PROLOGUE

AssiloisgpVain lounged in hisworkstation in the dimly lit control room, keeping an eye on the bank of
screensthat nearly surrounded him. His screens, and those at four other workstations, glowing with
redl-time images that ranged the spectrum from gammato radio, provided the room'sonly illumination. A
few of the screens showed pictures easily intelligible to any human eye. Most of them showed shifting
schematics, writhing eddies, imagesin unrea colors, or moving graphs. A few showed rippling,
parti-colored curtains.

Only two of the sitesin the normally crowded control center were occupied Everyone else, other than
the few people needed to maintain the systems, was at the holiday galahosted by Dr. Nikholas Morgan.
Asadminigtrative chief of the exploratory mission to Society 437, Morgan was the de facto head of Sate.
Hisword was law on Society 437—or so he believed. The 846 scientists and technicians at Centrd, the
main scientific station on Waygone—which iswhat everybody but Morgan caled the planet—had other
ideas about who wasin charge. The hundred-odd scientists and technicians of the off Site exploratory
mission counted themselves lucky that they were posted to Aquarius or Frosty stations and didn't haveto
put up with Chief Morgan.

But two months had passed since Confederation Day, and there hadn't been any holidays or other
excuses to break the tedium of work, so Morgan arbitrarily declared a"holiday," complete with
mandatory attendance & the"gala" Divison chiefswith fild studies and experimentsin progress
grumbled or howled in agony a Morgan'sfiat, but they brought al of their staffs back to Central. Dr.
Morgan controlled mission resources; scientists who displeased him found their resources reall ocated to
someone dse.

Suddenly apVain sat upright and stared intently at acorner of one of the screens he was monitoring.

"Do we have asupply run coming in?" he asked. When he didn't get an answer, he shot aglance at
Suzrain Hirsute, the climatologist at the other workstation. He saw the shimmer of a privacy barrier
around Hirsute and so activated the intercom insde Hirsute's workstation and repeated his question.

"Not that | know of," Hirsute replied absently. "Why?' He didn't look up from the atmospheric data he
was monitoring.

"Someone just dropped into orbit, that'swhy." gpVain sounded annoyed. He peered quizzicaly at the
blip on hisradar scope. "When we set up here, | told Chief Morgan one of the satellites needed to be
oriented outward. If we had an al-spectrum satdllite looking outward, we would have seen this ship days
ago." A survelllance technician, apVain was respongble for geologica data via satellite gathering sensors.

Nearly all of the satellitesin orbit around Society 437 were focused on a section of the planet's
surface. Only one of the satellite-borne radars scanned from horizon to horizon, and just then it showed
an unexpected blip in orbit.

"Hmm?What'd you say?" Hirsute asked as he continued to monitor the atmospheric data.
"Someone just dropped into orbit."
Hirsute looked at apVain and blinked rapidly. "No one's due for two months. Are you sure?!



"Of course I'm sure," apVain snapped. "Look." He pointed an accusing finger at the scope.

The climatologist levered himsdlf out of his chair and joined agpVain to look over hisshoulder at the
radar scope. Clearly visible just above the horizon was a blip againgt the black of space.

"Areyou surethat's not one of the other satellites?' Hirsute asked.

apVain tapped the screen. "It's at a higher dtitude than our satdllites. And it'stoo big. It'sastarship,
not asadlite

"Whoisit?'

apVain shook hishead and reached for his comm unit. He was going to give Morgan apiece of his
mind for not aerting him to the arrival of an unscheduled ship.

"What wasthat?' Hirsute asked.
"What was what?' apVain looked back at the scope.

"Therewasablip, right here." Hirsute touched the screen. Numbers were vanishing from the screen
where he pointed. "It suddenly appeared, moved a short distance, then vanished.”

"Impossible” apVan said. Hirsute was pointing well below the dtitude of the satdllites. But asgpVan
looked, a blip appeared and vanished in adifferent spot, much closer to Central Station. "What the—"
apVain leaned forward, as though getting closer to the screen would give him more data. He made quick
menta calculations from the numbersthat had flashed next to the blip. "If that continues on the same
course, itll land near herein haf an hour." He shook hishead. "But it can't be. There's nothing that
gppears and vanishes on radar like that."

"Could it bethething | saw?'

gpVain shook hishead. "Too far away—nothing moves that fast in atmosphere.” Hisfingers Sarted
tapping out Chief Morgan's code on his comm unit, then gpVain stopped and stared at the scope again.
A smdler blip dropped out of and curved away from the orbiting starship. He put the comm unit down
and tapped keys on the radar control board. New numbers scrolled across the screen.

"That starship just dropped a shuttle on course to land at Aquarius Station. Why would a starship drop
someone on Aquariusingtead of coming to Central first?"

Hirsute thought about it for amoment. He swallowed and croaked, "Pirates. Only pirates would go to
an outdtation instead of landing a the main settlement.”

"Oh hdl." gpVain snatched up his comm unit and franticaly tapped out Chief Morgan's code.

Before he finished, another blip appeared, far too close to be the same object headed for Aquarius
Station.

"It'slanding here!™
"But they haven't Sgnded us."

gpVain scrabbled at his console controls. He brought up the visua from the survelllance camera
outside the control center just as something struck it and the picture dissolved into static. Frantic, he
fumbled with his comm unit and tapped in the numbers again. "Chief," he said when hiscall was
answered, "I think we've got trouble. Looks like theres astarship in orbit; ashuttle is headed toward
Aquarius and someone just landed here." Hisjaw clenched as he listened to Morgan'sreply. "I'm not
playing somekind of practical joke," he snapped. "They just camein out of nowhere. No sgndls, no
nothing. Someoneis here. They might be pirates.”

Suddenly the starship in orbit just disgppeared from the screen and the satellites registered ahuge
exploson.



AsgpVain was explaining that the starship appeared to have been destroyed, the door to the control
center dammed open and the two men jerked their atention to it. Hirsute's scream was cut short,
becoming agurgle as he collapsed.

CHAPTER 1

"Owen, old pa, what are we going to do with ourselves tonight?* Lance Corpora Joseph " Shadow"
Dean asked hiswoo, back in thefirst fire team cubicle after Retreat formation the day of the big fight.
Owen glowed a happy pink at the sound of Dean's voice and wobbled precarioudy on the back of the
chair where it had hopped when the Marine came into the room. Its big, staring eyes regarded Dean
affectionately; at least Dean sometimes thought they did. "Woo00, Woo0," Dean said softly ashe
shrugged out of hisutilities.

The creature glowed a brighter pink and responded, ""'Woo00, Woo00." Shortly before he went on
home |leave, Lance Corpora Dave "Hammer" Schultz, Dean's teammeate, had said, "1 do believe Owen
thinks you're his daddy!"

"Impossible!™ Corporal Leach, thefir fire team leader had interjected, "goddamn Dean-0 isjust too
damn ugly to be anybody's daddy.”

Dean had grown very fond of the woo since hedd brought it back from Diamunde. In fact, Owen had
become Company L's mascot. Even Top Myer was deferring to Owen when he met him on hisdaily
barracks walk-throughs.

"I know how Marinesliketo start menageries of petsand call them mascots,” the old first sergeant had
remarked to Captain Conorado one day shortly after the company had returned from Diamunde, "but
I've dways been againgt it. Jesu, Skipper,”" he added, "first thing you know, the company areabeginsto
look like agoddamn zoo! Marines get ahold of al these damn things and then they're underfoot and
shitting dl over everything. Why, First Sergeant Tacitus, over in Kilo Company, he caught one of his
corporals, brought back a clutch of raptor eggs from Wanderjahr and was hatching them in ahomemade
incubator behind hiswall locker! Y ou know, those thingsthey cal wolves on Wanderjahr. Corps oughta
issue agenerd order forbidding petsin the damn barracks, instead of leaving the decision up to unit
commanders, beggin' your pardon, sir," he added quickly.

"I know, | know, Top," the company commander replied, "but in this case we're going to make an
exception.” And so Owen stayed with the company. Almost asif the woo understood Top Myer's
opposition to his presencein the company area, whenever it saw the first sergeant it jumped up where it
was plainly visible and began to glow abright pink, something woos were said to do when content. To
the Marines of Company L it meant Owen was offering the first sergeant afriendly greeting.

"Helikesyou, Top, heredly does," Gunnery Sergeant Bass whispered into thefirst sergeant'sear. "He
doesn't do that for anyone e se but Dean. Damnedest thing | ever saw."”

Gradudly Top Myer waswon over, and before long he casualy acknowledged Owen's presence
whenever the two met. Since woos disposed of their body waste through respiration, like plants, Owen
never left amess behind, and that counted heavily in hisfavor with thefirst sergeant.

Owen wasthriving on Thorgfinni's World. The rocks there, from which the woos digestive system
extracted necessary trace elements, suited him superbly. All the Marines had to do to keep Owen
glowing asatisfied pink wasto provide him every morning with chunks of rock they gathered off the
parade ground.

Woos were said to be intelligent, but to what degree was open to debate. They were the highest
life-form yet found on the planet Diamunde, and people who'd had long contact with them swore they
were moreintelligent than the terrestrial canine, but that evidence was purely anecdota and had not been



verified in thelaboratory.

After his experience with the woos on Diamunde, however, Dean knew there was much moreto the
creatures than thelittle bit science had been able to deduce. He had accepted Owen as a companion, not
apet, and named him in honor of awriter, A. Block Owen, whose adventure stories held read as a boy.
Dean'sfirst actual combat operation cured him forever of reading war fiction, but hed enjoyed Mr.
Owen's stories, and besides, the woo somewhat resembled the writer, with his bulbous head and
saucerlike eyes. Since most Marines had read Mr. Owen's swashbuckling adolescent novel s as boys
themsalves, the woo's new name was ingtantly recognized by the men of Company L.

But despite Owen's company, something was definitely missing from Lance Corpora Joseph Dean's
life. With so many of the other Marines of third platoon on leave, winding down after the hell of
Diamunde was proving much more difficult than it had been after 34th Fleet Initid Strike Team's
operations on Elneal and Wanderjahr. Schultz and Leach had gone on leave, but as much as Dean
dreamed of having aroom to himsdf, asdo dl men who livein barracks, he waslonely in the cubicle
without the other two Marines. Histwo closest buddies, Macllargie in thefirst squad's third fire team and
Claypoole over in second squad, were dso on leave. Dean had become very closeto "Wolfman™
Macllargie on the deployment to Diamunde—where Dean earned the nickname " Shadow," because held
stuck close enough to the Confederation's ambassador to save her life. He itched to go to town with
Wolfman and reminisce, or Sit around the barracks with the other men of the third platoon, rdiving the
details of that experience with the other Marines.

Gunnery Sergeant Charlie Bass, third platoon's commander since the kidnapping and murder of the
previous commander, had taken amonth's leave in New Od o, where he was staying with his squeeze.
Hed invited Dean and the other men of the platoon who'd stayed behind to visit him there, but Dean had
declined because he thought his presence would be an imposition. Captain Conorado, Company Ls
commander, had offered to put Dean up for aweekend with hisfamily in New Odo—officerswere
alowed to marry and bring their familiesto their FIST bases—but Dean politely declined that offer too.
Although the generasity of the offer pleased him enormoudy, he would have felt too awkward in the
Skipper's home to be comfortable there.

Dean had decided against going on leave himsdlf, despite the fact that he was digible and Top Myer
had encouraged him to go.

"Dean," thefirgt sergeant had told him, "you're a the top of thelist for home leave, with your mother
dyingand dl. And | thought you said you wanted to go back to Wanderjahr—for whatever reason, I'll
never know." Of course, by then everyone in the 34th knew that Dean had had an affair with Hway
Kuetgens, the oligarch's daughter.

"I know, First Sergeant, but, well, my mom's been gone quite awhile now and | have nobody else
back on Old Earth I'd care to see. Maybe when | ship over I'll go back there—or somewhere.”

Top Myer had been delighted that Dean was thinking about reenlisting, but dl he said was, "Wdll, can't
force you to take leave, son. But if you stay at Camp Ellis, I'll have you on shit details from dawn to
dusk, until the guys get back and we go on our next deployment.”

In fact, Dean had no place he wanted to go, and after thinking it over, he realized that returning to
Wanderjahr, where hed met the first love of hislife, just would not work. Asanew oligarch, filling her
mother's place as ruler of Morgenluft Staat, Hway would not be free to spend much time with him. But
with so many familiar faces missing, hanging around Camp Elliswas no fun either. And a night he had
recurring dreams of combat on Diamunde that did not leave his mind when he was awake.

Brigadier Sturgeon understood very well what Lance Corpora Dean was going through. He knew that
readjusting from combat to garrison duty was not an easy transition for young men—and by no means
was Dean the only Marinein 34th FI ST who was having that problem, although most would never



mention it. The brigadier had never put much faith in psychiatry or so-cdled "grief counsdling,” but that
kind of help was available—professiona consultation and trestment with various drugs—for those who
wanted it. Asfar as he was concerned, that was for sailors and soldiers, not Marines. The FIST
commander knew from persona experience that long-term healing was best assured through close
association with other men who had shared the same experiences. Aslong as the Marines of the 34th
hung together, they could get through anything. But with so many of the old hands away, it was proving
difficult for the younger men like Dean.

So Brigadier Sturgeon ordered the days filled with the Marines age-old prescription for depression
and digtraction: hard physical labor. The days started with vigorous calisthenics on the grinder, followed
by training sessions on wegpons and tactics, interspersed with cross-country marches and close-order
drill, where the platoons in each company competed with each other to see which could march faster,
longer, and harder; on the parade ground the corporals and sergeants had their men shouting the age-old
cadences marching men rely on to make the miles go by more quickly:

| don't know, but I've been told
'Fnni pussy ismighty cold!

And there were the endless company details that ranged from repeated cleaning of weapons and
equipment—and the attendant in ranks ingpections to make sure the gear wasredly clean'—to
whitewashing the rocks aong the walkways outside the barracks. And Dean spent many hours working
with Sergeant Souavi in the company supply room, conducting interminable inventories.

Camp Mgjor Pete Ellis, 34th FIST's home base, was |ocated on Thorsfinni's World, one of the most
distant human-settled worlds, and was considered a hardship post. Even o, it was not without places
where hedthy young Marines might find innocent diversions. The night of the big fight, Captain Conorado
had dismissed Company L early, so Dean found himsdif at loose ends. Heredlly didn't want to go into
Bronnoysund, the liberty town just outside the main gate of Camp Ellis, but the more he thought about
what lay before him that weekend, the more a cold beer and athick reindeer steak seemed appealing.
Besides, there was Erika—adim dark-haired girl a Big Barb'swho spoke such flawless English—and
shewas available. Thinking of her caused a pleasant tingling in Dean'sloins.

"So let'sgo to Big Barb's," he said to Owen. Big Barb'swas the ship's chandlers, bar, and
whorehouse in Bronnoysund that served as Company L's unofficial command post whenever the men
were in town. The woo wobbled and glowed pleasantly at the words. Sometimes Dean thought Owen
actually did understand English. Dean had met an old prospector on Diamunde who swore that woos
could read human thoughts.

Owen fascinated the 'Finnis. They had never seen such a creature before, and the woo enjoyed their
good-natured attention. Dean certainly did: He could never pay for any beer when the 'Finniswere
admiring Owen. And on those nights when Dean drank too much beer, Owen perched happily on his
shoulder, lighting the way as the young Marine staggered to the parking lot for the bus back to Camp
Hlis

At firdt that night, Big Barb's was not crowded. The few 'Finnis who were there, mostly men off the
fishing shipsthat anchored in the harbor, bought Dean around of beer and played with Owen, but after a
few pleasantries, returned to their endless card games.

"Where's Erika?' Dean asked awaltress as he seated himsdf at a vacant table. She nodded upstairs,
and Dean fdt his heart sink, thinking she was with another man. Owen, who'd been glowing bright pink
when they entered the bar, turned adull orange, dmost matching Dean's mood.

It was only then that Dean noticed Corpora Pasquin Sitting by himself in afar corner, nursing abeer.



Since they were in the same platoon, Dean knew he should have at |east acknowledged the corpora’s
presence. But since he was off duty, miffed at Erika, and the corpora didn't like him anyway, Dean just
ignored him. Pasquin glared a him but kept to himself.

"Owen!" Erika shrieked as she came running down the broad staircase that led to the second floor,
wherethe girls had their rooms. She ran to Dean's table and placed alarge kiss on Owen's bulbous
forehead.

"What about me?' Dean asked sourly. There were times when he felt ambiguous about Owen being
around.

"Ach, my darling Joe!" Erika put one hand behind Dean's head and kissed him full on the lips, her long
dark hair enfolding them both initsrich tresses. She smelled fresh and clean, and her teeth scraped
pleasantly againgt his. Momentarily, Dean forgot about his ego. She sat down and put a soft hand on his
thigh. The waitress brought another schooner of de, from which Erikaenthusiastically poured hersdf a
glass. Sheraised it, toasted Owen, and drank thirstily. Dean laughed and did the same. Together they
finished the schooner and ordered a second one.

"I bought mysdlf some nice thinkstoday, Joe," Erikasaid, making circleswith her finger on the wet
tabletop.

"Yeeh?'

"That'swhy | wasalittle late coming down," she added.
Dean brightened immediately. "Oh," he responded.
"Would you like to see dem?' she asked quietly.

Updtairs, Dean put Owen on the mantel, then undressed and crawled under the covers with Erika
"Where's your new ‘thinks ?" he asked as he snuggled down beside her.

"Y ou see dem, Joe! Dere on the back of the chair!”

They both laughed. Dean rolled over on top of Erika. Then hefroze.
"Vatisit?Vat'swrong?' she asked.

Dean shook his head. "That goddamned Owen!”

"Oh, Joe, you shouldn't talk like dat!"

"No, | can't do it while he's Sitting up there. It's—It's like somebody's watching! ™

Indeed, Owen was watching, hisluminous eyes staring unblinking down on the pair. Dean legped
naked out of the bed, opened the closet and thrust Owen insde. "Y ou take it easy in there, old buddy. |
got some heavy work to do out here," Dean said, and closed the door. For the next hour pink light
seeped out from benegath the closat door, dimly illuminating the two figures asthey enjoyed themsdveson
the bed.

Things had picked up at the bar by the time the pair descended the big staircase. Severa crewmen
from afishing vessdl that had just comeinto port were standing there, drinking and talking loudly. A big
man with afull beard dammed his mug down hard as the couple crossed the floor to an empty table and
shouted, "Erikal" then something in Norse Dean didn't catch, but his gesture was clear enough.

"Never mind him." Erika shrugged as she guided Dean toward atable with one arm. "Hetinks he's got
aclam on me. He doesn't. Dat odder onetoo." She nodded at Pasquin, who was glaring sullenly at them
from his corner. "He haf dirty mind." She shook her head disgustedly. She squeezed Dean'sarmin hers.
Owen perched comfortably on an unoccupied chair at their table.



The big, bearded man shouted again, louder thistime, and in English, "Y ou goddamn Marine, leaf my
Erikadond"

"Uh-oh," Dean muttered, his back to the bar. Owen jumped onto Dean's shoulder and emitted severa
quick bright flashes of white light. Dean whirled around. The man was aready hafway to where he
stood, awicked fillet knife grasped in one hand. Owen'sflashing had temporarily blinded the man, but he
blinked rapidly several timesand came on, hiseyestiny dits againgt the light. Owen legped back toward
Erika The attacker carried the knife extended before him in his right hand and low, afoot or two from
hisright Sde.

Dean feinted toward the attacker's knife arm, stepped inside his reach and punched him solidly on the
left ear as the man whirled past. The fisherman shook his head and pivoted toward Dean, who stepped in
quickly again and smashed hisfist onto the tip of the attacker's nose. Blood spurted everywhere and the
man stepped back a pace but held firmly onto the knife, so Dean kicked him solidly in the groin. The man
doubled over, gasping, and the knife clattered harmlessy onto the sawdust floor. Dean rammed hisknee
hard under the fisherman's chin, and the sound of his teeth damming together could be heard dl the way
up on the second floor.

Breething heavily, more from fear than exertion, Dean stood in afighting stance over his opponent as
the fisherman groped on the floor for the knife, muttering curses while the blood from his broken nose
gplattered the sawdust. Dean's legs felt rubbery under him, but at the same time he was wildly elated.
Without even thinking, hed donejust what hisingtructorsin unarmed combat had taught him—attacked
relentlesdy until his opponent was down. But the man wasn't out yet. Dean wound up to ddliver the
knockout blow to the back of hishead.

Before he could, atremendous weight smashed into Dean'sright shoulder and bounced sickeningly off
the Sde of hishead. Big Barb hersdlf had laid him low with achair. The next thing he knew, he was being
dragged and pulled through the sawdust as men threw punches al around him. With Erika's help, he got
to hisfeet and they staggered out the door into the cold night. Back inside, pandemonium reigned asthe
patrons carried on the fight. Big Barb was among them, screaming for order and bashing heads with the
best. Shewasn't cdled "Big" Barb for nothing.

Dean was bleeding from the blow struck to the side of his head. Erika found a handkerchief and
dabbed at the blood. She was laughing. "My wunnerful Maring!” she said. ™Y ou knock him slly!"

Dean began to laugh too. Owen, who'd stayed firmly attached to Erika's shoulder throughout, glowed
asubdued pink. They found arestaurant afew blocks up the street and dipped insde. The place was
warm and smoky, crowded with late evening diners. Heads turned when people noticed Owen sitting on
Erikas shoulder, but evidently nobody had a second thought about the big bloody smear on the side of
Dean's head, or the sawdust that <till clung to hisliberty utilities. The'Finniswere brawlers, and no onein
the settlement considered ablack eye or afat lip out of the ordinary on aman or awoman.

Dean and Erika ordered two huge reindeer steaks and large schooners of beer, and when they were
donewith the medl, Erika ordered Clintons and both lighted up.

"Who wasthat guy?' Dean eventudly asked.

Erika shrugged. "Karl. He is nice enough man when not drinking, but nobody specid. Y ou goddamn
Marines, going away dl thetime, what'sagirl to do?'

Dean nodded and gingerly felt the Side of his head. "That goddamned Barb, jeez."

"She keep order dat way." Erikalaughed. "Besides, you pick up one of dem chairs, yah? 'Y ou know,
dey could be lots heavier? She make dem out of soft wood ‘cause dey get broke so much, and besides,
shedon't want to kill her customerg”

"Couldn't proveit by me" Dean said ruefully. Hisfingers came away with crusted blood on them.



Wdl, ahot shower would take care of that.

Asif reading histhoughts, Erikasaid, "We take good, long, hot shower, we get back to my place,
Joe." Shewinked and blew acloud of cigar smoke into the air. Owen, who did not like tobacco smoke,
sat glum and dull gray on Erikas shoulder.

Outside they walked arm in arm down the dark street, bodies close together. Imperviousto the cold
night air, Owen dozed on Erikas shoulder. Suddenly, ahorrible face, nose twisted, bulbous, and red
over aleering mouth full of broken teeth, popped up before them. It was Karl! He held one hand over his
eyes before Owen could go into hisflashing routine.

"Y ou broken my nose," Karl said accusingly. "No, no," he said to Owen, "don't do dat! Isokay. Y ah,
everytink isokay.”

Karl swayed drunkenly in front of them. "I loose my knifetoo," he added. "V e haf dam good fight,
yah, Marine?' Karl grinned. "Nex time | come back here, we fight, okay? Maybe nex time | wins" He
stepped into the Street to let them pass, waved good-naturedly at the pair, then staggered off into the
dark.

Erika stared at Dean for amoment and then doubled over with laughter. ™Y ou know, Joe, | tink dat
Owen, | tink heisvery good friend for you Marines!”

A voiceinthe dark sounded throughout the barracks one night severd days later:

"Prettiest girl | ever seen.
Was amokin' thulein my latrine."

Dean shot bolt upright in hisrack. "Sounded just like that fool, Wolfman!" he muttered. Footsteps
came down the hallway, then the door to the third fire team's cubicle right next door burst open with a
crash.

"Drop your cocks and grab your socks!" Macllargie shouted, diding his seabag noisily acrossthe
floor. "Thirty-fourth FIST isnow combat ready!"

Wi, not quite, but it was getting there. Its men were coming home.

CHAPTER 2

"Gunnery Sergeant Charlie Bass..." Brigadier Sturgeon began sternly.

The wall behind the desk he sat at, on which Bass's eyeswerefixed, held 2-D pictures of
Confederation President Cynthia Chang-Sturdevant, Confederation Minister of War Marcus Berentus,
and Chairman of the Confederation Combined Chiefs of Staff Admira Horatio Perry. Confederation
Marine Corps Commandant Kinsky Butler was depicted in a hologram. The four images were flanked on
one side by the Confederation flag and on the other by the gold-and-scarlet Marine Corps flag and 34th
FIST's battle standard—the | atter so thickly festooned with campaign and unit-citation streamersit was
barely visible through the pennants. Four men sat in chairs along one side of the office: Colonel Ramadan,
Sturgeon's chief of gaff; FIST Sergeant Mgor Shiro; Commander Van Winkle, the FIST'sinfantry
battalion commander; and Sergeant Mg or Parant, the infantry battalion sergeant major. Standing at
attention in front of the brigadier's desk, Gunnery Sergeant Charlie Bass, acting platoon commander of
third platoon, Company L, was flanked by his company commander and first sergeant, Captain
Conorado and Top Myer.

"It has cometo my attention,” Sturgeon continued, "that a certain platoon in this FIST's infantry



battalion has atendency to run wild when it'son liberty." He fixed Bass with a stedly eye and drummed
hisfingerson his desktop.

"Sir?' Basssaid into the void.

"Y ou know what | mean, Gunnery Sergeant,” Sturgeon snapped. "I'm talking about the third platoon
of Company L."

Basssjaw clenched. His platoon didn't run wild. When his men were on duty, they were the most
disciplined platoon in the entire FIST, and held bet the pension he didn't redlly expect to live to collect on
that. So what if they were particularly high-spirited when they were on liberty?

"When your platoon pullsliberty in Bronnoysund, it makes more noise, damages more property, and
getsinto morefights than any other unit in thisFIST. It'sawonder that every man jack among them
hasn't been in front of Commander Van Winkle for nonjudicia punishment—or before mefor aformal
court-martia!"

"Sir, it'sagood platoon. My men work hard and they play just as hard.”

Sturgeon seemed to ignore Bass's defense of his platoon. "1 think the matter could be properly
resolved if third platoon, Company L, had aregular platoon commander instead of an acting
commander.”

Thereit is, Bassthought bitterly. | won't accept acommission, so they won't let me keep a platoon.
Maybethey'll give me an ensign as good asthe last one. The last officer of third platoon, Ensign Vanden
Hoyt, had died bravely during the fighting on Diamunde. Bass had served as acting platoon commander
ever snce,

"Y ou dways say you refused acommission because you can do more good for the Marine Corps by
training and taking care of the Marinesin one platoon or one company than by becoming an officer and
losing touch.” Sturgeon snorted at the implication that officers lost touch with the enlisted men they led,
and exchanged glances with the other officers. "Therefore, I'm going to exercise a prerogative available to
me as commander of aremote FIST. That isto assign senior noncommissioned officersto fill the billets of
commissioned officers on a permanent basis. Commander Van Winkle concurs with me that you can
probably do the job. Captain Conorado has said he can put up with you aslong as| agreeto bust you a
grade or two if you screw up. So I'm assigning you to permanently fill the position of platoon
commander.”

The brigadier stood abruptly. A broad grin split hisface and he extended his hand across the desk.
"Charlie," he said when the stunned Gunnery Sergeant Basstook his hand, "just because you refuse to
accept acommission doesn't mean | can't get an officer'swork out of you.”

Bass hardly heard Sturgeon'slast words. Conorado was pumping his other hand, Myer was pounding
on hisback. Van Winkle and the two sergeants mgjor were on their feet and crowding in to offer
congratul ations Ramadan hovered behind them, trying to find space to squeeze in to add his own.

Charlie Bass had been with third platoon, Company L, 34th FIST for more than two years. On
Diamunde he/d begun histhird stint as acting platoon commander. Both of the previoustimes, held had to
yield command to newly commissioned ensgns. Thefirst one...wdll, he preferred not to think about
Ensign Baccacio, who hadn't had enough enlisted experience before getting commissioned. The second,
Vanden Hoyt, had been a staff sergeant and agood platoon sergeant before being commissioned an
officer. Mot officers—all Marine officers—were commissioned from the ranks, and he didn't resent
giving up command. But sometimes... And the constant changing of commanders couldn't help but be
disruptive to the platoon. Now third platoon was his. He wouldn't have to give it up to the next junior
officer, aman who'd probably come aboard with |ess experience than Bass had, who'd join the company
on hisfirgt assgnment asan officer.



Bass was overwhemed. He mumbled his thanks to the men congratulating him, but later couldn't
remember what any of them said or what he replied.

