “Precisdy,” the
detective said.”

The pilot might as wel have been in suspended animation, midpoint in a fifty-year deep. Spears
shook his head. “The 9gnd is not supposed to be clear,” the generd said. “That it is means there is a
problem.”

“Ah. | see”

Whether he did or not didn't matter. Spears was not so ingpt that he would leave his base
without gringing a few noisemakers. Time to try another one. There was dways a chance that the
meagnetic stcorm had damaged some eectronics.

“Put the ship back down whereit was” Spears said.

gy

“A little detour. Don't worry about it.”

* % % % %

Wilks pushed the hdmet back on the E-suit. The heatersin the crawler had the somewhat stde
ar warm enough to breathe and keep his ears from freezing. Billie sat in the co-operator’s chair,
waiting for him to tdl her what he wanted.

“Okay, we have to assume that his hopper has got firepower equd to ours, sO we have to
shoot fird. The wegponry here is like that on the APC we flew on the diens’ homeworld. Robot
guns, computer-operated, 20mm expended uranium armor-piercing dugs. All we have to do is plug
the target in, like s0...” He tapped in the specs for alight military hopper. “Light the system, here He
lifted a protective cover, pressed a button. The fire control screen flicked on. “Security code,
courtesy of Mgor Powel, thus...” The screen flashed.

ARMED, it Said. SYSTEM READY.

“That’sit. Everything is automatic from here on. The ship gets into range, our system hosesiit.”

“He's got twenty-five troopers with him,” Billie said. “You ever hear the expresson ‘burning
down the barn to get rid of the rats 7’

“Depends on how nasty the rats are, kid. The guys with im are on his side. You can't think
about them or their families or anything like that.”

“Thet's cold, Wilks”

“War isugly, Billie People die. Sometimes the choice comes down to you or them. If Spears
gets back here and rdlies the troops who might be loyd to him, the rest of us are going to wind up
feading mama bug and the little ones. In a perfect universe there wouldn't be any need for soldiers or
marines. In this one, there is”

Billie nodded, despite her fedings. He wasright, she knew it. She had killed before, both APs
and humans. She remembered the pirate who had attacked their ship, and how he would have blown
them dl out of existence. She didn’t like it, but Wilks was right.

“But if the guns are automatic, why do we have to be here?’

He shrugged. “Like a pilot on a commercid arc ship. In case something goes wrong. A drcuit
could overload, something could jam, maybe the guns work fine but somebody gets clear of the
hopper in an escape pod and keeps coming. We're backup.”

Billie repressed a sgh. Humans, backing a death-dedling machine. She sometimes wondered if
people were any better than the diens. They were killers, but more like ants or bees. Beast of prey,
they hunted to feed, not for sport. And she doubted if they ever planned an ambush of their own
kind.

Then again, Billie had no desire to become dinner for the monsters. She had come too close
too many times dready And people like Spears, like those turncoats on Earth who caught and gave



their fdlow humans to the diens, those kind of people were psychotic. Whatever it took to stop them
had to be done. She just wished she wasn't the one who had to do it.

“Generd? The hopper isten klicks out.”

Spears, looking a a computer read, turned toward the pilot. “ Keep it on standard approach.”

“Sr”

The hopper in which they rode smdled mudty, the air stae, and while everything worked as it
was supposed to work, the little ship fdt loggy. Spears could understand that; the backup vessd had
been in storage a the ar plant for more than a year, parked and seded, awaiting just such a use as
this The hopper on which they had flown from the base was five kilometers ahead of them now,
empty of personnel, being piloted on remote by the man who normaly would be flying this vessd.
The copilot seated next to hm kept the chase hopper on an even path, same dtitude, same speed.
Not that it was redly necessary—this ship had a mgor advantage over the drone ahead of them; this
ship wore aful gedth suit, would be invishle to radar or Doppler, and with the flat-black anodized
hul damned near invisble to eyebaling agang the dark of space. Still, if the hide-me suit somehow
mafunctioned, a lazy radar operator would see a double blip and probably think it was a ghost.
Since there weren't supposed to be any other hoppers the same sze away from the base—this one
didn’'t show on records anywhere, Spears had seen to that—then the operator who might see it, if
the tedth gear faled, would not be unduly worried. And if, in this very unlikdy scenario, the tech
didn’'t scramble a code, he would be fed to the diens when Spears got back. The generd had no use
for such troops, even if he was the one trying to fool them.

“Hve Wicks, gr.”

“Steady as she goes, son.” This could dl be a waste of his trump, but Spears had learned it
was better to be cautious than dead. Time was running down on this planetoid anyway. There were
hbig things in the offing, worlds to conquer, glory to be reaped. Wars to be won.

Spears grinned. And victory begins at home, doesn't it?

“Here they come,” Wilks said. “Right down the pipe.”

Thetiny green dot on the gunnery radar screen moved toward the center. After a moment, the
dot began to pulse, dternating now between green and amber.

target initidly acquired, flashed across the bottom of the screen.

“It samaich,” Wilks said.

The dternating dot continued to pulse, then went from green/amber to red.

TARGET CONFIRMED. TO ABORT FIRING YOU MUST ENTER CANCEL CODE.

Wilks glanced at Billie Shook his head. “All yours,” he said, knowing that the computer
wouldn't understand the comment.

The puldng dot expanded, became the outline of the hopper. A blue grid appeared on the
screen in one corner, then expanded to cover the hopper. A bull’s-eye ring lit in bright green,
centered on the hopper.

SIXTY SECONDS TO OPTIMUM FIRING DISTANCE.

A timer began counting down from sixty toward zero.

Wilks watched Billie. She stared at the screen, blinked rapidly. Her bresthing speeded up. At
fireminus thirty seconds, she said, “Jesus, it's like watching an execution.”

“Yegh, itis”

FIFTEEN SECONDS TO OPTIMUM FIRING DISTANCE.

Wilks tapped a control on the externd monitor.

The tracking cam gave him a star-sprinkled black. “Thereit is” he said, as much to himsdf as
Billie A tiny dot, the running lights barely vishble.



FIVE SECONDS TO OPTIMUM FIRING DISTANCE;,—

The hydraulics of the guns whined dightly as they moved the weapons, tracking the incoming
ship.

OPTIMUM FIRING DISTANCE. COMMENCE FIRING.

The machine guns were recoilless so the vessdl around them didn’t shudder, but the weapons
vibrated, sheking them asif they had developed a sudden pasy. And the vacuum outside didn't carry
any sound, but some of the hull and air ingde did. The reports were muted by the dampers, the noise
admog like athick sheet of canvas being ripped. Every tenth round was a tracer, and the guns fired
0 rapidly that there seemed to be a continuous line of colorful fire splashing againg the incoming
hopper. The fire computer had it dl figured out: the target’s speed, the gravity, the veocity of the
incredibly hard uranium dugs that hammered the hopper. It couldn’t miss.

It didn't miss

The hopper’ s armor wasn't enough. The machine-gun fire punched through it. Wilks could see
gparks as bullets hit the plating, sparks that blossomed as air from within spewed out and fed the tiny
fires

The tracers raked the ship, found the engine, smashed through and destroyed it. The hopper
logt power, tumbled, out of control. Fel in the low gravity, aruined and discarded toy from the hand
of a bored child.

“God,” Billie said.

Wilks watched. No escape pods popped out. It was dmogt too easy. See you in hdl, Spears.

“Sir, the drone is drawing firel”

Spears nodded, pleased. “ Set your fire control to backwalk the attacking battery.”

“We Il have to drop the stedth suit to use our targeting systems.”

“That doesn’'t matter. We ve got the drop on them. Punch them out.”

The pilot and copilot hurried to obey.

Got to be Powdl behind this, Spears thought. | wouldn't have guessed that you had the guts,
you little no-dick bastard. But if you want to play with the best, you have got to be a lot sharper then
achickenshit ambush, Mgor. | am going to hand-feed you to the queen mysdf when | get down.

The hopper went down, streaming oxy-fed flames that winked out quickly in the vac. The ship
hit, bounced high, hit again, shattered, and sent pieces flying. The light gravity let most of the debris
sl quite a distance. Those chunks that entered the station’s faux grav fdl faster, bounced lower. The
tracking cam stayed with the largest section. Wilks didn’'t see any bodies but he supposed they were
dl cocooned into thelr seats. Just as wdl. The gght of a ruined human body tumbling across the
landscape wasn't one he particularly wanted to see anyhow.

Adios, Generd.

second target acquired, the computer flashed.

OPTIMUM DISTANCE MINUS ONE THOUSAND METERS. COMMENCING FIRE.

Wilks jumped. Stared at the screen. It took a second to register, a second they didn't have to
spare.

“Fuck! Close your hdmet! Movel WEe ve got to get out of here, now!”

He dapped his own faceplate shut, grabbed Billi€ s hand, and jerked her up. They scrambled
for the exit. He hit the emergency hatch control, both locks snapped up.

They legpt for the opening as the firgt dugs began to punch holesin the crawler.
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Spears watched the hard metd teeth of his machine guns chew the crawler to pieces. He fdt a
certain satisfaction in knowing he had outsmarted his enemy, had not fdlen into the trap. Had not
been outsmarted.

The crawler shuddered under the impact, vibrating, shaking. They were close enough so the
combat bely cam picked up the two troopers aandoning the landcraft, running away from the
doomed vess.

“Cut them down,” Spears said. If he'd thought about it longer, he might not have given that
order, the new troops aways needed unspoiled containers and food, but once an order was given,
he was not a man to belay it unless he had good reason. Cancding orders given in the midst of
combet reflected badly on a commander; it made him look indecisive. Nor did it matter that these
men wouldn't be around to remember these orders much longer—Spears was not an indecisve man.

The crawler continued its bullet-driven dance, and the two troopers kept sprinting. “Was |
uncdlear inmy speech?’ Spears said, his voice cool and tight.

“N-no, gr. But the computer is locked on the crawler. I'll have to reset it for human targets.”

“Do s0.”

“Sr.”

The pilot’s hands fluttered. The machine guns whined on their hydraulic gyros, began to dter
thar am.

Too late. Thefleaing pair achieved the safety of the station, disappearing from view.

“Sorry, Sr.”

“Never mind. The crawler is dead, that was the primary threat. Hose down the other craft on
the gpron.”

“Sr—7'

“Destroy them. We don't want to get shot in the back and we do want the only operating
vehides out here”

The pilot nodded. “Yes, gr.”

One of the rules of combat was to do your enemy enough damage so he couldn’t recover in
time to damage you. Spears had control of the airspace and he intended to keep it. And while
Powd| might think he had the station buttoned up, there were ways indgde that he didn’t know about.
A wise officer never let himsdf be caught without an entrance or an exit. Powell was not wise.
Spears wes.

* * % % %

Billie's breath came hard, the suit’s tanks hadn’t been designed to supply so much oxygen so
quickly. But they were inade, and safe. For now.

Wilks was dready hdfway out of his dimate suit, rushing toward a com mounted on the lock
wadl. He dapped the com.

“Thisis Wilks. We ve got a fubar here, Powell. Spears sent in a decoy hopper. He's taken out
our crawler, we' rein the South Lock. Billie, what's going on out there?’

Billie moved to the lock, triggered the observation cam next to it. The little holoprgj lit up. Dust
puffed up in litle spurts around the various vessels gtting on the ground. An occasond spark
glittered on the craft, and as she watched, one of the hoppers canted wildly to one side, the support



sruts suddenly collapsed.

Billie turned back toward Wilks. “They’re shooting up al the hoppers and crawlers,” she sad.

“You get that?” Wilks sad into the com.

Powdl’s voice when it came through the speaker was nervous. “God. What are we going to
do? He could ped open the gation like a banana!”

“Hewon't,” Wilks said. “He doesn’t want to risk damaging the diens. But he'll have an attack
plan figured out. We underestimated him. If he knew enough to give us a decoy to shoot at, hell
know a way in we aren't expecting. Get whatever troops you can trust with weapons armed, fag,
get a combat opchan working and cover every lock. And get anybody who might be loyd to Spears
into a secured area PDQ.”

Powdl sad, “That won't be easy, we can't be sure—"

“Ligen, Mgjor, we damn wel can be sure that if somebody opens a door and lets Spears in
wewill be in very deep shit. Don't take any chances. If there is any doubt about a trooper’s loyaty
to you, put im behind a thick door.”

“All right. | understand.”

“I'll meet you in Command Center in five minutes.”

Wilks turned to Billie “The generd is knocking out our ability to fight himin the air, or escape
on the surface. Hell be occupied with thet for awhile. Come on.”

“Where are we going?’

“Powel can issue the orders but he isn't a combat soldier. He is going to need somebody he
can trust teling im what to do. | fucked up once, we can't afford to let that happen again.”

“How bad isit?’ she asked.

“It could be worse. We've got the high ground. Spears can spend dl his troops a one spot
and we ve got to cover every entrance, so well be thin, but he's got to come in through a lock and
we can watch dl of them. Aslong as it’s our troops on the doors, we should be able to keep him
out. Powell will be scrambling the entrance codes and putting the station on full dert, soon as he gets
the generd’ s men dogged down. Odds are il in our favor, though | should have had Powdll set this
dl up before we tried to pot Spears. | thought sure we could knock him down. | guess tha's why
he' s a generd and I'm a sergeant. Come on.”

They ran.

* * % % %

“Status?’ Spears said. His blood was up, he fdt like a hunter tracking dangerous prey. There
was some risk, to be sure, but no doubt that he would win in the end. Whatever the cost.

“Sir, dl of the exterior landcraft and arcraft have been immohbilized. All engines appear to be
dysfunctiond, power mains knocked out.”

Spears nodded. “Good.” Of course, there were the starships ingde the base, but nobody was
gaing to use those for flitting around on the planetoid’'s surface. And if Powdl planned to run In the
dar transgports, he had a big surprise coming. Spears had never bothered locking the crawlers and
hoppers into his persona keycode—there wasn't anywhere to run to on the planetoid—but the
offworld vessels wouldn't lift a centimeter unless he okayed it. No, Powdl and his little band of
insurrectionists weren't going anywhere. They were bottled up In the sation and while they might
think they had the edge, they were aso mistaken about that.

“Put us down at these coordinates,” Spears said. He rattled off the grid numbers. Without
asking why, the pilot obeyed. There was a blind spot just east of the North Lock, a corridor not
much wider than twenty meters that led right to the fuson plant’s heat snks. The big duminum and
ceramic plates could be used to radiate excess warmth away from the station, did there happen to be



an overload the environmenta pipes couldn't handle. A careful platoon could march dong that
no-cam corridor to the snks, then duck the security scanners and go in ether direction. Nobody
would see them approach alock; nobody would know company was coming urtil they knocked on
the door.

True, the doors would dl be scramble-secured and guarded, if Powdl had any brains at dl, but
Spears had an answer for that.

Another big surprise for the mutineers

No, there wasn't any doubt as to the victory. The man thing now was to do it clean, by the
numbers. A hundred years from now they would be teaching tactics based on scenarios that Spears
created. Might as well begin dazzling the future now.

Powdl looked asif he were about to try to dimb awal, Billie thought, watching the man pace.
His hands shook, he was pae, sweat beaded at his harline and on his upper lip. There were a dozen
carbines Sde by sde on a table in the room, with boxes of magazines stacked next to them. While
Wilks went to tak to Powdll, Billie moved toward the wegpons. Whatever happened, she wasn't
going to be standing by helplesdy.

A trooper with a carbine dung across his chest and held ready started to swing his wespon
around as Billie approached.

“Wilks” Billie said.

Wilks turned away from Powell. “Let her have one” he said to the trooper.

Theman didn’t even glance at Powdl for confirmation. He knew who was in charge, whatever
the ranks involved. He nodded.

Billie picked up a carbine, racked the action, checked it over—the gun was empty—then
pulled a magazine from an open box and loaded it into the piece. She took three more
hundred-round AP mags from the box and put them into her pockets, one under her belt. With four
hundred shots, she could theoreticaly kill a whole lot of things, if they didn’t get her firs. She dung
the weapon over her shoulder. She fdt alittle better, now that she was armed.

Wilks and Powdl went back and forth; it was easy to see that Powd| was scared shitless. He
was aman of peace, Wilks had told her, should have been a preacher or a medic and not a soldier.
Civilized men didn't make very good warriors.

Billie moved to awal-mounted com. Told the routing computer to connect her with Mitch.

“Budler here”

There was no visud, Billie didn’t know if that was on purpose or not, but he obvioudy couldn’t
see her.

“Mitch,” she said.

“Billie You okay?’

“I'm with Wilks in the Command Center,” she sad. “We refine”

“l saw you escape from the crawler,” he said. “1 was worried about you.”

“No problem. What are you doing there?’

“I’'m going to stay in Environment Control until we are certain of a stable Stuation. If Spears or
his troops get insde, | might be able to do some good here, shut down air or hedting or lights and
dow them up some. | wouldn't do much good on the line”

Billie nodded, redized he couldn’'t see that, said, “I understand.” And she did. Wilks had told
her that the APs designed for the run to the diens’ homeworld were crack marines, able to outshoot,
outrun, and outfight ordinary men in virtudly every combat scenario. The problem was that Mitch's
conditioning, Asmov’'s Modified Laws, wouldn't dlow him to kill humans. Unless he was certain a
wound wouldn't do that, he couldn’t shoot a man, even though he could put a bullet into one virtudly
anywhere he chose a combat ranges. A man might bleed to deeth from a shattered foot, after dl,



and androids weren't dlowed to risk that. Except, of course, for those who had been built without
the Laws inculcated into them. Which was supposed to be impossible, though Billie knew better.
Most of the pirates who'd attacked them on that fucked-up misson had been such androids, able to
kill.