The campaign on Diamunde had nearly been adisaster. It was particularly tough on third platoon: it
had not only lost its commander, it also lost a squad |eader, three of Six fire team leaders, and agun team
leader. A PFC had been killed in action aswell. In ablaster platoon, seven men dead out of thirty was
heavy casudties no matter what kind of operation they happened on, and Diamunde had been maybe the
toughest campaign Bass had ever served on. Two other members of third platoon had been serioudy
wounded in the campaign and, even though they had returned to it, were still on light duty. Third platoon
was in serious need of replacements. They got them. Well, they quickly got six, and six out of seven
wasn't bad.

The Marines of Company L stood in formation on the parade ground behind their barracks. At first
glance something seemed not quite right about the formation, even though the garrison-utility-clad
Marineswere in uniformly erect postions, and the lines they stood in might have been laid out by a
surveyor. The woo squatting at attention in front of third platoon wasn't the oddity. Neither was it the fact
that First Sergeant Myer, who rarely attended the company's morning formations, stood to the left of
Captain Conorado. A second glance showed the problem—there were gaps in the ranks. Open spaces
had been |eft for the men who were no longer with Company L. Captain Conorado's eyes, and First
Sergeant Myer's, were held by the holesin the ranks. They'd lost some good Marines on Diamunde. Any
losses were too many, but the gaps were far too many. Behind the Skipper and the Top, Company
Gunnery Sergeant Thatcher stood in front of asmaller formation, twenty-one Marines drawn up in two
ranks. The next time the company fdl into formation, those Marineswould bein it and there wouldn't be

any gaps.

"Welost good Marines." Conorado wasfinishing up his eulogy to the men who died on Diamunde.
"Welost good friends." He didn't shout, but his voice was loud and clear and no one in the formation had
to srain to hear him. "But they aren't gone, not totally. They were Marines, and as Marinesthey will be
remembered by the Corpsfor dl time. Y ou will carry them with you for the rest of your lives. Marines
who follow aong after you will carry you just the same.

"Centuries ago our progenitors, the United States Marines, had asaying: ‘Marinesdon't die. They go
to hell and regroup.” Those old Marines also said that Marines guard Heaven's gates.

"Our companions remain with usin our hearts. Someday, whether it's as battle casudties, asthe result
of theravages of illness, or smply from old age, we will rgjoin them. Now |et us take amoment of silence
to remember them.”

Conorado bowed his head, as did the hundred Marines facing him. Behind him Thatcher lowered his
head. Some of the twenty-one other Marines, the replacements, bowed theirs aswell. Most of them had
been through such ceremonies before. All of them felt uncomfortable; the ceremony reminded them of
their own mortdity, and starkly brought home to them the fact that they were replacing well-liked and

respected men.
After amoment Conorado cleared histhroat and everyone looked up again.

"Behind me," Conorado said, "are Marines newly assigned to Company L. They have dready been
assigned to platoons, you have dready met some of them. When you are dismissed, you will go by
platoonsto areas that have previoudy been assigned to you. The new men will go with you so that you
can formally meet them all and your platoons can be reorganized. But before | release you, one other
piece of company businessremains.”

He paused and looked from one end of the company to the other, then called out, " Gunnery Sergeant
Charlie Bass, front and center!"



Bass stepped briskly from his platoon sergeant's position and marched to stop two pacesin front of
the company commander. He sharply saluted. Conorado returned the sal ute, then Bass faced | eft and
took afew more pacesto stand at Conorado's right side.

"Gunnery Sergeant Charlie Bass," Conorado said to the company, "asyou al know, has been serving
as acting platoon commander of third platoon since Ensign Vanden Hoyt was taken prisoner by the rebel
forces on Diamunde. As of thismorning, by direction of Brigadier Sturgeon, Commander, 34th FIST,
Gunnery Sergeant Charlie Bassis no longer acting platoon commander, heis platoon commander.” He
pivoted to face Bass. "Gunnery Sergeant Bass, take your position as platoon commander.”

Bass again saluted Conorado. "Aye aye, Sr!" he said loudly. When the captain returned his salute,
Bass pivoted and marched to the platoon commander's position in front of third platoon, which had been
empty until then.

Conorado looked at his company again, it seemed to each Marine that his skipper looked him directly
in the eye. Conorado filled his chest, then bellowed, " Platoon commanders, dismissyour platoons.” He
made an about-face, and he and Myer marched back into the barracks.

While the platoon commanders took their men to the assigned locations, the platoon sergeants joined
Gunny Thatcher and took their incoming men from his control. Sergeant Hyakowa, first squad leader of
third platoon, acted as platoon sergeant. He took six new men to the company classroom. Conorado and
Myer were dreedy there.

Hyakowa put the replacements in the front row of seats. In another moment the entire platoon was
present, everyone seated and looking attentively at their company commander. Finally, Conorado spoke.

"I've dready met with al the platoon commanders and platoon sergeants, so everybody knows what
to do. I'm here with you, the men of the third platoon, because your loss of leaders on Diamunde was so
much greater than anybody else's. Third platoon isgoing to have the greatest reorganization in the
company. Thereisoneleadership changethat | want to tell you about mysdlf. Y ou are not getting anew
platoon sergeant.” He held up his hand to forestall questions. "By that | mean you aren't getting
somebody new, someone you don't know. I'm sure that every one of you who's been herefor any time at
al will agree with Brigadier Sturgeon, Commander Van Winkle, Top Myer, Gunny Bass, and me that
Sergeant Hyakowarichly deservesto be your new platoon sergeant.”

Cheers and shouts of congratulations broke out. The Marines closest to him dapped Hyakowa on the
shoulders or pounded his back. Hyakowa had acted as platoon sergeant on many occasions, so
everyone knew that he would do a superb job. Even the woo seemed pleased. It hopped onto
Hyakowa's shoulder, where it glowed a bright pink.

"Asyou were, people! "Top Myer bellowed. The pandemonium died out and the Marineslooked
back to Conorado.

"Gunny Bass and Sergeant Hyakowa have spent considerable time figuring out a reorganization of this
platoon. Top Myer, Gunny Thatcher, and | agree with what they've come up with. So I'll let them tell you
the rest of your reorganization." Abruptly, he stepped out, heading for the classroom entrance.

"Matoon, aten-shun!" Myer bellowed.

The Marines jumped to their feet and stood rigidly at attention as Conorado left, followed closdy by
Myer.

"Relax, gt down," Bass said as soon as they were gone. He strode to the front of the classroom,
where Hyakowajoined him, facing the platoon. They waited amoment while the Marines resumed their
seets. The Sx menin thefront row, in anew situation, not knowing much if anything about their new
leadersor fellow Marines, sat siffly while the Marines behind them lounged. Some of the new men
watched thewoo asit returned to its usua perch on Dean's shoulder.



Bass studied the men in the front row for severa seconds, then raised his eyesto look at therest of the
platoon. "We've got alot of new Marinesfor you to meet. I'll call out their names.” He looked back at
the front row. "When | say your name, stand up and turn around so everyone can see you. Many of you
have already met Corporal Pasquin.” Pasguin stood and glowered at the platoon. "I've read his record
and spent some time talking with him. He was on one campaign when he was with 25th FIST. Heaso
served on a peacekeeping mission to Cross and Thorn, and a peacemaking deployment to Rodinawhen
he was with the 18th, so he's been around a bit. He's on his second enlistment. I'm sure once he getsto
know everybody and gets hisfeet wet here, helll turn out to be afine asset to this platoon.” Pasquin sat
and Bass went on to the other new men, none of whom had the rank or experience that Pasquin did.

"PFC Dobervich joins usfrom Arsenault. Right, he'saboot, thisishisfirst duty. The same goesfor
PFC Hruska. PFC Yi just graduated from gun course. PFC Quick," he shook his head, "is an oh-one,"
infantry military occupational specidty, "just liketherest of us, but he spent hisfirst four yearsinthe
Corpson embassy duty. Thisishisfirst assgnment asared Marine." He raised hisvoice and continued
talking over the breakout of laughs and jeersthat greeted Quick as he stood, red-faced. "PFC Rowe
joinsusfrom 11th FIST. He's got a couple of campaign ribbons, one for a peacekeeping misson and
onefor an indigenous-forces training operation—and most of you know what they can belike. Now he's
going to find out what it'slike to beaMarinein the active Corps." Thistime Bass dlowed the laughter to
go on for amoment while he stood dightly bowed, looking at the floor to hide his eyes.

"All right, heré'sthe dedl," Bass said, standing erect, arms akimbo. "Weve got two squad |eader
postionstofill." He paused to clear the lump that suddenly filled histhroat. "1 don't think anybody will
have any problem with Ratliff and Bladon moving up. Knock it off!" he sngpped as his men began
congratulaing the new squad leaders. "I'm sure aday will come when they're busting your assesto get
you ready for an ingpection, or to take an objective with more people shooting a you than you think you
can face, when you won't be so happy with them." He paused and glared at his men in mock menace. A
couple of the new men swallowed and wondered what kind of hardass they had for a platoon
commander.

"Sergeant Kdly," he nodded toward the gun squad leader, "is now the senior squad leader and will be
acting platoon sergeant when either Sergeant Hyakowa or | are gone. Now, weve got four fire team
leader dotsto fill. The first one's easy—we've got anew corpora, Corpora Pasquin. Rabbit, if | give
you Dornhofer asyour firg fire team leader, can you handle Pasquin for second fire team?'

"No problem, boss," Ratliff replied.
"Fine." Helooked at another Marine. " Juice, think you're ready to be afire team leader?

Lance Corpora Justice "Juice" Goudanis jumped in his seat and gawked at Bass. After afew seconds
he closed his mouth and swallowed, then said, "I do believe so, Gunny.”

"He okay with you for third fire team, Rabbit?"
"If he can't do the job, I'll kick his ass around the barracks until he can,” Ratliff said, straight-faced.

"Fine. Sergeant Hyakowaand | will spell you if it takesthat long. Also, you get Schultz, Dean, Van
Impe, and Godenov. Y our new men are Dobervich and Quick. Divvy them up however you want, then
let Sergeant Hyakowa and me know what you did.

"Tam, your fire team leaders are Rat and Chan. Okay with you?"

"Chan did red good as shift leader with the feldpolizei on Wanderjahr," Bladon answered. "Y eah, he's
finewith me. And | know the Rat's going to continue to do the outstanding job he's always done.”

Corpora "Rat" Linsman lifted his chin and tried to look superior. Lance Corpora Chan's heart raced
and his eyes glowed. He was sure he could do the job, he hoped he could.

"Good. You aso get Watson, Claypoole, Nolet, and Macllargie.” He shook his head. "Think you can



handle Macllargie?'

Bladon laughed. "No problem. He's till learning chapter one of the book | wrote when | wasa PFC. |
know dl of the stunts hell try to pull better than he does."

"All right. Y ou aso get Hruska and Rowe. Get 'em organized and let me know what you did."
"Hound, Stevenson gets your second gun team. Yi'syour new man.”
Sergeant Kelly smply nodded. The gun squad was lucky, it had only lost one man on Diamunde.

"That'sit, then. Unless anybody has any questions, squad leaders... Yes?' He nodded to Macllargie,
who raised hishand.

"Uh, Gunny?| was paying close attention to what you were saying, but | only heard two fire team
leaders named for second squad. Did | miss something?'

"No-0-0," Bass drew theword out, "but | imagine you'll wind up wishing you werein first squad.
Squad |leaders, do it. Tam, see me and Wang in the passageway for amoment.”

The three squads broke up into groups in different parts of the company classroom as Bass,
Hyakowa, and Bladon | eft.

Ratliff had one new man to put in each fire team. Since Pasguin was a corporal, he had to be afire
team leader. Ratliff gave him two men who'd been on operations with the company, Dean and Godenov.
He pretended not to notice the glances Pasquin and Dean exchanged when he made the assignments.
Dean bristled at the look Pasguin gave the woo.

Why me? Dean wondered, stifling a groan. Rabbit should have given him Schultz—Hammer would
draighten thisguy out in ahurry.

Dornhofer was his most experienced fire team leader—he got first fire team and the least experienced
man, Dobervich, aong with the toughest man in the company, Lance Corpord Schultz. Goudanis, the
least experienced fire team |leader, was third fire team leader, with Lance Corporad Van Impe, who might
have gotten the promotion if he wasn't ill on light duty from the wounds he received on Diamunde, and
PFC Quick, who at least had some experience, even if it wasn't in the infantry.

Bladon returned in a couple of minutes. He was grinning widely, but wouldn't tell anyone what Bass
had wanted to see him abouit.

After Bladon made his assgnments, Macllargie, looking confused asked, " Corpora Bladon, you put
me and Rock in the samefire team.”

Bladon nodded. "That's right. Y ou and Claypoole. All of my troublemakers together, right wherel can
keep an eye on you.

"Who's our fire team leader?'

Bladon laughed. "Y oull find out soon enough,” he said with asmile. "Then you'll probably wish you
werein adifferent company.”

Macllargie turned to Claypoole, apained expression on hisface. "What'd | do, Rock?" he asked.
"What'd | do wrong? | haven't done anything wrong yet."

"I'm not sure that's the problem,” Claypoole answered softly. He looked a bit queasy himself.
Bladon was till laughing as he left the classroom to tell Bass and Hyakowa about the assgnments.

CHAPTER 3

In nearly two years, Company L only had two promotion ceremonies. During the previous year, on



board the amphibious battle cruiser Tripoli en route to Diamunde, Charlie Bass was promoted from staff
sergeant to gunnery sergeant. Almost ayear before that, on the Confederation ship HMS Gordon bound
for Elnedl, there was a promotion ceremony for the company's squad and fire team leaders, whose ranks
were lower than called for in the table of organization.

Theinfrequency of promotion ceremonies wasn't unusua—jpromotions came dowly inthe
Confederation Marine Corps. When there weren't many casualties, promotions were very sow.
Thirty-fourth FIST had suffered very few casuaties on Elneal, none on Wanderjahr. But thewar on
Diamunde had opened up alot of dotsfor promotion, especidly inthe FIST'sinfantry battalion. The
sharp end of the stick dways gets chipped and dented and the infantry battalion was the point of the
sharp end.

The entire battalion, resplendent in dress reds—high, stock-collared scarlet tunics over blue trousers
for the enlisted men, scarlet tunics over gold trousersfor the officers—formed up on the pebble-strewn
parade ground flanked by the barracks. Nearly al of the Marines, except for the most junior men who
had just arrived on Thorfinni's World with the 34th FIST astheir first duty assgnment, had at least one
medal sparkling on their chests, usually the Marine Expeditionary Medad. Most had one or more silver
comets glinting on the medal's ribbon, indicating multiple awards. Many wore ribbons indicating unit
citations. A few wore personal decorationsfor heroism. Some of the Marinesin the battalion had so
many medds, they clumped together and projected far out from their chests.

Usudly, for sergeants and below, company commanders presided over promotion ceremoniesheld in
theindividual company areas, but on this occasion Commander Van Winkle was going to handle the
ceremony himself. Too many Marines had been lost on Diamunde, and he felt it necessary to give these
promotions with his own hand: partly to honor the men who had died or were wounded too badly to
return; partly to emphasize to everyone the importance of the promotions, and the value of the ranksthe
newly promoted men would have. Van Winkle believed it would aso make an impression on the
replacements. The new men should know that their battalion commander cared, that hisMarineswere
important to him.

There was another point VVan Winkle took into consideration. The Diamunde campaign, the third
maor war on that world, rated more than just another comet on the Marine Expeditionary Medd, and a
new campaign medal had been struck for it. Along with distributing promotion warrants, Van Winkle
would pin these medals on the new lance corpords, corporas, sergeants, and staff sergeants. HE'd been
briefly annoyed when Brigadier Sturgeon said he wanted to preside over an awards ceremony for
decorationsfor heroism, but quickly let that annoyance go. The ceremony was going to be long enough
asit was, without making the men stand for the additiond time involved in making the persond awards,
S0 perhapsit was better to have two ceremonies on different days.

Commander Van Winkle completed his brief and, he hoped, inspirational remarks, and then, in avoice
that carried without amplification to everyone on the parade ground, commanded, " Sergeant Mgor, call
therall!"

Battalion Sergeant Mgjor Parant cried out in an even louder voice, "The following Marines, front and
center!" Helifted a sheet of parchment, holding it a the top with hisleft hand and the bottom with his
right, and began reading off namesin company order, aphabeticaly within platoons. Each namewas
preceded by the rank the Marine was being promoted to. Eleven men were called from K Company.
Nine names were caled from thefirst and second platoons of Company L, which had beenin the
thickest of the fighting in the Diamunde campaign. Company L'sthird platoon by itself had five.

"Sergeant Bladon!" Sergeant Mgor Parant called, and the new second squad leader broke ranks and
marched forward to join the growing rank in front of the reviewing stand. " Corpord Goudanis! Staff
Sergeant Hyakowa! Sergeant Ratliff! Corporal Stevenson! Altogether, sixteen Marines from Company
L were called forward to be promoted. Mike Company had the second largest number of promoations,



fourteen. Headquarters Company had Six.

Findly, the forty-seven Marineswere standing in onelong linein front of the reviewing stand. Parant
turned to face Commander VVan Winkle and announced, "Sir, al present and accounted for!"

"Thank you, Sergeant Mgjor," Van Winkle said, then held up another sheet of parchment and read,
"Know yedl men, that placing specid trust and confidencein..." The commander recited the namesin the
same order they had been called forward, using the words of the archaic Marine promotion warrant,
which hadn't been changed in centuries, to announce the promotion of the forty-seven Marines. When the
reading was over, herolled up the parchment and handed it to the ensign who was hisaide. He
descended the three steps from the reviewing stand to the parade ground and was followed by the
battalion sergeant mgjor and the aide. Parant carried theindividual promotion warrants, and the aide bore
acase with forty-seven Third Diamundean Campaign medas.

Moving from one man to another, VVan Winkle handed over a promotion warrant and then shook the
Marine's hand while saying afew words of congratulations. Then he took ameda from the case and
pinned it onto the man'stunic.

"Y ou're getting pretty impressive there, Staff Sergeant,” he said when he pinned the meda on
Hyakowastunic. Hyakowadready had eight campaign medas and several comets on hisMarine
Expeditionary Medd, to compliment his Good Conduct Meda and the Silver Nebula and Bronze Star
medalsfor bravery he had earned on earlier campaigns.

"Thank you, Sir," Hyakowasaid. "It happens after time."

"l dways thought there was awise guy hiding under that calm and collected surface of yours,”
Sergeant Mgor Parant said. "Maybe we should assign you to a different company—you've been hanging
out with Charlie Basstoo long." Hyakowa snorted discrestly.

"Congratulations, Staff Sergeant, you deserveit." Parant gave Hyakowas shoulder a siff, short-swing
|eft as he shook handswith him. "1 owe you three more.”

Hyakowa managed not to react to the sharp punch. "Y ou have to catch mefirst, Sergeant Mgor," he
said. The enlisted men of the Confederation Marine Corps practiced atime-honored ritual—ypinning on
the stripes. Every enlisted Marine of equa or higher rank was alowed, during the day or two following a
promotion, to punch anewly promoted Marine on the shoulder one time for each chevron and rocker of
his new rank. A staff sergeant'sinsigniawas three chevrons over one rocker.

Parant laughed lightly and moved on with his commander to Sergeant Ratliff.

It took three-quarters of an hour for Van Winkle to pass out al the warrants and pin on the campaign
medals. The battaion had been standing at attention for close to an hour and ahdf by then. It wastimeto
release the men—but not until after afew closing remarks.

"Weare Marines," Van Winkle said, resuming his position on the reviewing stand and taking a moment
to look over hisbattaion. "More than that, we are the epitome of Marines—the infantry. From time
immemorial, Marines have been thetip of the spear, the sharp end of the stick. Wherever and whenever
there have been Marines, Marines have been the first to go into conflict, the first to make contact with the
enemy. It is Marines who have guarded the most important installations at home and abroad, on-world
and off. It isMarineswho went ashore to secure ports, Marines who guarded shipping and fought off
and defeated pirates and other raiders. It is Marines who, Smply by appearing on the scene and making
known their willingnessto do battle, have prevented wars—only the foolish are willing to fight against
Marines.

"We are the few, we are the proud. We are an undying band of brothers. We are the guardians of dll
we hold true and dear. We the Marines stand ever vigilant, ready at a moment's notice to step into harm's
way. When we do, we know we will defeat that harm. We know that because we know our leaders are



the finest leadersthere are, as are the Marines who were promoted today, and as are the lance corpora
fire team leaders and corpora squad leaders who have yet to be promoted. We know we will take care
of our own. And we know we are the best. We are Marines."

He paused and looked out over his battalion again, 467 men and officers strong. " This one battaion,”
he announced, "could have faced and defeated a fifteen or twenty thousand man division of the twentieth
century. Y ou could have defeated Ngpoleon at Waterloo without assistance. Y ou could have ssemmed
the tide of Ghengis Khan's Golden Horde. Caesar's L egions would have shattered against you.
Alexander'sarmy would have died at your feet. This single battalion could have taken Troy in an hour or
two. | am awed by the power you represent.” He had to stop to clear the lump that grew in histhroat.
"And thisisonly haf the strength of 34th FIST! Marines, | sdluteyou." He sharply raised hisright handin
sute.

" 'Ta-lion, present-arms! " Sergeant Mgjor Parant bellowed.
Asone, the men and officers arrayed before him returned Van Winkl€'s salute.

The commander was dmost overcome with emotion. He got control of himsdlf, swalowed the lump
that welled up again, and filled his chest with air. "Company commanders,” he shouted, "take your
companied” He turned about and |eft the reviewing stand from the stepsin itsrear. His staff followed.

Across the parade ground, company commanders about-faced and cried out orders. Each of their
companiesturned its facing from ranks to columns, and on command the companies stepped out,
marching sharply to the cadence called by their commanders.

When Captain Conorado dismissed Company L back at the company area, PFC Godenov
approached Sergeant Ratliff.

"Co—Sergeant Ratliff?" Getting used to dl the new ranksin the platoon would take some doing.
"What Commander Van Winkle said at theend...isall that redlly true about Marines?!

"Mogly," Ratliff replied. He didn't give the answer hisfull attention. His mind wastoo full of the
promotion he'd just received. "The commander exaggerated abit. Marines haven't dways been the first
onesin. There have been mgjor warsthat Marinesamost didn't get into at al. But yeah, Marines arethe
point, were usudly thefirst.” It sunk in then, who asked the question, and Reatliff took Godenov by the
shoulder and looked into the younger Marings eyes. "1zzy," he said serioudy, "we are the best, and we
know it. So do most other people. Anybody who doesn't know it and thinks they can beat us usudly
winds up sorry they met us. Now get into the barracks and change into your garrison utilities.”

"Right, Sergeant Ratliff. Thanks."

When Ratliff let go of his shoulder, Godenov raced to the barracks. He didn't even notice that he
wasn't bothered by being called "lzzy." All hislife held been tormented by the questioning play on his
name, "Is he good enough?' Usudly, no matter what he did, other people answered, "No." But on
Wanderjahr he had demonstrated that he was good enough. On Diamunde he confirmed that
demondtration. Now he was coming to understand and believe that the proper answer to the question
"lzzy Godenov" was an unequivocd "Yes"

CHAPTER 4

Cameron stared disconsolately into the smal fire. Things had not been going well for him, not at al, since
the group's arrival on Society 437 six months ago. Opposite the fire, snuggled againgt the cave wall,
Minervastirred in her deep. Her blond hair, once so beautiful, was matted and dirty, as shaggy asthe
men's. She stank too. They dl did. None of them had spent much time on persond hygiene for months.



But shewasthe only one of the surviving pirates Cameron could trust.

The cavethey were hiding in extended for uncounted kilometers under the mountains. They only used
thefirst hundred meters or so of the tunnel system that led into the caverns, but they had explored
extensively behind the entrance and were satisfied that the place might provide refugeif... Cameron didn't
want to think about "whet if." He was sure their puny defensive measures would amount to nothing if
those things did come after them in there. But héld been careful not to share his thoughts with the others,
for fear the tenuous grip he had on them would snap.

He stirred the embers of the dying fireand it flared up brightly. Thefernlike treesthey were using for
fuel burned dowly and gave off adequate heat and hardly any smoke. That was good, because there was
no smoke to bother them insde the damn cave and none to seep to the surface and give away their hiding
place. At least something on that godforsaken lump wasin their favor.

From the shadows farther inside the cave someone was pissing. Cameron could just make out Rhys
Apbac, leaning againg the wal back there. "Rhysl" he shouted. "We haveto livein herel™

"I'm not going outside at night, Georgie boy," Rhys answered, shaking himsdf off. "Not with them
things out there. No-sree.” Rhys rearranged his clothes. "Thanksto you, Georgie boy," he added sourly.

"Y ou'd have been dead six months ago with the othersif it hadn't been for me" Cameronrepliedina
tired voice. He was referring to Captain Scanlon and the hundred other members of the Red 35 Crew, as
the pirate gang had called itsdlf. The surviving pirates blamed him for everything. True enough, it had been
Cameron'sideato raid Society 437, but who could've imagined that those things...

Cameron shook hishead and got to hisfeet. Carefully, he negotiated hisway up the steep tunnel
through the deeping figures littered around tiny fires. At the cave entrance two men armed with the
group'slast functiona plasmaweapons—ancient relics even when Cameron was born—Kkegpt fitful watch.
They crouched behind a barricade of small boulders, scanning the rock-strewn dope below. In the pale
maoonlight the larger rocks cast weird shadows across the open spaces. If aman stared at them long
enough, the shadows took on amenacing life of their own, but neverthel ess, the things hadn't bothered
them in months.

"Lowboy, I'm going outside," Cameron whispered to one of the watching men.

Lowboy stared at Cameron's back as he clambered over the chest-high barricade of rocks that
blocked the cave's entrance—too high and steep, they hoped, for one of those thingsto get over, but just
negotiable enough for aman. Lowboy wanted very much to burn ahole through Cameron. Sure, hewas
the "leader,” but only by default. No. They had to conserve the energy packs, and besides, those...things
might sense the energy release and cometo investigate.

Lowboy sincerely hated Cameron, if that was hisreal name—nobody in the Red 35 Crew ever went
by hisreal name. Hed showed up at their headquarters ayear ago, breathing hatred and vowing
damnation upon the entire Confederation of Worlds, saying he wanted to join their band, offer them his
"sarvices." Educated fop, that's what he was, Lowboy reflected, not red pirate material. But Scanlon had
accepted him into the crew. Now look what that's got us, Lowboy thought bitterly. A knifefor Cameron,
that'sit, Lowboy told himself. Hed kill Cameron when the time was ripe. Him and that bitch of his. Hell
with it, he thought, none of usisgetting off this planet dive anyway, may aswell have some satisfaction
before those things get me.

Outside, Cameron stood bathed in the moonlight as he urinated down the dope. They were nearly a
thousand meters above the swamp, and the mountains rose another thousand meters behind them. Those
things didn't like the devations. And they liked to stay near water. The only problem, living up there, was
fuel and food. Therewasfood a Aquarius Station, about thirty kilometersto the north of the mountain
range, and the indigenous amphibians that inhabited the swamps were edible when they could be caught



and killed. But leaving the mountains was very dangerous. The others were frightened; they would be
content just to remain in the cave until they starved. Cameron knew that only hisincessant goading had
forced them to forage. The last expedition had been amost two months ago, and they would need to
resupply soon.

What the hell, he thought, maybe I'll just givein and we can dl stay here and starve. Well never get off
this goddamn planet anyway. No wonder everyone referred to it as Waygone. It wasway gonedl right.
Oh, someon€ell come, sooner or later, hetold himsdlf, but the question is, will we be around later? He
susgpected those things had |eft them alone for awhile because they were busy with something else. Once
they turned their atention back to the pirates... Wéll, no profit thinking about that eventudity.

Cameron put himself back into the rags that passed for histrousers. He cinched the belt at hiswaist as
tightly as he could. Hed lot at least thirty pounds since they came here, and he was conscious now of
wearing the same clothes hed worn when they landed at Aquarius. Well, who brings achange of clothes
on apirate raid? he thought. They were only supposed to stay afew hours anyway. There would be fresh
clothesat Aquariusif he could get the othersto go there with him. They'd fled the place in such a panic
sx months earlier that nobody thought to grab anything useful, much less replacement garments. In thelr
wild desperation to get asfar away from those things asthey could, none of them thought he'd live six

months anyway.

If I can't convince these bastards to go back to Aquarius Station with me, Cameron thought, Minerva
and | will go by oursdves. Anything was better than crouching in the caves like frightened troglodytes,
even taking achance they'd run into those things again. Jesus, how come nobody knew those things were
herein thefirst place? he wondered for the nth time.

Over the months in the mountains, Cameron had changed in ways that surprised even him. Held taken
charge of the survivors, imposed hiswill on them and made the correct decisionsto keep them dive. At
times he wished held just let them fend for themsalves, but deep inside he knew he was responsible for
them as much asfor himsdf. He didn't much care for the survivors of Scanlon's band: Rhys Apbac and
Lowboy were scum, and sooner or later he knew he'd have to deal with them. Minervawas a different
case. He cared what happened to her, the first timein hislife hed felt that way about another person.

And hedd forgotten how much held hated the Confederation. Just then, as he stood looking down the
dope, hed have given anything to be on board astarship, leaving Waygone, evenif it meant spending the
res of hislifein prison. Evenif it meant again facing up to who heredly was.

But the most important change he'd undergone was that in the face of terrible danger, the man who
cdled himsdf Cameron was the only one who had not given in to panic. Not likethe last time...

The sun was coming up. Thefirst rays were dready illuminating the pesks above him. Watching the
sun risewas just about the only pleasure he could get out of life in the mountains—that and Minerva, of
course.

Sheld lost weight too. Her pelvic bones and ribs had begun to show prominently when the two of them
lay together. Cameron rather liked that, except that her denderness was due to malnutrition. Thinking of
her, he hitched up histrousers and walked back into the cave.

The Red 35 Crew pirate band called itself that because their leader, Finnegard Scanlon, considered
red hisfavorite color and the number 35 alucky onefor him. Inred life Scanlon ran alegitimate import
bus ness from aremote mining and prospecting world called New Genesee, "Jenny™ to locals. Jenny was
the oldest settlement in its sector of Human Space, and had the largest population, but it was till adistant
backwater compared even to Thorsfinni's World. And, aswith any frontier world, the law had not yet
reached Jenny in any force, so fortunes could be made there if aman was quick and ruthless.

Scanlon made aliving furnishing the colonists and surveyors of neighboring worlds with the necessities.



That was the facade he lived behind anyway, with the hundred or so men and women he employed. But
whenever alittle smuggling operation was afoot or araid was conducted, they al happily made the
trangition from employees to outlaws—to Red 35 Crew—and when the operation was over, they quietly
returned to being hardworking citizens.

Scanlon planned the forays with the utmost care. For one thing, he never combined piracy with
legitimate business. His public affairswere awaysin perfect order and his accounts open for audit by
anyone who wished to see them. And he kept no records on hisillegal and highly profitable enterprises.
Noillega goodswere ever dlowed into his warehouses on Jenny, and they stayed in the holds of his
gar-faring vessdl's only long enough to be offloaded on an uncharted asteroid or one of the small moons
scattered throughout various systems where he kept his stashes.

Other pirate bands, operating adong more traditiond lines—roving and marauding—also preyed on
commerce between the pioneer worlds, and Scanlon made a public show of cooperating with the
authorities to wipe them out. But when Scanlon himsdlf "hoisted the Jolly Roger"—he liked that ancient
term for raiding—he could be more vicious than any of his competitors. They were aboveboard about
what they were and what they did, but Scanlon lived adouble life. Piracy was merdly busnessfor
Scanlon, and to protect hisidentity he did not leave behind many witnesses. He raided only when the
chances of success were assured and the potentia profits very high, and he was very good at foisting the
blame on other bands for his depredations. Before Cameron came aong, Scanlon had been enjoying a
gring of very profitable heigts.

When Cameron showed up looking for ajob at Scanlon's offices at Sodus Bay, the capita city of
New Genesee, he was turned down at first. Lowboy, Scanlon's "personnel director,” had advised his
boss that Cameron was too chancy, and Scanlon agreed. It was dangerous to let someone you didn't
know into an operation like his, so Cameron wastold to go back to his hotel and look for other work.
Meanwhile, Lowboy put atail on the stranger. If he turned out to be a spy for acompetitor or working
for the Confederation, Lowboy would take care of him.

Cameron knew alot about the military and he drank alot. And he hated the Confederation Marine
Corps. "Probably an ex-Marine," Lowboy advised Scanlon. "Probably got kicked out.”

Scanlon thought about that. "We could use someone with a bit of military experience,” he mused.
"Think heredly meansit? | mean thishard-on for the Marines?"

Lowboy shrugged. "Sounds like he does. The guy drinksalot. | mean alot. No undercover agent
would ever make that mistake. Still... He says his name is George Cameron. | checked him out in the
Blue Book"—the register of commissioned Marines—"and there's nobody by that namein there, and
never hasbeen.”

Scanlon laughed. "Hell, nobody uses hisred name around herel Ex-enlisted?”
Lowboy shrugged again. "He claimsto have been an officer.”

"Ask him to come back for an interview," Scanlon said.

"I don't know, Cap'n—"

"Akhim."

Finnegard Scanlon was agood judge of character. He saw severd vauable quditiesin the young man
who caled himself George Cameron. For one thing, Cameron gppeared as much disgusted with himself
aswith the Confederation Marine Corps, upon which he blamed al his difficulties with some vehemence.
When Scanlon asked him what had happened, Cameron became evasive. Scanlon smiled to himsdif.



Clearly, the guy had screwed up badly. That was very good; Cameron would be mallegble. They talked
about infantry wegpons and tactics. Y es, Cameron knew them well; maybe he had been an officer.
Certainly an NCO. Hewas intelligent, knew weapons, tactics, communications, could handle
adminidrative detalls.

That Cameron had showed up for the interview with acohol on his bresth was actudly in hisfavor, to
Scanlon'sway of thinking. It tended to support his conclusion that Cameron redly was an outcast looking
to hide himsdlf and get back at society at the sametime.

"How would you like to work for me, George?" Scanlon eventually asked.
Cameron accepted the offer immediately.

In the following months, Cameron showed he could supervise the loading of acargo hold, draw up an
accurate shipping manifest, and carry hisown weight on araid.

Theraid had been asmall affair, just abrief touchdown on anearly uninhabited world to heist
construction robotics, but Cameron neutraized the tiny work force at the site quickly and effectively and
established adefensve perimeter immediately afterward, from which he held off the security force until
the snatch was completed. Everyonein the Red 35 Crew had gotten off safely, and no witnesses were
left behind. Even Lowboy had been impressed, athough the new man had demonstrated some reluctance
when ordered to kill the survivors. But aman could learn to do that sort of thing.

About amonth after he'd joined them, Minerva attached herself to Cameron. A clerk in one of Jenny's
mining camps, she'd been recruited on Old Earth under fase pretenses. The company actualy wanted
someone to service the men in its operation on Jenny, and not by keeping their pay records straight. She
soon became very unpopular with her bosses, but she did keep the men's pay records straight. When her
contract ran out, she decided to find other work. After pushing drinksin the dives around Sodus Bay for
awhile, shewound up a shipping clerk in Scanlon's business. She was pretty and, just coincidentally, had
gutsand brains.

The other men in Scanlon's crew respected her. Scanlon'sinflexible rule on women in his organization
was that no man could force himself on one who was amember of the crew. Minervaand Cameron met
because he knew unarmed combat and had volunteered to teach his skillsto the others. During a
demondtration, while thinking of someone else whom he wanted to hurt, he'd applied too much pressure
to Minervas left arm, which had snapped. Cameron was genuinely sorry, and she liked the awkward
way hetried to make up for it. After her experiencesin the mining camps and the bars on Jenny, it was
refreshing to have aman pay attention to her not because he wanted something from her, but just to be
nice. And with Minerva, Cameron redlly tried to be nice; when he was with her, the burning hatred and
disgrace that had driven him to the fringe world of New Genesee subsided.

Theraid on Society 437 had been Cameron'sidea.

"They have scads of stuff we can use," he pointed out during one of Scanlon's strategy sessions. "They
have three stations operating down there. We take the one called Aquarius, in the tropics. Thereésforty
or fifty technicians there, tops. Well outnumber them two to one, and we can shut them down in no time
flat, heist their hardware and be gone before the big station, Central, knowswhat's happened.”

"Hell, George," Lowboy said, "that's agoddamn scientific survey team down there! The
Confederation'sinvested trillionsin that expedition. Y ou don't think they'd Sit by and let us strip thejoint!”

"Who'sto stop us? They have no—repest, no—military security. If the survey team hasfollowed the
standard TO and E, the only weapons they have are to protect againgt unfriendly animals. Shit, they'reall
scientists and eggheads! | bet most of them don't even know how to use the few weapons they have.
Besides, they're so spread out, they couldn't possibly reinforce Aquarius.”



"Why not, Cap'n?' Rhys Apbac chimed in enthusiastically. Rhys was dwaysready to goon arad. He
grinned fiercely at the others and recited the only piece of poetry he knew, an ancient highwayman's ditty
he'd managed to memorize after years of practice:

"Cometighten your girth and dacken your

Buckle your holster and blanket again;

Try theclick of your trigger and balance your blade,
For he mugt ride surewho goesriding araid.”

Scanlon ignored Rhys, who sat there grinning triumphantly at the others after finishing hisrecitation. He
said to Cameron, "The Confederation might get pissed enough to send aredly significant nava force out
hereif we messwith 437, George."

"Count onit,” Cameron replied. "They'll send Marines, bet you money. But so what? Before that can
be done, the Bureau of Human Habitability, or whatever they cal it, will haveto request amilitary force
be digpatched there. That can take six months. By then the stuff we get will al be sold. There are adozen
wildcat mining and congtruction teams working throughout five or six syssemswho'll buy the sophigticated
gear we can get on 437, no questions asked, cash on ddlivery. What's the Confederation going to do
then? Investigate everybody in the whole damned quadrant?’

Indeed, Scanlon owned two starship freighters that could go anywhere in Human Space. There was
no limit to where they could go to conduct araid, or where they could go to sall whatever they got.

Scanlon thought a bit. Lowboy watched. He was beginning to didike Cameron, who had just come
into the Red 35 Crew, and was dready worming hisway into Scanlon's confidence. And he had that
bitch Minervatoo, Lowboy thought. Goddamn whore. Lowboy had tried to score on her once himsdlf,
and sheld rgiected him. He detested her after that, and he'd grown to resent Cameron's relationship with
her.

"George, can you plan thisraid and pull it off?" Scanlon asked.
"Y ou bet, Captain! Right down to the microns. Leaveit to me."

"Okay," Scanlon said with findity. Lowboy mentaly kicked himsdf for not having thought of theraid
first. Wdll, hereflected, maybe Pretty Boy Georgie would have an accident on Society 437.

And the raid would have worked perfectly, just as Cameron had planned it, except for one horribly
unforeseen circumstance.

Back at the fire, Cameron nudged Minervawith the toe of hisboot. She sat up deepily. "What's for
breskfast, Georgie?'

"Raw beef, Minnie," Cameron answered. He grabbed a glowing brand from thefireto light hisway. It
seemed they were back in the Stone Age. That's another thing we need, he reflected: energy packs.

Grinning, Minervagot up and followed him far back into the cave, away from where the otherswere
just beginning to gtir. "Georgie," she whispered, her breeth hot in his ear, "are we going to make it?"
meaning, Would they survivethisorded?

"Y ou bet, honey," Cameron answered, by which he meant what they were about to do in the near
darkness of the cave's recesses. What the hell, he thought, the future would still be there when they were
done.

CHAPTER 5



UIf Thorsfinni's Saga

UIf Thorsfinni wasthelast of hisbreed. Tal, muscular, athletic, blond, and cursed with anirresigtible
urge to see what lay beyond the horizon, plunder whatever was there, and bring the booty home.

Tdl, muscular, athletic, and blond were just as desirable physical characterigticsin the mid-23rd
century asthey had been throughout al the history—and prehistory—of Northern Europe. But the
irresstible urge to see what lay beyond the horizon was a curse, asal the horizons of Earth had long
since been gone past and nothing new was left to see. Even if there had been, society in genera frowned
on plundering whatever was there. And the civilized people at home didn't even want the booty brought
back.

Had helived in an earlier age, UIf Thorsfinni's exploratory exploits might till be commemorated in
sagasto riva those of Eric the Red, Lief Ericsson, or Ragnar Hairy-Breeks. Or he might have been a
king, cast in the mold of Harold, Olaf, Haakon, or Magnus. Insteed, it was hisfate to be the scion of a
family of commerce—and not merely afamily of commerce, but the Family of Commerce.

The Thordfinnis had started small, back in the early 22nd century, when Great-Grandpapa Thorsfinni
sold the family fishing trawler and used the proceeds to purchase a pine tree strand, which he clear-cut
and then replanted with hickory, oak, and other hardwoods. For some years Thorsfinniwold, as
Great-Grandpapa Thorsfinni named hiswood strand, served as anursery, providing saplings to architects
and landscapers. When the trees that weren't sold as saplings grew large enough, some of them were
culled and sold to wood-carvers and cabinetmakers at what would have been exorbitant prices had
hardwoods not been so rare and difficult to come by. That provided the kroners (an archaic term even
then) for Great-Grandpapa Thorsfinni's grand plan.

The profits of the nursery and hardwoods, and they were substantial, were used to buy a partnership
in afledgling venture capital bank. Unlike his partners, who used their income from the bank to live very
rich lives, Great-Grandpapa Thorsfinni used his share of the profitsto quietly buy up portions of the
shares of his partners, each of whom thought he was merely sdlling afew sharesto the junior most
partner so he could increase his earnings and begin to live asrichly asthey were. Needlessto say, the
partners were quite surprised when one day Great-Grandpapa Thorsfinni announced that, as mgjority
partner, he was taking full control of the bank and they could either sall the remainder of their sharesto
him or accept whatever dividends he deigned to declare. Few of them took him serioudy enough to sl
immediately. They al took him serioudy when they discovered how smdl were the dividendsthat the
majority owner doled out. Thorsfinnibank, as the business was quickly renamed, thereafter became the
richest and most prestigious venture-capital bank in Scandinavia.

Great-Grandpapa Thorsfinni didn't merely lend to entrepreneurs who came to him for the financid
backing they needed to make their—and Thorsfinnibank's—fortunes. He invested money in his many
childrens projectsaswell.

Great-Uncle Leaif went into mining in abig way with Thorsfinniminerd. Great-Aunt Emily built an
amazingly successful tropical jungle theme park on the Arctic Circle, which she caled Thorsfinniworld.
With his Thorsfinniherring, Great-Uncle Haakon became one of the greatest fishing farmersin the North
Atlantic. Great-Aunt Gertrude bought afailing spaceshipyard and converted it to Thorsfinniship, the
world'sfirg shipyard devoted entirely to starship congtruction. Great-Uncle Olaf and his Thorsfinni
entrepreneurship went through a series of endeavors, each of which he sold at ahumongous profit.
Great-Aunt Mildred borrowed money from Thorsfinnibank to buy her way into the tiny remnant of
European royalty and became Empress Mildred 1. Not that she had an empire to be empress of, but the
entireworld quickly came to know her as Empress Mildred, and wherever she went, which was just
about everywhere, even the powerful bowed and scraped.

Grandpapa Magnus Thorsfinni was the only failure of thelot. Everything hetried hishand at crumbled,
went under, failed. Asmuch out of pity asout of afeding of family equity, Great-Grandpapa Thorsfinni



|eft two shares of hisholdingsto each of Grandpapa Thorsfinni's children for each single share heleft to
his other grandchildren. There were no business failures among Great-Grandpapa Thorsfinni's
grandchildren. By the time UIf reached his mgority, it seemed to the great-grandchildren of
Great-Grandpapa Thorsfinni that the Thorsfinnis owned al of Norway, most of the rest of Scandinavia,
half of therest of Europe, and significant chunks of Ada, Africa, the Americas, and Audtrdia, not to
mention substantia holdings on other worlds. They didn't own quite that much, but it certainly felt to the
great-grandchildren that they did.

Y oung UIf looked around and felt despair. He saw no horizons left to go beyond. There was no major
endeavor, other than the arts, in which the Thorsfinnis were not aready a power—and Ulf was unable to
draw astraight line even with aruler and could not write a coherent sentence. He was tone desf too.
Moreover, he couldn't stand artists of any sort, so being an impresario was out of the question.

What Y oung UIf really wanted to do was build a dragonship and go aViking. But, as noted above,
that wasimpractical. So he did the next best thing. He went to Uncle Herrman, who now owned and ran
Thorsfinniship, Great-Aunt Gertrude's starshipyard, and bought a starship—at afamily discount, of
course.

The Glittertenden was a magnificent ship, a Ragnarok-class cruiser, acivilian design based on the
Confederation Navy's Crowe-class amphibious assault battle cruiser. Inits appropriate military
configuration, it carried anavy warship crew of three thousand plus an assault force of two full Marine
FISTs, each two thousand men strong, and was powerful enough that, with ahandful of destroyersin
escort, it could single-handedly defeet any of the secondary worldsin the Confederation, or nearly any of
the nonconfederated worldsin dl of Human Space. Initscivilian configuration, the Ragnarok-class
cruiser could carry acrew of four hundred aong with some ten thousand colonists, or an eight hundred
member crew and Six thousand vacationers.

To please Y oung Ulf, Uncle Herrman had a dragon-head prow constructed on the part of the ship
arbitrarily designated the bow. The dragon-head was totally nonfunctional, of course, but it made Y oung
Ulf'schest swell with pride.

UIf then sat about finding like-minded spirits who wanted to go aViking, and to find a suitable world
onwhichthey could doit.

Finding aworld was easy. About the time Great-Grandpapa Thorsfinni had bought into what became
Thorsfinnibank, a degp-space probe discovered a planetary system 150 light-years from Sol. One planet
of the system was within the liquid-weter range of its primary. It had gravity within five percent of Earth
and a breathable, though aromatic, atmosphere.

There were, quite naturaly, life-forms native to the planet. Some of the faunawas rather large and
voracioudy carnivorous. None were venomous to humans, however. Some of the florawas edible after a
fashion. Which isto say ahuman being could eat it without being poisoned, and it would take months of a
purdly native diet before any nutrition-deficiency symptoms became apparent. The animals could be
eaten aswell, and with the same considerations.

The planet in question had no name, just some meaningless, bureaucratic dphanumeric designation. It
had no landmass of continental size. It did, however, have aproliferation of idands. The most desirable,
in Ulf's eyes, was an oblong running roughly north to south, about the size of Scandinavia, and closer to
one of the polesthan to the equator. More, thislarge idand was mountainous, craggy, rocky, and rent
with coastal fissuresthat could accurately be caled fjords. Theidand was cold in the winter and balmy in
the summer, and surrounded by agray, crashing ocean reminiscent of the North Atlantic.

An attempt was made early on to colonize the planet. The attempt didn't take. The first problem was
its distance from Earth. In the early days of interstellar colonization, few people were willing to go so far
from home, so there weren't enough colonists to assure asufficiently varied gene pool. The small number



of willing colonists wasn't the only problem caused by distance. It was too expengiveto ship everything
needed for the colony, and would take generations with the then-existing technology to develop local
resources to the point where the colony could sustain itsalf. Then there was the aromatic atmosphere—it
was rank with the odor of fish. After lessthan ageneration the bedraggled survivors managed to
importune the Confederation to resettle them on amore hospitable world.

But it wasjust the kind of home from which a proper Norseman would want to go aViking, and UIf
industrioudy went about lining up coloniss,

Eventudly, the passenger manifest for the maiden voyage of the Glittertenden had eight thousand
nameson it, to go dong with acrew of nine hundred. The Viking-colonistswere of dl ages, from
suckling babes to oldsters—every stedding, UIf believed, needed an elder. Alas, from Ulf's point of view,
not al of them were Norwegian. There smply weren't that many Norwegians who wanted badly to go
aViking—especidly not once they learned the details of the world they were to populate. So Ulf had to
fill out the ranks with non-Norwegians. He made every one of the foreigners adopt a Norwegian name,
however, so Thorsfinni's World is populated in large measure by dark-haired, swarthy Neilsons,
kinky-haired Knutsons, and sallow-skinned Sturulsons.

Thorsfinniworld was the name of Great-Aunt Emily'stropicd jungle theme park, so Y oung Ulf had to
go againg family tradition in naming hisworld. He caled it, instead, Thorsfinni's World. He named the
largeidand Niflheim. He married awoman he inssted adopt the name—and be called—Frigg. They had
two sons, whom he named Balder and Thor. He built a proper dragon-head ship and sailed the
seas—and took his sonswith him as soon as they were old enough to scramble about the deck without
fdling overboard. UIf Thorsfinni had agrand time.

Until one day the Confederation Navy came knocking at his door and told him they needed to
establish abase in that sector of Human Space and they were going to do it on hisworld.

It wasimmediately evident to everyone that ten thousand 23rd century Vikings—the population had
grown somein the twenty-five years snce UIf first went aViking—dressed in furs and chain mail and
swinging broad swords were no match for the reinforced company of Confederation Marines backing up
the admira who made the announcement. So UIf Thorsfinni grudgingly agreed to the base, even though
few if any of the navy and Marine personnd assigned to hisworld would bear Norwegian names.

He did, however, manage some concessions. The base was located on a remote section of Niflheim,
well removed from the "mgor” centers of population. Only local building materids could be used in
congtruction, which limited the navy and Marines to wood and stone. All construction had to be done by
locd contractors, which meant everything was made from wood, as there were too few stone masonsto
do as much construction as the base required.

The congtruction concessions gave a dight boost to the economy, what with al those contractors
getting thework and dl those local suppliers supplying the materias. The contractors got more work
when they built Bronnoysund, the liberty town that sprang up outside the main gate of Camp Mgor Pete
Ellis, which became the home of 34th FIST, Confederation Marine Corps.

Intime, the citizens of Thorsfinni's World cameto like the military presence on their world. The navy,
based near New Od o, gave them strange and exotic people to laugh at. And the Marines at Camp Ellis
were more than happy to oblige the citizens of Bronnoysund in their favorite occupations of eating,
drinking, brawling, and cuddling for warmth in the cold and dank.

CHAPTER 6

FreyaBanak, ak.a "Big Barb'—a sobriquet she liked, incidentally, and had trademarked for her
personal use—was deservedly famed for her evil disposition. A big woman in later middle age—around
seventy-five—she weighed three hundred pounds and was six-foot-four in her wooden clogs. Big Barb



had broken up more fightsin her establishment than 34th FIST's battle standard had campaign streamers.
And sheran atight ship: No patron of herswas ever cheated by awaitress or awhore, and when one
patron tried to abuse another a her bar, he could count on summary and violent gection into the street.
But Freya Banak had one weakness: Gunnery Sergeant Charlie Bass.

"Charlie-e-e" Big Barb crooned after they were seated in her private office at the rear of the bar, "vat
brinks you here dis afternoon? Coffee?' She poured abig mug full of the strong, steaming coffee the
citizens of Bronnoysund liked so much. It couldn't, as Marine tradition had it, burn the camouflage paint
off aDragon, but Gunny Bassfdt his nervous system tightening just at the smdll of the stuff. Still, he took
the proffered cup with thanks and Sipped at it cautioudy, feigning greet pleasure.

Barb sat hugely behind her antique desk, hands clasped under her capacious breasts, fingersasbig as
sausages entwined, enormous thumbs twiddling nervoudy. Her gap tooth smile, reminiscent of anidiot's
leer, was anything but, Bass knew. She wasjust enormoudy pleased to be done in the back office with
her favorite Marine. Despite himself, Bass was flattered. Oh, he could take Barb if he wanted to, but
Mohammed's hairy balls, she was so damned fat! And yet the two of them had alot in common. Both
were used to having their way, and both knew ingtinctively when to act decisively, and when either made
adecison—whether to toss out abum or to attack afortified position—it was done with rapid
caculation and no second thoughts, just hi diddie diddle, straight up the middie.

Bass carefully placed his nearly full cup on acorner of Barb's desk. He thought: She does have
magnificent hair. It was done in long platinum braids that hung down on either Side of her chest. Fat, yes,
but her complexion was perfectly clear and lustrous. Bass sometimes thought if only she'd lose 150
pounds...

"Barb, Diamunde was hard on the 34th—"

"Y ah, you lose some men. | hear al about it. Eagle's Cry, he vaskilled and some odders. | am sorry,
Charlie”

Bass nodded. "I've had five men in my platoon promoted, Barb, and we need a place to throw a
party. Can you rent me your big back room, next Saturday sundown through Sunday noon? Well need
beer, steaks, al that for let's say sixty people, the thirty men in my platoon plus guests. | expect the
brigadier and Sergeant Mgor Shiro'll make an gppearance, aswell as Commander Van Winkle,
Sergeant Mg or Parant, Captain Conorado, Top Myer, some buddies from other platoons the men might
bring as guests. Y ou know, the usud lineup for a platoon bash.”

Barb smiled broadly. "Sure, Charlie!" She made anote on apad by her side. "Hey, | hear you now
are platoon commander. Got you up to officer'sdot, yah? But you still agunny. How come you never go
for an officer, Charlie?'

Bass shrugged. "No time, Barb. Besides, the Corps aready has acommandant, and like I've ways
said, if | can't be Pope, | don't wannabe a Catholic." Barb laughed and her whole body shook. Her
laugh sounded from way down inside her belly, and the harder shelaughed, the redder her cheeks
glowed. When Barb was laughing, men forgot her foul mouth and hamlike fists. Her laugh wasinfectious.
Bass grinned, and that made her laugh even harder. "What'll dl that cost me, Barb?"

Still chuckling, Barb made some cal culations and named afigure. Basss eyebrows shot up. Thefigure
was quite reasonable but he still wanted a better deal. He leaned back in his chair before replying.
"Okay, but the five guys promoted, if they want to, they get afree dl-nighter with the girl of their choice.”

Now it was Barb's turn to lean back. She put her hands behind her head. Bass marveled again at the
vast expanse of her breasts, which were as big as pillows. She looked back at him through narrowed,
caculating eyes, but therewas atwinklein them. "Okay," she said at last, and thrust out her hand. Bass
took it. For such ahuge hand, it wasn't that bad-looking; soft and warm, big but feminine.

After the perfunctory shake, Barb held on for along moment. "'l dvayslikeyou, Charlie" she



murmured as she stood up. Bass stood too as she came around the desk. She walked lightly for such a
big person. Barb was packed solid, like ahuge, firm sausage, no unhealthy folds of skin hanging about
her face and neck or arms. Shejiggled like abowl of gelatin, not amound of suet. She reached out and
grabbed Bass by one arm. It took al his strength to stand his ground. She placed the other arm in the
small of hisback and drew him to her capacious breasts. "Charlie, | haf dvaysliked you," she whispered.
Her breath was sweet and warm in hisear. A man could do worse, Bass reflected.

When they were done, Big Barb liked Charlie Bass even better than before.

"I'm going to keep these remarks short,”" Brigadier Sturgeon said. The men of third platoon, Company
L, stood in acircle about the FIST commander in Big Barb's private party room. Asthe guest of honor,
he was required to make some remarks. "1 have severd other promotion partiesto attend this evening,
and at every one of them I'll be obliged to have two or three beers.”

Hisremark was greeted by polite laughter.

"In the recent past I've developed arather close relationship with some of the men of third platoon
here. Claypoole and Dean over there earned their stripes on Wanderjahr, and | took them with me
through some mighty tense times on that deployment, let metell you. And they never let me down. The
men of this platoon, this company, this battalion, the men of 34th FIST, have never et anybody down
and they never will."

Thisremark was greeted by aroar from the men of third platoon.

"What's a promotion mean?" the brigadier continued after the shouting died down. "Wéll, for one thing,
it'sabit more beer money in your pocket." Another roar of gpprova from the Marines. "It means abit
more authority too, maybe a new job, another digit to your specidty code. And yes, your new stripeswill
look great when you wear your dress reds on liberty somewhere. But what apromotion really meansis
that the military professionals who have been placed over you recognize your ability to share the burden
of leadership. And leadership isaburden. It'snot fun, it's not easy, and if you do it right, you won't win
any popularity contests. But remember thisaways: if you are agood leader, your menwill liveto hate
your guts. So those chevrons are the marks that show the whole world just where you stand in the ranks
of the professonas.”

The Marines shouted, clapped, and stamped their feet until the floor under them shook. Commander
Van Winkle, Sergeant Mgor Shiro, and Sergeant Mg or Parant, aso guests of honor, wereright in there
with therest of them, shouting and whistling and stamping their feet. The brigadier raised hisarmsfor
slence. "I know there are some of you who don't want to be promoted. Lance Corpora Schultz over
thereisone of them. That's his privilege. He's proved his worth on many abattlefield. At least | know
he's not looking for my job." Again much laughter. Those nearest Schultz clapped him heartily on the
back.

Dean, who was standing closest, hammered him hardest. He would sordly missthe taciturn lance
corporal now that hed been transferred to first squad's second fire team. Bass had said it wasto train
him to back up the new fire team leader, Corpora Pasquin, and Dean understood it meant he'd someday
bein linefor acorpora’s stripes. But when they went into combat again, Dean knew he would missthe
steadying presence of Lance Corpora "Hammer" Schultz. And besidesthat, there was Pasquin.
Goddamnit, Dean thought, why did Hammer have to be so stubborn? He'd have made afine corpord to
lead second fire team. Now he would be stuck between PFC |zzy Godenov, who aways seemed unsure
of himsdlf, and the new corporal, who for some reason had taken an dmost ingstant didike to Lance
Corpora Joe Dean.

"Okay, men, enough speechifying. Just let it be known how proud | am of the officers and men of the
34th FIST." Sturgeon glanced a Van Winkle to see whether the infantry commander wanted to say



anything. When Van Winkle shook his head, Sturgeon turned to the Company L commander. "Now,
Captain Conorado?"