“Ligen, Mitch, when thisisdl over, we need to St down and talk. | haven't been tregting you
vay wdl, | don’'t understand everything about it, but | want to do better.”

“Thank you, Billie You don’'t know how glad | am to hear that.”

“No guarantees,” she said. “I mean, | don’t know what exactly isgoing to come of it.”

“Anything is better than nothing,” he said.

Shefdt uncomfortable. She was Hill pissed a him, but the idea of dying or of his dying didn’t
fed good. Not at dl. “Okay, ligen, I've got to discom. I'll talk to you later.”

“You be very careful,” he said. “I don’t want anything to happen to you. |—I—"

“Don't say it, Mitch. Not yet.”

She shut the com down.

Behind her, Wilks and Powdll had begun ydling at each other.

“Ligen,” Wilks said, his voice hard, “get the fucking locks covered! Wed them shut, especialy
the cargo doors! You don't know what kind of codebresking gear Spears might have. He might
have access to the mainframe from out there.”

“Impossible, the system is shidlded, the internd modems are hardened—"

“Dammit, Powell, this man is a soldier, career military, and he suckered us once. If he gets
ingde and darts blagting, a lot of people are going to die. You didn't know about the second
hopper, did you?’

Powdl’'s jaw was st tight, hislips thinned and white, but he shook his head. “No.”

“You can tape it that he's got something else up his deeve. We're sdf-aufficient here, dl he's
got outside isfidd rations and gear. If we can keep him outside long enough, we win.”

Powdl blew out a short breath. “All right. I'll give the order.”

Wilks nodded. Looked at Billie Billie didn't know much about military matters, but it seemed
asif the next move was up to Spears. She didn’t like that very much. The man was crazy. There was
no tdling what he was going to do. All they could do was wait.

In his C-suit, Spears led his platoon dong the wal under the sinks toward the East Lock. The
traitors would have logt the hopper when it veered north and would probably be expecting an attack
from that quarter. True, they probably could have gone in a the North Lock as eesly as the Eadt,
once the fifth column struck, but Spears was thinking about posterity now. If he could finish this
without loang too many of his troops, it would look better to one viewing higtoricd tapes. What an
amazing commander, they would say. How adept.

Spears nodded to himsdf as he reached the hiding spot next to the East Lock. Nobody knew
they were here. He had his demoalitions expert set the explosve charges on the lock door itsdf,
dressing greet care, using only hand sgnds and helmet-to-helmet conduction, dl radios were off.

The charges set, his men in readiness, Powell pulled the specid transmitter from his tool belt
and looked at the covered button. He had not expected it would ever redly come to this, but no man
would ever be able to say that Genera Thomas A.W. Spears had been caught with his pants down
inthis combatsit.

He flipped the button cover up with his gloved thumb and pressed the control once, hard.
Grinned behind his faceplate. Powell and his little band of would-be heroes were about to have
something to worry about in there.

Yes, dr, right now, the security door to the queen’s chamber would be diding up, dong with
the protective covers holding twenty-five of the drones captive.



And atiny holographic image of Spears would be standing behind the queen, waving a torch in
his hand, urging her out of her chamber.

Spears chuckled, imagining the queen’s surprise. And Powd |’ s surprise, too.

“Dinnertime,” Spears said. “Come and get it.”
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“Motherfucker!” aman screamed. Gurfire rattled.

In the CC, Wilks sad, “Powe l—7’

“It's the guard at the queen’s chamber,” Powel said, touching controls on the monitor. The
picture splashed into lifein full color, the holoproj of the security cam reveding the guard firing his
wegpon at something offscreen.

Powell fiddled with the contrals; the view shifted dightly. Revedled the open door.

“Oh, man!” Wilks said.

The guard screamed again. The man who had been so nagly to Wilks and Billie when they'd
gone to see the chamber.

A spiked tall shot into Sght, impaled the screaming trooper, punched through his chest as eadly
as a needle pierces thin cloth. The man went dack, his weapon fdling. The massve ridged tall
snapped like awhip and the man flew out of the frame.

“Sweet baby Jesus” Powell said.

“He s turned the queen loose,” Wilks said. “ Spears.”

Other reports began flooding in over the opchan.

The queen had company.

“Get to the garships,” Wilks said, his face grim. “This base is contaminated. We're dl dead if
we stay here” But at least the son of a bitch’'s plan was dso shot. He'd play hdl rounding up the
mongters with the men he had Ieft.

Fve minutes after the queen and her brood were set free and encouraged to kill anything in
their way, Spears nodded, and the demalitions man blew the hatch. The shaped charge was slent in
the absence of ar, but the meta of the lock peeled open and the oxy indde spewed out, freezing into
powdery white crystasin the cold night.

“Gol”

Guards ingde began firing, the ones who hadn’t been knocked sprawling by the concusson, at
least. Spears's men had the advantage of surprise, however, and only one of his troops went down
before the lock was secured. They were in, the enemy wasin disarray, and thismisson was going as
wdl as anybody could expect. All the feeds from his men were gaing into the hopper’s recorder. He
would edit them later, for the sake of continuity, of course. He would look heroic enough; after dl,
he wasn't an armchair commander, and the record would show him right in the thick of things

And he wasn't done yet, oh, no. Those who had crossed him would regret it, assuming they
lived long enough for that thought.

Insgde the inner lock, he motioned for his troops to open thar faceplates. “Let’s move” he
sad. “Keep your suits patent, they’ll probably try to mess with life support. Go to opchan gx,
scrambled. No point in radio slence now they know we're here” With that, he snapped his own
faceplate shut. “Try to keep some of them dive” he said. “Shoot low.”

Wilks ran, carbine held ready to fire, Billie and Powdl right behind him. The dation’s battle
dam screeched, a high-low wee-wanh thet repeated itsdf over and over. Red lights flashed a every
tumning of the halway, and men and women ran in panic, fleeang something most of them knew about
but hadn’t encountered yet.

Most of the ones who'd encountered the diens would likdy be unable to flee, Wilks knew.



Spears had |et the goddamned things out, somehow, and they would be in a feeding frenzy, collecting
every humen they could get their claws on, given what he knew about them.

Billie had found a portable com and was usng it.

“Mitchl Mitch, answer me! Get out of there, meet us at the ship bay! The diens are loose!
Spearsisin the gation! Mitch!”

If Budler heard her, he wasn't responding. Wilks didn't have time to worry about it & the
momert.

Andien lurched out into the halway from an open door, turned toward the three of them, and
opened those hdlish jaws. Sime dripped from the teeth inlong strings.

“Fuck you,” Wilks said. He popped the carbine up, found the manud front Sght—no time to
mess with the laser—and fired a quick burdt.

The armor-piercing rounds smashed the dien’'s face, shards of its hard chitin flew, acid
sprayed. It fdl sdeways and backward, hit the wdl, did to the floor.

The blast of the caseless rounds hit Wilks's ears like a fla dap from a heavy hand. His ears
rang. Damn. Should have put his plugs in. Oh, wdl. If he lived long enough to worry about growing
deef inhisold age, he could ded with that.

The liquid on the floor bubbled and sent up clouds of dinking smoke as it ate through the
treadplate.

“Wetch the blood, don't stepiniit!”

They ran.

A trooper came around the corner with his weapon up. Spears was the firs one to see him. He
drew his pistal, brought it up and smacked his gun-hand into the waiting pam of his other hand, hit a
classc isoscdes stance and fired three times. The technique was caled the Mozambique Double
Tap, the name having to do with some ancient police action in some African country before space
trave. It was a standard pistol procedure: two in the heart, one in the head, dways in that order.
Spears guessed that it dated from a time when body armor was sometimes hidden under regular
dothing and to make certain of akill, a backup shot was taken at an unprotected target.

The unfortunate trooper wasn't wearing armor, so any of the three shots would have been
aufficent to kill him.

As the man fdl, Spears fdt that sense of triumph, that rush of survival he dways got whenever
he killed somebody one-on-one. It brought back old memories. All the way from when he'd been a
boy and had taken out hisfirst opponent ever—

Tommy hid in the supply closet, among the brooms and vacuum cleaners and fragrant tubs of
cleaneze. The granular deaning compound made his nose itch, made him want to sneeze, but he
pinched his nodirils shut so he wouldn't.

Outside the dark closet, Jerico Axe prowled the dim hal, looking for Tommy. It was past
quench-light, everybody was supposed to be adeep, the adult marines and medicos would be in bed
by now, but not Jerico.

Jerico was a supid asshole, Tommy knew, but he was a big stupid asshole and he was mean.
Tommy had gotten on Jerico’s shit lig, he didn’t know how, and now every time the bastard saw
him out of an adult's sght, he would proceed to kick Tommy’'s ass. Not that Tommy didn't fight
back, he did, but Jerico had been decanted fird, he was older, ten kilos heavier, and Sx months
ahead of Tommy in matia arts skills Tommy got in a few licks now and then, he'd broken the
cocksucker’s nose once, but that had cost a broken am of his own, plus two teeth had to be
reimplanted and fifteen staples over hisleft eye.

What Tommy wished was that Jerico would take a hike dong the Deep Rim and trip, bouncing
dl the way to the bottom where he'd rot in the hot sun and not be found until the carrion birds were



finished with him.

Might as well wish for a commisson while you're & it, dickhead, he told himsdf. Jerico wasn't
that stupid.

Tommy sat in the closet, hoping Jerico wouldn't think to look for him in here. He was tired, he
wanted to go to bed, to get some rest before drill a dawn, but here he was having to hide to keep
from getting pounded.

Bare feat dapped the floor outsde the closet. Jerico had taken his boots off, but he dill
lumbered like a broken robot, making plenty of noise. Tommy heard the bathroom door cresk as the
thug went to look for imin there.

Shit. He would look in here, too. There was no red place to hide, unless he wanted to dimb
into the cleaneze bag mounted on the roller bin. Sure, if he dug down through the dirty cleaner,
crouched red low and buried himsdf iniit, Jerico wouldn't see him.

Tommy stood, started to put one leg over the rim of the bag, then stopped. Abruptly a rage
filled him, a hot anger that bubbled up through his legs and groin, flooded into his chest, swirled
fludy into his skull.

Fuck thig!

It wasn't right! He shouldn’t have to hide from dicklick Jerico Axe, just because he was bigger
and stronger and better trained than Tommy. It wasn't right.

With only the glows coming from the instrument panels of the deaning bot parked next to the
door, the room was dark, but there was just enough light for Tommy to see the baseboard scraper
mounted in the bot’ s accessory rack. It was alittle over half a meter long, an duminum rod nearly as
thick as Tommy’swrigt, connected to adull blade set a an angle. The bot used the tool to clean the
grit from the baseboards, it looked kind of like a garden hoe somebody had bent crooked.

Tommy peeled the scraper from the bot’s rack. Hefted it. It was farly heavy.

When Jerico opened the door, Tommy was ready.

Thelarger boy had time to blink, his eyes going wide, as Tommy jumped and buried the blunt
corner of the blade in Jerico’s skull. Hit him just over the right eye. It made a satisfying chunk!

Jerico screamed—that was nice, too—and sumbled backward across the hdl until his back
smacked into the far wdl. He did down, tugged the scraper from his head, moaned as the blood
poured into his eye. He looked up a Tommy, stunned, as if he couldn’'t understand what had
happened.

Tommy moved toward Jerico. “Here, gmmethat,” he said. He grabbed the scraper. Jerico let
it go. What he thought, Tommy didn’t know, but the fear he had fdt, the shame of being afraid, his
rage, dl combined into something he'd never fdt before. He fdt a great drength now, a power, at
having defeated his enemy.

“I'm bleeding!”

“Not for long,” Tommy said.

He raised the scraper again and moved in.

Tommy Spears was nine years old the night he killed his first enemy—

* * % % %

“Haly shit!” one of Spears's marines ydled.

The generd snapped out of his memory fugue and looked past the fdlen soldier. Amazing. The
entire memory had flashed past, maybe five seconds in redtime, dl jammed and compressed like a
sueezed data file on a modem squirt.

One of the dien drones stood there, readying itsdf to attack.
Spears stepped forward so an overhead light shone directly down on his face. Saw the dien



seehim.

“You know who | am,” he said. He pulled a control from his belt. “And the queen knows what
thisis” He waved the transmitter. The floor of the egg room was wired with explosves and this
control would set them off. Spears had made sure the queen knew that. Of course, by now, she
would have her drones hauling the eggs out, hoping to find a safer place for them, but she wouldn't
have had time to move them dl yet, and besides that, she couldn’'t know if Spears had wired the
whole fucking station so he could blow it dl into orbit.

What the drones saw, the queen knew.

The drone hissed, then turned and ran the opposite way.

“Holy shit,” the trooper said again. “It was scared of you!”

“Damn graight,” Spears said. “With good reason. Let’s go.”

The platoon never hesitated.

“Powd|?’

“Thisway” the mgor said.

Wilks turned to look at her. “I'm fine” Billie said, though she was out of breath. “But Mitch—"

“—tagtes bad,” Wilks said. “If he stands diill, they’Il walk right past him.”

“Spearswon't,” Powel sad.

“Thank you, Mgor.” To Billie, he said, “Look, he knows where we're going, hell do what he
can to make sure we make it and then he!ll be dong.”

“l can't leave him here,” Billie said.

“FHne WEIl wat for him. | promise”

Billie nodded. 1t would have to do. She didn't have a lot of choice. She would have to trust
Wilks.

Somebody screamed behind them, a sound that trailed off into aliquid gurgle.
“The clock is running, folks”

It seemed to Billie that she had been running most of her life This was not the time nor the
place to stop and take stock. “Go,” she said. “I’'m right behind you.”

They went.
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Wilks was not afraid to die. He ran toward what he considered the safest place on this tiny
planet, but if he didn't make it, wdl, too bad. He'd been living on borrowed time since his firg
mesting with the diens, so long ago. What had it been? Twelve, fourteen standard years? Billie had
been ten, he' d have to ask her how old she was now. He should have died with his squad then, but
he hadn’t, and he’' d spent a great ded of drink and chem trying to forget it. Fate hadn’t wanted that,
the powers-that-be in the universe, not to mention the Colonid Marines, had thrown it dl back into
his face. Somewhere dong the way he had come up with a new purpose: to wipe the diens out,
down to the lagt drone, the last egg. Getting himsdf killed here would prevent him from
accomplishing his misson, and that bothered him more than dying. Once in his life there had been
persond fear, but those days were long gone.

A few years back during one of his two-week chem binges, Wilks had been picked up in an
dley by dvilians He was naked and his ID implants had been fuzzed by the people who'd robbed
and then tried to kill him, to keep the authorities from identifying the body. Not knowing he was
military, the avilians had stuck him into a medicenter and given him the standard life-support
treatment, which induded sessions with psychiatric types. It had been a teaching hospitd and there
were plenty of young medics eager to work with such an obvioudy depressed patient; surdly that
unrevised scar on his face bespoke worlds of mentd impairment?

It didn’t take long for them to peg him as a career marine and diagnose his problem. But while
wating for the medicd MPs to come and fetch him, they hudled to get as many budding
head-benders as they could exposed to him. Chances like this didn’'t come dong very often.

In one of these sessions, with an attractive young woman he would have tried to bed under
other circumstances, he firg heard about the Doc Halliday Syndrome.

Holliday, it seemed, had been some kind of medica man in the Terran frontier times, a dentist
or some such. He developed afad and, a thetime, incurableiliness.

“S0,” the young doctor said, “he packed up, moved to a drier climate, which was supposed to
offer some symptomatic comfort for his remaning days, and became a professona gambler and
outlaw. He engaged in a number of gunfights, and athough he wasn't a particularly adept shooter,
aways managed to preval over his opponents. There is an ingance, for example, where M. Halliday
fired upon a man ingde a public drinking establishment usng a period weapon cdled a six-shooter.
He was within seven meters of his opponent, emptied his weapon, and missed entirely. Given that the
six-shooter was supposedly accurate to a range of fifty meters in the hand of an expert, this was
consdered poor marksmanship. He later switched to a wesgpon cdled a shotgun, which, 1 am
informed, is dangerous over a somewhat wider area.”

“How interesting,” Wilks told the young shrink. Maybe he would try to fuck her, if for no other
reason than to shut her up.

Before he could speak, however, she continued, obvioudy in love with the sound of her own
voice. “From what our medico-higtorica researchers can determine, the primary reason Holliday
won his duels was because he did not careif he did.”

That brought a frown to Wilks's face. “What does that mean?’ He was immediately sorry he
hed asked.