Conorado stepped into the spot vacated by the brigadier and said, "L et the games begin!™ Gunnery
Sergeant Bass and Sergeant "Hound" Kelly, gun squad leader, emerged from the crowd. They wereto
"officiate.” Someone brought asmdll table and set it in the center of the circle. Five of Big Barb's
best-looking girlsmarched in at asigna from Bass and placed five two-liter schooners of beer on the
table. Into each schooner Kelly dropped the chevrons of each promoted man's new rank: Hyakowato
staff sergeant; Bladon and Ratliff to sergeant; and Goudanis and Stevenson to corpora. Thefive
promoted men were shoved and pushed into the circle.

"By the authority vested in me and dl that bullshit," Bass bellowed, "wewill now vest our beloved
comrades into the sacrosanct strata of their recent elevationsin rank.” That wasthe "wetting down" of the
new stripes. In order of rank, each man would be caled in turn, and be required to drink the schooner
dry. It was not necessary that every drop be consumed, but deliberately pouring the beer on the floor
was not permitted; it could only be spilled on the drinker. After each man was done, Bassand Kdly
would then pin the dripping chevrons.

Staff Sergeant Hyakowa stepped boldly to the table and seized the schooner. "Goddamn, I'm dry!"™ he
shouted. "I haven't had a beer snce—snce—an hour ago!" With that, he began to gulp the beer down.
With each gulp the assembled Marines shouted "A-ruh-hal™ until the schooner was empty. Hyakowa
banged the empty glassloudly on the table and bel ched with enormous satisfaction. He had not spilled a
drop! Bass handed the dripping chevronsto Kelly, who pinned them to the new staff sergeant's
deave—with agtapler.

Bladon went next.

The ceremony over, the brigadier excused himself, and everyone dispersed to the wooden tables set
up in the center of the large room. Girls camein carrying seaming platters of reindeer steak and
schooners of beer. The laughter and talking echoed off the walls and men had to shout to be heard. The
NCOs, lessthefive recently promoted, were on their honor to remain reasonably sober for the night, to
break up any fightsthat might start, and aso to help guide the drunks safely back to Camp Elliswhen the
party was over the following morning.

Dean had tried to find himself a place next to Schultz but instead wound up sitting between Corporal
Pasquin and 1zzy Godenov. After afew minutes Erika came in and squeezed between Godenov and
Dean. Corpora Pasguin cast an angry glance at Dean when she sat down, but he said nothing. She
draped an arm around Dean's and Godenov's shoulders. "How goesit, my happy Marine?' she
whispered in Dean's ear, and kissed him. Her breath smelled of beer and her cheeks were flushed. Dean
couldn't resst asmile. She ate bits of steak from his and Godenov's platters, drank half a schooner of
beer with them, then excused herself. "l seeyou later,” she whispered in Dean's ear.

Across the table Macllargie was beerily describing how he and Dean had fought their way out of the
cel Marston St. Cyr had put them into when he'd kidnapped the Confederation's ambassador on
Diamunde. During the telling, Pasquin cast sour glances Sdeways at Dean, who tried to ignore him.

" ‘A rather closerdationship,” " Pasquin sneered at last, mimicking Brigadier Sturgeon'swords.
"Huh?' Dean said. Beside him Godenov looked at Pasquin with atroubled expression on hisface.
"I know guyslike you, Dean. The officers ever siop suddenly, you'll break your nose."

Dean could only stare at the corpord in disbelief. Hed probably had more to drink that he should
have, Dean reasoned. He took abig gulp out of his own glass, because he didn't know what elseto do.

"You don't likewhat | jus said? Shoveit!" Pasquin said.



Again Dean did not know how to respond. He could not understand why the new man didiked him so
much.

"Well haveto issue you an extraration of toilet paper—" Pasquin began, but Dean had had enough.

"Look, Corpora Pasquin, you won' find any asskissersin thisoutfit," he said hotly, "and until you
prove you ain't one yourself, better you just shut the fuck up!™ Dean ingtantly regretted the words, but
there they were nonetheless.

Pasquin grabbed Dean's deeve. "L ook here, sonny—"
Someone laid abig hand on Pasquin's shoulder then, and he looked up. "Hammer...?"

"It's*Lance Corpord Schultz' to you, Corpora Pasquin. Nobody calls me Hammer until they earn the
right to call me Hammer. And you ain't earned that right yet. Who you cdlin' *sonny’ anyway, Corpora?
I've seen your ribbons. Y ou ain't been in haf the shit old Dean-o heresbeenin.”

"I'm an NCO, Schultz—" Pasquin began.

"Yeah," Schultz answered, "and that's dl you are for now. Just remember, you fuck with old Dean-o
here and you fuck with me." With that Schultz |eft.

"Sheez," Pasquin said, shaking himsdlf, "that guy's had too much to drink. I'll talk to the gunny about
him."

"Won't do any good," Godenov said. "He and Bass are tight. Why, on Elned—"

"Oh, shut up, ‘Not Good Enough’!" Pasguin amost shouted. "I don't need advice from a PFC! Man,
how'd | ever get stuck with you two birds? | never seen such a collection of asshole buddies—"

"Corporal," Dean said, "you ever make aremark like that again about any man in this outfit and they'll
have to feed you through your asshole from then on, ‘cause that's how far down your throat I'm gonna
shoveyour teeth.”

Pasquin blanched. " Dean, threatening a noncommissioned officer isacourt-martia offensel”

"I don't give adamn. Corpord, you've been on my case from the first day you got here, and | don't
know why. But | am getting Sick of you and your smart mouth. Just lay off me, okay?' Camly, Dean
picked up his beer glass and drained it. Pasquin stared at Dean. Godenov meanwhile stared at Pasquin, a
huge grin on hisface. Without another word, Pasquin got up and left the table.

"Jeez," Godenov sghed, "you're off to agood start with our new fire team leader!”

Dean consdered that for amoment. He was frankly surprised at himsdlf; it wasthefirst time he had
ever mouthed off to asuperior in the Corps. Pasquin was a corpora and hisfire team leader, but Pasquin
had been way out of line with hisremarks. Godenov waswitnessto that if it came to acaptain's mast.
Dean doubted it would, but he didn't know Pasguin well enough yet.

And Hammer! Dean had dwaysfelt abit wary of Schultz, the no-nonsense combat veteran. But
Schultz had told Pasquin, ™Y ou fuck with old Dean-0 and you fuck with me," and, "Y ou ain't been in half
the shit old Dean-0 here's been in." Those remarks did for Dean's self-respect what no medal given by
the commandant himsalf could ever do.

"lzzy, why the hell isthat guy on my ass?' Dean asked. "I can't figureit.”
"Simple, Joe, he'sjedous.”
Dean looked sharply at Godenov. "Jealous?’

"Yeah. You're only alance corpora but you got it through a meritorious promotion given by the
brigadier himsdlf, and you got ahero meda and he doesn't, and you been in ared war and he hasnt.
Also," heleaned close and whispered, "he wants Erikarea bad, an' she won't have athing to do with the



bagtard."

Dean garted. He remembered the night held had the fight with the sailor and what Erikahad told him
about Pasquin at the time. But he could not understand how anybody could be jea ous of medas and
promoations.

"Well, hell just haveto remain jedlous,” Dean replied, and that settled the matter—for the time being.

Corpora Raoul Pasguin sauntered disconsolately down the street. That held |ft the platoon party
early would be noted, but he didn't care. He hadn't volunteered for duty with the 34th and he didn't want
to be on Thorsfinni's World. Mentally he kicked himself. He should never have let that wiseass Dean get
the better of him. But he had been out of line, Pasquin admitted at least that to himself. And that damn
Schultz! A "professiona PFC," not afraid of anybody because he wasn't going anywhere in the Corps
except maybe back to private, and that didn't bother aguy like him.

Now held gone and violated etiquette by ssomping out of the party early. Basswould have himin his
officefirst thing Monday morning. | better get my pussy layin' on my back from now on because | can
only screw up! he thought wryly. He stopped. That was athought. There was a place on the other side of
town—and that would give him the excuse he needed to deflect the platoon commander's wrath.
Anybody'd understand aman's need to get laid. No, no, he told himself. Not with Charlie Bass. Hed see
through it. Better just tell the truth—that held been sent to the 34th because his previous commander
wanted to get rid of him.

"It was agoddamn accident!" he shouted aoud to the empty street. "An accident!” he said to the frigid
night. There was no response. There never was. He shook his head sadly and walked on. Eventualy he
caught aride back to Camp Ellis.

Maybe it had been an accident, but nobody el se saw it that way.

PFC Orest Kindrachuck of the gun squad was known as a man who'd eat anything. PFC Nick Rowe
of the second squad's third fire team claimed to be aman who'd bet on anything. It wasinevitable the
two would clash. At around 04 hours the following morning—for months afterward Marines argued over
the precise time of the challenge—Rowe bet Kindrachuck alarge sum of money—the witnesses argued
about how much afterward, and with every telling the sum grew—that he couldn't drink a schoonerful of
urine. Kindrachuck took him up on it. One of Big Barb's girls—and not the prettiest—obligingly filled a
schooner halfway. "Not enough!" Rowe ingsted, and hefilled it to the rim. While acrowd of inebriated
Marines stood watching with bated breath, Kindrachuck lifted the schooner to hislips and began to
chugaug the vile concoction. His Adam's gpple bobbed up and down as steadily he drank the schooner
dry. A smdl golden rivulet coursed dowly down one side of his mouth but otherwise he did not spill a
drop of theliquid.

"Hedrank it dl!" someone whispered in awe. The entire room had fallen into a deep and amazed
slence. After that night Kindrachuck was known as " Chugaug Kindrachuck," but now he stood there,
swaying dightly, asickish expresson on hisface. Suddenly he doubled over and vomited copioudy on
the floor. Men shouted and staggered away from the spray.

"You—Y ou—didn't—say," Kindrachuck gasped when he was done, "that | had to keep it down! Pay
up!" He wiped ydlowish dime from the Sdes of his mouth with one hand. Rowe stared at the messon the
floor, chunks of half-digested steak and vegetables mixed in abeige-colored broth of urine and beer.
"Okay!" he shouted, holding up hisarmsfor silence. "Okay, Orie. Hereésthe dedl. | bet you twice as
much that you wontt, that you cant, eat that dop with aspoon!” The room plunged again into a dead
dlence. Eat...? Everyone wastotaly horrified at the dimensions of the new bet. "Double or nothing!"
Rowe shouted, breaking the spell. In hushed tones, as befitted deals made in the presence of such an



awesome wager, Marineslaid Side bets.
Kindrachuck hesitated only briefly. "Gimme agoddamn spoon!™ he shouted.

For the next month PFC Orest "Chugaug” Kindrachuck had more loose cash in his pockets than ever
beforein hislife, and everyonein third platoon remembered that night as one of the finest they'd ever had.

CHAPTER 7

The morning after the promotion party, atal corpora in dress reds came out of the Company L office
and walked past the company's campaign streamer staff—it may have been only hisimagination, but it
looked fuller than the last time held seen it. Had to be hisimagination, the FIST had only been on two
operations since hewaslast on Thorsfinni's World. The corpora's|eft chest was adorned with nearly a
dozen medals, and awound stripe decorated the lower part of hisleft deeve. His expression could have
been described as blank, but it had traces of an amost superhuman calmness and atouch of grimness.
There was an unsettled quality to his eyesthat could have been interpreted as suppressed fear, but was
maybe just abit of nervousness.

The corpora waked dowly down the mirror-polished floor of the corridor, past the 2-D portraits of
the chain of command on itsingtitutional-ochre walls, and mounted the stairs to the barracks second
deck. He paused at the head of the stairs and |ooked to the right into the company classroom, which off
duty Marines were using in its alternate capacity asthe company recreation room. Then he looked to his
left, where a series of doorslined the corridor. He took adeep breath, turned that way, and dowly, with
growing confidence, began walking. Halfway aong the corridor he stopped and turned to an open door.
He crossed hisarms and leaned againgt the jamb, looking into the room.

It was afire team room, living quarters for three men. The room was amess, as was to be expected
on an off day, even more on the day following abig party. Only one man was visible, though sounds
coming through the door to the head aerted the corpora that someone el se was probably a home.

The Marinein the room was sitting in his skivvies on his unmade rack, looking the worse for wear. He
was staring blankly at the screen of apersond vid.

Must have been one hell of party, the corporal thought. I'm sorry | missed it. He cleared histhroat.

Bleary-eyed, the young Marine looked up. He struggled to focus on the man in the doorway and
finally decided the Marine with two chevrons on his dressreds deeves and alot of medason his chest
was someone he didn't know. "Can | help you with something, Corpora?* he asked as politely ashis
condition allowed.

"YoureMacllargie" the corpord said. It didn't quite come out as an accusation.

Macllargie blinked rapidly. He started to shake hishead but thought better of it. The way his head fdlt,
shaking it would probably makeit fall off, and then held redlly bein trouble.

"I'm Mac," he confirmed. It dowly got through to him that this stranger knew who he was, but he
didn't know who the corpora was. "Whao're you?" he blurted, then groaned and clutched histhrobbing
head for speaking so suddenly.

"I remember you!" came an excited voice from the adjoining door. "Y oure—"
"I remember you too," the corpord interrupted. "Y ou're Claypoole.”

"You're Corpora Kerrl Damn, I'm glad to see you back again." Claypoole stood, fresh from the
shower, one hand holding around hiswaist the too-small towel the military hasissued for aslong as
military organizations haveissued towels. The shower had partly cleared hishangover.

Macllargie pivoted his head toward Claypoole. Corpora Kerr? Was he supposed to know him?



"Hey," Claypoole said, hit with sudden inspiration, "are you back with third platoon? The platoon's
been reorganized. Except, Mac and me, we don't have afire team leader yet. We're supposed to be
getting some hardass coming to be second fire team leader. If you're back with third platoon, you can be
our fireteam leader, how about it?"

Macllargie turned his head, more quickly than he should have, to stare ar Kerr. The moan that
escaped his open mouth was partly from the increased throbbing in his brain case, partly because he
caught on more quickly than Claypoole had. "Y ou're our new fire team leader,” he croaked. "Y ou'rethe
one. Sergeant Bladon said you'd make mewish | wasin adifferent company.”

Kerr looked at him levelly. "Y ou aren't as badly hungover asyou put on, are you? Glad to hear that.
Get dressed and go down to see Corpora Doyle. Hell show you my gear. Bring it up.” Helooked up at
Claypoole. "Y ou don't redly expect meto livein asty likethis, do you? Get sarted on afield day. |
expect to find thisroom at least halfway fit for human habitation by thetime| get back." He shook his
head and turned away. "That'swhat | get for doing something dumb and nearly getting mysdif killed,” he
sad asthough talking to himsdlf, but loudly enough for Claypoole and Macllargieto clearly hear him. "I
come back and they stick me with the platoon’s goddamn problem children as atest to seeif I'm il
good enough to be aMarine corpord.”

Kerr walked to the end of the corridor, to the room shared by third platoon's squad leaders, to seeif
any of them was awake.

Claypoole and Macllargie stared at each other, horrified. That wasn't the Corpora Kerr who
Claypoole remembered. The wound Kerr got on Elneal should havekilled him. Maybeit had, and when
the doctors pieced the body back together adifferent person occupied it. Macllargie didn't know
anything about Kerr; he hadn't joined the company until after the campaign on Elned. All he knew was,
so far, the corpora wasliving up to every fear he had of a hardcase NCO.

The squad leaders were awake, even if Ratliff and Bladon didn't look particularly dive. Sergeant
Kédly, who as one of those designated to make sure the others made it back to base hadn't done nearly
as much drinking as the other two, was the first to see and recognize Kerr. He jumped to hisfeet and
crossed to the door in two long steps.

"Kerr!" he said as he grasped Kerr's hand and pulled him far enough into the room to wrap an arm
across his shoulders. "Damn, it's good to see you. Man, we thought you were just about dead. Welcome
back."

"l was just about dead,” Kerr said leadenly. "1t's good to be anywhere."

Ratliff and Bladon managed to rouse themsalves from their funered date. Ratliff stopped moving once
his feet were on the floor and let his body dump over hislap. "Welcome back, Kerr," he croaked.

Bladon struggled al the way to hisfeet. He extended his hand to Kerr, overbal anced, jerked his hand
back, and amost toppled backward before gaining awobbly balance. He worked his mouth for a
moment to find enough salivato speak. "Kerr, | am so glad to see you." Overwhelmed by the effort
required to talk while standing, Bladon plopped backward onto his rack, where he mimicked Ratliff's

posture.
"I am redly sorry | missed that party,” Kerr said. He shook his head at the two new sergeants.
"Y ou think they're bad?' Kelly said. "Y ou should see Juice and Stevenson. | don't think they're going

to come to until tomorrow." He snorted. "Hell, they might not even be sobered up in time for morning
formation the day after that."

Bladon ratcheted his head up and tried to focus on Kerr. It took too much effort; he closed one
bloodshot eye and found he could fix the other on Kerr. "Y ou're in my squad.” His bresth was heavy



with the effort of speaking. " Second fire team leader. Y ou got Claypoole and Mecllargie.”

An expression that might have been pain, might have been dismay, washed quickly across Kerr'sface.
"My sguad leader," he said in the same dull voice held spoken in before. "Last time | saw you, you were
acorpora and | was senior to you." He shrugged. "Things like that happen when you almost get killed."
He shook off the momentary moroseness and continued in amore lively voice, "Y eah, | dready know
about Claypoole and Macllargie. | saw Sta—Gunny Bass, and—" He paused half a beat to make sure
he got it right the first time. "—Staff Sergeant Hyakowain the company office. They told me." He shook
his head. There had been alot of changesin third platoon since Elned. They were going to take some
getting used to.

"How'd Hyakowalook?' Ratliff asked, not really believing that the platoon sergeant could aready be
up and about.

"Not too bad,” Kerr said. "Gunny Bass forced the detoxifiers down him alittle while ago.”

Ratliff and Bladon turned bleary eyestoward each other. Detoxifiers, that sounded good. Each
wondered if the other had the strength to get up and go get some, because he didn't.

A memory flashed through Kerr's mind, and he staggered and had to put a hand on the wall to balance
himsdlf. The others were too unsteady themselvesto notice.

Again, inlittle longer than the blink of an eye, he saw that scene. Third platoon wasin the village of
Turlak Yar on Elneal. Suddenly, two old Raptors, the ground-support aircraft, swooped down and fired
plasmaguns on the village, murdering people and setting their houses ablaze. The Marines raced madly
for their defensive positions around the village. The Raptors made three passes before they turned and
flew away. Asthey did, ahorde of horsemen boiled over the bluff and charged into the burning village.
Horsemen! Widding projectile rifleswith fixed bayonets, like something out of ahistoricd vid!

Horsemen with rifles and fixed bayonets were so archaic, the Marines had never given serious
consideration to the possibility of anyone attacking them that way. And no one had any ideathe Siad
rebels had Raptors.

Hundreds of horsemen were milling about, others racing randomly from spot to spot, firing their rifles
with deadly accuracy, stabbing with their fixed bayonets. The Marines fought furioudy and werekilling
large numbers of the horsemen, but there were so many of them. Then Kerr and McNeal were mobbed
by amass of snorting, ssomping horses.

The next thing Kerr knew, he wasin postsurgica intensive carein ahospital. When he recovered
enough for the doctorsto carry on a conversation with him, they told him they were surprised hedd lived
through hisinjuries. And they expressed admiration for the enlisted medica personnel who served with
the Marines. "I know the corpsmen the navy medicd corps assgnsto Marine FISTs are top-notch,” said
the head physician on Kerr's case. "Y ou're proof that they're even better than | thought. Y ou owe your
life to the corpsman who stabilized you on the scene.” The doctors expected him to regain full use of all
hislimbs and faculties. They expected him to be as good as new once histherapy was complete.

Physcdly, hewas. Mentdly... Every now and again, though, that memory flashed through hismind
and for amoment nearly incapacitated him. He was usudly able to shake it off before anyone noticed.
Secretly, he wondered if he'd ever be able to fight again, and he wondered if held dways be ableto
recover from the memory so quickly. He also secretly wondered if he was il fit to beaMarine
corpora; hewondered if he could till lead men at all, much lesslead them in combat. Hed come so
closeto degth, he wasn't sure he could go in harm'sway again without cracking.

Quickly, asaways, Kerr recovered.

"So, Tam," he said in a steady enough voice, "my squad leader, what's our training schedule ook
like?'



Bladon fixed one bloodshot eye on Kerr and gingerly searched through his mind for an answer that
would beintdligibleto both of them.

CHAPTER 8

Dr. Blossom Enderle, Chief of the Confederation Bureau of Human Habitability Exploration and
Investigation (BHHEI), wasworried. For nearly acentury, starting out asafidd scientist, Dr. Enderle
had devoted her life to the exploration and investigation of new worldsfor the ever-expanding
populations and entrepreneurs of the Confederation of Worlds. For the last twenty years she had been
chief of BHHEI, or "Behind," to its scientists and technicians, because the bureau's communications with
itsfield teams, due to the distances involved, dways lagged months behind.

Dr. Enderle had weathered many crises during al those years. Hundreds of lives had been logt; entire
teams and their vessals had smply disappeared in deep space without atrace. Other teams had met with
disaster on the new worlds. In each of those many incidents, BHHEI had investigated and organized
mostly successful rescue efforts of teamsin distress.

The criterion for authorizing arescue operation was smple. Exploratory teams were required to
maintain constant communication with BHHEI via Beamspace drones launched according to arigid
schedule. Whenever a scheduled drone was missed, the bureaucratic whedls began to turn. Mot often
the dronesfailed for mechanical reasons, but the BHHEI had no choice—when adrone was not received
on time, the worst was assumed and the navy was asked to investigate.

Society 437 was now overdue on its Sx-month report, and Society 437 was different. One of the
biggest—hence most expensive—teams had been sent to that world, amost a thousand of the best
scientists and technicians the bureau could gather. The scale of resources devoted to Society 437 was
important because BHHEI's budget was dways threatened by Confederation politicians anxiousto divert
money to their pet projects, and if some disaster had befalen that mission in particular, serious cuts
would be caled for—and probably effected.

But most important of al wasthat the leader of this expedition, Dr. Nikholas Morgan, was a scientist
of preeminent standing in the Confederation of Worlds. He was aso the brother of Henri Morgan, the
most powerful member of the Space and Exploration Committee of the Confederation Congress, the
man who could single-handedly cut BHHEI's purse strings. And he would, because he despised
deep-space exploration as awaste of money. He argued there were plenty of ways to spend money on
the populated worlds of Human Space without spending trillionsto find new planetsfor colonization. But
basically, Senator Henri Morgan hated scientists. Technicians werefine; they fixed things. Scientisiswere
arrogant intellectuas who considered themsalves superior to the mgjority of mankind because they
"understood” things the common man could never comprehend. Scientistswerethe "priests’ of an
esoteric religion whose arcane body of knowledge gave them "insight” into how the universe worked. To
Henri Morgan it was all bogus mumbo jumbo perpetrated by people who'd avoided real work dl their
lives

Dr. Nikholas Morgan did not quite fit that profile. No retiring intellectua, Nikholas was an assertive
and outspoken crusader who had little patience with people who disagreed with him. His acerbic tongue
had earned him countless enemies, but aso countless admirers, people who worshiped him because he

disdained and discomfited the rich and powerful, who were hel pless when confronted by hiswit and
intelligence. Henri was very happy his brother had not gone into politics.

Dr. Enderle now had two visgtsto make, both unpleasant, in ascending order. The first wasto Admird
Horétio Perry, Chairman of the Combined Chiefs of Staff. In cases of emergency, the Chief of BHHEI
was authorized to communicate directly with the Chiefs, to expedite aresponse by cutting through the



norma bureaucratic chain. On matters of routine liaison, Dr. Enderle would go through the Minister for
Colonization who in turn would take the matter to the Confederation Council on which Admira Perry sat
as an adviser to Madame Chang-Sturdevant, Council President.

For his part, Admiral Perry considered BHHEI apain in the behind. Since he had been chairman, the
Confederation Navy had launched no fewer than twenty-five rescue missonsto bail out egghead
scientistswho for one reason or another had neglected proper drone maintenance or otherwise sscumbled
into predicaments any well-organized military man would have anticipated and avoided. He considered
the operations an unnecessary drain on his resources, aready spread thin throughout Human Space on
legitimate military tasks.

Dr. Enderle had decided to visit each man persondly. That would take time out of her busy schedule,
and she regretted that. Many details till had to be worked out regarding the rescue mission, the public
relations angles being most important. Approva of the mission was assured, regardless of how she opted
to contact Admira Perry or Senator Morgan. But because of the seriousness of the Situation, shefdt it
necessary to meet with the men face-to-face. It was especialy important to meet with Senator Morgan,
who, while often at odds with his brother, was still Nikholas Morgan's closest living kin. He deserved to
hear the newsin person ingtead of over avidscreen from some bureaucrat sitting in an office miles away.
And he controlled funding for BHHEI. Dr. Enderle was honest enough to admit to herself that it wasthe
funding that motivated her. Personaly, she consdered Senator Morgan an odious demagogue, living
proof that democracy doesn't work.

Dr. Enderle caled for her car. It would take twenty minutes surface travel to reach Admiral Perry's
office on the other side of town. She wanted to see the sun and breathe fresh air on the way to the
meetings. It was springtime in North America, and the city of Fargo, in what had once been the State of
North Dakota, was particularly attractive in that season.

The Confederation Council, in effect the government of the Confederation of Worlds, had established
itself in Fargo at the request of the United States government. A generation after the city of Washington
had been obliterated, during the Second American Civil War, the government abandoned the new
metropolisthat had risen from its ruins and reestablished the federal enclave in the far western reaches of
itsterritory. Fargo was selected as the new seat of government because it offered plenty of room for
expansion. Y ears later, when the Confederation of Worlds was established, the U.S. government, which
had led the way in the exploration and colonization of space and was a charter member of the
Confederation, invited the Council to establish itsalf in Fargo aswell. By the beginning of the 25th century
the seat of the Confederation government had grown from asmall city of 100,000 into a megalopolis of
more than ten million people occupying the entire 1,200 square miles of what had been Cass County,
North Dakota.

Now, on afine soring morning, Dr. Blossom Enderle was on her way to the office of the Chairman of
the Combined Chiefsto formally solicit hisaid, asrequired by law, to find out what had happened on
Society 437. Shewondered idly as her landcar sped aong the immacul ate streets what the ancient
peoples who had once inhabited that land would think could they seeit. Asfar advanced ascivilization
had become, she often reminded hersalf, human nature had not changed one iota from the way it must
have been in the Stone Age. She understood that scientists like Nikholas Morgan occasiondly forgot
thet.

The Marine guards on duty at the main entrance to the Combined Chiefs office complex snapped to
attention when Dr. Enderle presented herself at the guard desk. She had called ahead, and, as ever, the
military establishment was ready for any important visitor. A lance corpord, stunningly handsomein his
immeaculate dress red uniform, politely conducted her through amaze of corridorsto Admira Perry's
office. Once turned over to one of hisaides, an army magjor, she was asked to have a seat. The mgjor
bustled about officioudy and offered her refreshments. Dr. Enderle noted that his uniform did not fit him
well. The man was at |east forty pounds overweight. She noted again that the enlisted personnd around



the headquarters dways|ooked so sharp, while the officers got away with alessthan perfect military
gppearance. An admira had once told her the reason: "Enlisted people have adult |eadership; noncoms
and chief petty officers are respongble for the enlisted people, but the officers are on their own.”

"A cup of coffee, Mgor?' shereplied to the offer of refreshments.

"Immediately, Doctor,” the mgjor replied, and pressed a button on the console beside hisdesk. An
autosteward rolled from its closet and served the beverage. It was strong, sweet and hot, just the way
sheliked it. Before shewas haf finished, Admira Perry cameinto the reception area.

"Good afternoon, Doctor,” the admira said, bowing dightly and gesturing toward his office. She
followed him in and took the seet he offered. "How's everything a Behind these days?' Admira Perry
smiled. He knew what was coming and wanted to get in adig before, asthe law required, he was forced
to do what Dr. Enderle would request of him.

"We have aPriority One" Enderle said tightly. The mgor followed her into the admird's office and
quietly set the coffee cup beside her chair before withdrawing. Briefly she outlined the Stuation.

"Areyou sure Dr. Morgan just didn't, uh, forget to digpatch hisdrone ontime," Admiral Perry said.
"Y ou know how wrapped up these guys get in what they're doing out there.”

"I know Morgan, Admira. Y ou know him too. He would never let something asimportant asthat dip.
Heknowswhat agtink afase darm would causein the, uh, community.” Admira Perry winced & the
word "community,” which to him meant the closed and very select society of scientistis and intellectuas
who usualy considered the military an unnecessary nuisance and expense. At arecent Council meeting
Enderle had argued strongly, and ill-advisedly in the admira’s opinion, for cutting fleet congtructionin
favor of more funding for exploration and colonization. It was an old argument from her that fell flat on
Madame Chang-Sturdevant, astaunchly promilitary Presdent. The palitical climate could easily change
one day; Blossom Enderle never would.

Admira Perry studied Dr. Enderle as he considered just how to respond. She was showing her years,
he thought. Her sharp, narrow face was amass of wrinkles and her hair was thinning, but her black eyes
were as bright as ever. Peoplelike her, he reflected, disdain people like us. Until they need us, and then
itslikein the old poem, "A thin red line of heroes." Admird Perry'sanger surged. Againg hiswill he
found himsdlf thinking, If something has happened to Morgan, at least it might shut the sonofabitch up for
awhile. Then hesaid, "I'll have my Operations deputy contact your staff in afew minutes, Doctor.” He
bit off the words. "Fortunately, we have the ships and the men to send on these—forays—no thanks to,
uh,” hewas about to say "peoplelike you" but said instead, "budgetary congtraints.”

Dr. Enderle knew exactly what the admiral had been about to say. Sherose. "Thank you, Admira
Perry" shesaid. "Y ou offer an excellent cup of coffee.”

Back in her car, Dr. Enderle sighed. Wdll, that was done. Now to the really unpleasant task of the
day, informing Senator M organ that something might have happened to his brother.

The chambers of the Confederation Senate were housed in a sprawling complex in the Red River
Valey. A guard a the entrance passed her perfunctorily into the main building, where she was on her
own to find Senator Morgan's offices. She had to consult the building directory to do that.

"The senator isin acaucus now," asnotty receptionist told her and then went back to examining her
nails. Dr. Enderle, head of agovernment agency that spent billionsin appropriations, wasleft to St inthe
reception area until the senator arrived—an hour later. With her long experience in government, Dr.
Enderle knew full well that to the Confederation's el ected representatives, who considered themsdves
gods, she wasjust another civil servant. She took her persona vid out of acoat pocket and activated it.
She had time to read about a hundred pages of a historica nove titled Knivesin the Night, when Senator



Morgan findly came through the door.

The senator's swollen, florid face jiggled as he walked. "Ah, yes, Blossom. Been waiting long?' His
voice sounded like boulders rolling down amountainside. He breezed by her and straight into his office
without asking her in. Shewinced at the way he used her first name, the master spesking down to his
servant. Well, as agovernment officia shewasa"servant” of sorts, shereflected again, so she swalowed
her pride.

Fifteen minutes|ater the snotty receptionist languidly informed her, " The senator will see you now."

Inside hisvast office, Morgan sat behind an enormous desk. He waved her into achair. The chairs
about Senator Morgan's desk were specialy designed so that even the tallest visitor was forced to look
up a him. The diminutive Dr. Enderle cut aridiculousfigure Stting there, asif shewereasmdl child
again, sitting, againgt the rules, in Daddy's favorite lounger. It wasjust the effect Senator Henri Morgan
desired.

"Sir, | may have some bad news about your brother.”

Senator Morgan hated his brother. Hewas ascientis, after dl. They had never agreed on anything al
their lives. Nikholas, the younger of the two, considered Henri nothing more than apolitical opportunist,
which hewas, and avery good one at that. Nikholas never missed a chanceto tell everyone that Henri
merely cut back-room dealswith other pork-barrel toadiesto redistribute the Confederation's wealth,
never equitably and never in the sacred cause of the advancement of science. In Nikholass view, Henri
feared ideas and the men who shared them because thinking men have aways been the bane of
paliticians.

"Yes?' the senator replied. The question was neutrd, asif someone had just called his name from the
Congressfloor for acomment on an issue under discussion. Enderle knew the Morgans hated each
other. If Nikholas was dead, Henri wouldn't shed asingle tear. But if his expedition had ended in
disaster, Henri would use that as ammunition to snk BHHEI's funding the next time its budget came up
for gpproval. That would really please the senator—a chance to savage BHHEI and berid of his
arrogantly self-righteous brother at the sametime.

Briefly, Enderle explained the Stuation. Senator Morgan listened impassively.
"How long will it take to find out what's happened?' Morgan asked.

"Severa months, gr, if the navy launchesaship immediately. First they'll have to designate avessd,
then assgn the mission to some unit—"

"Kegp meinformed, Blossom."

Theinterview was over. Dr. Enderle got out of the oversize chair and walked rapidly out of the
senator's sanctum. As she passed the receptionist's desk she paused, bent over her, and said, "You are
looking fine today! Who's your undertaker?’

Dr. Enderle knew Admira Perry despised her, and she knew that Senator Morgan was aready
happily arranging to torpedo her bureau. But those small animosities aside, Dr. Blossom Enderle was
redlly concerned about the lives of the thousand scientists and techniciansin Morgan's team, and shewas
afraid that something had gone terribly wrong on Society 437.

Preliminary surveys of the planet had reveded no lifeformsinimical to human beings, but those surveys
often failed to discover serious environmental threats. Morgan's earlier reports had come through with
perfect regularity. She knew outsiders thought that her scientists got so wrapped up in their work that
they sometimes forgot the basics, even on occasion forgetting to eat, but Morgan was a superb organizer
and manager, and he had all the technica expertise needed to maintain his equipment. Even so, she
worried.



"The people a Behind are redlly antsy about this Society 437 business,” Generd Aldie Middleburg
sad. "Strange, g, but 1've worked with them on plenty of other incidents like this one and they've never
before shown so much concern.” As Operations Deputy for the Combined Chiefs, he and his staff had
been in close contact with BHHEI's people for the last two days. "Wed have to launch anyway, but
those folks think something nasty's happened out there."

"I know that," Admira Perry answered, referring to the necessity of launching arescue operation; the
law required that. "They're ‘ concerned,” General, because with Nikholas Morgan's precious ass on the
line, his brother's going to cut off their alowance," he added.

Normally, Genera Middleburg would have agreed with this assessment. "I don't know, gir," he
ventured. Admird Perry's eyebrows shot up at this. He nodded for General Middleburg to continue.
"Project Golem has devel oped some activity out there.”

Admird Perry started. He saw the Golem reports on aregular basis, but personally he did not put
much faith in them. He couldn't recall offhand any specific mention of activity anywherein the generd
direction of Society 437, but then he was exposed to so much information, who could retainit al?
"Golem. Society 437," he said to his computer monitor. Instantly, atop secret report appeared on his
screen, the Society 437 portion highlighted, just two lines. The intelligence andyst who'd prepared the
report rated the information fairly reliable. It had not been shared with BHHEI or anyone else outside the
Combined Chiefs, and access to the information was strictly need-to-know for them as well—neither the
Commandant of the Confederation Marine Corps, afull member of the Combined Chiefs, nor the Chief
of Staff of the Army was cleared for thisinformation.

Admird Perry rubbed his chin thoughtfully. Now if Golem was on the money... "Who do we have who
can deploy to that sector in the fastest time?' he asked his monitor. Genera Middleburg's staff had
aready compiled alist of available vessds, and it flashed onto his screen immediatdly. It was very short.
"We probably don't need a capital ship for thismisson,” he mused. He reviewed the list of available units.
If thiswas aGolem hit, acombat unit would be needed; a ship'slanding party might not be able to handle
what could come up on Society 437 if, in fact, anybody was ill there. Marines.

"Generd, | seeyour staff recommendsthe CNSS Fairfax County and acontingent of Marinesfrom
the 34th FIST?" Admird Perry thought about that for amoment. " Send the order," he sighed, and leaned
back in hischair. "But, Generd Middleburg,” he added, "specify in that order | don't want them to send
more than a platoon of Marines. I'd send a corpora and two privatesif | could get away with it. Damned
if I'll waste the time of any more than a platoon on those people. We need to keep our deployable
srength at ashigh alevel aswe can, to deal with redly important things. I'm no gravel grinder, but |
know even in the best of timesinfantry units are lucky to deploy with sixty percent of their authorized
srength." He sighed again. "But 34th FIST can operate minus one platoon for whatever time it takes
them to get to this place, straighten things out, and get back. Goddamn eggheads have probably al gone
native or got wrapped up in their experiments. Nothing out there a platoon of Marines can't handle.”

CHAPTER9

Marine FISTswere dispatched to tend to the business of the Confederation of Worlds when force or the
threat of force was caled for. Asaunit assigned to aremote outpost, the 34th Fleet Initial Strike Team
often went to places nobody had ever heard of. Sometimes the smple arriva on the scene of anaval
flotillawith an embarked FIST was sufficient to quell whatever disturbance had attracted the attention of
the Confederation. Usudly, the Marines had to make planetfall and deal with it directly, and they often
had to fight. So they trained, constantly. No one knew what kind of operation the FIST would next be
dispatched on, so they trained for every contingency their commanders could dream up—and from time
to time the commanders dreamed up some doozies.



For now, nobody dreamed up doozies. Thirty-fourth FIST had taken the brunt of the heaviest fighting
on Diamunde and had too many new men to integrate into itsinfantry battalion, air squadron, Dragon
company, artillery battery, and headquarters units, so training was fairly basic. Even so, the Marines
trained as hard as Brigadier Sturgeon and his subordinate commanders could train them, to make sure
they'd be ready when they were sent in harm's way again. When Marines go in harm's way, people die,
and the Marines were determined that it was the other guys who would do the dying.

When they camein out of thefidd, off thelive-firerange, out of the virtua-redlity training chambers,
and pulled liberty in Bronnoysund, they played as hard asthey trained. Not much of the playing was at
the leve the promotion parties had reached, but enough of the Marines returned to Camp Ellis after
liberty with split knuckles, blackened eyes, broken bones, and monumental hangoversto keep them
satisfied and out of serioustrouble.

Then there were the inspections. It seemed to the junior men and junior NCOs that inspections were
thrown into the schedule whenever the commanders were too tired to maintain the pace of training. They
didn't understand why the commanders held inspections instead of smply giving extended liberty, or even
on-planet leave, which they thought would have made a grest dedl of sense and boosted morale
tremendoudy. After all, the inspections seemed to be more about how pretty the gear and uniformsand
barracks were than about how functional anything was. Few of the Marines were concerned with how
pretty their gear and uniforms were—except for their dress reds; they wanted those uniformsto sparkle
when they wore them. The men were concerned with how well everything worked; their lives depended
on it. And so they wondered what happened to aman when he became an officer that made him
suddenly so concerned with "pretty.” Many of them had known acorpora or a staff sergeant who had
been as rough and tumble as any enlisted Marine, then got commissioned and suddenly was taken by the
very same "pretty” held complained so bitterly about before. Maybe, they told each other, it had
something to do with the shiny precious metd of the officers insgnia, and the fancier uniformsthey wore.
If they glittered SO much, so should everything else.

So life went; training, inspections, and liberty, as the component units of 34th FIST integrated their
new men and prepared for the unknown.

One morning, after severa months of garrison routine, Captain Conorado was afew minuteslate
arriving at morning inspection. So were Gunny Bass and Staff Sergeant Hyakowa. Lieutenant Giordano,
the company executive officer, had company Gunnery Sergeant Thatcher stand the men at ease while
they waited for the company commander. Even though Owen the woo technicaly belonged to Lance
Corporal Dean, it aso served as the company mascot. Now, it sat in itsformation location afew meters
infront of third platoon, facing the command group. Owen's bright expression and cocked head made it
look like it was wondering what was going on.

Captain Conorado came out of the barracks accompanied not only by Bass and Hyakowa, but by
Top Myer, the company'sfirst sergeant, and that was unusua. Top Myer dmost never attended morning
formation. Conorado looked displeased about something, and Bass and Hyakowa didn't ook happy
ether. Myer was glowering, but that didn't mean anything—Top Myer usudly glowered.

Gunny Thatcher didn't wait for Giordano's instructions—he called the company to attention as soon as
he saw Conorado. The men waited expectantly while the captain took the company from Giordano and
quickly went through the short list of businessitems he had for everyone. Then Conorado studied his
company, looking more searchingly at third platoon than any of the others. Sharp-eyed Marines saw that
the captain was nibbling on hislower lip.

"You al know that 34th FIST isone of the most active in the Marine Corps," Conorado began. "This
F ST and its subordinate € ements have been on more operations, expeditions, and other missions than
amogt any other unit in the entire history of the Confederation Marine Corps.”



He paused amoment, then continued. "As you may know, the Bureau of Human Habitability
Exploration and Investigation has research and exploration stations on numerous uninhabited planets
throughout Human Space—and even beyond its fringes. One of those stations missed areporting cycle.
The bureau has asked the Marine Corps to dispatch a platoon to investigate. Thirty-fourth FIST isthe
closest to thisworld, Society 437, sothejob falsto us. In particular, third platoon gets the cal, and will
mount out on aspecid mission intwo days.

"Some of you have gone on investigations such asthis before, so you know there's probably no
emergency. Usudly when aBehind mission failsto report as required, it's because the scientists got so
wrapped up in what they were doing that they forgot to report. Either that or there was amalfunctionin
the courier drone." He gtifled a shrug. " Sometimes pirates or some natural disaster wiped out the scientific
mission. Inthefirg case, the scientists and technicians don't need any help, just areminder. In the other
cae..." Thistime Conorado did shrug. "By the time third platoon reaches Society 437, nearly ayear will
have passed since the courier drone should have been dispatched, and it will betoo late to fight off any
dangers

The captain abruptly stopped talking and pursed hislips. It seemed to him that sending Marinesto
investigate the Situation was awaste of vauable manpower. And he knew if 34th FIST mounted out
during the three or four months third platoon was gone, his company would be dangeroudy shorthanded.
But there were things he couldn't say. "That isdl." He pivoted to face Gunny Thatcher. "Company
Gunnery Sergeant, the company isyours.”

"Sir," Thatcher said, pivoting to face Conorado, "the company ismine." He saluted and held the salute
until Conorado began marching back to the barracks. Then he watched as the other officers and thefirst
sergeant followed, and only then turned to face the company and dismissit from formation.

Thewoo fdt the mood in the platoon behind it and broke from its position to join the Marines.
"Wo0?' Owen seemed to ask aquestion asit jumped onto Dean's shoulder. It rippled through severa
colors, not at al surewhat its emotiona state should be.

Bass went to the company office while Hyakowa instructed the squad leaders to get their men packed
and ready to go. As soon as the squad |eaders had the men moving, Hyakowa went to the company
supply room to make arrangements with Sergeant Souavi for the storage of persona gear the Marines of
third platoon would leave behind and the issuing of gear they'd need where they were going. Then he
went to the company office looking for Bass.

"He's not here, Staff Sergeant,” Corpora Doyle, the company's senior clerk, told him. Doyle was a bit
surly; having one platoon detach for a mount-out meant more work for the two clerks. "He wanted to see
the Skipper, but the Skipper was busy with the Top and couldn't see him.”

Top Myer wasn't a his desk, and the door to the company commander's office was closed. Thatcher
wasn't there either.

"Wheréd he go?'
"I think he went to his quartersto pack.”

Hyakowa grunted, and headed toward the wing of the barracks where the officers and senior
noncommissioned officers had their private rooms. Bass's door was open.

"Why us?' Hyakowa demanded as soon as he entered the room. "Why are they sending third platoon?
Weve got more new men than any other platoon in the battalion, more new fire team leaders and squad
leaderslearning their new jobs. Hell, I'm along way from fully knowing my job. We need the training
time! We'rethelast platoon that should be sent out on something like this."

Basswas gitting on achair in front of achest of drawers, sorting through its contents, separating the



items he was taking from those he was leaving behind. He didn't look up; ahead shake was hisonly
reply.

"Gunny, we need to talk to somebody, get some other platoon sent on this mickey mouse errand. Our
Marines need to be spending their time on training exercises, not lounging around on atroop ship.”

Bass looked up and snapped, "Y ou think | don't know that, Wang? We have our orders, even though
we disagree with them. Well set up the best training program we can manage on board ship, that's all.
Thistrip doesn't have to be a complete waste."

" ‘We have our orders.” Wefollow them * even though we disagree with them.” Gunny, do you have
any idea how srange that sounds coming from you?"'

Bass nodded. "' speak up when | disagree, yes. But when Mother Corpstells me to go someplace, |
go. Doyletell you about that?' He indicated a sheet of paper on top of the chest of drawers.

"No, what isit?"
"Read it."

Hyakowa stepped closer and picked up the page. It was orders from the battalion headquarters,
sgned by Commander VVan Winkle himsdlf, ingtructing Captain Conorado to detach third platoon under
the command of Gunnery Sergeant Charlie Bassfor an investigative mission to Society 437. At the
bottom was an endorsement:

Heartily concur

(Sgned)

Theodos us Sturgeon

Brigadier, Commanding 34th FIST

"Doyle gaveit to mewhen | went to see the Skipper,” Basssaid.
"Do you think Van Winkle asked the Skipper what platoon he wanted to send?’

"Didn't you notice how mad the Skipper seemed when hetold us before formation? | don't think he
was consulted. | think he was given orders just as we were given orders.”

"But why us?

Bass finished with the chest of drawers and stood to face his closet. "Maybeit'satest. Maybe
someone wantsto seeif they promoted the right people. Then again,” he turned to Hyakowa, "maybe
somebody just thinks we're the best platoon in the FIST and they trust usto do the job right without
having ahigher ranking officer dong to supervis"

Hyakowa looked at him oddly. That didn't sound right; it made too much sense.

When orders came down for amount-out, they were always drop-everything,
hurry-up-and-do-it-right-now. It didn't matter that third platoon had two days to get ready—the men had
to pack and store, right now, whatever they weren't taking. So what if getting ready only took an hour?
People higher up the chain of command had things to do and wanted to make sure the men were ready
fird.

"So now what do we do, Corpora Kerr?' Macllargie asked an hour after morning formation.



Kerr glanced around the fire team room. Everything they were taking was packed, other than afew
last minute items they'd need over the next couple of days, and was ether stowed in the company supply
room or secured in the fire team room.

"Field day. When | get back | want thisroom so clean you'd be willing to let Top Myer et off the
deck." Heleft Claypoole and Macllargie done and went in search of Sergeant Bladon. Kerr knew
Macllargie wasright. What were they supposed to do for the next two days?

Claypoole glared at Macllargie. "Y ou had to ask, didn't you.” 1t took a struggle, but he managed not
to shout too loudly. "Y ou couldn't keep your mouth shut—you had to ask. Now we have to clean this
room agan."

"What's he talking about?' Macllargie said, giving the room a puzzled look. "Thisroomis clean. Since
he got here it's been cleaner that it's ever been! What do we have to clean?”

"Sinceit was your big mouth that caused thisfield day, I'm going to stand here and supervise, make
sureyou doit right.”

"Theré's nothing to clean, | mean ook at this." Macllargie bent over to brush hisfingers acrossthe
floor. Then Claypooles words hit him. Still bent over, helooked up. "What'd you say?'

"l said, * Sinceit was your big mouth that caused thisfield day, I'm going to stand here and supervise,
make sureyou do it right.” "

"What do you mean, you're going to supervise and I'm going to do it?"

Claypooleleaned forward aggressively and tapped the inggniaon his collar with histhumb. " See that?
I'm alance corpord. You'reaPFC. | rank you. In the absence of the fire team leader, I'm in charge. Get
towork."

Mecllargie stood and gaped at Claypoole. Maybe he readlly should put in for atransfer, he thought.

Two days after getting their mount-out orders, third platoon assembled at the Camp Ellislanding field,
which sometimes doubled as an orbita-craft terminal. Again, it was hurry-up-and-wait. They were on
time, but the shuttle that would ferry them to the orbiting ship was an hour late. When they first saw the
Essay, the navy's surface-to-orbit shuttle craft, it was a speck descending in a speed-eating spiral. When
the Essay was till athousand meters up, its coxswain pulled it out of its spird and popped the drogue
chute, dowing its speed further. At two hundred meters, forward-facing jets fired downward until nearly
al forward motion was canceled and the Essay touched down with adight bounce,

"It can't be," Charlie Bass murmured when he read the stenciled name on the sSide of the Essay.
"Can't bewhat?' Hyakowa asked.

"The Fairfax County. That ship was due for decommissioning the first time | mounted out on her." He
shook his head. "That was more than twenty years ago."

"It's got to be another ship with the same name."
Bass looked beyond the stenciled name. "Nope. It'sthe AV-27 1. That was the Fairfax's number."
Hyakowa shrugged. "I guessthey refurbished her, made anew ship in the same hull.”

"I hope s0. The old Fairfax was areal scow.” But Bassdidn't believeit; the Essay needed to be
scraped and painted. That wasn't agood sign.

The ramp dropped and two Dragons from the ship's compliment scooted out on their air cushions.
They needed scraping and painting too. Bass groaned. Hyakowa swallowed.

"Let'sdoit,” Basssad softly.



"Aye aye, boss." Hyakowa shouted ordersto the squad leaders to have their men board the Dragons.
Owen the woo perched on Lance Corpora Dean's shoulder and restrained its eagerness to examine the
interior of the Essay. It had ridden on Dragons, though, and smply hopped into anichein Dean's
webbing for thetrip to orbit.

The smudges on the null-g vacuum suits of the sailors who affixed the tunnel to the Essay so the
Marines could exit the shuttle through the well deck into the ship proper did nothing to inspire Basss
confidencein the ship. Neither did the chief petty officer who oversaw the actua transfer—he needed a
shave, and the cuffs of hisuniform shirt were frayed.

The thrumming of motors and the whining of heavy equipment, noisesthat dways assaulted the
Marines ears when they boarded shipsin orbit, sounded a bit off asif they were missing an occasiona
beat. The bulkheads of the passageways needed scraping and painting, and the decks were embedded
with deeply ground-in crud. At one point, asthe sailorstowed the weightless Marines aong the
passageways to their compartment, Bass noticed that the gasket on a safety hatch was corroded badly
enough to prevent it from making an airtight seal. He closed his eyes and forced himself to relax.

"It'sahold!" Hyakowa exclaimed when the Marines reached their destination. "Thisisn't atroop
compartment, it's somekind of hold."

The large room the Marines were deposited in had rows of metd pipes going from the deck to the
overhead three meters above. Horizontal metd frames, two-thirds of a meter wide and little more than
two meters|ong, were supported by the pipes. The frames were half ameter apart. Each had a sheet of
polymer stretched acrossit. Cots. Passages |ess than a meter wide ran between the rows of cots. A
quick caculation showed two hundred cots.

Bass shook his head. "It'sa compartment al right. Thisiswhat they used to look like. The Fairfax
was built for usein the Third Sivistrian War. The Confederation had to move alot of Marinesand
soldiersin ahurry, so the troops got packed into compartmentslike this." He sighed. "But they used to
bein better condition.”

The compartment's deck was asfilthy as the passageways had been. The lighting was uneven, since
some fixtures weren't working and hadn't been fixed or replaced. There were no persona lockersfor the
troops. Even the woo looked dismayed at the living conditions.

"All right, listen up!" Bass cdled out. His men turned to look at him from whatever perch or handhold
they were anchoring themselvesto. From their expressions, he knew they were more put out than he was
by the compartment and the ship.

"Y ou heard the Skipper when he gave us our marching orders—thisisn't an emergency operation. As
you can tell by our luxury accommodations, the navy doesn't put ahigh priority onit either. Well be
getting underway soon. Once we have gravity again, well rearrange this compartment to make it more
livable. Now stand by, I'm going topside to see—"

Hewasinterrupted by static from the ship's PA system. "Now hear this, now hear this" adightly
annoyed voice said through the gatic. "All hands not at duty stations, secure yourselves for getting
underway. Gravity will go onin thirty seconds. That goesfor the Marinestoo.”

The static clicked off.

"Y ou heard the man," Bass said. "Secure your gear in alower rack and get into ahigher one. Do it

There was abrief bustle as the Marines shoved their packsinto lower rack spaces, then clambered
into higher ones. They madeit justintime.



A loud clang reverberated through the ship, followed by a steedy vibration. Gravity returned, not in the
smooth transition from zero to one the Marines were accustomed to on navy ships, but in chunks that
jerked and bounced them on the polymer sheets.

"Oh, my aching back," Macllargie grumbled when normal gravity wasfinaly restored. "That thing is
hard."

"Now you know why it'scaled arack,” Kerr said.

The Fairfax County was underway, headed for itsfirst Beam jump point on itsway to Society 437.

CHAPTER 10

Lieutenant Commander Lydios Bynum, in twenty years as anavy surgeon, had pulled "shore duty” only
once: on atour with the 127th FIST asabattaion medicd officer. In charge of the battalion aid station
during the Cathagenian Incursions on Wolozonowski's World, she had won a Gold Nova—the
Confederation military's second highest decoration for heroism—uwhen the station had come under
intense infantry ground attack supported by artillery fire. Unmindful of the incoming fire, Dr. Bynum had
found alightly wounded NCO and ordered him to form a defensive perimeter around the medical
complex.

The Marine sergeant had gathered a group of walking wounded who still had weapons, and with those
men held off the advancing Cathagenian forces until reinforcements arrived. Meanwhile, Dr. Bynum
camly attended to her patients. Her anesthesiologi<t, anurse, and a corpsman had al been killed while
assgting her in the operating theater. She hersdf had suffered multiple puncture wounds caused by the
mortar round that killed her surgical team. One small fragment had penetrated her larynx. She had
continued her work as she spit up mouthfuls of blood to keep her lungs clear, giving her assstants orders
inawhispering gurgle. Later, skilled surgeons replaced the larynx, but she never got back the clear
soprano voice she'd been born with.

The Marine they were operating on at the time survived, due mostly to Dr. Bynum's skill and courage.
But it had been avery close thing. Cathagenian grenadiers were aready insde the aid station perimeter
by the time a platoon of Marines arrived to drive them off.

That experience had taught Dr. Bynum two things. an gppreciation for the abilities of Marine
noncommissioned officers, and a profound contempt for military chickenshit. With that attitude shewas
guaranteed two things: never to be promoted beyond the rank of lieutenant commander, and consistently
and digtinctly unglamorous ass gnments—more than twenty years asaship's surgeon, tregting theinjuries
and diseases sailors sustained on shipboard and in a hundred ports throughout Human Space. One thing
for sure: nobody ever messed with the ship's doctor on a starship.

When Dr. Bynum wore her uniform, the only decoration she displayed was the Gold Nova. Navy line
officerswho'd never been in combat, much less decorated for bravery, found themselves distinctly
uncomfortable when she was around. Her assignment to the CNSS Fairfax County wasto be her last.
Sheld been offered a pleasant and lucrative job as director of acivilian hospita in Brosigvilleon
Wanderjahr, of al places, and when the current mission was over she would put in her retirement papers
and settle down. Maybe sheld marry. Well, thislast trip at least would be interesting, and besides, the
Fairfax would be carrying a platoon of Marines, and she liked Marines.

Lydios Bynum's grandfather, Harry, had been an engineer on a deep-space merchantman, pursuing a
profession that had been in hisfamily for generations. Before that his people had sailed far from their
West African homeand, earning their keep navigating Old Earth's oceans. Looking for aberth onan
outgoing ship after completing avoyage to Kandaros, in the Joannides System, hed met Lydioss



grandmother. AlexandraMaakos had been a statuesque dark-haired beauty working in the shipping
office owned by her father, Gregory Maakos. The Ma akos family exported olive oil. Kandarosin the
25th century was famousfor itsolive oil production, an art its early settlers had brought with them from
their Hellenic homeland on Old Earth.

Lydios remembered her grandparents vividly as ahappy couple who enjoyed the pleasures of life, but
of al things, they loved music most. Her grandparents could play various musical instruments and had
reasonably good singing voices. Her mother, however, was anatural soprano, and though untrained, had
sung professionaly in her youth. Her fondest dream was to see her youngest daughter, Lydios, snginan

operacompany.

Thefuture navy surgeon loved music too, but as a child she endured the endless voice training sessons
with a succession of tutors only because that was what her mother wanted. When asked by admiring
adultsif shewould pursue a career in the opera, she would answer, "Y eah, maybe, kinda, sorta," which
aggravated her mother, but instead of asking Lydiosif she might have other goasin life, she pressed on
with theinterminable voice lessons. In later life that phrase, "maybe, kinda, sorta," became Lydioss sock
response whenever asked a question she really did not want to answer.

L eft to hersdf and among her friends, Lydiosloved singing the ribald, humorous songs of the
Kandarosfolk tradition. By the age of eight she knew al the versesto "Clementine" and "Goober Pess.”
At her thirteenth birthday party she severdly embarrassed her parents and voice teachers by substituting
"Goober Peas' from Mozart's Don Giovanni:

Sittin' by the roadside on asummer's day,
Chattin' with my messmates, passin' time avay
Layin' in the shadows, undernesth the trees,
Wearin' out our grinders, eatin’ goober pess.

But Lydioswas good, very good. By the time she graduated from conservatory, she'd developed a
"lush’" mezzosoprano, as one critic described her voice. At her firgt public performance she sang Helmut
D'Nunzio's arrangement of Virgil Thompson's Symphony on aHymn. Her rendition of "Y es, Jesus Loves
Me" so moved one critic that he wrote, "Her voice brimswith warmth and a nuanced and imaginative
interpretive gift that is utterly spontaneous and true to the languorous phonic poetry of late twentieth
century American English.”