“M. Holliday was going to die soon, or so he thought. Actudly he lived wdl beyond his
predicted termination, the diagnoss having been somewhat erroneous. But because he thought his
days were numbered and that this number was very amdl, he believed he had nothing to lose.
Whenever he faced somebody in a dud—they cdled them shootdowns or showdowns or some such



testogteronic euphemigic nonsense—he had no fear of dying. He was, in his own mind, adready
dead. Further, he regularly imbibed large amounts of acoholic beverages and was thus further
anesthetized. While this doubtless impaired his physicd responses vis-avis his reaction time and
wegpons’ prowess, these thingsin fact gave him a psychologicd edge. Most of the people he faced
in such duds did not wigh to die and thus ther fear often caused them to hestate’ or behave in a
panicky manner. Againg an opponent who sincerdly did not care if he lived or died but whose only
god was to shoot them and be damned, such fears can be fatd. And gpparently these encounters
were faid more often than not againg M. Halliday, D.D.S.”

Wilks shook his head. He wondered if she talked like that when she came. “Wonderful. You
want to take off your clothes and screw awar hero before they come to get me?’

The young woman smiled, unfazed by his crude invitation. I think not, Corpora Wilks. It
would hardly be professond Running down a corridor with dien monsters searching for him, Wilks
grinned, the scar on his face doubtless making the expresson hideous to see. | know just how you
fdt, Doc. When you live on borrowed time and don't give a dog's dick if you die, it makes things
nice and smple.

Billie saw a man holding a carbine squaiting behind a bulkhead extrusion, trying to hide. When
he saw her spot him, he started to point his weapon at them.

“Wilkd” she yeled. She brought her own carbine around to cover the trooper.

“Don't do it, marinel” Powd| called out.

But the trooper was riang, dill svinging his piece toward them. “The generd is back! You're
dl dead meat!”

Billie and Wilks fired a about the same time. The trooper did a twiding jig as he fdl, his chest
blown open, his blood splattering the wall.

Billie fdt sck. Killing people never got any easer. But she kept moving. Sdf-preservation
ruled.

Somebody had killed the lights and life support in the corridor but Spears was prepared for
that. His troops were suited, in ful combat gear. “Go to spookeyes, marines” he ordered. He
clicked his own faceplate filters into Amplite mode, saw the corridor light up a ghosly green.
Anacther control flicked on hislamps and the glow that would look adim and dmogt invisble violet to
unaided eyes splashed the wdls with brilliant green, dmogt as bright as the normd overheads. “ Stay
sharp, troops! Overlgpping fidds of fire”

Somebody sumbled into view twenty meters ahead. Spears saw the man waving his ams,
heard him cdl out: “Generd! |s that you? Don’'t shoot, I'm on your sdel” He couldn’t see much,
Spears could tdl that, he wore station coverals, didn’'t have a weapon or vison augmenters.

“Fire” Spears commanded.

The two marines running point opened up. The sounds were muted but audible. The man ahead
fdl asif his legs had disappeared. Many indde the station would be his dlies but Spears couldn’t
take time now to worry about loydties. One enemy with a grenade could cause a lot of damage.
Better to clear the hdlsfirst and sort things out later.

Abruptly the gravity shut off. There was no warning, merdy a sudden cessation. The running
marines bounded high into the air, dammed into the wals or celing, or tumbled dong the floor, out of
control. Switching from nearly afull gee to a tenth or less between steps was not something a man
could redidicdly train for.

“Switch on your boots!” Spears ydled.

There were magnetic strips under the floors, put there for just such a falure, and the combat
boots would alow walking, dbeit a much dower pace than in norma gravity.

When the confusion settled down, dong with the troopers, only one man had been injured too



badly to continue. The platoon medic said he'd broken his neck and would need full rehab.

“Can he move?’

“No, dr. He's pardyzed.”

“Leave him, then. Somebody will come for him later.”

Some thing, actudly, Spears figured. The man was usdess as a soldier now, save as fodder
for the new troops. Might as well let them have him.

“Sr!” the wounded man cried out. “Please. Don't leave me here for those thingd”

“They dso serve who lie and wait,” Spears said. “It's war, son. You fucked up, you pay for it.
Let's move, troops.”

They shuffled dong, boots dumping on the deck. The cries of the injured man stopped when
Spears had his unit switch radio fresks to opchan three.

Powell ligened to the com he carried, shook his head. He and Billie and Wilks were in the
approach corridor leading to the starship hangars. They dill had lights and power, though much of
the station had apparently been shut down. Panicky reports came over the com, voices blending into
acontinuous and frightened wdla

“life support shut down in D-2—!”

“It got Maury, it just took him—!”

“Air doors are down, ar doors down—!"

“—are under fire, somebody is shooting here—!”

“Mongters, mongters—ahh, get avay—!"

The sound of explosions, gunfire, metal on metd, and other sounds of death and confusion
came, too.

For a moment Wilks fdt himsdf grow heavier, asif somebody had suddenly put aweight on his
back. Then the feding vanished.

“Wilks?’

“Somebody is fiddling with the gravity,” he said. “Budler, trying to dow Spears down, or
throw the diens off stride, probably.”

Powell was on the edge of full-blown panic himsdf, Wilks could see that. His face was pde,
sweaty, and he clutched at the com asif it were some kind of lifdine “The base is overrun,” he said.
“We're fucked. | should have known better than to try Spears. HE s a killer. HE's amadman. We're
dl doomed.”

“ligen,” Wilks said, asif taking to a buzzhead recruit or a smdl child. “ligten, we can get away.
Well take one of the garships.”

Powd| shook his head. “Can't. It takes too long to program a launch. They'll get us. They'll
get us”

“WeIl run an old program,” Wilks said. “Take one of the ships back to where it came from.”

“Not a good idea. They came from Earth. All of them.”

“Well fix the goddamned program dong the way! Move, Powd|!”

Powdl stared a him. Nodded. “Okay. Y ou'rein charge now, okay?’

Poor sucker. He should have gone into another line of work. Powell should be drinking high
teaat some universty, taking with other professors about modern art or ancient history. Only thing
was, without killers like Spears and, yeah, like me, there weren't ever gonna be such places agan.
Maybe not anyhow.

Ahead of them, a pair of diens stepped out of the shadows and hissed.

Wilks fdt himsdf grinning. Fuck you, he thought. Don't you know me? Y ou're messing with
Doc Halliday, you stupid bastards.



He did over next to Billie, who saw the diens. They stood shoulder to shoulder and raised their
carbines.

It got noisy in the corridor.
“Let’s go, Powdl. Stay with us”
The trio moved toward the hangar entrance.
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The hangar was dill patent, & least no diens had managed to get in. After the two in the
hdlway, Powel’s command override had admitted the trio through the lock without any other
problems.

The vast space of the hangar Was quidt, it seemed empty. If there had been work crews indgde
when the dert sounded, they were not around now.

“Which ship is the easiest to access?” Wilks asked. “Which one mogt likdly to be fuded and
spaceworthy?’

“Over there” Powdl said. He pointed.

There might be other vessals esawhere, but this particular hangar held four star hoppers,
induding the robot ship in which Wilks, Billie, and Budler had arrived. Wilks was glad that the one
Powel had indicated was not The American; he would prefer something with a litle more humen
comfort designed into it. Then again, any port in a storm was a pretty good philosophy, and between
Spears and the diens, this place wasn't just a storm, it was a hurricane.

“All aboard,” Wilks said. He waved his carbine at the ship.

The base was a wreck. Spears and his unit moved through the chaos, shooting whatever got in
their way. Modtly, the targets were people; they did chop down a couple of the drones who were
too dow on the uptake. What the hdll, he thought, he was improving the gene pool. Attacking him
was anonsurviva characterigtic, for certain.

There were few things to be salvaged here. He was going to have to cut his losses. True, he
was going to win the battle and the war, pitiful and short as it was, but it would mean the base itsdf
was aloss. Wdl. A good commander knew when to dig in or when to dump his tanks and leave the
party. Third Base had served its purpose. He would have liked a little more time, but then, that was
nearly aways the case with commanders, wasn't it? You tried for perfect but you accepted what you
had to and moved on. When the bettle was joined, you had to ded with what was, not what you
wished it was. In a perfect gdaxy, you'd dways have the troops and materid you needed to wage
the best battle plan. In this gdaxy, it ssldom happened.

The unit had logt a couple more troopers, one to gunfire, another to a booby trap, but it was
moving well. The vault where Spears had his best drones stored, the cream of the crop so far, would
be impervious to anything short of a nuke and only he had the key that would open the vault. Those
being safe, the only other thing of vaue on this rock was the way off it. And he had that covered,
too. It would be a poor genera indeed who didn't keep his line of retreat open. Spears was not a
poor generd. He led his troops toward the starship hangars.

Billie was beyond fear by now, her adrendine surge no more than a trickle, just enough to keep
her dert. It was odd to think that you could get used to something like this but it seemed to be
happening. Or maybe she was findly losng her mind. She was too tired to care which it was.

Next to her, Wilks said, “Wdl?’

He was tdking to Powell, who frowned at the control unit he held. Powdll tapped in a series of
numbers on the amdl device, then looked at the ship the three of them stood in front of.

“The hatch isn't opening,” Powell said.

“l can see that. Why not?’

Powell shook his head. “I don't know. This is the Command Override, it's supposed to open
every lock in the base, right down to the beer coolers in the kitchen. It’s the one Spears carries when



he' s here, it stays with whoever isthe CO in the gation. It has worked so far. It should work here.”
“Areyou sure you entered the correct code?’ Billie said.
“Yes I'm sure”
Wilks sghed. “Spears. He' s fucked us again. We should have guessed it. As paranoid as he is,
he wouldn't trust anybody with the shipsif he wasn't around. WE Il have to run a bypass.”
“That'll taketime,” Powdl said. “The access pane is armored.”
“l don't see we have much of achoice” Wilks said.

Spears and his troops reached the outer hangar via the emergency escape tunnd he' d had built.
The two transports in the huge room stood slent. He had hdf his platoon fan out and take up guard
pogtions, but there was no need. They were done. He dmog fdt sorry for the enemy. So
outclassed. Powell never redly had a chance.

“Okay, the rest of you with me to the inner hangar.”

They moved down the interlink.

“I think that’s got it,” Wilks said.

The access pand for the hatch control had to be burned open, but once that was done, the
arcuits were farly easy to reroute. Wilks bypassed the eectronics entirely, shut off the power to the
hatch, and used the manud crank to begin winding the haich up. He had a fifteen-centimeter gap
opened at the bottom when he heard the voice:

“Freeze frameit!”

Wilks turned to look, saw hdf a dozen marines in dimate suits and full battle gear pointing
then-weapons at them. He spared a quick glance for Billie, and understanding passed between them.
Better to go down shooting than to be fed to the diens. “Good-bye, Billie” Wilks whispered.
“Sorry.”

He legpt for his carbine where it leaned againg the ship, saw Billie swing her weapon up to
fiing pogition. Wilks waited for the impacts of the bullets that would kill him, knowing there was no
way he could get to his own piece before the marines cut him to pieces but going to go out trying.
Fuck it—! A blinding white light smashed into Wilks and took him away. Odd, he hadn’'t expected it
to be like that. ..

When Wilks came to, he was lying on his back next to Powell, Billie sprawled on the other side
of the mgor. Wilks blinked, not understanding.

“Nice try, Sergeant,” Spears sad.

Wilksrolled onto his side, found himsdf facing Spears. Haf a dozen troops backed him, each
of them holding stockstiks, essentidly riot batons wired to sun a victim into unconsciousness a a
touch.

“Concussion charges” Spears said, answering Wilks's unspoken question. “Mounted in the
locks of dl the ships. Y ou' d gotten that hatch up another five or Sx centimeters, they’ d have gone off
without me having to use this” He waved asmdl eectronic device.

Wilks looked a Spears, his mind dill fuzzy. There was something he was gaing to do.
What—"?

“No point in doing anything heroic, Sergeant,” the generd continued. “I'll just have you
sunned. You don't get to die, yet.”

Spears looked a Powell, who had yet to awaken. “I might have known dickless there
wouldn’'t have the bdls to try something like this on his own. Was tha you in the crawler shooting at
my decoy?’

Wilks managed a nod.



Spears returned the gesture. “Thought so0. You get credit for trying, but you picked the wrong
sSde. Too bad. | admire a man with guts, evenif he's an enemy.”

Billie moaned in her deep.

“Win some, lose some,” Spears said. He turned away. “All right, men. You know the drill. Get
the cargo loaded, collect your gear. Sort out the prisoners and free the loydids, I'll giveyou alig.”

“Wheat are you going to do?” Wilks said. His head hurt and he fdt asif he were going to vomit,
but he maintained, taking dow and deep breaths.

“Wel, it doesn't redlly concern you anymore, now does it? But because you gave me a decent
fight, I'll tl you. I’'m going home, to Earth. I'll be taking a smdl corps of the diens and well have
oursalves alittle sortie. Once | demonstrate how effective my troops are, well get support to build a
full-scde amy of trained diens. We're going to kick ass, son, and when | show the recordings of
how we did it to the powers-that-be, well get what we need to win thiswar.”

Jesus. He redly believed it. The guy was a few kilograms short of fisson mass, crazy as a
stepped-on roach.

“What about us?’ That from Powell, who had managed to st up.

“You and your dlies are up for court-martia, Mgor. | don’'t have time to fool with such piddly
shit now, so you'll stay here until | can send the appropriate legd teams back to handleit.”

“You can't leave us here! There are diensloose in the base! WE |l be daughtered, eaten!”

“You should have thought about that before you played at sedition, Mgor.” He turned away
and moved off.

Wilks made asif to stand, but two of the troopers stepped toward him, stun wands held ready.
Wilks settled back. Jumping them would only get him another headache when he woke up in hdf an
hour. If he woke up a dl. Right now, it seemed a lot more important to stay awake. Whatever
happened to them, he wanted to see it coming.
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Mitch was on top of Billie moving dowly and with great power, thrugting, filling her. Sweat
beaded on his face and he held himsdf up with his arms, muscles corded in his triceps, connected to
her only at the groin, the juncture of their sexes.

Naked, connected, they danced.

Billie had never fdt so fulfilled, so complete, as a woman, as a human being. This was what she
had aways hoped for but never expected to have, someone who loved her, someone she could love
inreturn, giving and recaiving totaly, becoming not less, but more than two—

Becoming one.

He moved faster, nearing his peak, and she moved with him. Yes. Yes. Yes, yes, yed

He screamed.

Billie stared at his open mouth, saw the claw tear past his lips. Buit it did not reach for her, the
taloned hand, it extended in a hdf circdle on an arm too thick and long to have possbly come from
Mitch's mouth, extended to hisbelly and tore into the skin and muscle, ripping himin two and hurling
his top hdf away, leaving his hips and legs on her. White fluid spurted from the torn body, android
blood the color of milk splashed over her in an obscene bath, hot, saty, even as he began to throb
within her...

HNO!”

Billiefdt the pressure on her legs, she struggled to move from under the weight—

“Billie It's me, Wilks. Wake up.”

She blinked her way into consciousness. Her head ached, nausea filled her throat with a sour
burning. Soldiers stood nearby, staring down at them from behind sealed faceplates, long rods hed
intheir hands.

“Wilks?’

“Spears. We were hit with concussion grenades.”

Billie didn't know what he was tadking about. Where were they? The lagt thing she
remembered, they were running. It seemed asif they had dways been running.

“Billie”

“What?’

“Areyou okay?’

Pieces of it came back to her. The diens in the corridor. The ship door that wouldn't open.
Men with guns pointed a them, the unspoken decison she and Wilks made together to fight.

“Yeah. | guess. What isgoing on?’

Powell, seated with his back to the wadl, his knees drawn up to his chest, said, “ Spears is going
to load his tame mongters onto the largest trangport ship and lift. He says he's going to Earth. We get
left here, dong with dl the other marines and scientigts.”

“Hey, fuck that noise,” one of the troopers standing next to them said. “ You get Ieft here with
the other traitors. Those of us who stuck by the generd are going with him.”

Powdl laughed, a sound on the edge of hyseria “Are you redly that stupid, marine? He
doesn't need you anymore, you' re excess baggage. Y ou get dumped.”

“No way, Mgor,” a second guard said. “ Spears takes care of hisown.”

“His own? Chrig, he thinks he is fucking God, you moron! You're nothing more than used
toilet tissue to Spears. You' ve served your purpose; you're going to be flushed and compacted with



the rest of us”

The guards looked at each other. The leader, an older sergeant Billie had talked to once,
shook his head. “Battle it, boys. The mgor hereisjust trying to divide and conquer. The generd has
taken care of you so far, an't he? Don't let this fubbie rattle you. Didn't you hear the man tdl you to
pack your gear soon as we get the traitors stocked away?’

The other five guards murmured. Billie thought they dill sounded unconvinced but it didn’t seem
to maiter. They weren't about to |t the three of them go.

“Okay,” the leader said. “Now tha degping beauty is awvake, let's move it, people.”

Wilks got to his feet, helped Billie up. Two of the marines jerked Powdl upright.

Billie saw Wilks gather himsdlf. He was going to try to fight his way out. She didn't think he
would make it, but she would follow hislead.

Thelights went ouit.

“What the fuck—?" somebody ydled.

There was a zgpping sound, like an dectrica spark, and somebody moaned.

“Spookeyes,” the sergeant in charge hollered. “Turn on your spookeyes!”

A long moment hung there, time suspended like a spider on a strand of gligening Slk...

“Eyes on? Everybody see? Report!”

A chorus of assents.