Both her mother and father, but particularly her mother, amost had gpoplexy when, shortly after her
twenty-second birthday, the young woman solemnly announced she was going to become a doctor.

"Lidi!" her mother screamed, brown face dmost turning white with fury, ™Y ou can't! Y ou can't! Why,
it'd mean—" She coughed and sputtered and staggered to a nearby settee where she labored to catch
her breath.

"Honey," her father intervened, "you have trained for years to be awonderful soprano, and you are—"
He gestured, looking for the right word. "—you are atrue artist. Y ou have agreat career ahead of you.
Medical school now would mean years more of study. Why, you'd haveto gtart al over again! You
would never ang professionally! Think of what this meansto your mother and me."

"And you will haveto deal with—with dead things and blood!" her mother gasped from the settee. She
groaned and put her head in her hands. ™Y ou will pull dimy things out of peopl€sinsdes, Lidi!" Her
mother amost fainted a the thought.

"I will save peopl€eslives, Mother," Lydios responded quietly. "And | will make peoplefed better.



Mama, Daddy, | love music too. But | will be adoctor.”

When her youngest brother, whom Lydios loved dearly, was nearly killed in an accident, she had
accompanied him to the hospital. She was so small and dight she was able to stand in a corner behind a
partition and watch the proceedings without being noticed. When the surgeons had finished the
minigtrations that saved her brother'slife, one of them spotted her standing there, her small brown face
peering out a him. He said nothing, just pulled off his surgica mask and winked at her. From that
moment forward Lydios Bynum knew shewould be adoctor. But she had never dared mention it to her
parents until now.

"And just how do you intend to pay for your medica schooling?' her father demanded, losing his
patienceat lagt. "'l tell you this, young lady, you won't get anything from us! Not athing! Come on, Lidi,
how will you pay for this—thisfantasy?"

Lydios had no answer to that, but GrandpaHarry did. "Lidi," he'd told her, "anybody can succeed
with aBynum behind them.”

It took her thirteen yearsto complete undergraduate school, medica school, her internship and
resdency. GrandpaHarry left her enough money in hiswill so she could finish. Her parents passed on
just before she graduated from medical school. They had left her nothing of the family fortune. And then
she enlisted in the Confederation Navy. She knew that Grandpa Harry would've enjoyed living to see
that, but it wasjust aswell her parents were dready gone because surely they would have died if they
knew their intransigent daughter had opted to become a sailor.

Since aship's surgeon was technicaly on cdl al thetime, Dr. Bynum had learned to deep whenever
and wherever the opportunity arose, so often she would be avake when most of the crew were degping
or standing watch. She frequented the wardroom during the mid-watch, or 04 hours standard, when she
could have it mostly to hersdlf. There, she would enjoy aquiet cup of coffee and asmoke. She usualy
avoided the place during the dog watches between 16 and 20 hours, when the dinner meal was served.
Because of her irregular schedule, she could be in there when most of the other officerswere at ship's
gationsor in their staterooms.

Lance Corpora Rachman Claypoole started and tried to jump to his feet when someone woke him up
by thrusting ahot mug of coffee at him. He'd been dozing on the wardroom detail—nobody had comein
for over an hour—and an officer had caught him deeping. Damn! Court-martia offense. "Y essir! Right
away dr," he mumbled, taking the mug to fill it before he realized it was dready full. The officer stood
there, grinning down at him. It was the dark-skinned femal e lieutenant commander, the doctor, the one
with the Gold Nova. He'd seen her in the wardroom once or twice before, and she had aways nodded
at himinafriendly way. He wanted desperately to know how sheld won the Gold Nova, but Marine
lance corpords, even one as bold as Claypoole, avoided familiarity with officers, even doctors, who
were not quite the same as other officers. She never asked for anything when she camein, and served
herself when she wanted something. Sometimes she just sat at atable for hours, smoking and reading on
her persond vid, seldom talking to the other officers when they happened to wander in. Whenever
Claypoole had managed to look over her shoulder at the stuff on her vidscreen, it'd been medica jargon,
50 held quickly lost interest.

"| thought you could use some coffee, Lance Corpord,” shesad, till smiling.

"Uh, yess—maam." Claypoole took the mug, but from the expression on hisface, he didn't seemto
redize hewasto drink it.

The doctor sat opposite him with her own mug and sipped from it. Her eyestwinkled as she watched
Claypoole over the steaming coffee. Shewas avery smal woman with closely cut black hair and fine



features. Claypoole had often thought, in an idle, sexlessway, like aman admiring apantingina
museum, that she was a pretty woman.

"Y ou know, in eight hundred years the human species hasn't managed to invent anything that'll do it for
you like coffee" she said, lifting her mug.

"Umm," Claypoole responded, raising hismug to hislips.
"I thought you could use a pick-me-up,” she said.
"Thank you, maiam. Uh, | better get back to work—"

"Relax. You're under the doctor's care now." Thistime she smiled broadly, reveding perfect, pearly
white teeth. "Besides," she said, looking around the wardroom, "this place is dready too sanitary for the
Fairfax. Youll givetherest of the ship abad reputation.”

Now it was Claypoolesturn to laugh. "Oh, well..." He shrugged and drank some more of the coffee.
It was clear she wasn't going to report him for deeping on duty. "I have to apologize, maam, but | just
sat down for aminute, and next thing | knew..."

Dr. Bynum nodded. "Tell me about your Gunny," she said.

"Y ou know something about Marines, don't you, maam? | mean you know our ranks and stuff.” He
hesitated, looking over his shoulder, but the wardroom was still empty except for the two of them. "Most
navy officers, begging your pardon, maam, don't know a private from a sergeant mgjor," he continued in
alow voice,

She nodded again. "'l was battalion surgeon with 127th FIST." Claypoole realized that must have been
when she earned the Gold Nova, but still he did not ask about the meda.

Aside from talking about himself, Gunnery Sergeant Bass was Claypool€es favorite topic. The doctor
listened, fascinated, as Claypoole told her about the knife fight with the Siad chieftain on Elned. Another
officer came into the wardroom during the telling but Claypoole was so wrapped up in the story he never
noticed. Dr. Bynum glanced up briefly. It was that supercilious Lieutenant Snodgrass. Ignoring him, she
turned her attention back to Claypoole's animated narrative.

Snodgrass seated himsalf on the other side of the wardroom. What the hell was the goddamned
steward doing, he wondered, jawing with that officer? That was entirely unacceptable
familiarity—fraternization. It was that doctor. Goddamn independent bitch. Count on amedic, especialy
afemae, to destroy what little military discipline there was on ascow like the Fairfax, he reflected. He
watched them, growing angrier by the minute. Well, she was alieutenant commander, so she outranked
him—in the wardroom anyway. A lieutenant commander and a doctor. He shook hishead. And a
goddamn woman.

Lieutenant Arga Snodgrass had graduated in the top five percent of his Confederation Naval
Academy dlass, and in the five years since his commiss oning—he'd been promoted to full lieutenant
bel ow the zone—he'd made no bones about his career plans. He would be an admira. The lower
classmen at the Academy—and every enlisted man afterward—who'd encountered Snodgrass when he
was amidshipman wished held just get lost somewherein space. HEd derived great pleasure from
making the lives of those under him at the Academy as miserable as possible. Asajunior officer with the
Fleet, he had carried on the practice, to the extent his superiors would alow him, which never gave him
the latitude he wanted. But one day ...

Snodgrass learned about the Fairfax County's misson to Society 437 from an unclein the Ministry of
Colonization. "Argie," the uncle had said, "this might be your chance! Dr. Morgan is one of the most
highly regarded scientistsin the Confederation. If you were amember of the expedition that rescued



him.."

Immediately, Snodgrasss ambition fueled hisimagination. "Dr. Morgan, | presume?" he could hear
himsdlf saying when his party rescued Nikholas M organ from—from—whatever it was. Hed be famous!
That line would be quoted forever! "Dr. Morgan, | presume?’ Like that other guy along time ago—what
the hell was his name?—never mind, " Snodgrass’ would be more famousthan he. And al other things
being equd, he fully expected a bel ow-the-zone promotion to lieutenant commander as recognition for
participating in the mission.

"Argie" another uncle; a captain in the Confederation Navy Bureau of Personndl, had exclaimed, "you
arealine officer! Y ou belong on a battle cruiser, not—not a goddamn scow like thistroop carrier. Youll
be gone amost ayear! | can get you ajob asaideto aFeet admiral. Do you redize how valuable a
fitness report signed by aFleet admira would look on your record? What the hell's gotten into you
anyway?"

Eventudly Snodgrass prevailed on hisrecacitrant uncle and was assigned to the expedition asits
gpecia communications officer. "Uncle Jerry," heinssted, "you know they'll need a specid
communications officer on amisson like this. I'm qualified in degp-space communications, especidly
after my work with Project Golem. It'll only be temporary atached duty, after which | can get on with
more important things. | really want this, Uncle Jerry.” So at last the uncle, who redlly liked Argd and
wanted him to succeed, was persuaded, but only after the ambitious lieutenant faithfully promised to
accept as hisnext assgnment abillet asaflag officer'saide.

What Snodgrass didn't tell his uncle was that he planned to write a book about the adventure when it
was over. And when he discovered that the Marine e ement was to be commanded by amere
noncommissioned officer, he positively chortled. Everything was going hisway! Hed somehow swing it
to accompany the Marines planetside—the captain of the Fairfax, an odd old bird but an officer
nevertheless, would never alow an enlisted man to bein charge of such an important detail. And naturdly
he would take over.

Commander Hank Tuit was captain of the CNSS Fairfax County because nobody €l se wanted the
job and nobody e se wanted Hank Tuit. He had been in command of the Fairfax for over adozen years.
Frankly, he hoped the navy had smply forgotten about him. A heavyset, gruff, but capable professiond,
Commander Tuit intended to spend the rest of hislife commanding small vessds. Hed stick with the navy
until they didn't want him anymore—which he thought would be any day now, once BUPERS
remembered where he was—and then held happily get his master's certificate revalidated and command
amerchant vessel. Hed continue hislife on the bridge of a starship of some kind until he died there.

The Fairfax County was a superannuated scow. Commander Tuit knew that and was proud of it. He
preferred "scows' to firg-class ships of the line anyway, with al the spit and polish and naval folderol that
made life with the Fleet such apain in the ass. Nevertheess, Commander Tuit wasadtrict traditionaist
when it came to the ancient customs spacefaring men had adopted from the seafaring navy. A ship'sbell
was struck on the bridge every thirty minutes to mark the passing segments of each watch, and at eight
bells the next watch had damn well better be completely at stations.

And the Fairfax was a spaceworthy vesse—he'd made sure of that. Aslong as she got him where he
was going and back again, he didn't give adamn if there was dirt on the bulkheads and cockroachesin
the wardroom. Besides, the Fairfax was atroopship. Troops were the best cargo a captain could have.
They never complained about anything, and they pulled al the nasty details on board that the sailors
would otherwise have to attend to, which made for ahappy crew. And Marines were the best cargo of
al. They liked cockroaches.

Commander Hank Tuit didn't mind a cockroach or two himself. What he despised—in hisview the



perpetrators and perpetuators of the martinetism that made an otherwise exciting and worthwhile career
mind-numbing drudgery—were Naval Academy graduates.

Rachman Claypool e despised wardroom duty, but when the shipboard details had been passed out,
that'swhat hed drawn. Wéll, there was always plenty to eat when the officers weren't around, and he
had plenty of time off, and best of dl, wardroom duty kept him off the redlly nasty detallslike waste
gection party.

Just dismissed from mid-watch duty, he was hurrying to get back to the troop compartment when he
bumped into a sailor in the companionway.

"Excuse me," the sailor, apetty officer third class, said.

"No swest," Claypoole answered, glancing up briefly. "Hey, don't | know you from somewhere?' he
said to the junior petty officer, acommunications specidi<, judging from the device above hisrating.
They looked each other over. ™Y eah." Claypoole snapped hisfingers. "Humpty! Y oure Humpty. You
were on the Denver when we were deployed on Wanderjahr, and we had afew beerstogether inajoint
in New Odo, just before the FIST shipped out to Diamunde. Y eah. Humpty! I'm Rock Claypoole. Put
‘er there." He stuck out his hand and they shook.

"It'sHummfree, actudly,”" the petty officer said gpologetically.

"Oh, yeah. Sorry, Hummfree. Er, what yadoin' here? On this—this—?" Claypoole hesitated to insult
the ship, since he knew sailors were ultra sengitive to jibes about their vessels, even ascow like the
Fairfax County.

"Scow?' Hummfree volunteered.
llYa,]lll

Hummfree leaned close to Claypoole; looking up and down the companionway before he spoke. "I'm
with the specid communications officer, Lieutenant Shodgrass.” Claypoole made aface and nodded in
sympathy. "l guess| cantdl you about Project Golem now," Hummfree said.

"Yeah!" Claypoole answered. He remembered it now. Back at New Odo, Hummfree had let it dip he
was working on something called Project Golem, and then hed clammed up right away and excused
himsdlf. Claypool€e's attention was riveted on Hummfree.

"Project Golem," Hummfree whispered, "is a hush-hush signad s-intelligence program designed to
identify and track pirate vessals operating in deep space.”

"Pirates" Claypoole blurted out. With ahand, Hummfree signaled for silence.

"Pirates," Hummfree confirmed. "We get reports from merchant and navy vessels and police and
military stations dl over Human Space and we put them al into a huge data base. We have specid units
that do nothing but monitor message traffic between ships and their ports, and we have agents
everywhere who watch what's going on. We're getting to where we can predict sometimes where the

groupswill hit next. Did you know there are over three hundred different pirate bands operating
throughout Human Space?'

"Wow," Claypoole whispered. "Hey, Hummfree, do you think pirates—"

Hummfree leaned even closer. " Shhh. Maybe. That'swhy Lieutenant Snodgrassand | aredong on this
trip. Fleet intelligence and the Ministry of Justice think maybe an outfit called Red 35 might beinvolved...”

Claypoole sghed. Pirates! Now that was something new for the 34th! At least for him. "Hey,
Hummifree, thanks, mate, thanks for the dump!” They shook hands again.

"Rock, promise me onething."



"Sure. "
"Keep dl thisunder your hat, okay?"
"You bet! Hey, gotta go now. Gotta get in somerack time."

Claypoole continued out of sight down the companionway. Hummfree moved toward the crew's
quarters, shaking hishead. "Tell it to the Marines," he sighed. Maybe he shouldn't have exaggerated so
much. What had gotten into him anyway? he wondered. Oh, well. Project Golem had proved abust so
far. He and his dipshit lieutenant were aong to supplement the Fairfax's communications department and
maybe verify some Project Golem reports, but pirates on Society 437? He doubted it.

Back in the troop compartment, Claypoole couldn't wait to get Macllargie asde. "Buddy," he
whispered, "l wasjust talking to one of the sparkheads, and you won't believe what we're getting into!”

CHAPTER 11

Ontheinsde, Claypoole was swearing up astorm. On the outside, he was pleasant and smiling. Pleasant
and smiling because he had to be that way around officersto keep out of trouble; he'd gone aft and seen
the tiny, metal-sided, bare room designated as the brig aboard the Fairfax County, and didn't want to
spend any timein it. Swearing up astorm because he thought it wasflat wrong that a Marine should be
assigned to steward duty in the officers mess. He was an infantryman, damnit, afighter, not awaiter! He
should be training with the senaing and monitoring equipment the Marines would be usng when they
made planetfal or studying the scientific reports from Society 437. Hed pulled steward duty sincethe
Fairfax reached Beamspace and he wastired of it. The only good thing about steward duty was that
most of the officers ate at the same time so there wasn't much to do between meals—and his shift would
end before the next mess call. The only "customer” he had at the moment was Lieutenant Snodgrass, who
was drinking coffee and reading on apersond vid.

Probably some top secret communication that isn't supposed to leave the comm shack, Claypoole
thought sourly. With the lieutenant in the wardroom, he couldn't go back to the game held been playing
on hisown vid; he had to look busy. So he was dowly wiping down all the tables and chairswith agtatic
cloth. Maybe if he maneuvered right, he could get around behind the lieutenant and read over his
shoulder, find out things before anyone e sein the platoon knew them. That thought cheered him up.

Claypoole sped up his movement around the wardroom. He didn't move fast, which might attract the
lieutenant's attention to what he was doing. He smply didn't move quite aslanguidly.

"Get me some more, Private," Lieutenant Snodgrass said, interrupting Claypoole's maneuvering. He
held out hismug without looking up.

Startled, Claypoole glanced around to see who the navy officer wastaking to. They weredoneinthe
room.

"Didn't you hear me?' Snodgrass said sharply.

Claypoolelooked at the lieutenant. Snodgrass was staring a him hard.

"Sorry, gr, you said ‘private” I'm alance corpord. | didn't think you were talking to me."

"Who elsewould | betaking to?' Snodgrass shoved hismug at Claypoole,

"Dunno, Sr. That'swhy | looked around, to see who you were talking to."

A corner of Snodgrasss mouth twisted in disgust. "More coffee.” He held the mug out at arm's length.
"And it's*lance corpora,” Mr. Snodgrass.”

Snodgrassglared a him and motioned with hismug. "It'll be privateif you don't get me more coffee



right now."
"Ayeaye, dr," Claypoole said, al pretense at cheerfulness dropped.

A moment later he had the mug refilled. He managed to resist the temptation to spill hot liquid on the
officer as he handed it back. Snodgrass resumed his reading, and Claypool e took a step around behind
the officer and feigned cleaning the table to hisrear. Cautioudy, he peered over Snodgrasss shoulder and
reed:

...the Wombler war machine rolled dowly forward. Its organic treadsrolled calloudy
over the charred corpses of the Confederation marineswho werekilled in the brief, one
sded fight. The war maching'stwin blaster cannons swiveled from sideto sidein search
of aliving target in the ruins of the deutrenium factory.

Confederation Navy Lieutenant Horace Fairchild crouched behind a piece of
laser-blasted machinery, watching the behemoth advance toward him. He hefted his hand
blaster and wondered how he could disable the war machine with so flimsy aweapon.
His eyes darted around the cavernous assembly room, seeking something more potent
that he could use. Thereit was, a

Claypoole had begun reading from the top of the page and missed what Lieutenant Fairchild saw when
Snodgrass hit the turn-page button.

Theintrepid navy officer stood over the husk of the Wombler war machine and blew
the tendril of smoke away from the muzzle of the assault blaster he d used to kill it. Now
to find the rest of the Wombler attack force and, Buddhaswill be done, wipeit out.

Claypoole looked away from the vid and stood erect, a puzzled expression on hisface. Wombler war
machine? Tendril of smoke from the muzzle of an assault blaster? Buddhaswill be done? One man—and
anavy lieutenant at that—going up againgt an attack force to wipeit out? And every fool knew Marine
was dways spelled with acapital M when it meant Confederation Marine! Helooked &t the back of
Snodgrasss head as though trying to seeinsdeit. What on Earth was going on insde that man's head
that he could read such drivel ? He shook his head. There was no telling about officers. He sometimes
thought that part of the commissioning process was the remova of severa sgnificant digitsfrom the
would-be officers intelligence quotient. That was probably why Gunny Bass didn't want to get
commissioned—nhe didn't want to get turned dumb.

"Areyou through cleaning back there, Private?'
Claypoole jumped.
"It's*lance corpord, gr."

"Move around where | can seeyou. | don't like people lurking behind me." He hit the turn-page button
again as Claypoole moved to adifferent part of the wardroom.

Claypoole wondered how Snodgrass got his commission. Oh, sure, the big ring he wore attested to his
graduation from New Anngpolis, but how did he get into the Naval Academy? That insulting thing Marine
drill ingructorsyelled at their recruits early in training cameto hismind: " Are your mommies and daddies
rich, did they promise to buy acommission for you?" Lieutenant Snodgrass certainly acted like hewas
from an I'm-better-than-you background.



Claypoole reached into his pocket and cleared histhroat when he brought his hand back out. "Ah,
Lieutenant Snodgrass, Sir?'

Snodgrass looked up.

"Mindif | ask you aquestion, sir?' He accepted the lieutenant's curled lip as ayes. "What rank were
you before you got commissioned?’

Snodgrass blinked and frowned. He was surprised by the question's impertinence. "Midshipman,” he
sad coldly.

"Ah, yessir, | know that, sr." He nodded toward Snodgrass's ringed hand. ™Y our ring. Y ou went to
the Nava Academy, | know that. What | meant was, what was your enlisted rank?"

Snodgrass blinked again, then said in an even colder voice, "I was never amere enlisted man.”

It was Claypool€e's turn to act surprised, then redlization washed over hisface. "Oh, yes, that'sright.
I'm sorry, Lieutenant Snodgrass, Sir, | forgot. The navy lets people without experience get commissioned
just because they've got an education.”

"What are you implying?' Snodgrass hdf rose from hischair.

Claypool€e's shrug was more casud than hefelt. "Nothing, sir. Noimplication at dl. It'sjust the old
experience versus theory argument. The Marines believe that experience counts for more than theory, or
at least that aman can understand the gpplication of theory better once he has the experience to know
what it means. All of our officers are commissioned from the ranks."

"What are you saying, Private?' Snodgrass stood all the way up and took a threatening step forward.

"I'm not saying anything, Lieutenant, merely observing a philosophical difference between the Marines
andthenavy."

"I don't believe you, Marine." Claypoole could dmost hear alower case m. | think you're being
insubordinate.” Snodgrass now stood with hisface inches away from Claypool€e's.

"Oh, nossr! Nothing further from my mind. Just asmple observation.”

Snodgrass sneered. "Commissioned from the ranks," he snorted. "Marine officers arelittle more than
glorified sergeants. And thistime, they didn't even seefit to send an officer, just a sergeant.”

"Gunnery sergeant, sir,” Claypoole said automatically.

Snodgrass turned red and glared.

"Uh, asergeant isa squad leader, Sir, athree striper. A gunnery sergeant outranks a sergeant pretty
sgnificantly.”

"What's your name?"

"Lance Corpora Claypoole, sir.”

"Well, ‘Lance Corpord’ Claypoole, | think | will have alittle talk with the captain about your
insubordination. Y ou Marines need alittle lesson in respect.” He stormed out of the wardroom.

Claypoolelooked at the hatch through which the navy officer disappeared and put his hand back into
his pocket. He withdrew a small recorder and looked at it. It was running. He was glad he recorded that
conversation. He was pretty sure he hadn't said anything insubordinate, and the recording could clear him
if Snodgrass brought charges.

Later, in the troop compartment, he got the recorder out and replayed the conversation for some of
the other men in the platoon.

"That Lieutenant Snodgrass sureis snotty,” he said into the gppdled silence that followed the



recording. Thereafter, the men of third platoon referred to Lieutenant Snodgrass as " Snotty."

Asthey filed into the wardroom, the Marines of third platoon were cheerful in away they hadn't been
inweeks. They were back into Space-3 and only had to put up with the Fairfax County for afew more
days before they reached orbit around Society 437 and made planetfall. Most of them weretired of
studying the reports, and believed they could operate and maintain their sensing and monitoring
equipment—motion, smell, and other detectors—in their deep. It didn't matter to them what they'd find
planetside, they'd be off the scow and using what they'd learned.

Gunnery Sergeant Charlie Basswas dready in the room, one haunch resting on atable. A
holoprojector squatted on the table next to him. He watched his Marines, heard their laughs, listened to
their good-natured jibes. He didn't join in their high spirits. Asroutine asthe investigation waslikdly to
be, aslikdy asit wasthey'd find nothing more serious than an equipment mafunction at the research
gtation, something ominous was tickling the back of hismind.

"Listen up, people,”" he said as soon as everyone found a place to Sit. The Marines stopped their
joking and looked at him. "We reach Waygone in three days. | don't know what we're going to find
planetside, but it won't beapicnic.”

Smiles vanished and dl expressions suddenly became serious.

"Before | bring you up to date on what we've learned since the Fairfax arrived in this system, | have
something | want you to see." He touched the control pand of the holoprojector and a quarter-sizeimage
of First Sergeant Myer popped into existence above the projector.

Someone snickered at the Sght of the miniature, glowering first sergeant. Bass shot aglare at hismen,
and anyone e se tempted to laugh decided againgt it.

As Top Myer's head moved side to Side, the three-dimensional image gave the impression he looked
each Marinein the eye. Whatever the trick Myer used to create that illusion, it was effective. All the
Marines gave theimagethelr full attention. Even the woo seemed riveted by Myer'simage and words.

"I know it's been afew weeks," Myer's recorded voice began. "But you heard what the Skipper said
when he gave you this assignment. Y ou most likely got the impression"—the image began pacing sdeto
Sde, head down—"that thismisson isa cakewalk that could be handled by two or three of the girlsfrom
Big Barb's. That might be s0." Myer's voice was calm, dmost uncharacteristicaly soft-sgpoken. "Most of
the time when Marines are sent to find out why a Behind station missed areport, they find absentminded
eggheads who forgot, broken equipment that prevented the report, or that some natural catastrophe
wiped out the station’s personnel.” Theimage suddenly faced front and shouted loud enough to make
many of the Marinesjump, "But not dwaysl" Even Bass moved away from theimage.

"When you go planetside, you had damn well best be prepared for anything. Particularly for something
unexpected and unpleasant! Because those things happen!

"Let megiveyou afew examples" Theimage resumed pacing, dl the while glowering out & the
Marines. " Society 408 missed areport and acompany of Marines was sent to investigate. A week after
they arrived they sent out an emergency drone. Eight months later, when amedica decontamination team
arrived, three of those Marineswere il dive. Therest of them had been killed by the same flesh-eating
bacteriathat wiped out the scientific mission.

"Society 299 missed areport. Marineswent to find out why. Y ou think you had ahard time fighting
several armored divisions on Diamunde? The company that went to Society 299 had to fight awhole
planet'sworth of ambulatory, killer trees!

"The Marines who were sent to Society 74 found the survivors of that station reduced to davery by
semi-intelligent felinoids. The cat creatures who were using the remaining scientists to groom their hides,



clean their living areas, and as occasiona gourmet snacks outnumbered that Marine company thirty to
one. Twenty Marineswere killed in rescuing the seventeen surviving scientists and technicians.

"Camelot 499, the last of that series of human habitability explorations, was raided by pirates. Those
pirates weren't content to take daves and equipment, they wanted modern weapons. So they waited,
about athousand of them, for Marinesto come. They were dick, they were. They sent their starship to
an empty spot in space about two light-years away, where it wouldn't be noticed by an gpproaching
Confederation Navy ship. Then they manned the control center. When the navy ship carrying aMarine
company arrived, they sent amessage identifying themselves asthe misson. They said their drone
launcher had been holed by ameteor. The Marines landed, expecting awarm welcome from a thousand
scientists and technicians who hadn't seen anyone e sein three years. What they got was a hot welcome
from athousand pirates who wanted to kill them! The pirates had a good ambush set up and killed fifteen
Marines before any of the Marines got a shot off in return. That company lost another twelve before the
surviving pirates surrendered.”

Myer stopped pacing and faced front, hands clasped behind his back. "1 could go on," he said mildly,
"but I'm sure you've got the idea by now." He cocked his head. "Did you notice acommon thread
throughout that recitation? Something that happened in each of those incidents?’' Myer'svoiceroseto a
roar. "In each case there was an entire company of Marines. Y ou arejust a platoon!

"If awhole company could be that badly mauled by something it didn't expect, imagine what can
happen to a platoon that isn't prepared. An unsettling thought, isn't it?"

He jammed his hands onto his hips, leaned forward and did the look-every-man-in-the-eye trick
again. "The odds are either everything'sdl right or you'll arrive too late to do any good. But there have
been too many incidents of Marinesin one of these missonswalking into something nobody expected
and getting serioudy hurt. So when you go planetside, be prepared for anything." His voice roared out
again, "If any man jack inthird platoon isn't prepared and gets himself or another Marine killed because
of it, hisassismine!

"One more detail you should know. The scientific mission is called Society 437. But the scientists and
technicianswho were assigned to it cdl the planet “Waygone.” That's becauseit isway the hell and gone
out there. 1t's‘way gone' from the inhabited worlds of the Confederation, and ‘way gone' off any and al
shipping lanes. If you run into trouble, no one is anywhere nearby who can give you any help. You'reon
your own."

Myer stood erect, glowered out at the room again, and snarled, "That isal.” Theimage blinked out.

Bass touched the control panel again to turn off the projector. He gazed out at his men for along
moment. They al looked serious. None of them seemed to have noticed that Myer hadn't said anything
about how frequently Marines were sent to find out why a BHHEI mission missed areport, or what
percentage ran into an unexpected danger. That was fine with Bass. Hed rather have the adrendine
pumping and not be needed than for his platoon to walk into something and not be ready to fight.

"You got theidea," hefinaly said. "We don't know what's down there. It could be something or
someone deadly. We go in ready to fight if we haveto.