“Nobody moves” the guard in charge said. “We're spookeyed and can see you like it was
noon on the Equator.”

Thelights went back on, three times brighter than they had been before.

The soldiers screamed, dmost with one voice. Their hands went up to dgp againg the closed
faceplates. One trooper tore open the clear plate and dug at his eyes.

“What—7'

“Budler!” Wilks ydled. He kicked one manin the belly, caught the baton he dropped before it
hit the deck, whipped the stick againg another man's throat. Even through the it that must have
hurt.

“Go, go! Thisway!”

Billie followed Wilks, Powd| right behind her.

“What happened?”

Wilks said, “They're blind. They got the hangar lights dl of a sudden amplified a couple of
million times by the spookeyes. Ordinary C-suits don't have blast shidds in the faceplates;, the
military is too cheap to spend the money. It mugt have been like looking right at an atomic flash. Go!”

Once again, they ran.

Spears was persondly overseeing the loading of the dien modules onto the transport truck
from the vault when the frantic cdl came over the com.

“Generd, Powd| and the other two have escaped!”

Spears fdt a stab of irritation. He hed it in check. “It doesn’'t matter. Penned up or running
free, they are ill going to be left here when we depart. Maintain watch, shoot them if you see them,
but otherwise, let them hide”

After he discommed, Spears watched one of the modules picked up by the big hoop lifted and
caefully stacked on the other modules on the truck. He was the only one who knew the access
codes to the starships. Two of the vessels would be meking the voyage in tandem, one with cargo,
the second with but a Sngle passenge—himsdf. The other starships would remain here. Terrible
waste of materiel, but he couldn’t worry about that. Sacrifices had to be made in war, be it flying
stock or troops. A man who couldn’t do the hot work didn’t deserve to command. The engines of
the ships that remained behind would be dag thirty seconds after Spears departed. Whoever was |eft



behind was going to say behind, unless somebody came to take them off. And, given the
unreasoning hunger the drone diens had, it wasn't likdy there' d be anybody left if anybody ever did
show up here again.

He'd be taking the queen, of course, she was necessary to his plan. Control her and he
controlled the drones. Some of the techbrains thought that a new queen could develop from a drone
if there weren't any other queens around, but that wasn't likely here. The food supply on this mogtly
arless lump was pretty limited. The marines and scientigts 4ill dive wouldn't go a long way, unless
the diens had their own verson of Jesus to do the loaves and fishes routine.

Spears gmiled a that thought. The idea of the diens with a messah was funny. Then again,
come to it, this group of creatures, of soldiers, might wel consder him their messah. It was true
enough. He was going to lead them to a better world, to a kingdom of power and glory. Why
wouldn't they think of him like that? Not that they did much thinking anyway, but then again, naither
did human marines.

“Easy with that cargo,” Spears said. “Don’t want to haich it before itstime”

Not much longer. Too bad about the others a the ar dation, but that was how it went
sometimes. The old adage about the best of battle plans not surviving the firs engagement could
aoply here; ill, it was aminor setback. Nothing a decent commander couldn’t take in stride.

Spears grinned again. Soon as he lifted, he decided, he was going to smoke one of the specid
cigars. Hell, he deserved it. He'd just won hisfird bettle in the war againgt the diens. He' d 4ill have
plenty to toke up once he won hisfirg encounter on Earth itsdf. Yes, by God, he would.

“Now what?" Powell asked.

“Seems like I’ ve been here before,” Wilks said.

They were in an unused cargo area, empty cartons stacked in neat rows, forming a maze in
which they could stay logt for alittle while, at least.

“We can run, but we can't hide” Wilks said. “We've got to get off this planetoid or we're
dead.”

“How?"

“Spearswill be taking the largest ship, my guess. Maybe another one locked to it. We've got
to find away to get onto one of the ships before he buttons them up.”

“How? Powell said again.

“Do you know where the diens heéll be teking are stored?’

“A specid vault, yes”

“Letsgettoit.”

“If anybody sees us—" Powel began.

“They'll shoot us?’ Wilks finished. “Big fucking ded, Mgor. Let'sdo it”

Spears rode with the fird truckload of his precious cargo while his men continued to load the
next transporter. Nothing could go wrong a this stage, he had to see to it persondly. He had
recaptured the queen easly enough, dl he'd had to do was find the place she was trying to hide her
eggs and wave a flamethrower at them. Once she was caged, the wild diens running around the base
would cam down—at least until they redized she was gone. He had the wdls of the queen’'s cage
opague 0 she wouldn't know where he was taking her until it was too late. Everything was under
control.

The vault was heavily guarded, the men loading the truck parked in front of the vault were
heavily guarded, but the next empty truck fifty meters up the corridor had only the driver and two
troopers stting on it, doing nothing but waiting.



“Thet'sit,” Wilks said.

“That'swhat?" Powdl sad.

“Qur ride. We can hide on that trangporter, it'll take us straight to the ship Spearsisusng.”

“You're crazy. WEl never makeit.”

“I’'m open to a better idea.”

Powd| stared a him, then looked at Billie She shook her head. “Wilks is pretty good & this
quff,” she said. “He' s saved us before. Whatever he says.”

Wilks nodded at her.

“Okay. Thisishow | seeit...”

Spears watched the containers being loaded onto the ship. All his plans were about to come to
fruition. It was a glorious day for the Corps.

Billie, naked, stepped around the corner where the three men on the empty truck could see
her.

“Jesus Chrigt,” one of the men said. “Check this out.”

Billie smiled, wet her fingertip with her tongue, and touched her left nipple so it pebbled up and
grew hard. Then she stepped back out of sght.

“Hey,” one of the three troopers sad, “walt up, honey!”

“You crazy?’ the second marine said. “Spears will chew you a new asshole if he catches you
gone”

“ItIl only take aminute” the fird marine said.

“Spears—" the driver began.

“Fuck Spears,” thefirgd marine said.

“Nah,” the second marine said, “I’'m with you, I"d rather fuck her. Come on.”

The two marines jogged toward where Billie had disappeared.

When they rounded the corner, they saw her sanding there, legs spread wide, ams open, a
big amile

How could men be so supid? she wondered. Did they redly believe tha a woman who'd
never even met them would be so overcome with lugt at the sght of them she'd strip to the skin and
beckon to them, dl wet and ready?

Apparently so. The two marines moved toward her, dready dropping gear and untabbing ther
coverdls.

Wilks stepped out behind them and bopped each on the head with the wand he'd taken from
the other guards. Both men fdll, out before they hit the floor.

“Now we have guns and uniforms,” Wilks said.

“Jesus, Wilks, are these the guys who have been protecting the dvilized gdaxy? No wonder
the diens are ahead.”

Wilks grinned and shook his head. “What can | say? If you can find the way to the test dite, the
gdaxy’ sfines will let you join up. Get dressed.”

“That was quick,” the driver said when he saw the two marines gpproaching the truck five
minutes later. “How was she?’

“l was grest,” Billie said, lifting her head and giving him a good view of her face.

The driver reached for his sdearm, but Wilks had his newly acquired carbine pointed at the
man's heart. “You don’'t want to do thet,” he said. “Let’s take alittle walk.”

Three minutes later, with Powell in the driver's dothing and the driver adegp and tied with the



two marines in a closet down the corridor, the crew chief waved the empty truck into the loading
area.

The chief knew Powell by sght, so the mgor kept his face more or less hidden. But the chief
didn't know Wilks or Billie, they were just two more marines as far as he was concerned.

Spears watched the opaqued cage containing the queen being loaded. If the mother dien was
upset, it didn’'t show, she was quiet ingde the kleersted box.

Once she was secured, Spears fdt better. He spoke to a second lieutenant supervisng the
loading of the drones. “All right, once the last truck of cargo is loaded | want you to assemble the
troops in B-hangar, gear packed and stacked and begin loading the Grant. | want every loyd
marine onboard by 1600 hours, clear?’

The lieutenant’s face brightened. “Yes, Sr!”

“Cary on.”

Spears waked toward his quarters. He had some items he wanted to pack himsdf. Once that
was done, he would be ready. He amiled at the old adage he'd learned in his firg tour. Once you
leave a place, don't look back. There might be something there and it might be gaining on you. In this
case there would certainly be something behind him, but it wasn't going to be following him, much
less gaining. He was going to the glorious future; here was nothing but the dead past,

Victis honor, hethought. Let’s hear it for the losers.
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“What about Mitch?” Wilks scanned the wide corridor as Powel drove the loaded truck,
looking for somebody who might recognize them. So far, nothing.

“l don't know,” Wilks said. “After that last sunt with the guards in the hangar, héll have bailed
out of the life-support control room—Spears would have sent troops to secure it. We're lucky he
stuck around aslong as he did.” *Y ou promised we wouldn't leave him.” “Look, Billie he's brighter
then nine tenths of the troopers on this base and that probably includes me. HEIl know we have to
get off this planet. We don’t know what Spears hasin mind, exactly, but once he's lifted, whoever is
left behind is history, probably pretty quick.”

“We haven't seen any of the diens latdy,” Billie said. “Maybe they’re dl dead.”

“You don't believe that.”

Powel cleared his throat. “ Spears has probably gotten them back under control usng the
queen,” he said.

“But Mitch—"

“Has got himsdf some dandy new metd legs and enough sense to know where they need to
take him,” Wilks finished. “He' s probably hiding in one of the hangars already.”

Billiefdl slent. She wasn't sure how she fdt but she didn't want to leave Mitch behind, that
much she knew.

“We aren’'t going to just drive up to the ship, are we?’ she said.

“l don't see why not. You keep your head down, nobody’ll notice you. They're in a hurry,
nobody is going to expect to see us driving the truck. We park, hop off, get logt in the shuffle”

“It seems unlikdy.”

“You don't know marines very wel,” Wilks said.

“He s right,” Powell put in. “Everybody will be so nervous about screwing up and getting left
behind they won't be working by the numbers”

Billie shook her head. She didn’t think it would work but she didn’'t have any better idess.

Pretty much everything materid that Spears vaued could be tucked into a sngle hardshell case.
There was the pair of matched Smith & Wesson snub-nosed stainless-sted revolvers with custom
wood grips, antiques that had belonged to a former South American tinpot dictator who'd set himsdlf
up as ruler on Lebanon 11 in the Khadgi System. Spears had pulled the weapons from the man's bt
after he'd shot him in the head. Here were the carefully packed cigars, sg in their inet gas
containers indde a padded plagtic box. Next to the cigars, a reader and a smdl collection of
read-only infobdls, militay manuds and histories. A hologram of his basic traning class on
completion day. Probably most of them were dead by now. He had other things, of course, but
nothing that couldn’t be replaced. A soldier traveled best who traveled light, after all.

His packing done, Spears left his quarters and started for the ship. He did not look back.

Despite what he' d told Billie, Wilks was nervous. The hangar was huge and there was a lot of
scurrying activity, but if something was gonna go wrong, it would be in the next few minutes. Wel. A
men did what he had to do and fuck the rest of it. At least he was armed now, and if he went down,
he would go down fighting. There were worse ways to die if you were a marine. And being eaten
from the ingde out by an dien baby was as bad as anything he could imagine

Two troopers usng hoop-lifts were busy loading the diens into the ship. The name stenciled on



the sde was CMC MACARTHUR.

“Pul around beyond the other truck,” Wilks said. “Park it and step off on the opposite Side,
away from the loaders. There's a service bay forward, amidships, right?’

“Right.”

“Wha do we do if somebody recognizes us?’ Billie asked.

“Put them down. This ship is leaving. If we have to fight our way onto it, that's wha we do.
We can dag the hatch controls and lift right through the roof pand if we have to. Mgor? You got a
problem with that?’

Powell shook his head but did not speak.

Wilks wasn't sure about Powell, but he didn't have a lot of choice about his dlies a the
moment. Billie, yeah. Budler, if he showed up. Powell, wdl, he guessed he'd see.

Thetruck carrying its cargo of potentia desth rolled forward on its fat slicone tires.

Spears saw the ladt truck go past as he approached the ship. Another fifteen minutes and he'd
be loaded and ready to leave. The firs step toward his ultimate god, the retaking of Earth.

The lieutenant he'd Ieft in charge came up a a quick step. “Sir, the find trangporter has just
arived.”

“Load time?’

“Ten minutes, gr.”

“Good, good. Once the ship is packed, you are to assemble the men at the Grant. The course
has been logged in, you'll follow the MacArthur and the Jackson into orbit and well make the shift
to E-gpace. Any questions?’

“No, gr.”

“Good. Carry on.”

Spears looked at the men loading the MacArthur. Nodded a one of them who glanced over
a him. Strode away, toward the command ship Jackson.

* * % % %

Wilks and Billie were dmogt at the service hatch when somebody behind them caled out.

“Hey, you three! What are you doing there? This area is off-limitd”

Wilks turned, ready to pull his carbine up and start shooting. But Powell moved into the line of
fire between Wilks and the trooper behind them.

“At ease, trooper,” Powdl said.

“Mgor Powd|?’

“Thet'sright.”

For a moment the young marine looked confused. It had been drilled into him from his first day
inthe Corps: If an officer says jump, you're in the ar before you ask how high he wants it. But this
was one of Spears's troops, and the mgor was no longer in command. The trooper’s intelectud
waters might be muddy but one thing was clear: A generd outranked a mgor and the generd was
gving the orders.

“Keep moving, Billie” Wilks said softly. Since Powell blocked the marine guard's view, he
dowly shifted his weapon, swung the barrd around carefully.

“You'd better come with me, gr,” the trooper said.

“l don't have time for this maring” Powdl said. “Generd Spears and | have sttled our
differences and I’ ve got business that cannot wait. Cal him, if you like, but hurry it up.”

From his angle, Wilks could see the trooper reeching for the bonefone control over his right



ear. In another second he would be online with whoever was running the operations channd and the
game would be over. Wilks now had his carbine amed right at the trooper—only Powdl stood right
under the sghts. Now or never.

“Powdl, get down!” Wilks yelled.

The mgor was pretty quick. He dived to hisright, hit flat on the deck, giving Wilks a clear line
of fire.

The young marine was confused again. He didn’t know whether to finish his opchan cdl or
shoot. Hetried to do both.

Wilks fired a sngle round, hit the man square in the middle of the chest. A cleen heart shot.
With the 20mm high+velocity dug, such a hit would usudly put a man down pretty fast. The head and
pine were better targets, but while a sngle shot might go unnoticed in dl the mechanica noise and
fud vertting in the hangar, aful burst would not.

The trooper went down, dill looking confused. His carbine sagged. Went off. Half a dozen
rounds blasted from the uncontrolled weapon, bullets spanged off the deck. Damn!

Powell, who was ralling, caught at least one of the dugs when he came up in the wrong place.
Wilks saw the man’s head explode.

When he' d been a boy, Wilks had once put a big firecracker into a watermelon. The effect of
the bullet a this range was much the same as what had happened to the watermelon when the
firecracker went off.

“Ah, shit!”

“Wilks?’

“Get inthe ship, Billie Fast!”

* * % % %

Seated in the control cabin of the Jackson, Spears got a cdl on the opchan.

“Sir, there has been some small-arms fire near the Mac Arthur.”

Spears reached out and put the control computer online. “ Cause?’

“Sir, we found Mgor Powdl’s body next to that of one of the sentries”

“l see. Any other activity?’

“No, gr. The MacArthur isloaded and sealed.”

“Good. Let Powdl’s traitors bury him,” Spears said. “I will be lifting off in three minutes. Clear
the hangar and cut the gravity.”

“Yes, ar.”

Spears daved the MacArthur to the Jackson, checked the codes to be sure the computer
didn't have them wrong. Everything was green, al systems functioning properly. Overhead, the hatch
covering the hangar began to dide back. He could fed the drone of the big pumps as they sucked
the ar indde the hangar into storage tanks. The gravity began to fade. A amdl tap on the repdlors
and the ship would rise. Once he was clear of the hangar, he would light the engines and boost into a
dingshat orbit.

“Launch minus one minute” came the dry voice of the control comp.

The infocrawl on the screen sped by. The Jackson was clear to lift, the haich over the
MacArthur would be fully retracted in thirty-sx seconds...

Spears nodded to himsdf. Perfect.

* * % % %



Indde the ship, Billie and Wilks looked at rows of diens in therr containers, stacked on ther
Sdesin bins, three high.

“Chrig,” Billie said.

“Yeah. Come on, Iet’s find the control room.”

They' d taken hdf a dozen steps when the gravity faded considerably.

“Wilks? What isit?’

“l don’'t know. Maybe a mdfunction in the station. Or maybe...” he trailed off.

“Maybe what?’

“Nothing.”

“Come on, Wilks. Don't start holding out on me now.”

“Could be we're about to lift. Ingde a hangar they’ll shut down the faux grav and use the
repdlors to boogt, that's SOP so they don't fry the hangar with the engines’ exhaugt.”

“We can't leave. Mitch—"

“I know, | know. Let’'s seeif we can find the control room and do something.”

With the gravity reduced to that of the planetoid, norma waking was impossible, they’d bound
to the caling with every step. Wilks moved usng a kind of svimming hop. He'd take a short, tiny
step, grab something anchored, and pull himsdf dong asiif they were underwater. Billie figured it out
pretty quick and it seemed to work.

They hurried toward the control room.

“Lift-off commencing,” the computer said.

Spears fdt a dight tug as the repellors kicked on, shoving the ship sraight up. After a moment
the repdlors cut off and the massve ship drifted upward like a hot-air baloon on a cool and crisp
morning. Spears touched a control. The externd hardskin armor retracted and the inner polarized
plate in the control cabin cleared. The blackness of space lay over the ship and planet like a shroud
pierced with laser points.

He liked space trave, the sense of going vast distances to do great things. Made a men fed
powerful, knowing he could conquer the gdaxy that way, secure in his machine from the killer
vacuum that would stedl your air.

Can't touch me, he thought. He grinned at the vac for its impotency.

He switched another control on and got externd cameras going. Put the rear viewer onscreen.
Saw the MacArthur begin to rise from the base.

When the second ship was clear, Spears found another control, one that had not been inddled
when this ship had been built, a jury-rigged button atop a powerful tranamitter. He had put that one
inhimsdf. He shoved the button down with his thumb.

Beow, the engines of the remaining starships would begin converting themsalves to molten
wasgte. In less than aminute, what had been the acme of man's technology would be no more than a
white-hot soup of swirling metd and plagtic and dectrovird matrices, dl cooked beyond repair by
anyone less than a god. And if God could fix them, he was one hdl of an engineer.

Caefully, Spears opened the plagtic box containing his cigars. He picked one from the middle
of the box, pulled the tube out, twisted the airtight cap free. A tiny whoosh as the inert gas escaped,
bringing with it the smdl of a fresh cigar. He tilted the tube, removed the dark Jamaican Lonsdae,
and looked at it with reverence. Worth a fortune, the dark-leafed beauty was about to go up in
smoke. He smiled. Wasn't that the way of things? Even a great cigar would be nothing but ash after
it was smoked. Things didn’t endure. Only deeds lasted. And nobody had ever done a greater deed
then to reclam an entire planet from an enemy, and the motherworld of humans to boot.

He clipped the end of the Lonsdale with his cutter, wet the fragrant lesf with his lips, sucking on
it lightly, then reached for his lighter.



Thefirg puff filled his nodtrils and sinuses and he blew it gently into the control cabin’s coal air,
watched the blue smoke pulled into the cleaners.

It didn’t get much better than this, thought the savior of mankind. No, sr.
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“Wilkd” Billie yelled. “ Stop the ship!”

The gravity was gone, the ship was lifting, and Wilks knew there was no help for ether from
where he sat. The control board for the vessel was locked; nothing he tried got any response. Still,
hetried.

“Wilks, goddammit, you promised—!"

“So fucking sue me! | can't do hit here! We're on automatic!”

Billie stared a him asiif he had suddenly sprouted horns and a forked tail.

“Thisship is probably daved to Spears's,” he said. “We go where he's going. I'm sorry.”

She stared, not speaking.

Wilks sghed, leaned back, and pulled his safety straps tight. Okay, it was too bad about
Budler, but it waan't his fault. He would have hed the ship down for the android if he could have,
but there was no help for it. It gdled him to leave a marine from his unit behind, but he'd done it
before. A lot of his comrades had died dong the way. When your number was up, it was up. What
the hell. Billie would probably come around to that view, and if she didn’t, too fucking bad. Life was
hard. She should know that by now.

Spears had his com on and it was only a matter of a couple of minutes before the frantic cdls
began to come through.

“Generd Spears! Thisis Pockler, on the Grant! There's been an engine mdfunction! The ship
isnonoperationd, sr! We can't lift!”

Spears looked a the com. The transmission was no-pix, o he couldn’t see the man's face, but
he could tdl wdl enough from the tone of voice how rattled the trooper must appear.

“Generd Spears? We're getting reports from the other ships, somebody has sabotaged their
engines, too! Sir! Please answer!”

Spears took another puff of the cigar. God, this was a greet smoke! He' d have to toke it dl, of
course, you couldn’'t smoke hdf and save it for later, it wouldn't store even in dead gas, not and be
fresh like before.

“Gengd Spears! Sir, we are trapped here! You'll have to bring the Mac Arthur back down!”

The ventilators sucked the used smoke away. He thought about shutting the things off and
blowing a few smoke rings—they’ d hang there for along timein the grestly reduced gravity—but no.

“Sir, the dien drones have dl gone crazy! They’re hanmering a the ship, they're everywhere,
it'slike they' ve logt thair mindd”

Spears observed the glowing end of the cigar, held the thing up so the nearest intake vent could
draw the ash away. Wouldn't do to foul the cabin with the residue, no matter how vauable it had
been before. So, the diens could tdl that the queen was off-planet. Interesting. He wondered if the
empathic connection was shut off by distance. Mugt be something like that. Mama had left and the
children were upset. Mogt interesting.

“Gengrd—!”

But a good cigar, ah, now that was really interesting.

The ship’s controls were locked but the com was operational. Wilks wasn't gonna be meking
any outgoing cdls he didn't want to take the chance somebody might overhear them—so far, he
didn’t think anybody knew they were here. And not that he had anybody to cdl, anyhow.



But somebody knew they were here. The board cheeped with an incoming, complete with
visud.

Budler.

Damn.

“Mitch!”

He didn't look any the worse for wear on the holoproj. Billie couldn’t tdl where he was, there
was some bland officdike background behind where he sat behind a desk. His new legs weren't
vishle and if she hadn’t known better, she would have thought he was as whole as when they’d met.
So long ago. So far away.

“Helo, Billie I've got this channd in a security pipe, computer-guided, nobody can overhear
us if you want to talk. If you don't, | understand.”

Billielooked at Wilks.

The marine shrugged. “Go ahead. Anybody figures out we're here, fuck it. | just redized this
boat is like a pay ship, we're carrying the cargo Spears wants.” He touched a control.

“Mitch, I'm here”

“I'm so glad to see you're okay,” he said. “I was worried you'd been hit when the shooting
Sarted.”

“You saw it?

“l was across the way from you, yeah.”

“Mitch, I'm sorry—"

“Not your fault,” he cut in. “ Spears has your ship daved to his you couldn’'t have stopped it
without wrecking it.”

“Can you get on another ship?’

He grinned, a amdl and tight expression. “Probably, though it wouldn't do much good. The
troops dl piled into one and the motor wouldn't start. My guess is that Spears dagged the engines.
He doesn't want anybody following him.”

There was a muted explosion in the background.

“What was that?’

“Grenade, probably. The dien drones left here are running amuck. Spears took the queen. |
think they can sense that, somehow.”

“Oh, God—"

“There s nothing to be done about it, Billie I'm here and you're there. If there is a God, he or
she or it has awarped sense of humor, from what | have seen.”

“Mitch, |—I—"

“Don't, Billie. | have had some time to think about things and you're right. We're too different
for it to have worked long-term. We'd have tried and probably beaten whatever we fdt for each
other to death sooner or later. Itisn't just that | was made one way and you another. Our frames of
reference are different. Even if we could have worked out dl the uff that went before, the ride
wouldn't have lasted much longer.”

“We could have madeit lagt, if | hadn’t been so afraid,” she said.

He shook his head. Another exploson drifted up dong the radio and televison channds to
where she sat watching him.

“No. The newer modd androids, the redly dick APs, maybe they’ ve made the crossover into
full-fledged humeanity. Until 1 was torn apart by the dien, | could fool somebody’s eye, that's dl. |
could even fool mysdf for alittle while. In the end, I’'m not redly human, not in the same way you
ae’”

Billie couldn’t spesk.



Wilks butted in. “You're better than we are, Budler. That's your problem. Tougher, smarter,
faster, and when it gets right down to it, more humane and more forgiving. If | were in your boots—if
you dill had any—I’d be royaly pissed at what had been done to me. You're letting us off the hook
too easy, man. Mitch.”

Billie blinked and stared a Wilks. It was the fird time she'd ever heard Wilks use his firg
name.

Mitch got it, too. “Thanks, Wilks” he said. His voice quavered, he was bardly able to choke
the words out. Oh, God!

“You take good care of Billie”

“l will.”

“Mitch.”

“I've got to go, Billie” he said. “There are people out there dying and even though I’ ve learned
that not dl people are worth saving, | dill can’t break that little built-in ethica rule. Take care of
yoursdf, Billie | love you. | redize now | dways did. And for whatever time | have left, | dways
will. Good-bye.”

The picture vanished before she could say it.

“Mitch!”

“Carrier’s down,” Wilks said. He stared & the blank spot where the projection had been. He
wouldn't look at her.

If she'd been him, she wouldn't have looked at her, ether. She fdt like shit. Mitch was an
android, but Wilks was right. He was a better person than she was. Much better.

She cried for what seemed like along time.

“We ve broken orbit and are moving at a pretty good dip,” Wilks said.

Billie nodded dully but didn't speak.

“Probably we'll shift into Eindein space pretty soon. There are hdf a dozen deep chambersin
the forward crew section. The others have been torn out to make room for the diens but those dill
seem to be in working condition.”

Billiedidn't speak to that, ather.

“We should go down and check them out. No tdling how long we'll be in trangit once we shift.
Could be months, years, maybe.”

She looked a him. Her slence was getting on his nerves.

“Look, | dready checked for a lifeboat. They took it out for cargo space. If they'd It it, we
could have gone back. There are afew deep-space and C-suits, but they wouldn’t do us any good.
Even if we survived the trip down—and that's red iffy—we couldn't lift again. The diens will
eventudly take over the base, you know that. Going back without away to lift would be suicide. We
couldn’t help anybody.”

“l understand,” she said. Her voice was dead cdm, flat, unemoationd.

Jesus.

“Maybe when we get wherever we' re going, we can make Spears pay for this” he tried.

She looked at him. “Whatever it costs him won't be enough,” she said. Same tone.

“Maybe not. But it'll make mefed better.”

After that, naither of them had anything to say for along time.

In his bunk, tucked in with nothing more than accel-gee and a few bungles, Generd Thomas
AW. Spears dept, the peaceful degp of a men without worry, a man without shame, a man without
quilt. His rest was only a little disturbed by a pleasant, dightly sexud dream of war. He was riding
with Stonewdl Jackson, it was early in the Battle of Chancdlorsville, before Jackson received the



wounds that would take his arm, then later his life “The Lord has given us this day in victory,”
Jackson said. Spears, who had nothing but contempt for any kind of rdigion, smiled and nodded.
The Lord helped those who had the troops and the best strategy and tactics. But then again, victory
was the key word, wasn't it?

Always Always.
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Wilks sat in what passed for a rec room on this tub, saring a the view of the MacArthur
provided by the nose cam he'd managed to program to track Spears's vessel. The other ship was
maybe hdf a klick ahead and dightly offset, rldive to their ship. They could have been directly
adern of the Mac, given that gee drives didn't spew dangerous flux, but the maneuver was an old
one, adopted when such things had dill been a problem.

Agang the backdrop of blackness and pinpoints of unblinking stars, the other ship appeared
frozen. There was no sense of movement, Spears's ship just seemed to hang there. Even the drone
of their own engines was merdly background sound, like being ingde some big factory that throbbed
but certainly wasn't going anywhere.

Asindl military ships designed to be sailed or flown by men, the Jackson had certain supplies
carefully stored away. Ship’s rations weren't ever going to top anybody’s culinary lists but you could
urvive egting them. There was enough food stashed to keep Wilks and Billie dive and even hedthy
for years, dl the proper vitamins and minerds carefully included. That was assuming they stayed in
normd space, droning dong under the gravity drives.

Billie didn’t talk much these days, but Wilks understood that. She was grieving, and the way he
saw it, rightly so. He'd tried to warn her, back when he'd fird seen it coming, but she hadn't
ligened. It didn’t make him fed amug to think that he'd told her so. That was the problem with being
older and maybe a little wiser in the ways of the gdaxy. You thought you had something to offer,
only thing was, dmost nobody ever wanted to hear it. Billie was a kid, he was old enough to be her
father. Not that he'd ever thought of himsdf as the fatherly type, but he had seen the grief between
her and Budler coming along way off. He'd tried to tdl her, to spare her, but she was like the new
Colonid Marine recruits he'd seen over the years. Fresh, convinced that nobody had ever done
anything except them, reinventing the whed for themsdves. They sddom sad it but Wilks had
learned to hear it in their ungpoken thoughts Old fart like you? What can you know, gramps? You
were never young, or if you were, it was so long ago you' ve forgotten what it was like. Save your
breath, old man, you'll need it to totter off to your grave. Fucking kids.

They were right about one thing, it was hard to remember when he'd been that stupid. He
could recdl it, but it made him want to shake his head. If he got stuck in a lift with the topectomy
he' d been a nineteen, he probably would throttle the sdlf-righteous little bastard after five minutes
Three minutes.

“Wilks?”

“Huh?’

“Wha are we going to do?’

He shrugged. He could have taken her question to mean a whole bunch of things but he knew
what she meant: What are we going to do about Spears? The man was long past sanity, he'd left his
troops to die, had killed many of them himsdf, and was now on a fool’s errand that would certainly
be the end of them dl.

“Wilks?’

“Right now, nothing. We don't have any armament, nothing to shoot with except the hand
wespons, which don’t do us any good againg a ship like that, even if we could figure out a way to hit
it from here. Oh, yeah, we could go EVA, we got a few suits, but we're accderating and there€' s no
way we can make up the relative speed. The squirt gunsin the suits won't push us hard enough.

“That’s not to mention what would happen if Spears decided it was time to make the legp into
Eingein while we were outsde dicking around.”



Billie blinked. He couldn’t tdl if she was redly interested in this or not, but he pretended she
was. “See, the drive fidds pretty much follow the contours of the ship generaing “em. If we were
hugging the hull, maybe we' d go dong for the ride. But anything that stuck out, an am or leg or a
head, maybe, would be Ieft behind.”

Billie blinked again, didn’t speak.

“The fidd is better than any armor we' ve ever devised, you know, nathing gets through it, so
we couldn’'t get back insde. So, even if we didn't get razored in hdf, there we' d be, outside the ship
for however long we were in the warp. Months, a year, maybe longer.”

“Maybe that wouldn't be so bad,” Billie said.

“Maybe, if you don't mind running out of oxy and choking to desth on your own CO02. Then
when the ship did drop back into n-space and eventudly started to decelerate, our bodies would zip
on ahead and probably spend eternity tumbling through space. There are better ways to shuffle off.”

“And worsg,” Billie said.

“Yeah. There are worse.”

“So where does thet leave us?’

“Waiting. We can wreck this ship. Spears doesn’'t want that, not with hislittle army of mongters
onboard. Maybe we can threaten him. Tear out the computers, get control somehow, ram the son of
a bitch. Or maybe once we come out of the warp and dart to dow down, we get a chance a
something.”

“Quch as...?

“Hdl, | don’t know, Billie | don’'t have dl the answers. You got here a the same time | did.
Maybe if you weren't feding so fucking sorry for yoursalf you might come up with something!”

She stared a him. “You knew Mitch was an android. Before | ever met him, you knew. You
didn't tdl me”

Wilks glared back at her. “Yeah, and | tried to tdl you to stay away from him, didn’t 1? You
weren't having any of it. You can't blame this on me, kid. | did everything but lock you in your
quarters to keep you away from Budler. It never occurred to you | might know whet the hdl | was
taking about, did it? Old chem-head twenty-year grunt, what the fuck could | know about anything,
right?”

Billie looked down, said, “You'reright. It wasn't your fault. I'm sorry.”

He fdt his anger evaporate. Jesus. Big tough marine, besting up on thelittlegirl. “1t's okay. I'm
sorry, too.”

That was dl ether of them had to say for the momernt.

Before they could pick up the thread of the conversation again, the ship's warning buzzers
sounded.

“Shit. That's the ten-minute sgnd. We're going into warp,” he sad. “Better get to the deep
chambers.”

“Wha's the hurry?’

“Warp space does ugly things to your mind if you stay awake. | did haf an hour once, part of a
test group. It makes your worst nightmare seem tame.”

She shuddered and he knew how she fdt. They had both dreamed about the diens too many
times and those visons were horrible enough.

They hurried toward the deep chambers.

Spears had three chambers from which to choose, dl of which were functioning perfectly. He
was normaly not a triple-redundancy man when it came to his persond safety, but this misson was
much bigger than a sngle human. Nothing must be left to chance at this stage.

He dimbed into the center chamber. All three of the hyperdeep tubes had been rigged with



specid darm systems. If any of the biodectronics in his life-support system should mafunction, he
would be awakened and given the command to transfer to another chamber by a recording of
himsdf. Even if he were half-adeep he would understand the order well enough to make the change.

Not that he thought any such mdfunction would happen, but if it did, he was prepared., In due
course he would arive in the vidnity of Earth. In due course he would choose the spot where the
retaking of Terra would begin. He intended that it be some historicd batlefidd: Gettysburg, the
Alamo, Waterloo, perhaps the Plain of Jars or the, ruins of B Salvador. Somewhere symbalic, to
rdly men behind him and his new army. He had considered a new place, somewhere untouched
before by the mighty engines of war, but no. Standing on the shoulders of some higoricd giant would
only add to his own stature. Besides, there were so few spots on Earth that had never seen any war.
Offhand, he couldn’t even think of one. Might as wel choose a site with well-known glory.