"Now, what do we know today that we didn't know when we got our orders? Not alot. The
Fairfax's communications center has been trying to make contact with the scientific mission on Waygone
since we came back into Space-3. What they've found is mogt of the scientific satellites are working.
They're transmitting their data; atmospheric, topological, geological, biota, etcetera. The kind of datathe
scientists and technicians planetside need in their work. What the communications center hasn't been able
to doisraise any people. That could be asimple matter of the Fairfax's communications gear not being
good enough to communicate with the planet at this distance, and that well get surface signal's tomorrow
or the day after. But that's not likely. It could mean the surface communications are down for some



reason, but there are too many technicians on the surface for that to belikely. Maost probably, something
has gone serioudy wrong down there.

"Y ou heard what Top Myer said. When we make planetfal, we have to be ready for anything. The
Top said everything about the situation on Waygone that | was going to say. | have nothing more to add.”
He turned to Hyakowa. "Platoon Sergeant, dismissthe men." Bass|eft the wardroom from the rear
entrance.

CHAPTER 12

"Give methe blagter,” Cameron said evenly, holding out his hand. Rhys Apbac continued to hold the
weapon firmly across his chest with both hands. He said nothing, just glared down at Cameron. "Rhys,”
Cameron said patiently, carefully enunciating each word, "you will come with me and Lowboy will stay
behind with the other blaster. Or you can stay here with Lowboy. But | an going and | am carrying the
blaster. So hand it over. Now."

The debate about whether someone should try to reach Aquarius Station had been long and heated.
The things had everyone so scared, most of the surviving pirates preferred to starve in the cave than take
achance on aforaging party to the abandoned station. They all feared that venturing forth from the
safety—problematica asit was—of the cave would draw attention to themselves. Even Cameron
admitted that was apossbility. But their clothes were in rags and they were starving. Their only chance of
surviva wasto savage something from the station. Privately, Cameron suspected those things knew
precisaly where they were hiding and hadn't finished them off for reasons of their own. Besides, someone
would come eventudly, and their best chance of rescue would be to leave some indication of their
presence.

Rhys, Minerva, apirate named Labaya, and hisgirl, Maya, had volunteered to accompany Cameron.
But the whole thing had stalled over who would carry the weapon. Rhys still had it from histour on guard
the night before. Lowboy and the ones who would stay behind eagerly watched the confrontation.
Lowboy hoped Rhyswould finally put an end to Cameron's tenuous hold on the survivors. Aswesk as
they al were after months of near sarvation, Rhyswas gill animposing physica presence, and evenin
good times he had been proneto violence for very little cause—auseful trait in apirate, providing it could
be controlled. He had volunteered to go aong with Cameron not because he was a brave man, but
because he was too stupid to be afraid, even after what they had al been through. That wasdso a
vauabletraitin apirate, providing it could be channeled. Lowboy was afraid that Cameron might be the
man to do that, ending his own chances to be somebody. They were so close to dying that areasonable
person would have asked what difference any of it made, but Lowboy was unreasonably ambitious.

"Rhys," Cameron repegted, "give methe blaster.”

Rhys knocked Cameron's hand out of the way with the butt of the weapon. "Fuck you, Georgie," he
replied. Cameron stepped forward swiftly and buried his knee in Rhyss crotch. He deftly snatched the
blagter in midair as Rhys, alook of profound astonishment on his face, doubled over. Cameron dammed
the weapon's butt twice into the side of Rhys's head as he collapsed in ahegp at hisfeet. He did not
move. "l guess hell just haveto stay behind,” Cameron said matter-of-factly. Theway he said it outraged
Lowboy because it proved Cameron redly was a tough sonofabitch, and now he had second thoughts
about going up againgt the man. Hed hoped Rhys would've solved the problem for him.

"You might'vekilled him!" Lowboy shouted.

Cameron whirled on the others. "Yes," he grated, "and I'll kill you, Lowboy, if you don't get out of my
way. You bastard, don't think | don't know you'd put aknifeinto meif you had the guts." He paused.
"Okay. We're going. Remember this, Lowboy, the rest of you too." He was addressing those who were
going to stay behind. "'If we find anything useful and if we make it back here, we dl shareinit. Thefour of



usarerisking our assesto keep dl of usdive, and if anybody forgetsthat, | will personaly kill him." He
dung the blaster and clambered up the barricade without looking back. The other three followed him.

"l guess he'sright," askinny pirate named Mouse said. Lowboy whirled and smashed hisfist into the
man'sface.

Aquarius Station was Situated about thirty kilometers north of the pirates cave, on alarge, lushidand
in the marsh that covered most of the land in equatoria Waygone. To get there they had to negotiate an
extensive swamp that began at the base of the mountain and continued northward unbroken for hundreds
of kilometers. When they had crossed the morass the year before, they'd been fleeing in terror from the
thingsthat had caught them at Aquarius Station. They'd been in better physical shape then; the trek would
be far more difficult now. But Cameron knew land navigation, and he was sure he could guide them
through the swamp to Aquarius. The wholetime they were gone, from when they |eft the caveto their
return, they would be vulnerable to those things. Crossing the swamp was the time of greatest danger, but
they were desperate. Almogst afull year had passed since their disastrous raid. They had to do something.

Thefirst day'stravel through the swamp wasterrible, dogging through the mud and floating vegetation.
Except for Cameron, none of them had experienced such physica exhaustion before. And they were
constantly fearful that those things might suddenly appear and kill them dl. After thefirst kilometer they
were bresthing in wheezing gasps and the air burned their lungs, every few metersthey had to stop, to
rest. Every step was contested by the clinging, viscous mud, and when they wrenched their legs out of the
stuff to take the next step, noxious fumes assailed their noses and burned their throats. Soon their sense
of smell became accustomed to the fetid swamp gas, but quicksand was a constant hazard, athough by
far not the worst. Unidentified creatures scraped and dithered againgt their legs as they waded through
the dime, and a every moment they al expected the redl terrorsto lunge up at them from the mud. The
heat and humidity were enervating, and in their weakened physica condition the four pirates succeeded in
covering only afew kilometers after struggling al day long.

They remembered none of those things being quite so bad the first time through the swamp, but back
then molten lavawouldn't have stopped them since they were al too terrified to take much notice of the
stink, heat, and muck. Around dusk that first day they stumbled upon ahummock of grass big enough to
hold al of them. It floated tranquilly in alarge, shallow, scum-crusted lake, but they weretoo tired to
object when Cameron declared it would be their campsite for the night. Exhausted, they climbed up onto
it and collapsed. Fortunately, they had brought alot of water with them from the caves—Dbuit little to est.

The darkness soon grew impenetrable. All around them things thrashed and splashed in the shalow
water, and the hissing and screeching of creatures hunting and dying in the forest on the fringes of the
lake, not to mention flying creatures of al sizesthat siwvooped upon them out of the darkness, constantly
interrupted the fitful naps they were able to snatch. At dawn they were ill exhausted.

Beforeit wasfully light enough to see well, an elongated creature about ameter long and as big around
asaman'sthigh dithered out of the mud onto the hummock, evidently as surprised to find the humans
there asthey wereto seeit. Mayaburied her knifein its head.

"Let'sedt it," Labayawhispered, and they fell to thetask with their knives. Insgde the carcass they
found soft white flesh, which they ate raw. It was somewhat dimy, but they felt refreshed by the medl.

"Thisaint hdf bad,” Minervasaid. During their exile the pirates had esten awide variety of theloca
faunawith noill effects, but until that morning they always had cooked the mest thoroughly.

Hunger sated, they watched the sun come up.

"Thismight be aright nice place," Mayasaid, resting her head against Labayas chest, "if it wasn't for
those...well, you know." She shuddered and nodded vaguely toward the sea, only afew kilometers from
where they rested.



"Right now | don't giveadamn," Labaya said. He had been a stocky, heavily muscled man before they
were stranded, but Dugas L abaya had been reduced by starvation to a scarecrow. The women's hair
was long and matted, and al of them were covered with bruises and lacerations. Minerva absently
scratched an insect bite on her shin that had bled profusely before clotting but was bleeding again. She
hardly noticed. Neither man had cut their hair or beard in weeks.

Cameron laughed. "L ook at us," hesaid. "Don't we redlly look like pirates now!" The othersdid look
and then gtarted laughing. He stuck his nose under hisarmpit and sniffed. "Shit! We smell worsethan this
goddamn swamp!™ he added, and they dl laughed even harder.

"Shhh! Let'skeep it down," Cameron cautioned suddenly, remembering. "Don't let's make any more
noise than necessary.”

"Wdll, so far, so good," Labayasaid.

"Georgie, why don't wejust stay herethe rest of the day? Relax?' Minerva suggested.

Cameron thought about that briefly. He was fegling better after the meal, and would have welcomed a
rest. But he rgected theidea. "L ook, well hole up for afew dayswhen we reach Aquarius, but staying
here is dangerous. Besides, it'll get hotter than blazes once the sun'sredlly up. We need to get acrossthis
damn swamp and into the Aquarius.” He gestured up the waterway, deeper into the swamp.
Automaticaly the others glanced in that direction, just in time to see something very big bresk the surface
of thewater, then submergein aswirl of mud and green dime.

"Jesus God!" Minervawhispered. They dl froze. The creature did not surface again, but ahugeripple
marked its progress under the scum. Fortunately, it was heading away from them.

"Damn thing was fifteen meterslong,” Labayawhispered in awe, "and that wasjust the part | could
ﬁll

Cameron swallowed. "Wdl, whatever it was, it wasn't one of them."

"Hell, George, we don't know what they are, so how do we know thisthing ain't just a—a—avariety
of some sort?"'

"Look," Cameron answered, standing up, "it isn't one of them. We dogged through this soup al day
yesterday and nothing came after us. We can't say here. Let'sget going again.”

It took four more daysto crossthe swamp. At dusk on thefifth day Labaya, who had warily climbed
acycad-liketreeto get their bearings—if he could see, he could be seen—spotted the large and badly
overgrown idand that had held the scientific colony known as Aquarius Station.

"It's no more than aklick dead ahead,” he reported. He grinned at Cameron. ™Y ou guided us dead on,
Georgie. How the hell'd you do it?'

"I had some experience, Duggy,” he answered shortly. "Did you see any sign of life?" The four of them
were crouched in atight circle under the frondsin the diminishing daylight, heads close together, afraid to
talk in avoice above awhisper. It was at Aquarius Station they'd been attacked, and none relished the
thought that in alittle while they would be walking among the remains of ther late friends, if the
encroaching vegetation and the svamp's anima life had left anything recognizably human behind after dl
thistime. Cameron hoped the intervening year had given nature ample time to dispose of—what was | eft.

"Weve got to be careful. I'll take the point,” Cameron said. "The rest of you follow me at five-meter
intervals. Wak dow and careful. Labaya, you taketherear. All of you keep your eyes on the personin
front. If | stop, you al stop. I'll give you smple hand signals and you pass them on. Well be on dry
ground soon, no water swishing around, so let'sdo thisin the proper militar-y-uh, cautious manner. No
talking until we get in there and establish a defensive perim—er, make sure there's no danger. Okay?"



The others nodded. During the preceding days they had come to respect Cameron's judgment and guts.
And held taken them that far without incident; they were confident they'd makeit. They were a'so sure
that nobody esein the band of survivors could have doneit.

But they were not so confident Aquarius Station was unoccupied.

Carefully, Cameron parted the frondsin front of him. To hisleft was the main administration building.
Behind that was the bunga ow complex where the scientists had lived. Various outbuildings lay scattered
randomly about the cleared space. None of the pirates knew what they housed, since their brief visit the
year before had been unexpectedly interrupted. During that time plants and vines had reclaimed much of
what the scientists had taken from the wild, but the place was not yet so overgrown they couldn't essily
get around. Severa swamp buggies and airfoils were rusting on a parking stand just beyond the forest
fringe. About a hundred meters straight ahead was the landing pad for suborbita vehicles. Long dark
shadows stretched across the compound. The sky opposite the setting sun was aready aglitter with Sars.
They would have to move before total dark descended; their only source of light was the sun.

But they required food, clothing, and weaponsimmediately. If they could satisfy those needs,
Cameron felt he could salvage the station's transmitter, maybe contact the rescue party. It'd been dmost
ayear sncethe attack. The Confederation must have dispatched arescue mission dready! But food fird.
Then clothing. Then wegpons. Those things could be killed with plasmaweapons, spectacularly killed.
There had to be weapons of some sort locked away in one of the buildings. He'd killed severa of those
things himsdlf during the attack.

Cameron thought for amoment. He signaded for Minerva. "Bring the others,”" he whispered. She
nodded and beckoned to Maya, who was dmost hidden in the shadows; shein turn gestured Labayato
jointhem.

"l say we spend the night right here," Cameron whispered.

"l don't think | can make it another night,” Mayaamost sobbed. Cameron shivered. The clammy night
dampness of the forest was dready beginning to enfold them. It would be more comfortable inside one of
the buildings. Cameron looked back across the compound. It was so dark now he could only just make
out the adminigtration building's outline. Well...

"Georgie, let'stry to makeit insde one of the buildings. It be alittle warmer and drier insde. The
place looks dead. At least maybe we can get somerest until morning.”

Cameron did not think the things were around, and if they did come, the buildingswould give them
some protection. "Follow me," he said. "Put your hand, on my shoulder,” hetold Minerva. "Well keep
contact that way, so nobody gets separated in the dark and makes alot of noise sstumbling around.”
When Minervaput her hand on Cameron's shoulder he felt that she was shaking.

They had quickly gathered the scientists and technicians together in the largest room in the admin
building, those the pirates hadn't killed immediately.

"Why bother getting them together?' Rhys had asked. "We're just going to kill them anyway. What
difference doesit make if wekill them wherewe find them or kill themin agroup?"

But Scanlon wanted to find out where the things they wanted were. If the pirates went around
randomly killing the scientists, he wouldn't get that information and they'd have to spend moretimein their
pillaging.

"Yi-i-i! " someone screamed from outside. A man stumbled through the door. Cameron couldn't tell
who it was because the flesh was bubbling off the bones benesth the right side of the man'sface and



down across his mouth, leaving histongue flopping about in alipless, cheekless maw, the white bones of
his skull above the jawbone entirely exposed. Asthe pirates and scientists watched, transfixed, the flesh
continued to dissolve off the man'shead. The brain il lived, his heart and lungs till worked, but his
features Smply evaporated before their eyes! As he staggered blindly into the room, his eyebalsliquefied
intheir sockets. He was screaming, but as histongue, larynx, and trachea liquefied, he could only emit a
wheezing, blubbering gurgle. With each breath a hideous bubble of bright red blood spurted out his
windpipe. Finaly he crashed to the floor, where he lay wracked with spasms as hislungs and internal
organsturned to sickly ooze. Blood spurted from his dissolving jugular as his heart |abored to supply his
brain, but that organ suddenly ran out of his skull asa putrid yellowish messthat mixed obscendy with
the bodily fluids spreading out benesth him. With afina convulsive spasm, hewasdill.

The pirates stood there asif frozen by aviolent arctic blast. But the pell was broken by afusillade of
blaster bolts being fired outside and more horrible screams. Scanlon took a step toward the door just as
an inhuman giant rushed through. Scanlon fired automatically and the thing flashed into vapor. The
brilliance of the flash blinded Cameron, and the wave of heat that washed over him made him briefly think
he was going to be consumed by flames. But the heat passed as suddenly asit hit, and hisvison cleared
quickly.

"We haveto get out of here!" Scanlon screamed, his voice breaking. They bolted for adoor on the far
Sde of the room. Cameron was saved because the panicky Scanlon went through without checking what
was on the other side.

Cameron awoke with agtart. It had been adream. All was quiet save for the buzzing and hissing of
fliers outside beginning the search for food. He blinked, then wiped the perspiration off hisforehead. The
otherslay like hegps of rags, still sound adeep. It was morning, and outsde, the black night had turned a
dull gray. Silently he cursed himsdlf. HEd been on guard the last hours of the night and had fallen adeep,
like a damned boot.

Painfully, he got to hisfeet and stretched. Suddenly it struck him: they were in the very room where the
attack had happened. No wonder he dreamed about it. Y es, the door they came through ayear ago was
the same one they'd used last night to get into the building and—there—the skeleton of aman. Quietly,
not to awaken the others, he stepped over to the body, by then just bones and rags. The bones were
brittle and disintegrated at histouch. The man's skull had collgpsed into dust and only his teeth remained
intact. One glinted amid the whitish powder. It was solid gold. Johnny Lumberman! "Jolly Joking
Johnny." It was he who'd come shrieking and stumbling through the door, hisface dissolving like melting
wax.

Now, asthe light outside increased, Cameron could see the hegps and piles scattered about the room.
Each had been the body of ascientist or technician who'd been daughtered. Most of the pirates had
gotten out of the building—and run straight into more of those things. That any of them survived wasa
miracle, and due to the fact that they'd al been armed and ready for afight, eveniif thefight wasfar
different from any they could haveimagined.

He walked across the room and opened the door. The sun was up and it would be another clear,
cloudless, hot day. Y es, right there, a hisfeet, was Scanlon's body. Minerva came out behind him.
"Georgie...?"

"Yeah," Cameron answered. Mayaand Labaya came out. "Well," Cameron said, "at least we made it
through the night.”

The others stared down at Scanlon's remains. They recognized his body by the el aborate buckle that
lay among the rotting clothing. Cameron bent down and picked it up. He tore off the fragments of belt
that still clung to the device. Someone et out asmal gasp.



"Georgie, do you think...?" Labaya ventured.

"Think what, Labaya? Think well wind up like him? Think well makeit?' He shrugged. "Onething for
sure. Therésno more Red 35 Crew, no more Finnegard Scanlon, but I'm till diveand | don't intend to
giveup whilel got any fight left in me." He rubbed the buckle on hisdeeve and stuck it in a pocket.
"Now let's get to work.”

They discovered two facts about Aquarius Station right away: All the scientific equipment had been
removed, and there were no wegpons in the place. The former did not quite register on the others,
athough they were quite disgppointed by the latter fact. Cameron kept hisfear about the missing
equipment to himsdlf. They did find food, plenty of it, precooked and stored in highly trangportable
sedled packets, and clothing and soap and scissors and razors and mirrors and a reasonably potable
water supply, abit stae after ayear in its huge tank, but welcome. They ate until they got sick, and then
ate some more. They washed and washed and cut their hair and shaved and then washed al over again.

And they found boats, two of them, ultraight, durable sporting model swith tiny but powerful energy
packsthat could propel them aong at thirty kilometers per hour—if they could find a patch of clear water
that ran straight long enough to reach that speed. Each could hold two personswith cargo.

"Well," Labayasad, "I'm not walking back through that svamp.”

"Y ou won't have to now," Cameron answered. Eagerly, they stowed food and clothing into the boats
and then hefted them experimentally. When the | oads reached the maximum weight two people, one man
and one woman, could lift and carry comfortably, Cameron declared they were ready to head back.

"Shouldn't we leave amessage, in case arescue party comes here?' Maya asked.

"Good thinking," Cameron replied. They hunted about the station for awhile until they found a suitable
fragment of sheet metal and some paint in arepair shop.

"Georgie," Minervaasked, "if we're rescued and those—those things don't get us again, well, were
pirates, Georgie..."

Sheleft therest of her sentence unfinished. They dl regarded her thoughtfully for amoment.
"I'll take apena colony any day, to the way weve been living," Labaya muttered.
"That'sright,” Mayasaid. "Nothing could be worse than this goddamn place!™

"She'sright,” Cameron said. "Look at it thisway: we didn't kill these people. We only came hereto
stedl, and we never got achanceto do any of that. We must've broke some kind of law by landing here
with larceny on our minds. But there's no evidenceto link usto any of thered crimesweve pulled off.
So we get maybe two to five for trespassing? Come on, let's leave anote. We won't mention anything
about what we were doing here."

Carefully, Cameron spray-painted big letters on the metal asthe otherslooked on anxioudy. Done, he
stood back to check hiswork.

"Looks good, Georgie. Now let's get going,” Labaya said.
"Wait," Mayasaid. "Shouldn't we put a date?"

Cameron thought about that. "What the hell isthe date?' he asked. "Anybody know exactly how long
we've been here and when we came here, standard?' He scratched his head. Nobody said anything.
"Okay," he said, and added something to the message. He looked at what he/d written and cursed. "How
could | have misspelled that word?'

"That'sgood! That'sgood! It's been about ayear,” Mayasaid.



"Y eah, don't worry about your spdlling, Georgie. They'll figureit out," Labayasaid. "Let's get going.”

They propped the Sign up just inside the door to the main administration building, whereit would be
safe from the dements, and | eft.

Thesignread: 14 SURVIVORS CAVE APPROX. 30 KM SW HERE GRATE DANGER,
HURRY, HURRY, WRITTEN ONE YEAR AFTER ATTACK.

CHAPTER 13

"Nothing," Lieutenant Snodgrass said, thumping the display board with theflat of hishand. "The only
transmissions from surface or orbit are automated sgnals.”

Ensign Mulhoorn and Chief Petty Officer Kranston, the Fairfax County communications officer and
chief of communications, exchanged alook. The specia communications officer had found exactly what
they had dready reported to Captain Tuit. Neither of them understood Snodgrass's function on the
mission, unless he was needed on the planetary surface, and they doubted that.

The CNSS Fairfax County had been in orbit around Society 437 for one standard day. It had
deployed its string-of -pearls survelllance satellites on itsfirst orbit and immediately put that necklace of
geosynchronous satdllitesto work gathering all possibleinformation of military interest: communications,
weapons emissions, land traffic, air traffic, human congregations, weather. Asfar asthe string-of-pearls
could tell, there were no human beings on the surface of Society 437. No people, no land or air traffic,
no large wegponsin use or on standby, no kind of eectromagnetic spectrum surveillance or tracking
directed toward the ship. Most important, the only response to the transmissions from the Fairfax was
an automated reply acknowledging communications received and recorded.

"I don't think anybody's there," Snodgrass said.

Gunnery Sergeant Charlie Bass stood in the center of the comm shack looking at dl the displays, from
timeto time leaning forward to read a changing aphanumeric data display.

"What are those?' Bass asked, pointing over Snodgrasss shoulder at a concentration of dim splotches
on ahigh-mag screen that showed the details of the land around the centra station. The display was set
to show heat signals that were congruent with life-forms. He winked a Mulhoorn and Kranston.

Snodgrass twitched one shoulder in a sort of shrug. "Those are too dim to be warm-blooded animals.
The planet has large amphibians. That's aswvampy ares; those are probably amphibians sunning
themsdves."

"Probably, but not postively.”

Kranston grinned and winked back at Bass. Snodgrass had entirely too high an opinion of himsdlf and
his ahilities, he needed to have someone point out that he didn't know as much as he thought.

Snodgrassslips curled as he thought something unkind about the intelligence of Marine sergeants.
"There's nothing else they could be. That indicates a body temperature of about 29.5 degrees Celsius.
That's close enough to the ambient air temperature to indicate cold-blooded anima forms.”

Bass grunted and kept studying the display. "How big arethey, can you tell?' he asked after a
moment.

"I'm acommunications officer, not abiologist,” Snodgrass said, "so don't ask me. But | don't think a
bunch of oversized newtsisgoing to give us any trouble when we go planetsde.”

Bass made aneutral noise. Even if Snodgrass couldn't interpret the symbols that ran along the side of
the display, Bass could. They indicated the life-forms were alittle more than one and a half meterslong
on average. A few of them were more than two meterslong. But some of them seemed to be moving



about in avertica orientation as though they were bipedd. Hed never heard of abipedd amphibian.
The Fairfax County's data banks had the reports the scientific mission had filed with BHHEI. Bass had
read al of those reports, most of them severa times. None of them mentioned bipeda amphibians—or
any other bipedd life-forms.

Bipedd or not, amphibians as big as those the display showed could pose athreat to the Marines.

Bass turned to Captain Tuit, who stood quietly watching the proceedings. "When do we go ashore,
ar?'

Captain Tuit sighed. He feared that everyone on Society 437 was dead. It would be up to him and his
own medica staff to find out what killed them.

"If your Marines are ready by the next time we pass over Central Station, you can launch then," he
sad. "My technica and medica people can drop on the next orbit and join you within afew hours after
you make planetfal. That should give you enough time to secure the station.”

"How much time do we have?'
The captain looked at adatadisplay. "It looks like forty-three minutes.”
"Well beready, sir. Have your people prepare the Essay for launch.”

"Sir,"” Snodgrass said and stood, "that would leave the Marines aone on the ground for five or Six
hours. | think | should accompany them." The captain looked a Snodgrass. "Sir, | think anavy officer
should be present from the beginning.”

"Why?"

Snodgrass thought fast. Heredized it wouldn't do to say that Marines under command of amere
sergeant weren't properly led. "Sir, | believe thereisanavy regulation that requires anavy
communications officer to be present when Marines are detached from a ship's complement to the
surface of apossibly hogtile planet.”

Tuit nodded. "I'm familiar with the regulation. It callsfor a‘ communications officer or other
appropriate communications speciaist.” Which can be a seaman—or aMarine." He turned to Bass.
"Y ou do have a properly qualified communications man in your platoon, don't you?"

"Yessr, Lance Corpora DuPont is my comm man."”

Snodgrass was grateful for the dim light in the comm shack; it hid the flush that spread across hisface.
"Sir, | am the gpecial communi cations officer assigned to thismission. | believe going planetsideismy
proper function. Especidly sinceit involves Project Golem.”

Tuit hid hisamusement and turned to Bass. "What do you think, Gunny?'

"Have you ever made planetfall with Marines, Mr. Snodgrass?' Bass asked, hiding his amusement as
well asthe captain had.

"I've made many planetfals™ Snodgrassreplied with acurled lip.
"Yesdr, I'm sure you have. But have you made any with Marines?'

"I've made just about every kind of planetfal the navy conducts." Snodgrass made no attempt to
conceal the annoyance hefelt a Bass's questions.

Bassraised an eyebrow at Captain Tuit. "'l have no objection to Mr. Snodgrass accompanying usif he
wantsto."

The captain gave Snodgrass a searching look, then said, "All right, you can make planetfal with the
Marines. Just remember one thing. Until we know what's going on planetside, and unlesswe find that
conditions warrant otherwise, thismission is classfied as an amphibious operation. That meansthat the



instant the Essay touches down, operational command of al ground forces goes over to the ground force
commander. Gunnery Sergeant Bass is the ground force commander.”

"Yes, g, | understand that." Of course, he thought, the first time any real decision needsto be made,
I'll makeit. A mere sergeant can't order anava officer around.

As Bass waked toward the Marine compartment, he gave ordersinto his comm unit. By thetime he
reached the compartment, Staff Sergeant Hyakowa had third platoon's Marinesin their chameleon
uniforms and everything they were taking packed for landing.

"Assemble the platoon,” Bass said.
"Ayeaye," Hyakowareplied. Then, loudly, "Third platoon, on me."
In seconds twenty-eight faces seemed to hover in midair in front of Bass and Hyakowa.

"Herésthe stuation,” Basstold his men. "We make planetfal in about forty minutes. So far the ship
has not been able to raise anyone on the planet. So far, string-of-pearls surveillance has not shown
anything that looks like people. It gppearsthat the scientific misson isn't there anymore. We have no way
of knowing what happened to them until we reach the surface and make an on-gte investigation. Until we
know otherwise for sure, we have to assume that something killed the scientists and technicians and if it's
dill thereit will attempt to kill usaswel. Wegoin hot.

"Any questions?’
There weren't any.

"All right, one more detall. Lieutenant Snodgrass requested permission to make planetfal with us. The
captain and | agreed to dlow himto.”

"Ow-w-w!" Claypoole hooted. "Put him on my Dragon, | want to seethigl”

"Right, put him with Claypoole," Corpord Goudaniscaled out. "I don't want him emptying hisgutsall
over my squad.”

"Asyou were, people’ Bass sad. "The man'san officer, evenif heisasguid. Show some respect.”
Basss comment was greeted by a chorus of hoots and laughs.

"He's going to ride with me so | can make sure he doesn't choke to death,” Bass said.

"Would anyonemisshimif hedid?'

"His mother probably would. Most motherslove their sons. Anyway, I'd haveto explain how | lost a
navy officer on aroutine landing, and that wouldn't look good on my next fitnessreport. Now, if there are
no other questions, finish getting ready and Staff Sergeant Hyakowawill take you to thewell deck.” He
turned to Hyakowa. "Are you ready?'

"Asever," Hyakowaanswered. "They'll be ready in aminute too. Do you want me to board them, or
just get them there?’

"Just get them there. I'll be right behind you.”

In another minute Hyakowaand Sergeant Kelly got the platoon lined up and headed toward the well
deck. Mogt of them carried extragear, the various sensors and detectors they'd need when they reached
planetsde.

Wl deck. An ancient term, held over from the time when amphibious ships sailed seas of water
instead of the void between the stars. The ancient well deck could be flooded and opened to the sea. It



held water-going landing craft, which would ferry Marines, soldiers, or cargo from ship to shore. The
modern well deck could be pumped dry of atmosphere and opened to interplanetary vacuum. It carried
Essays, orbit-to-surface shuttle craft, clamped to its overhead. Each Essay could hold three Dragons, the
light armored amphibious hovercraft used by the Marinesfor surface transport, though the Dragons
carried by the Fairfax County's Essays belonged to the navy.