As the lid of the chamber damshelled down and the medicd machineries hummed to life and
connected themsdves to him, Spears consdered his choices. Iwo Jma. Hiroshima Normandy.
Capetown. Bunker Hill. The Rio de Morte. Pearl Harbor. The Golan Haeights. Baghdad. The 38th
Pardld. Sparta. Rome...

So many places from which to select. What a wonderful thing war was...
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Sexp:

The software of three human minds chemicadly shunted and spun Zen-like through the wet
hardware of their brains with liquid neuronic flows, dendritic capacitors zgpping, the
subconscious-nesses Snging hormondly to themsdlves.

Alonein amillion-kilometer emptiness save for each other and things not human, they dreamed.

One mind was filled with joy. Two minds were caught in the clawed grips of horror. Of this
latter pair, one faced certain desth but fought vaiantly, knowing Death would win. The other
discovered she would live forever—but with the mongter she faced as an eternd companion.

There was redly no question as to which was the more terrifying dream. No question &t dl.

Billie awoke and for a moment didn’'t know where she was or how she had come to be there.
Her back ached, her arms and legs were sore, her mouth was gummy. Puzzling, but in its own way, it
was one of the happiest moments of her life: she had no baggage.

Then she remembered.

The lid of the chamber fanned up, the circulators kicked on, and a breeze of stde ship ar
wafted over her. She heard the click of Wilks's degp chamber as the lid yawned like a hydraulic
damshdl, saw him wince and turn his head as he came awake.

Wilks sat up, rubbed at his eyes, stuck his tongue out. He looked over a Billie and nodded.
“Time to rise and shine” he said. His voice was a hoarse croak. “Another glorious day in the
Corps.”

Billie stared at him, “That's what my old platoon sarge used to say every time we finished a
sesson in one of these suckers” Wilks said.

“What happened to him?’

“Something he disagreed with ate him.”

The two of them padded to the showers and cranked the sprayers on. Billie stripped
unsafconscioudy and stepped under the water. The spray was more of a drizzle but the water was
hot and she fet some of the soreness from the months of deep ebb under the warmth.

Wilks looked &t her, taking in her nakedness, then turned back to let the water soak his har
and run down his face and body. Billie saw the scars on his body, some worse than the one on his
face, marks of combat she supposed, ether in wars or pubs or on some street somewhere. She
wondered why he hadn’'t had the scars resected and wiped. Even with the marks on his body, he
wasin pretty good shape for somebody old enough to be her father. Nice ass.

Funny, she'd never redly thought of Wilks that way, except in her nightmares. But that was
more or less a standard feature of her dreams, had been since she was akid. A mongter tearing itsdf
out of somebody she knew. All the more horrible because it had actuadly happened to some of the
people she had known. Her parents. Her brother.

Wilks turned around to let the water play on his neck and back and Billie glanced down. If he
thought of her in a sexud manner, it sure didn't show. It was kind of difficult for a man to hide that
kind of reaction. Not that she had dl that much experience with men, there had been a few, but one
didn’'t grow up in a hospital without learning a little anatomy. She knew what went where, and what it
had to look like before it could get there. There was no sdute from Wilks to show any interest in her
as awoman.

“How long were we adeep?’

Wilks, eyes closed againg the stream of hot water, shrugged. “1 dunno. | didn't check the



meter. But if the ship woke us up, we must be close to where we' re going.”

“What now?’

“Wefinish our showers, get something to eat. Figure out our next move after that. One thing at
atime”

Billie nodded, leaned forward a little so the water could trickle down her spine. Maybe that
was the only way to get through life without going crazy. Take it one thing at a time, little bites you
could chew without choking.

Spears made the discovery dmost by accident. He' d been awake for 9x hours, had cleaned
up and eaten amed, dressed in ship fatigues and run a few system checks. This latter was more for
his peace of mind than anything else, the ship’'s operational computer being suffident to handle
virtudly dl the chores without regulation from him. But being a careful man, he occasondly checked
to be certain things were running as they should.

In this case, things were not running as they should. A tracking sysem on the cargo ship
floating there a couple of klicks behind the Jackson sad that two of the deep chambers had been
activated and utilized during the trip through hyperspace. Water had been drained from the storage
tanks and then fed back into the recycler. Power consumption was up dightly from that necessary to
maintain the troops in their suspension tanks. Oxygen consumption was aso higher then it should be.

On the face of it, there were two scenarios that came to mind: one, a mafunction ether in his
computer or theinternad systems on the MacArthur; or, two—

Somebody unauthorized was on that ship. They’d dept in the chambers, and were now
bresthing the air, drinking the water, and usng the lights. There would be food stores being eaten,
too.

Other than the drive, Spears had not thought to dave the ship’sinternd controls to his board, it
hadn’t seemed necessary. He had no eyes on the cargo ship, no way to shut down the ar or power.
True, he did have some wegponry on the Jackson capable of dissbling or even destroying his
companion vessd, but the lagt thing he wanted was for anything to happen to his precious cargo.

He leaned back in the form-chair and looked & the computer-generated infocrawl. All right.
So there were a couple of stowaways on the ship behind him. No big dedl. They didn't know he
knew they were there. When he put down on Earth, he would take care of the problem before they
knew what hit them. A par of deserters, of frightened human troopers, wouldn't give him any
trouble. A concusson grenade through the hatch and anybody standing around would be out of it.
The tacticd advantage was his. They were ill a couple of weeks away from landing; he had plenty
of time to plan the best way to take care of sniveing ship rats. Meanwhile, there were other things to
do. He had to get hmsdf prepared for the coming battle. War was imminent. And about damned
time, too.

Wilks exercised, usng parts of the ship not designed for such activity but things that could be
made to work. A thick pipe for chins. A par of stoals for dips and push-ups. Anything he could
hook his feet under for crunches. He worked hard & it, harder than he would have had he been
done on the ship. That episode with Billie in the shower had cdled up a bunch of mixed emotions.
On the one hand, he remembered her as a ten-year-old child, crying in fear as he saved her from the
desth her parents had suffered. On the other hand, standing naked next to her in the shower, he saw
that she was a grown woman, attractive, and it had been too long since he had been with somebody
that way. Billie had done it with Budler, Wilks knew that.

But—Jesus. He was old enough to be her father. And for a brief time had more or less
functioned in thet role. True, he hadn’t seen her for a decade or so &fter he rescued her, and that
child and this womean hardly seemed related. Still, it wouldn't be good to let these thoughts continue.
Not at dl.



He finished his third set of fifty crunches. His bely burned, the musdes dancing on the edge of
cramps. He lay on the deck, sweat beaded dl over him. He'd been working out for about an hour,
he was done. He'd run the water cold in the shower thistime.

* % %k % %

Billie opened amed packet. The recongtituted and heated food in the plastic container smelled
like mest and gravy, with vegetables on the side, though it was dl soypro.

Wilks entered the gdley and nodded at her. She opened a second packet for him.

They ate in Slence for a minute. 1t had been three days since they’d dropped out of warp.
Wilks had spent much of the time exercising.

“Are you avoiding me?’ she said.

He looked up from hisfood. “No. Why do you ask?’

“You seem digtracted.”

He stared at the brown goop in his container.

“No, | was just working on a plan, that's dl. Thinking.”

“Yeah?’

“Yegh”

“You want to let mein on it?’

“Wdl. It's alittle rough.”

“I’'m not going anywhere.”

“Okay. I'm pretty sure we're in the Solar System. | can’t do shit with the ingruments, they're
dl locked out, but it makes sense. With the gee drive it won't take long for us to get to Earth.
Couple weeks, tops. We Il be moving dong at a good piece of light-speed, and the lagt few days
well be coagting, then usng retro drive to dow down.”

“All right, | follow that.”

“S0 once Spears putsit into reverse, we're decelerating at the same rate. The ships, him, us. If
we it up and go EVA, we can use the suits squirters to accelerate. We're dl moving fagter than a
Speeding bullet, but it's rdative”

“So we auit up, jump off, and catch up to Spears. Then what?’

“Wdl, snce he doesn't know we're here, maybe we surprise him long enough to make it
there”

“Maybe?

“Uh, yeah, helll have proximity mass detectors. Plus radar and Doppler and luxflect. If he
happens to be gtting in front of a sensor screen, hell see us coming. Or probably there's an darm
rigged to tdl him something is coming if he happens to be on the crapper.”

“Then he shoots us to pieces, right?’

“Maybe not. Maybe he just cuts the retros and leaves us hanging in vac with no place to go.
Assuming our ship doesn’t splatter us like bugs on aflitter’ s windscreen when it “ speeds up” and zips
onhby.”

“Why does this not sound like a good idea to me?’

“Or we could wait until we get where we' re going and clonk him over the head when he opens
the door to our ship to let his tame monsters out to pee.”

“Tha's Earth, right, where there are a few million more mongters, none of them tame? No,
thanks.”

“All right. His detectors are likdy set to pick up ship-size masses or quff gpproaching at high
Speed, asteroids, space crap, like that.”
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“If we catch up red dowly, maybe the sysem doesn't kick in until we're right on top of him.”

“Sounds kind of iffy,”

“l could go down into the engine room and take a hammer to the drive. If it didn't go spastic
and warp us into a “supercompacted bdl, which it could, maybe we could disable it and make him
come to see what's wrong. He doesn’'t want to lose this cargo.”

“l don't like that plan much at dl.”

“Me, nather. So unless you got something better, 1 say we wait until he hits the brakes and
then we go to him.”

Billiesghed. “It's dways something, isn't it, Wilks? Never boring, being around you.”

“That’'s me. Life of the party

In his cabin, Spears laid out his uniform for the initid upcoming battle on Earth. HE' d saved one
dress uniform, the billed cap with the gold braid and his star, the regulation black slks with his
ribbons and medds, the evershine orthoplast over-the-caf boots. He'd wear a bdt with his two
antique revolvers, and the uniform’s dress sword. Strictly spesking, of course, it wasn't SOP to
wear dress blacks and ceremonia wegponry into a combatsit, but while he was going to be
on-scene, he wasn't going to lead the new troops into battle. No, he would command from the rear
this firg time, he was too vaduable to risk himsdf in this foray. Too bad. He'd never considered
himsdf a REMF—a rear echdon motherfucker—no armchair commander. But in this case, he
would have to forgo the pleasure of standing shoulder-to-shoulder with his men when the guns began
to speak. He would be the most vauable man on the fidd not Smply because he was the only men
on the fidd, but because if something happened to him the war was over. Only he and the queen
could command these soldiers and he could hardly trust her to continue the fight if he were gone.

No, he would stand back, this once, until he had more troops, more humans to help him. He
was, after dl, the commanding generd of the Colonid Marines now, indeed, commander-in-chief of
dl military forces. And why not? Once he brought back records of his success, once he showed
whoever was left how the job had to be done, who would dare to deny him the rank? And if
anybody could be that supid, a wave of his hand would remove the obstacle. Sic “em, boys.

Spears amiled. It was dl going so wel. Asde from a couple of minor glitches back a Third
Base, nothing the historians would linger over unduly, everything had run as smoothly as lube on
glass. It was only a matter of days now. All the years of preparation were about to pay off.

He rehung the uniform, put the sword and boots away.

He had decided to land in South Africa, a northeastern section of which was once cdled the
Natd province. In the late 1800s, the area had been ruled by a naive named Cetshwayo, who
commanded a large amy of warriors known as the Zulu. They were fierce fighters, the Zulu, and
there had been alot of them, but even so, they’d been no match for the technologicaly advanced
British when it came to war. In one famous battle, a amdl unit of British soldiers withstood an assaullt
agang a vadly superior number of Zulu for some days, due to their better weapons, tactics, and
traning.

Spears related to that. A tiny force, wel directed and focused stopped an entire army. All
things being equd,, it was the commanders who decided battles. The diens were fierce, savage, hard
as iron, but they fought like ants. They had not learned the arts of war as had men, and few if any
men knew those arts as wel as Spears did.

Give me a lever and a place to stand and | will move the gdaxy, Spears thought. He had his
place. His lever flew in the ship behind him. He was so full of anticipation he could hardly breathe.
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“You awake?’

Billie rolled over on the pad and looked up. She was in her underwear, the room was warm
enough so she didn’'t need any covers, Wilks stood there, dressed in a spacesuit liner, white stretch
thet fit im like paint.

“I am now.”

“We re decdlerating,” he said.

“Oh, shit”

“Yeah. Timeto get dressed for the party, kid.”

Only a week away now, Earth loomed large ahead of Spears. He tried to settle down with a
higory of the Gladitorid War, but the text did not hold his interest. Over the years he'd forced
himsf to learn patience, to wait, but it was hard now that he saw the god so tantdizingly close.
Here was the light a the end of the tunnd, the finish line for a race run long and hard. He found
himsdf garing at the image on the viewer and when that wasn't enough, lifting the outer armor and
looking directly at the distant planet through the thick, hardened glass.

Don't worry, I’'m coming to save you. I'll be there soon. A few more days and your liberaion

will begin.

Wilks knew he couldn’t think of everything that might go wrong. And even if he could he didn’t
redly want to anyhow. If he knew dl the pitfals, he probably wouldn’'t go. But hey, fuck it. If you sat
around worrying dl the time, you' d never get anything done. Get a plan and move on it, that was the
way.

The two of them stood in the lock, mogly suited, carrying what they thought they would need.
Strapped to them with cro-tape were extra oxy bottles, ther carbines and ammo, dl the squirters
they could find. They were joined to each other by a three-meter length of cable, connected to lock
rings on the hips, his on the right, hers on the Ieft. There wasn't redly any way to judge their rdaive
speed once they Ieft the ship, hdl, even while they were on the ship, but Wilks was hoping to move
dowly, to make up the two klicks or so in an hour, no faster. They had enough ar for three hours
and if they hadn’t managed to get ingde Spears' s ship by then, well, too bad. Wilks had rigged both
auits with grenades from the carbing' s launcher. If he ran out of ar, he wasn't going to choke to
deeth dowly out there. Move a protective cover and a sharp rap with the suit’s pliers and boom, end
of sory.

“Billie?’

She was fiddling with her crotch plate, dill unsedled.

“l can't get this damned plug inright. Do | have to use it?’

“Unless you want ydlow globules floating up in front of your eyesif you have to pee, yeah.”

“Doexn’'t seem fair to me” she said. “This operation must have been designed by a man.”

“Nature of the plumbing, sorry. You need a hand?’

There was a moment of slence.

“Maybe not,” she said. “If you do that, maybe we won't get out of here for awhile”

W, there it was. Wilks nodded, managed a amile behind his faceplate. So the thought had
crossed her mind, too. Made him fed a little better, for some reason he couldn’t quite figure out.
Kind of like, well, if they both saw it, they didn’t have to follow up on it.



Billie returned his amile, and Wilks fdt asif she understood what he was thinking.
“I'vegot it,” she said. “Yeg, it'sacold little devil.”

“ItIl warm up. Y ou ready?’

“As|’m gaing to get, yeah.”

“Okay. Sed it up and start your air flow. Might as well get this show on the road.”

Billie amiled a Wilks s back as he moved to the outer door to open the lock. So that’s what dl
those push-ups were dl about. He' d thought about sex, too.

Maybe in this case the thought was better than the act. Not doing it, but afterward. Somehow
the idea of waking up next to Wilks the morning after seemed utterly strange. And maybe what she
hed fdt had something to do with putting her life on the line again. That urge to reproduce yoursdf
when you thought you weren’t going to be around much longer. She’d learned about thet in a class at
the hospitd. It was, so they had said, a common reaction to near-death experiences, especidly in
sudden and vidlent confrontations with the grim reaper. Something about relessing stress.

The hatch did open. A little flurry of ar blew out and turned into white crygdline swirls. Wilks
stepped out, used his magnetic boots, and stood on the side of the ship, sticking out like a thorn on a
gem. Billie followed him.

When they were both outside, free of the ship’s faux grav, Wilks turned so that his back faced
the distant dot of the other ship. “You okay? Don’t speak, just nod or shake your head.”

Billie nodded. He'd told her they’d be usng line-of-sght lasarlight corns, short range and
focused in the same direction that the speaker was looking. That was so Spears couldn't overhear
them. If you can see Spears's ship, Wilks had said, don’t open your mouth, don’'t say a word. The
corns were supposed to be good for a couple hundred meters, no more, but you never knew. If he
knew they were out here, it could get red tricky red fast. If she wanted to speak to him, they had to
take turns looking away from the Jackson when they did it.

Wilks dumped dong the side of the ship. Without anything to relate to, up and down didn’t
have much meaning, and Billie quickly adjusted her mind-set so it seemed she wasn't waking on the
dde of the vessel but on top of it.

It took a couple of minutes to get to the front of the MacArthur. When they were perched on
the nose like flies on the end of a banana, Wilks turned around to look at her. “Okay, you remember
the drill?’

Billie nodded.

“All right. Cut the power to your boots and use the squirter, on three. One ... two... threg!”

Billie shut off her magnetics and triggered the squirter. It looked like nothing so much as an
indoor plant sprayer; there was a narrow neck with alever, a kind of handguard loop over that, and
undernesth, asmdl thick plagtic tank with the compressed gasinit.

The squirter tried to pull itsdf out of her hand, but she tightened her grip and giffened her am
and was lifted clear of the ship. She twisted dightly, saw Wilks pointing behind them, and amed her
Squirter that way and depressed the control again.

The gas made faint sparkles as it spewed and froze.

It took a little adjustment but after a couple of minutes she and Wilks evened out and flew sde
by sde, the thin cail of line connecting them left a bit dack. He faced forward more than Billie did,
but she could shift her head enough indde the quit to peripherdly see the ship ahead of them. All too
quickly their own ship seemed to drop into the distance behind them, dwindling to the Sze of atoy
modd.

Wilks puffed out a couple of short bursts on the squirter and turned himsdlf so he could spesk.

“Might as wel rdax and enjoy theride” he sad.

Billie nodded. She redized she was bresthing too quickly and made an effort to dow that



down. It redly was something, to be floating dong in the middle of nowhere like this, soaring like
some magica bird across the bleakness. Whatever else happened, this was truly something.

Unable to deep and knowing he could not alow himsdf to become exhausted at this stage of
the invasion, Spears used a soporific popper. The medicine fdt cold as it blasted through the skin
over the crook of his ebow. Within a minute he was feding drowsy. He decided to fdl adeep
weatching the gpproaching Earth, now a smdl half bdl lighted on the “top.” That meant the sun was
“gdbove’ it, rddivey spesking, and bright enough even at this distance to cause the polarizers to
darken the glass.

The drug washed over him and he drifted on chemicd tides into the doldrums of Morpheus.

Wilks could make out details on the ship; he guessed they were maybe Sx or seven hundred
meters away. He' d dready dowed them down twice, and it seemed they were ill moving too fa,
but now he figured they were either going to make it or they weren’t and fuck it.

He'd lad it out for Billie that they were going to try for one of the aft locks. His reasoning was
that if Spears was forward in the control area, where he ought to be, checking his damned sensors if
he heard them coming, then it would take him a minute or two to get from the front of the vessd to
the rear. It wasn't a huge ship, but there wasn't any reason for him to go aft unless he thought
somebody was knocking on the door there and maybe that would buy them enough time. More iffy
shit, but hey, there it was.

Once they got into the ship, if they did, they’d shuck the suits, grab their carbines, and take
Spears out.

Tha was pretty much as far as Wilks had gotten with his plan. He assumed that Spears was
aone, Budler had seemed to confirm that, but maybe he had company. A bedmate or somebody.
They'd look red carefully, if they got that far.

Stll, Wilks was optimigtic. They’d gotten this far, hadn’'t they? With some pretty good odds
agang them, they were dill dive. Maybe they had a patron god with nothing better to do than watch
out for them. Or maybe dl the good luck was about to go sour. No way to know, nothing to do but

keep on going,

Billieredlized as they neared the ship through the void that she wasn't ever going to get used to
this. She had avoided death for what seemed like dozens of times in her life, from Rim until now.
Somehow, she expected that she would become acclimated to it, like getting into a soak tub that was
abit too hot. Once you settled in and got ill, your body adjusted itsdif.

That wasn't hgppening here. The rush of adrendine through her, her rgpid heartbeat and too
quick breathing, those were the same. Her bowels twisted, her mouth was dry. And it was a good
thing Wilks made her put that urinary plug in. It was as if fear had her in its grip and was sgueezing
her tightly. The closer they got to the ship, the more Billie wanted to turn and run away. Her
conscious mind knew they had to do this, but some deep part of her, way beyond the Billie who was
usudly in control, that part wanted her to find a deep hole and crawl into it. Leave, it said. Fled!
Hurry, before it’s too late!

On the one hand she was more fadigic about survivd; on the other hand she was just as
scared of dying. Not the dying itsef so much as the way of it. Going to deep a a hundred ten or
twenty, surrounded by your family who loved you, grandchildren, great-grandchildren, that was not
30 bad. Being eaten by amindless dien monster or running out of ar in space were not such pleasant
ways to end one's short life.

But there was nathing to be done for it. It was take the risk now and maybe die or for certain
die later.

Wait until later! her inner voice screamed. It's always better to wait until later!



Spears stood near the new road built by the Royd Enginears at Laswari, the dark earth
packed and rutted by the passage of horse-drawn cannon. Sir Arthur turned to him and said, “Wall,
old man, what do you think? Can we stop the bloody buggers?

Spears nodded. Sr Arthur wasn't yet the Duke of Wellington—how Spears knew he would
be was't quite clear—but in the matter of the fight againgt the Sndhia and Bhonde families of the
Marantha, he knew the Indians would lose,

“Well stop them.”

“Then let’s have a them, shdl we?’

Sr Arthur waved a his officers, who had been watching him carefully for the sgndl.

The cannons opened up, the muskets began to speak.

God, Spears loved the amdl of black powder in the morning.

The walls of the dying Indians began to float over the battle scene. The screams of one poor
soul in particular rose louder, arapid series of ydls, as though the man were screeching, pausing for
breath, then repedting the same monotonic noise with machindike regularity. Aaahh! Aaahh!
Aaahh...

Spears awoke to the sound of the proximity darm’s intermittent and nerve-jangling wail. In his
drugged deep fog, the sound made no sense to him. He reached out and dapped the shut-off
control. Closed his eyes. He had incorporated the sound into his dream...

Spears druggled againg the grip of the chemica urging him back to dumber. The proximity
dam.

There was nothing threatening through the glass in front of him. Despite dl the high-tech gear,
that was the fird place Spears looked, through the window. Then he began operating the sensor
board.

Nothing showed on the radar or the Doppler screens when he brought them up. But it didn’t
take long to get the log showing what the problem was. Two man-9zed objects had come to rest &ft
on the Jackson. A quick extrgpolation determined that they had come from the MacArthur.

Asif there were anywhere dse they could have come from.

W, well. His ship rats had decided to pay him a cdl. Obvioudy they were braver than he had
figured. Odd, he hadn’t thought any of his troops would have been so—

Spears grinned. Of course. He knew who they were. That damned sergeant! And since Powell
was dead, it had to be the woman with him. Amazing. If in fact this was them again, they had more
livesthan a cat.

Spears was glad they were here. This way he could diminae them without any risk to his
cargo.

Quickly he stood, grabbed the belt with his Sdearm, and started aft. He didn't know how long
he' d dept after the proximity darm had started blaring, but it was long enough for them to arrive on
the ship’s hull. Since the locks weren't coded to keep people out—who would expect vistors in
deep space?—then they’ d get onboard. He had to kill them before they did any damage—

He dowed his pace. Hold on a moment. He had to figure they’d be armed, that they knew
who was in command of this vessdl. If he went barrding in, he might well be shot. That wouldn’t do.
He stopped. No, cowboy heroics were not the way to go here. They were pests, he would treat
them as such.

Spears turned around and went back to the operations board. Unlike the MacArthur, he did
have control of everything on this vessd. Air, power, even gravity. The rats had waked into a trap,
only they didn't know it yet. Time to ral the recorders again. The military historians of the future
would love this
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“Now what?’ Billie said. “Can we get out of these suits?” She had her faceplate open, as did
Wilks, so they could tak, but it would only be the work of a second to dap it shut and sedl it.

“No. Because Spears hasn't come blagting through the door doesn’'t mean he doesn't know
we're here. You can shuck the extra gear but keep your weapon ready.”

Wilks was dready checking his own carbine. The dry lube used in the mechanicd part of the
weapon was supposed to be more or less impervious to high or low temperatures but he cycled the
action and gected a couple of live rounds to be sure. It wouldn't do to have the damned thing frozen
solid by the cold vac if Spears did show up waving agun of his own.

“Okay, mine works,” Billie said.

“Good.”

“What now?’

“Now we wait alittle while and see what he does. If he knows we're here, helll do something.”

“Or maybe hell rig another concussion grenade like he did back on the base and wait for us to
walk through and trigger it,” she said.

“That's possible. That's another reason for us to Stay here and wait. Nothing happens for the
next hour or so, well work our way forward. Carefully.”

Billie nodded. “You'rein charge.”

Wilks nodded back at her. Y eah. He wished he fdt as good about it as he tried to sound.

Spears finished his preparations. He had to assume that the sergeant—what was his name?
Waits? Jenks? something—was a good enough soldier to do a basic recon before embarking on
anything precipitous. If he were him, he'd assume he’'d been spotted on arrivd and suspect that his
enemy was prepared for him. Which was true. In the sergeant’s boots, Spears would dig in, find a
defensible pogtion, and wait for his opportunity to take the opposition out. A Sngle well-placed shot
would do it. The sergeant mugt be hoping Spears would make a foolish misstep and give him the
chance.

Sorry, marine, not thistime.

Too bad he was no longer interested in leading humen troops. This sergeant would make a
good officer, he was brave, smart, willing to take chances. In another lifetime, Spears would have
bumped him up in rank and been glad to have himin his service. And he was certain, even though he
had not seen him, that one of the two hiding down in the &ft cargo area was... Wilks, that was his
name. Wilks.

Spears offered the unseen enemy a sketchy salute. Better luck next incarnation, son.

He moved to the attack.

Billie hunched down across from Wilks, trying to hide behind a modular cargo container,
empty, it seemed, and to get comfortable in the spacesuit. She didn't think she managed to do ether
vay wdl. The quit hadn’t been designed for such contortions and the joints didn’t bend eesly.

They were in a place where they could watch the hatch leading into the bay from the rest of the
ship. The only other ways in or out were through externa hatches, and while he didn’t think Spears
would try that, Wilks had fixed those portas so they couldn’t be opened from ether side anymore.
Nobody was going to sneak up behind them, he'd said. And nobody was going to be leaving that
way, either. Not without alot of work fird.



Waiting for something to happen was driving Billie closer to the edge every minute. She hated
this

Suddenly it got dark. And when she jerked around to look for Wilks, Billie floated up into the
ar. Shit—!

“Billie, close your faceplate! Now!”

Wilks reached up and dapped his own plate shut, then reached for his oxy feed. He heard the
door to the corridor dide open on its track, and he tried to bring his carbine to bear that way. It was
hard to do in zero gee. Spears had cut the lights and gravity, probably the air, too, and Wilks
guessed he would ether shove a gun through the door—bet your ass he was braced when the faux
grav shut down—and hose the room, or maybe toss a grenade insgde. It wouldn't be anything big,
nothing that might hole the ship.

Concussion bomb, maybe a little fragger.

The suits wouldn't even dow down the shards of a fragger, much less a 10mm caseless. Damn,
damn, damn!

When the timer shut off the power and ar and faux grav on the Jackson, Spears was in
postion. Even if they were braced for an assault the cessation of weight ought to throw them for a
moment. Long enough to lob a concusson grenade into the hold. Once they were out, it would be
the work of a moment to finish them.

The door did open. Spears, braced and holding himsdf down, tossed the grenade through,
then pulled himsdf out of the doorway and flat againgt the wall. Some of the blast would enfilade
back through the opening, of course, but he wouldn't be in its path. Without gravity to dow it, the
grenade would sall along ways before it hit a wall and bounced back, it was possible it could come
draight back out the door, he supposed, but that wasn't going to happen, because the grenade's
fuse was a short timer and in about a second...

The gravity came back on. Spears was prepared for it. The thumps ingde the hold told him his
enemy had not been. He grinned—

* % % % %

The emergency lighting had been suppressed, of course, but the tiny red and green power
diodes mounted next to the door’s control panel were battery-powered. They didn’'t put out much
light, but there was enough of a glow for Wilks to see something moving fast in the doorway.

He was ill haf a meter above the floor and twisting and to shoot the carbine would produce
enough recoil to move him like a smdl rocket would; ill, he had to do something.

Wilks shoved the carbine toward the door. He squeezed the grip and thus lit the laser Sght.
Thetiny red dot danced crazily across the doorway. When it disappeared, he figured he was as lined
up as he was going to get. He fired.

The recoil soun him through the air, like a wobbly planet on its axis—

Billie saw the muzze flash from Wilks's gun, a spearhead shape of red and orange. The light
from the blast showed her where he was, but he vanished in the dark immediatdly after the flash died.
Her hdmet muted the sound somewhat. She heard the bullet spang againg something past the door.
She thought, It was so dark—

A brilliant light splashed her, strobing the hold, then something heavy thumped againg her,
knocking her backward. She flew like a bird with an injured wing, tumbling.

The gravity came back and shefdl to the deck, did alittle, stopped—



Jesus—!

* k *k k %

Spears knew carbine fire when he heard it, and the bullet punched through the wall behind him
and to hisleft as he shifted his regained weight to a careful stance. The shot and the grenade's blast
came dmogt together. He' d wait a second and see what happened—

Wilks hit the deck hard, landed on one shoulder. He rolled to a prone firing postion, thrugt the
carbine out, and found the laser’s dot againg the far wal next to the door. On the chance that
Spears might be flattened againg the wdl there, Wilks opened up and drew a dotted line from the
wall across the doorway to the opposite flanking wal. He fired on semi-auto, for control. He hoped
Billie had enough sense to stay down, wherever she was—

A round burst through the wal between Spears's body and his am. A few centimeters ether
way and it would have hit im. Damn! The grenade had missed them!

The bullets chewed fig-sized holes, moving away from Spears, soraying insulaion and bits of
wall plastic as they mushroomed and tumbled.

Time to regroup, he thought. His initid attack had been thwarted. He knew when to cut his
losses.

Spears dapped the door control. The door did shut. He moved away quickly, toward the blast
door afew meters up the corridor. Once on the other side of that, he stopped. He lowered the door.
This hatch had been designed as a pressure safety device. It was airtight, constructed of duraloy,
and capable of stopping something as puny as assault rifle fire.

From his belt, Spears pulled a spot welder. He lit the arc and braze-feed, and ran a bead dong
the base of the door. To be sure, he added a hdf meter on each side. Then he opened the control
box and dagged the dectronics. Findly, he lifted the manua safety haich and welded the crank
handle to the sted safety cage. This door wasn't going to be opened from the other side unless
somebody had a cutting torch and he didn't think Wilks was that prepared. But just in case, he set
two fragmentation grenades on stk blobs to the wal a eye levd and ran a trip wire. If by some
miradle they managed to raise the door, a careless step would get them. And he rigged the trip so it
was three meters away from the doorway itsdf. They'd maybe look for a wire on the way through,
but probably not so far away.

Not, he thought, that they would ever get through in the fird place.

He couldn’t micromanage the gravity on a ship this sSze, but he could keep them cold and in the
dark, without ar. Even if they had their own air supply, they couldn’t last more than a day or two.

Ah, well. Better shut down the recorders. This hadn't come off quite as neatly as he had
hoped. No problem. A win was a win. It might not be pretty, but they were bottled up back there
and that was the end of it. He gave them credit for trying, but close wasn't good enough for a cigar.

Spears laughed softly at his own joke and went forward.

* % % % %

Wilks and Billie had the suit lamps lit, so they could see each other okay. It was dark and it
seemed to Wilks dready getting cold and Suffy.

“Might as wdl breathe his air for as long as we can,” he said. “When whatever is dready in
hereis gone, that'll be it. We're back to the tanks. Shit.”

“Wilks? Are we screwed?’



“Yeah. HE' s dropped the pressure door down the hdl. Fucked the controls up. He mugt have
known we were coming dl dong. We're lucky the concusson bomb didn’'t get us, but yeah, we're
screwed. We an't going anywhere now.”

“Can’'t we get outsde the ship?’

“Maybe. | could probably manage to unsed the hatch we came iniif | tried hard enough, but
the minute we step outsde hell shake us off like fleas from a sted dog. We' d never find another way
inintime”

“Can we blow the ship up?’

He looked at her. He understood the thought. If they were gonna die anyhow, might as well
take the bastard with them.

“l don't think so. This is a military-grade vessdl. | could set off what grenades we have but it
wouldn’'t do much more than ruin the aft section, if that. These ships are built in segments, artight
compartments. We could take out some inner walls, but segments are armored like the hull. The
drives are amidships and out of reach. Even if we did cripple it we'd die as a result, and he could
probably just transfer to the MacArthur a this point.”

“So tha’sit?

“Wdl, we might get to the oxy stores buried in the walls here and bypass his control. We might
get enough air to last a couple more days.”

“But not to get to Earth.”

“That would be my guess”

“Damn.”

“Sorry, kid. We tried. We logt. That's the way it goes sometimes.”

“Nathing we can do?’

“Not unless we can convince Spears to turn over the keys to the escape pod.”

“Maybeif we sad ‘please 7’

Wilks thought about that for a second. “Hmm. | got a better idea. Maybeif we said ‘or dsg.”

“Hdlo, Generd Spears,” sad the voice from the com. It was on the suit radio opchan, right
where he thought it would be. Spears leaned back in his form-chair and nodded at the com. “I was
expecting you to cal, son. Nice try but you lose”

“Maybe, maybe not. Billieand I, we were hoping you could see your way through to cutting us
loose”

“What would be the point, marine? It's along wak home. You'd never makeit.”

“We could if we had one of the two escape pods.”

Spears grinned. “That you might. But I'd have to give you one and | don't redly see that as a
possibility. Nothing for meto gan.”

“Well trade you for it.”

“Son, you don't have anything to trade.”

“How about nine linked M-40 grenades, dl set to go off a once?’

“So you blow out the ass of the vessdl and kill yoursaves, it won't even dent the armor
amidships. Nice try, but you ought to know better.”

“Oh, | didn't mean | had the grenades here, Generd.”

Spears leaned forward. “What are you taking about?’

“Wedl, Billie and |, we figured you were pretty good when we flew up here. Given our
experiences S0 far, we had to bet there was a good chance you'd take us out.”

“Good bet.”

“Yesh, wdl, you're agenerd and I'm a sergeant. But we figured, what the hell, if we died, we



could have the last laugh.”
“Keep talking.” He had afeding he knew where thiswas going and it sent a chill through him.
“So before we left, | rigged alittle explosive in the MacArthur. Kind of a going away gift, you

know? With atimer. We gave oursalves plenty of time to get here and besat you, plenty of time. Got
an hour or so left”

“You're bluffing.”

“l can see how you might think so. But we aren’t. And can you take the chance? If we did
wire the ship, your tame mongters get an E-ticket ride to nowhere in about fifty-eight minutes. Y our
commeand, Genera, adios forever.”

Spears stared at the com. Wilks was bluffing, he was pretty sure. But if he wasn't ...

Damn. Could he take the chance?

“Now if you want to trade, her€ sthe dedl. Y ou cut one of the pods loose, within the next two
minutes. That way you don't have time to go and play with it. Billie and 1, we leave the ship,
rendezvous with the pod, and radio you the location of the bombs. You can get to the ship and
deectivate them in the other pod easy enough, with twenty minutes to spare.”

“Assuming | believe you and do this” Spears said. “What's to stop me from blagting you and
the pod into atomic dust with my ship’s guns the second you radio me the location?’

“Your word that you won't.”

Spears grinned wider. “My word?’

“You're amen of honor, aren’t you, Generad ?’

“Of course, son.”

Spears chewed at his thumbnail. He couldn’t take the chance that Wilks was tdling the truth.
Not with his army at risk. Besides, once they were outside- the ship and in the pod, he could pot
them easy enough. Aslong as they were in the &t cargo bay, they might figure out some way to get
out and into the rest of the ship. Damned fucker was resourceful.

“All right, marine. Y ou have a ded.”

Billie grinned a Wilks. “He bought it!”

“Wean't home free yet,” he said, but he grinned back &t her. “Hé |l probably plan on taking us
out with the ship’s guns as soon as we' re in the pod.”

“What about his *honor’?’

“Areyou kidding? He' s a sociopath, he's got as much honor as a spider.”

“So how do we stop him from shooting us?’

“l have an idea. If we're fast and lucky, it'll work. If not, we're no worse off than we were
before.”

“I'mwith you dl the way,” she said. “It's not like I’ ve got another engagement or anything.”

* % % % %

Once they were ingde the escape pod, a smdl ship capable of a couple of weeks of cramped
flight, it wasn't twenty seconds urtil the com lit with the incoming call.

“All right. Where are the bombs?’

Wilks was busy putting the drive sysem online. He powered up the smdl engines, activated life
support. “Strap in,” he ordered Billie

She obeyed. “Where are we going? There's nowhere to hide out here.”

“Yes, thereis. Watch.”

He tapped a control and the little ship moved forward.



“Wilks, | want the location of the bombs now or 1 will cancel our agreement and blast you.”

“Too late” Wilks said as the pod moved dmost back to where it had been launched from the
ship.

“What good does this—?’

“His guns are on top, the sdes, and under the nose,” Wilks said. “His fidd of fire covers a full
sphere, but there aren’t any guns directly under the pod launch bay and he can't elevate or depress
any of them enough so he can accidentdly shoot himsdf. Or, inthis case, us”

Thetiny ship rode afew meters away from the larger vessd.

“Can we day here?’

“Not for long, hell start playing with the drives and we ll lose contact. But he can't wait, the
clock isrunning. Hold on.”

Wilks touched the com. “Generd, you want to go to the power control box for the diens’
tanks, the main cable from the generator to the control cabin where it leaves the forward drcuit
breaker and the gee drive housng next to the gyroswitch complex.”

“Damn, | thought you were bluffing.”

“No, but | lied. You've got about ten minutes to pull the charges, not twenty. If you dick
around trying to shake us s0 you can chew us up with the Jackson’s guns, you might not have time
to save the MacArthur.”

There was a moment of slence.

Then, “You would have made a good line officer, son. You got more guts than a
daughterhouse”

“Thank you, Generd.”

“All right. You can tdl your grandchildren you went up againgt me and survived. Thet'll mean
something someday.”

To Billie Wilks said, “Hang on.”

With that, he turned the pod so it faced the ship two klicks behind them and hit the thrusters full
power. The little ship shot out from under the Jackson’s bely like a minnow darting from under a
shark.

The gee force was strong enough to press them back into their seats. “1 don't think hell shoot
in this direction,” Wilks managed to say through dreiched lips “He won't want to hit the
MacArthur. | hope.”

“l... hope... you're... right,” Billie said.
Thistime, Wilks was.
The escape pod shot past the following ship so fadt it was only ablur on their scopes.
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Spears shook his head as he raised from his squat next to the drive housng. There weren't any
bombs connected to the gyro-switch complex. Nor had there been any in the other locations. The
son of a bitch had bluffed him. He felt a moment of irritation, an urge to wrap his hands around the
man's throat and throttle him, but it passed. It didn't matter. So one marine and one dvilian had
saved their skins by lying to him. So what? After he demonstrated how he would liberate Earth, who
would believe such a story, assuming that tricky bastard sergeant and his woman were foolish
enough to try to spread it around? The guy was career marine, he knew what pissng off a generd
was worth in the long run. No, chances were they’d dig in somewhere and pretend to be invisble If
they kept quiet, there was a chance he wouldn't find them later; if they shot their mouths off, they'd
leave atral. No. It wasn't going to happen.

Of course there might be bombs hidden somewhere here on the MacArthur but Spears didn't
bdieveit for a second. No, he'd been foxed. Once more, he offered a two-fingered sdute to Wilks.
Good marine, thet one.

“Did we make it?’

In the tiny cabin of the pod, Wilks blew out a big breath. “Yeah. We did. HE's outsde our
radar range, but he must have gone back to the cargo ship to check it out. I'd love to see his face
when he redlizes there weren't any explosives rigged.”

“I'll pass on seaing his face again, thank you.”

Wilks laughed. Then frowned. “He got away, though. He beat us and got away. | wanted to
get hminmy sghts”

“You ought to be glad he didn’t get usin his 9ghts. Where are we, by the way? And where are
we going?”

“Well beingde Lund s orbit in another couple of days, if the guidance computer on this piece
of junk can be trusted. I'm getting some sgnas from the region, too fant to hear much. Could be
automatic from Earth. Or something from the colony on the moon, if it's dill there. Gateway Station
in L-5 orbit, maybe. I’ve got the scanner set to pick up the strongest input and home in on it. You
can shuck the it if you want. There's a chemicd toilet in the back, behind the blue partition. We
have to deep in our seats and our diet will be a bit limited, but we should make it okay.”

“You did red good back there, Wilks. You're alot smarter than you let on.”

“You think so?’

“Yeah, and a whole lot smarter than you look.” She amiled and he returned it. He fucking
hated loang Spears, but she was right. It was better to be dive to fight another day and at least they
hed that much.

Spears brought the queen out of deep deep firg, dill securey in her cage, of course. She could
see him through the clear wdlls, and he flicked the cigar lighter over and over, watching the little flame
reflect off the heavy kleersted pladtic.

“Oh, yes, | know you remember me. The time has come for your children to go forth and do
battle. You can lay amillion eggsif you do as you're told, if my soldiers obey me as they should. Do
you understand?’

He put his hand on the plastic.

The queen turned her head dightly but did not move.



She understood, he was sure of it. Not the words, maybe, but she was smart enough, he knew
that. The drones weren't too swift, thar wattage was red dim, but the queen wasn't supid. She
knew him, and she remembered him and he was certain he/d put the fear of God in the form of
Spears into her. 1t would dl go the way it was supposed to go. And soon, the moment would be
upon them.

“Approaching vessd identify yoursdf,” the cal came. “Thisis Gateway Station cdling,” Wilks
amiled at Billie “This is the escape pod from the Colonid Marine vessd Jackson,” he said. “Two
passengers aboard, uncontaminated, repeat, no dien contamination of this ship.”

“Escape pod Jackson, open your control modem for grid computer override.”

They were dill far enough away so the transmisson turnaround time took a few seconds. Wilks
gave control of the pod’s engines to the grid computer.

“Pod Jackson, you are in the grid. WE Il fly you in lazy eights until the decontamination team
can rendezvous your vessdl. Edimate arrivad time nine hours.”

“Copy, Gateway. WE Il be here”

Billielifted an eyebrow.

“They have to check us out to make sure we aren't carrying any little toothy surprises,” he said.
“That means the ation is clean. Gateway is pretty big, hdf the sze of the old Luna One colony.
Twelve, fifteen thousand people before the trouble on Earth. Probably built a few more modules
since then to make room for escapees. WEll be quarantined until they are damned sure we're not
infected, that'd be my guess. Run us through a CAT scanner or a fluorproj and then we're home
free”

“l can't believe it,” she said. “We re findly going to get somewhere safe.”

Maybe, he thought. But looking at her face, he didn’t say it. He only nodded.

It would take mogt of his remaining fud to land the carrier, but he had the APC for his own
return to orbit. The reason he had brought the MacArthur was that it could stand a dunking in
atmosphere and normd gravity. He expected to take heavy casudties, despite the training and arms
his men had, but that was to be expected, and the ship would have to stay behind. It was
unimportant.

As the ship spirded down toward its landing in South Africa, Spears showered, shaved, and
put on his dress blacks. He strapped the revolvers on, the sword in its sheath, his boots. Looked at
himsdf on the monitor. Sharp. The way a commanding generd should look. Fit, ready, imperid,
amog.

He took one of the remaining cigars and tucked it into his belt, to open and light when the ship
achieved a landing. The troops were aready being decanted, athough the queen was dill safey in
her cage. By the time they reached the ground, they would be ready. There would certainly be a hive
nearby, he had his computer searching for one, and they would put down close to it. When the wild
diens streamed out to attack the ship, they would get abig surprise.

The cameras were on, the automatic director picking the most dramatic shots according to the
program Spears had inddled. Low angles on him, mosily, with plenty of background suff he could
cut together later.

Fully dressed, Spears moved to the daging area where the troops, numbers glowing dimly on
their heads, stood quigtly, awaiting their orders. Sime dripped from their mouths and there was a
dight clatter of hard chitin when they moved or touched each other.

“Stand by, men,” Spears said.

He went to strap in for the find approach.

Wesether radar said there was a sorm front moving across the landing area. Damn. He had
hoped for a sunny afternoon. Well. The cameras could adjust for the lighting; he could clean it up



when he edited it. Besides, a little lightning and rain would only add to the drama. This was 4l
background quff anyway. Once they were down, he would have his computers send out a live
broadcast of the baitle. The fortunate watchers could say they had seen it as it actudly happened.

On Gateway Station, Billie and Wilks cleaned up and went to make their report to the
powers-that-were. A lot had happened since they’d left Earth, nearly dl of it bad. So the medic
leading them to the debriefing Sation said.

“Yeeh,” the man continued, “nobody knows how many people are dill dive downlevels. Those
who are, are pretty tough and good at hiding.”

Billie thought about the little girl she had seen on the ' casts back at the military base. Was she
dill dive?

“Hey, Henry, check this out.”

The medic leading them dowed as a woman nearby waved at them. “Whatcha got, Brucie?’

“Live “cast from Earth. Look.”

Billie and Wilks moved with the medic.

“Jesus,” Billiesaid. “Speard!”

Henry and the woman Brucie turned to look at her. “You know this nut?

Billie and Wilks looked at each other. “Yeah,” Wilks said. “We re old friends.”

The ramp lowered and Spears walked out into the rain. His hat brim offered enough protection
50 the cigar stayed lit, though it was getting pretty damp. He sucked on it hard to keep it going.

In the rainy distance Spears saw shadowy forms gpproaching. He drew his sword and pointed
a them. “Hrgt squad, front and center. Second squad, fan out and cover the flanks”

He had decided to hold off on giving his men weapons until he saw how his close combat
tactics worked.

Number 15 moved close to Spears. Turned its head and looked a him.

“Go get them, trooper,” Spears said. He waved the shining stainless-stedl blade.

Number 15 stood motionless. Then its mouth gaped and jdlylike drool dripped from its open
jaws.

“l gave you adirect order!” Spears said.

Number 15’ s inner jaw oozed past the outer teeth.

“I'll not have disobedience!”

Spears swung the sword. It was heavy, made of good surgica sainless, with an edge sharp
enough to shave with. The blade caught the dien’ s thin neck. The strike was perfect, dicing between
the vertebrae into the thinner and more flexible materid over the spine.

Number 15's head toppled off and fdl.

Enough acid dung to Spear’s sword blade so thet it immediatdly began to smoke. The metd
dissolved and ran under the pattering of the rain.

Spears stared at the ruined blade. “Goddammit!” He dropped the sword and pulled both of his
S&W revolvers. Hefired at the corpse of Number 15.

* % %k k% %

“Haly shit,” Brucie said.
Wilks and Billie stared. Wilks looked down and redlized that Billie was holding his hand.

Hdf a dozen of the troops came out of the ship behind Spears. They were carrying the queen



inher cage. She made a gesture a one of them and it fumbled with the locking mechaniam.

“Get away from that!” Spears yelled. He emptied the remaining rounds from his revolvers at
the drone—Number 9 he sav—to no effect. The soft lead bullets flattened againgt the recruit’s
armor.

The cage door opened.

Spears dug for his cigar lighter. Held it up so the emerging queen could see it. Flicked the
lighter on. Despite the wind and rain, the lighter’ s flame sprang up and danced in the storm.

“Fire, seel I'll burn every fucking egg you ever lad! Firel”

“Oh, man,” somebody said. Billie wasn't sure who. She was squeezing Wilks's hand hard.
And he was squeezing back.

The queen paused in front of Spears, looking down from her four-meter height.

“That's right, bitch! I'm the man with the fird | cook the babies! Fuck with me and well
scramble some eggs, you bet!”

Like dogs, the diens could not redly smile. But the queen seemed to, the way her jaws moved.
Sheflicked out one of her smdler arms and dapped the lighter away.

“Fuck—!"

Then she grabbed Spears and lifted him, using her larger arms. He struggled, cursed, pulled the
cigar from his mouth, and tried to poke her with the glowing end. It was dl going wrong! It wasn't
supposed to be like thid He was supposed to bein control!

The queen reached up and caught Spears around the throat with one mighty claw.

“Don't do it, men!” he screamed. “Don't ligen to her! Jam your commander now! Obey mel
Stop her! Stop her!”

Those were his last words. His last thought was that somebody had made a mistake. He had

timeto redize that it was him, that the queen had merdly been biding her time and that her time was
now—

With a quick move, the queen pulled Spears's head off. She did it as easly as a man might pull
the head off a flower. She dropped the body into the mud below the ramp. Held the head for a
moment longer, then tossed it aside.

Asluck had it, the head hit right in front of one of the cameras, and ralled to a stop facing the
lens.

The expression on the dead man’s face was one of absolute horror.

“So much for the revolution,” Wilks said, staring at the picture.

The onrushing diens stopped and looked a the newcomers. After a moment the would-be
attackers turned and moved off through the storm.

The newly arrived queen led her children away.

The glowing numbers on ther heads were visble for quite a distance before they faded into the
ran. Quite a distance. “Fuck,” Henry said. Oh, yeah.
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After debriefing, Billie met Wilks in a conference room nobody seemed to be usng. There
were viewscreens on the wdl, but Billie didn’t fed much like looking at anything.

“He deserved it,” Wilks said. “I only wish it could have been us who did it. We've been
blowing around in circles for awhile, kid. Haven't been much a part of the solution.”

“Iknow.”

“Then again, Spears wasn't much help, ether.”

Billie shook her head. “Y ou know, crazy as he was, | was amost hoping maybe he could pull it
off. I mean, | hated him, for what he was, what he did, but in a strange kind of way, | kind of wanted
him to make it. Maybe I'm as crazy as he was.”

“Not quite”

“Big dedl. Now we're back where we were before.

The mongters rule Earth, hillions of people are dead, the rest are dl waiting for ther turns. And
there’ s not a goddamn thing we can do about it.”

“Thet's a bad atitude,” somebody said from the doorway.

Billie turned and looked. A woman stood there. Tadl, thin, har chopped short, wearing
shipper’s coverdls.

“Do we know you?” Wilks said.

“l don’t think we've met before,” the woman said.

But Billie recognized the face. It took a few seconds to remember where she'd seen her
before. It had been back on the station, in the communications room. She'd been on one of the old
'cadts.

“Ripley,” Billiesaid. “You're Ripley.”

The woman gave them a brief, amdl smile “That' sright.”

“Y ou're supposed to be dead,” Billie said.

“Fromwhat | hear, so are you two. The universe is just full of surprises, isn't it?” She grinned
agan, alittle larger.

“Damned if thet ain't so,” Wilks said.

“l think we have a few things in common,” Ripley sad. “Maybe we ought to st down and
tak.”

It was Billie€ sturn to amile now. “I think maybe you're right,” she said. Ripley was right, after
dl:

The universe was just full of surprises.
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