The men of third platoon had just gotten into formation outside the Essay when Bass, chameleoned
and carrying his pack, joined them. None of the Marines had on their helmets or gloves, so their heads
and hands and the specia equipment they carried were the only parts of them visible to the naked eye.
The Essay's ramp was down, its three Dragons visible. The Dragons could each carry twenty
combat-loaded Marines. Thirty Marines, two navy medica corpsmen, and one navy officer would board
them momentarily, and then be flung out for what the Marines called "high speed on abad road.”

Bass murmured aquestion into his comm unit, listened to the reply, then told his men, "Lieutenant
Snodgrasswill join usin afew minutes. Well begin boarding while we wait. First squad, Dragon One.
Second squad, Dragon Two. Assault squad, Dragon Three. One corpsman in Dragon One, the other in
Three. Staff Sergeant Hyakowawill ride with first squad. Mr. Snodgrass and | will ride with second
squad.” He looked directly at Claypoole. "And don't you say it."

Claypoole gave him his best innocent look.
"Squad leaders, board your men.”

With hardly aword spoken, the Marines filed onto the Essay and into the Dragons, where they
strapped themselvesinto the vehicles webbing. As soon as each man was properly strapped in, the
Dragons automatic systems moved the webbing into acceleration couch attitude. Dragon Three raised its
ramp as soon as the assault squad boarded. Hyakowa stopped on the ramp of Dragon One and looked
back at Bass. Bass motioned him aboard, and the ramp closed behind him. Inside Dragon Two the men
of second squad peered out at their platoon commander, watching him stand on the Essay's ramp as he
waited patiently for Lieutenant Snodgrass.

Klaxons blared throughout the Fairfax County, then avoice came over the PA system in the well
deck. "Commander Landing Force," it said, "isthe landing force ready for launch?' The question was
unnecessary; the Dragons systems automatically informed the Essay whether or not al their passengers
were properly strgpped in, the Essay automaticdly notified the ship's launch system, which inturn
automatically kept the bridge gppraised of the current Situation. But the navy had voice routines that must
be followed, so the pro forma question was asked.

"Negative," Bassreplied. "Thelanding forceiswaiting for its specid navy attachment.”
"Stand by, Landing Force. Specid navy attachment isonitsway.”

Bass held back agrin. He knew the exchange was being heard dl over the ship. Snodgrass would
have ahard timeliving it down if the launch had to be delayed because he was | ate.

"Launch window opensin zero-two minutes, and will remain open for zero-three minutes,” the PA
Vvoi ce announced.

"Landing Force will launch with or without specid navy attachment.”

"Landing Force understands,” Bass said. Thistime he didn't hold back his grin. He waited another
minute for Snodgrass, then boarded Dragon Two without him. Instead of going to his own station and
strapping in, he stood with one foot ingde the Dragon and the other on its ramp, looking out into the well
deck. Heignored the voices of the Marines behind him joking about " Snotty” being late.

"The launch window is now open,” the PA announced. "Landing Force, get secured so well-deck
atmosphere can be pumped out."



Bass couldn't wait any longer. He stepped dl the way into the Dragon and headed for hiswebbing to
grap himsdf in.

"Wait for me! I'm herel" Snodgrass shouted.

Bass looked back. Beyond the Dragon's rising ramp he saw Snodgrass's head, bobbing with the
rhythm of his pounding feet. The ramp stopped, then lowered.

Panting, Snodgrass jumped into the Dragon. "Where do | go?' he demanded, looking around wildly.
Bass pointed at the webbing next to hisown.

Snodgrass went to the nearest webbing and began fumbling with it. It was obvious he wasn't familiar
with the catches.

Bass stepped over to him and dapped his hands away from the webbing. "A rating ways strap you
in?" he asked as he fastened the webbing in place.

"What? | know what I'm doing."

Bassignored him. He watched the webbing move the lieutenant into accel eration attitude, then quickly
returned to his own station and strapped himsdlf in asthe ramp clanked shut.

Even through the combined hulls of the Dragon and the Essay, the Marines heard the air being pumped
out of thewell deck, followed by the opening of thewell deck's drop hatch.

"Stand by for null-g," the ship's voice said. Everyone on board the ship prepared for the abrupt loss of
gravity. "Three. Two. One. Null-g." The gravity generators, which were so much apart of the
background noise on the Fairfax County that no one noticed them after being on board for awhile,
wound down with ashort, sharp whine, and throughout the ship everything and everyone that wasn't
secured to something suddenly started drifting. Everything and everyone that was secured began pulling
gently againgt itsholds.

"Land the landing force," the PA voice said, and the clamp that held the Essay to the well deck's
overhead released. The magnet that had helped clamp the Essay to the overhead reversed polarity and
dapped the top of the Essay, plunging it down, out of the well deck.

The Marines all shouted, screamed, or bellowed out to equalize the sudden pressure of the launch.
Oneterrified scream on Dragon Two cut clearly through the yells of the Marines. No one wondered who
it was. Even the newest, most junior of the Marines had made two previous assault landings and wasn't
surprised by the force with which the Essay Ift the ship.

A couple of hundred meters below the ship, the Essay'sengines cut in, first stabilizing the Essay and
taking it clear of the ship, then sending it on a collison course toward the surface of the planet below.
Five minutes after leaving orbit, the Essay reached an dtitude of fifty thousand meters. Stubby wings
deployed and front-facing breaking jetsfired. Ingde the Dragonsit felt like they had run into awall at full
Speed.

That's how it felt to Lieutenant Snodgrass. The officer, who had "made just about every kind of
planetfall the navy conducts," had been screaming and tearing at hiswebbing ever since the Essay was
gected from the well deck. When the breaking jetsfired, helost the contents of his stomach.

"I heard that back there," shouted Dragon's crew chief, apetty officer third class, over the intercom.
Thiswasthefirg thing held said to his passengers. ™Y ou better use your suction tube to clean that up
before it makes amess, Marine." He didn't click off the intercom fast enough to completely cut off his
gunner's laugh. The Marines laughed with the gunner.

They knew the sailorsin the driver's compartment knew who had thrown up.
Fortunately, Snodgrass wasin the position closest to the ramp, and his gectadidn't spatter on anyone



but himself. But some did get on the ramp and on the deck below hislegs.

Bass|eaned toward Snodgrass. 'Y ou heard the man, Mr. Snodgrass,” he said. He reached above the
webbing and pulled down the suction tube. "'Protocol. Anyone who barfs cleansit up himsdf." He hed
the businessend of the tubein front of Snodgrasssface. "Doiit. Sir."

Snodgrass groaned and rolled his head from side to side, but didn't reach for the suction tube.
"Clean it up or continue to weer it."

The Essay's subby wings shuddered asthey bit into the thickening atmaosphere. The coxswain cut of f
the braking rockets, turned on the atmosphere engines, and turned the Essay into a speed-eating spirdl.
Snodgrass dry-heaved.

"You aren't dying, Lieutenant, you just fedl likeit. Y ou better clean that up before it decidesto stick.
We're about to start doing some serious jerking around.”

Snodgrass turned a horrified expression to Bass. "No-0-07" he moaned.
"Yes. Youdon't cleanit up, youre going to dip and fal in it when you get out of your webbing."

Snodgrass turned even greener but took the suction tube and feebly waved it at the mess covering his
front.

"The deck and ramp too."

The effort to bend himsalf toward the ramp proved to be too much, and Snodgrass collapsed
backward into hiswebbing without doing the job.

Basslooked away from the lieutenant and to hismen. "Don't say it," he mouthed at them. Mogt of
them grinned back at him.

At athousand meters the coxswain pulled out of the spiral and popped the drogue chute. The
Dragons webbing adjusted from acceleration posture to vertical.

"Stand by for touchdown," the Essay's coxswain announced.

The Dragon drivers cranked up their engines and the armored hovercraft lifted from the deck. A
moment later the Essay splashed down on the surface of Society 437's ocean and dropped itsramp. The
Dragons raced out and hummed over the water toward the shore two kilometers avay. As soon as they
were a asafe distance, the Essay lifted off for asuborbita dtitude whereit would circle until called back
to the surface—or up to the orbiting ship.

Nine minutes after leaving the Essay that brought them from orbit, the three Dragons settled to the
ground ten kilometersinland, just outsde Central Station, and dropped their ramps. The Marines
scrambled out of them and raced to form a defensive perimeter.

The Fairfax County wasn't visblein the morning sky from Central Station, but the flame from the
engine of the Essay bringing the Marinesto their planetfall was.

"They are coming,”" thelarge one said in aharsh, guttural tongue. He looked at the sky and, though his
arms hung quietly at his sdes, his hands twisted and flexed as though they gripped aweapon.

"Weknew they would," the smal one said. The ditson his sides opened and closed with his excited
nose-and-lung breathing, and the usdessfluttering of the gillsinsde them wasvisible.

"Do they come here?’ the large one asked. He stood nearly two and ahaf meterstall and weighed
about 170 kilograms. His gill ditsaso opened and closed needlesdly.

"They would not start elsewhere,” the smal one replied. He stood little more than a meter and a half



tal and weighed less than fifty kilos.
"Wewill attack them and kill them when they land,” thelarge one said.
"No!" the small one barked.
Thelarge one restrained aflinch.

"We do not know how many there are,”" the small one said. "See?' He pointed. A second flare was
visible from another Essay asit launched from the Fairfax County. "Look at it. The second shuttleison
adifferent landing trgjectory. Wewill wait until they al come, when we are sure that al who are coming
down are here and they arein one place. Then we will wait for them to join up with the others. Only
when the Earth barbarians are dll together will we attack, then will wekill them al. For now we will
disperse into the swamps and move south. If their sensors detect us, they will see us as native cregtures
and not interpret us as athreat. We will not gather again until we gather to attack and kill them.”

"Thenwewill wait for the next ones"
"Then wewill wait for the next ones," the small cresture agreed. "And wewill kill dl of them aswell.”

The large one bowed low to hisleader. The leader bowed dso, but hisbow |eft his head higher than
the head of hislarger subordinate. They lowered their yellowish mud-colored bodiesinto the duggish
water of the swamp, spread their fingers and toes to stretch the webbing between them, and swam to
where the others waited. In minutes the band gathered its weapons and other gear and, except for afew
watchers |eft behind, spread in twos and threes deep into the swamp, heading away from Central Station.

CHAPTER 14

It was morning at Central Station on Society 437, "Waygone." The sun was not far above the horizon, its
rays filtered through the fronds of the fernsthat were the dominant vegetation in the vicinity of the human
gtation. As soon as the Marines cleared them, the three Dragons maneuvered into awagon-spoke
formation, fronts facing outward. If an attack came, at least one, probably two, of the Dragons would
immediately be able to add its cannon fire to the blaster fire put out by the Marines. The Marineswere
belly down on rocky ground covered with something like lichen, peering through and over the low-lying,
spiny bushesthat grew between the fernlike trees. One man in each fire team looked at the landscape
through hisinfra screen, the others used their eyes.

Insects with tubular bodiesflitted about on multiple sets of wingsthat never stopped flapping, even
when they lit on something. Some of the tube bodies were tiny, only aslong as afingernail waswide;
some were longer than a man's forearm. Other insectoids wafted about on graceful, colorful, nearly
tranducent disk or fanlike wings that ssemed to move only enough to catch eddies of air. Insectoids of
varying shapes and sizes crawled, skittered, or inched along the ground. Subsonic croaks that were
amogt felt rather than heard were the only indications of animas other than insects.

The forty or so buildings of Central Station squatted two hundred meters away, partly shielded from
the dements by atight loop of hills so low and regular that they looked like mounds or industridl dag
heaps. The plans showed that the ones on the outer rim of the settlement were gpartment blocks. Closer
in were the common buildings—mess hall, theater, shops. And the innermost buildings, closest to the arch
of the hill loop, were the scientific and technical |abs and shops. The control center, adomed circular
building, sat just below the crest of the highest hill. Antennas of various types studded the hilltop. The
buildings exteriors were an earthy tan, like something one would expect to find in adesert environment.
Mogt of them were trimmed in pastel hues, though afew had splashes of primary colors. Nothing was
visible moving among the buildings other than some of the larger insects. There was not even the minor
debris one might find on the streets of a human settlement.

"Raisethe Fairfax,” Bass said to third platoon's communications man, Lance Corporal Dupont, as



soon as the squad |eaders reported everyone in position and everything quiet. " Platoon Sergeant, deploy
sensors.”

Dupont held out the handset of his satdllite radio as Hyakowa snapped the orders for the squadsto
deploy the various sensing devices they'd trained with on the trip to Waygone.

"Already got 'em," Dupont said. "The Skipper's on the horn himsdlf." As soon as Basstook theradio
handset, Dupont set up the control pand for the remote-piloted vehicle and launched it. For thismission
the RPV was camouflaged to look like the granddaddy of the flying tube insects.

Bass said into the handset, " Skyhawk, thisis Lander Six Actual. The objectiveisin clear sght. It
doesn't look like anybody's a home. Over."

"Lander Six Actud, thisis Skyhawk Actud,” Captain Tuit replied. "Can you see any sign of what
happened?’

"Negative, Skyhawk. From hereit looks like they al went out on apicnic and didn't leave anybody
behind to catch the phone. We're receiving datafrom our sensors now, and have launched the bug.”

"Proceed with your investigation, Lander. We will monitor your transmissions. Med-sci isinitsfirst
orbit and will commence landing maneuvers as soon as you report LZ secure. Skyhawk out.”

Bass gave the handset back to Dupont. He flicked on his helmet comm unit's al-hands circuit.

"Squad leaders and Dragons, receive on dl-hands circuit, transmit on squad or command circuit.
Everyone dse, be on your squad circuit.” That was the broadest level of communications the platoon
could have without causing confusion from the babdl of thirty-three voicestrying to talk on one
frequency. The squad leaders and Dragon chiefs acknowledged the order.

Bassturned his attention to the display board Dupont had just set up. The motion detectors showed
nothing larger than an enormousinsect within their one kilometer range. Theinfrared scannersfound
nothing warm-blooded anywherein their line-of-sight range—which didn't mean there wasn't anyone or
anything warm-blooded hiding out of sight in ahollow or behind foliage dense enough to block infrared
rays. Or waiting in the buildings.

"Doesn't seem to be anybody around,” Dupont said.

Bass grunted, then looked for Lieutenant Snodgrass. The navy officer was sitting againgt the stem of a
tree fern ten meters away. Bass decided to leave him undisturbed for the time being and began issuing
ordersto his squads.

"Frst squad, shift left fifty meters, up fifty. Second squad shift right fifty meters, up fifty. Guns, keep
together, assign one gun to give priority support to each squad. Dragons, hold position, keep dert. All
hands, report anything suspicious or potentialy hogtile. Do it!" He dropped hisinfrascreen into place to
watch the movement of the squads. The chameleoned Marines, virtually invisible to the naked eye,
appeared in hisview as man-shaped red blobs. The two blaster squads rushed, but didn't run. In little
more than aminute they were both in their new positions, spread out and closer to the settlement.

"Second squad, assign afire team to make arecon, then put them on the command circuit so | can tell
them what | want them to do.”

"Roger," Sergeant Bladon replied. Bass heard him say, " Second fire team, you've got arecon. Stand
by for ingtructions from the boss." There was a brief pause, then Bass heard an acknowledgment from
Corporal Kerr over the command circuit. Bladon said, "Lander Six, recon ison command circuit. Over
toyou."

"Recon,” Bass said, "we don't know who or what isin the settlement. Maybe nobody. Maybe
somebody well-armed and equipped with infras and motion detectors. Get as close as you can while
remaining unobserved. | want you to work your way around the right side of the settlement. Have dl of



your sensors up. Report everything you see, hear, or detect. Do not, | say again, do not enter the
settlement. Maintain visua and audio contact with the platoon at al times. When you get asfar around
the right Side as you can go without losing visua contact with the platoon, return. Understand?”

"Understood.”

"Doit." Three red blobs detached themsealves from second squad's area and withdrew back into the
trees. Good beginning, Bass thought. Get totally out of Sght before maneuvering closer. Kerr doesn't
seem to have lost anything. He toggled on the circuit that alowed him to speak privately to the second
squad leader.

"Good choice, Tam."
"Thought you'd likeit, boss. Kerr needs the confidence builder.”

He did need it. Bass suspected the big man's confidence was badly shaken. He needed somelive
action, not more training, to regain his saf-confidence. The recon waslow-risk, and Kerr was unlikely to
run into anything that would severely test him, any mistakes he made probably wouldn't endanger his
men. And it would give Claypoole and Macllargie a chance to seethelr fire team leader in live action and
gain confidencein hisleadership. Unless there was someone or something in the settlement that neither
the Fairfax County nor the Marines had been able to detect. If there was, the entire platoon might bein
severe danger. Well, that was amajor reason for sending arecon, to seeif they could find some danger
the ship and sensors missed. Bass put on the override circuit so he and the squad leaders could listen in
on dl transmissions from the recon.

Lieutenant Snodgrass suddenly appeared at Basss side and demanded, "Wheat are you doing, why are
wejud sitting here?!

Bass dowly turned his head toward the navy officer and raised hisinfrascreen. "Mr. Snodgrass," he
said in adeceptively dow and calm voice, "we are finding out what's here. Now go back to your tree and
keep quiet” He didn't flinch from the vomitus stink wafting from the lieutenant's uniform.

"We know what's here," Snodgrassinssted. "Nothing. As senior officer present, | order you to move
the platoon into the settlement to find out what happened.”

"With al due respect, Mr. Snodgrass, as commander of the landing force, | order you to shut up and
get down. I'll decide when to move the platoon into the settlement.”

"There might be peoplein there who need our help. We have to get to them, we can't waste time out
here"

Bass cocked an eyebrow at the sudden change in Snodgrass's assessment of what might bein the
settlement but didn't comment onit. "If any people arein there, they're dead. Another half hour or so
won't changethat.”

"Maybethey'rehiding."
"If they're hiding, we better find out what they're hiding from before it getsto us, don't you think?*

Snodgrassraised hisleft hand, pam inward, to display the Nava Academy ring he wore, then tapped
the gold orb on hiscallar. "1 think | outrank you, Gunnery Sergeant. | think I'm taking command of this

landing party.”

Bass shook hishead. A trace of annoyance sounded in his voice when he spoke. "Mr. Snodgrass,
you're out of line. | wouldn't dream of taking command of anything from asailor aboard ship. | don't
know how thingswork on a ship. We're planetsde now. Thisismy eement, not yours. Now listen up,
and listen up good. Y ou embarrassed yoursdlf during the drop from orbit. Shut up, Sit down, and stay out
of the way before you embarrass yourself again." He dropped the infra screen back into place and
looked toward the ferns where Kerr's fire team had gone.



Kerr led Claypoole and Macllargie far enough into the trees that the settlement was visble asonly an
occasional flash between the fronds. He dropped to one knee and signaled his men close.

"Mac," he said, using the comm unit even though the others were close enough for unaided voice,
"everyonetells me you're good at evasive movement. That right?* On the command circuit he heard
someone, probably Bladon or Ratliff, snicker. Heignored it.

Macllargie grinned. "Y eah. Sergeant Bladon tells me I'm up to chapter two of the book hewrote
when hewasaPFC."

Kerr smiled wanly. Tam Bladon had been good, maybe the best he'd ever seen. He gave hishead a
sharp shake. Bladon probably till wasthat good. It was he himsalf who "used to be," Kerr thought. It
remained to be seen if he dtill was. ™Y ou heard Gunny Basssingructions.”

Macllargie nodded.

"Remember the dorm building with the bright red and blue corners?!
"Yegh, | sawit."

"Do you know wherewe arerelative to it?"

Macllargie peered intently through the trees, asif he could spot the building if helooked hard enough.
He nodded. "Approximatedly. If that'swhere you want to go, | can bring usout closetoiit.”

"That'swhere | want usto go. Get as close as you can without anybody inside seeing us.”
"Who'sgoing to see us?'

"Probably no one. But if thereis, | want to see him before he seesus.”

"Right. We seehim first. Good idea.”

Claypoole, quiet until now, snorted. "Corpora Kerr, Mac's sort of dow on the uptake, but he catches
on eventudly."

"Let'sgo.”

Mecllargie led off in acrouch. Kerr glanced a Claypoole, dropped his deeve so he could see his
gesture to stick close behind, and followed the red blob that was Macllargie.

The fern trees weren't close together, they were spread out amost as much asthe oaks and emsof a
wooded park, but their fronds began spreading at or just above ground level, so they were more difficult
to see through than similarly spaced deciduoustrees. Spiny bushes, fern bushes, and fern-tree seedlings
grew on the ground between the trees, making vision even more difficult. The rocky ground was covered
with alichenlike growth, so everywhere the eye looked was green. Even the sunlight that filtered down
through the six-meter-high treetops was tinged green. The whole effect was dmost like walking aong the
bottom of akelp forest in aclear, green sea. Then, suddenly, vision cleared near the edge of thefern
forest, and the hillocks of color-splashed buff buildings poked above the ground in front of them.

Momentarily, Kerr felt the way he had on hisfirst combat operation. No, he redized, thisisn't the way
| felt then. Then, hed been anew Marine, twenty-three years old, full of the training hed undergone to
earn the Eagle, Globe, and Starstream on his uniform emblems, cocky with the confidence the Marine
Corpsloaded him with. Then, hewasn't in charge, responsible for others—he was bardly responsible for
himsdf. Then, held never seen an enemy crumple, flamed by abolt from the blaster held only fired at
targets, thingsthat didn't scream and die. Then, hed never seen another Marine shed blood, become
crippled or horribly dead. Then, hed never nearly died himsdlf. Then, he had no understanding of hisown
mortdlity.



Now he was experienced, with adozen operations and campaigns behind him, well-aware of the
hazards of going in harm'sway. Now he wasin charge, responsible for himsdlf, hismen, and hismission.
Now he knew the meaning of combat; to kill men and keep killing them until the survivorsgave upin
terror. Now he'd lost count of the friends held logt, crippled or dead. Now he'd been wounded so
severdly he should have died himsdf. Now he was so acutely aware of his own mortaity he didn't know
why hewasthere or willing to go in harm's way once more.

Infact, part of himwasn't willing to go in harm'sway. Part of him screamed out for release, for
escape. Part of him gibbered in terror. Part of him wanted to run in panic back to the Dragons, to board
one, to force the Essay to land and take him aboard, fly him back to orbit, so he could huddlein the
safest place on the Fairfax County until it left that place of unknown, unimaginable danger. Part of him
wanted to flee al the way back to Dominion, back to the farm where he was born and grew up. Part of
him sent atorrent of fear surging up his spine to radiate outward to paralyze him. That part grew and
threatened to take over.

No! Corpora Kerr was aMarine noncommissioned officer, aleader of men. Hewas aveteran of
innumerablefirefights, he knew how to handle himsalf and his men when firerained. Hed been shot at
and missed, he'd been shot at and nearly killed. He was divel He was dive and wanted to stay that way.
His men were aive and he wanted to keep them dive. He had ajob to do. If he didn't want to do that
job, if hewastoo afraid to do that job, he could have said so when he wasin the hospital or undergoing
therapy. He didn't have to be there, he could have chosen to get out of the Marine Corps, chosen to
return to that farm on Dominion, to live out hislifein peace. But he chose to return to active duty. He had
requested areturn to his old unit, knowing that 34th FIST was very active. He knew in advance hed go
once more, many times more, into harm's way.

If the gods of war wanted to kill Corpora Tim Kerr, well, they'd had their chance on Elnedl. They
gave him their best shot and he survived to come back for more. If he hadn't been killed on Elned, if he
could sustain those injuries, heal from them, and come back for more, no little operation on some minor
backwater that didn't even have a permanent settlement was going to kill him!

With one powerful effort of will, Kerr got hold of the part of himsalf that wanted to run, wrestled it
down, pinned it, and locked it into that compartment buried deep within his psyche where men in combat
stick the terrors and horrors so they don't freeze them up, make them lay down and die.

Heraised hisinfrascreen. "Mac,” he ordered in avoice that betrayed nothing of what he'd just felt,
"useyour infras, let me know if you see anything. Rock, run acover-all pattern on the place with the
sounder." With infrared and audio sensorsin action, Kerr pointed his motion detector at the settlement
and began sweeping it. He kept flicking his eyes back and forth between the motion detector's display
and where he was pointing it. The detector picked up the largest insects as they flitted about, and afew
withered fronds as gusts of wind rattled them, but that wasdll.

"Rock, Mac, anything?'
"Soundsjust likeaghost town | saw inatrid,” Claypoole replied, "you know the one, Rim Station.”

Kerr knew that trid, held seen it while he was convaescing. In thetrid, a colonization ship arrived a a
world that had been declared fit for human occupation, only to find the scientific station—a station not
unlike the one here on Waygone—abandoned. It turned out that a space-faring alien speciesaso had a
research station on the world, which had somehow gone undetected. The diens attacked the colonists
and nearly wiped them out before aMarine FIST arrived to rescue the humans and kill al the diens.
Kerr shook his head. Thetrid hadn't been very redigtic. It would have been impossible for an dien
research station to remain undetected for three or more years of planetwide observation—and there was
no way amessage could have made its way back to Earth and a FIST dispatched in time to make the
rescue. Nor wasit redigtic to assume that the first intelligent aien gpecies humans encountered would be
S0 automaticaly hodtile.



But that was atrid, afiction. Thiswas alive reconnaissance patrol. He shook himsalf back to redlity.
Rim Station had nothing to do with the redlity of where he was, what he and his men were doing. The
part of him held just buried would have picked up on the vid and believed it, but he didntt.

"| don't see anything that doesn't look like abuilding or abug,” Macllargie reported.

"Let'smove. Back into the trees, circle another fifty meters, then close up again. Go." Kerr wasfedling
hisold sdf again, aconfident, capable Marine noncommissioned officer.

The three Marines melted back into the trees and approached the settlement at a different point. They
repeeted the maneuver three more times. Each time they neared the settlement they observed it with their
sensors, but never detected any life bigger than the larger flying insects.

"Come on back," Bassfindly ordered Kerr. The array of more powerful sensorsthe platoon deployed
when it landed hadn't detected any nearby life-formslarger than the flying insects either. The meter-long
amphibiansthey'd heard when they first landed had moved away, and none were closer than haf a
kilometer. The RPV had spotted afew of them before Bass redirected it to the swampy area southwest
of Centra Station, where the Fairfax County's string-of-pearls had detected larger amphibians. But the
RPV wasflying over that area and its sensors weren't picking up anything as large asthe ship's had.

Maybe they're migratory and they just moved away, Bass thought. He thought it, but he didn't
necessxily bdieveit.

"Raisethe ship,” he said to Dupont.
Dupont handed him the radio handst. " Got 'em.”
"Skyhawk, thisisLander Six Actud. LimaZuluis secure. Land med-sci.”

The Essay carrying the med-sci team wasin adecaying orbit one-third of the way around the planet
from Central Station when Bass put in the call. They were able to maketheir landing in another
three-quarters of astandard hour. It wasn't aMarine assault landing, they didn't comein hard and fast
and off the coast. The Essay made adow, spirding descent just like the one at Camp Ellis and touched
down gently behind the Dragons.

Dr. Bynum wasthe first person off the Essay. Owen the woo leaped off right behind her. It held its
head high to sniff the strange air, then playfully gamboled about, radiating a soft, contented pink asit
examined everything it encountered until avoice caled hisname. It looked, saw Dean, galoped to him,
screeched to abumpy stop, and nuzzled its human.

Asthewoo romped, Dr. Bynum looked around and spotted Gunny Bass and Lieutenant Snodgrass
gpproaching. Bass had his helmet off and his deevesrolled up, so she could see him.

"Mr. Snodgrass,”" she said, acknowledging the officer's sdute with anod, then immediately looked at
Bass. "What's the Stuation, Gunny?"

"No nearby life-forms bigger than the large amphibians the scientific team reported last year, and the
nearest of them are half aklick avay. Watch out for the bugs, though, some of them are big enough they
just might carry you away if they gang up onyou."

Bynum laughed lightly, then turned back to business. "No sign of survivors?'

Bass shook his head. "I've sent asquad through Central Station to the top of that hill"—he pointed at
the rise with the antennas on its top—"but we haven't entered any of the buildings yet. No sign of people
or remains on the streets.”

"Lieutenant Commander,” Snodgrass interrupted. "As senior officer present, | should give the report.
Please direct your questionsto me."



"Mr. Snodgrass, any communications report you think | should have, you can give me at the
aopropriatetime,” Bynum replied. "Right now, the commander of the landing force is briefing me on what
| have to know before my med-sci team can proceed with itsinvestigation.”

"But Lieut—"

Bynum wrinkled her nose and looked at Bass. "Does everything smell like that around here? The air
carriesthe digtinct stench of something rotten, very much like stle vomitus." She had seen the sainson
Snodgrasss uniform and knew quite well what the smell was.

"No, maam. The smell seemsto be locdlized," Bass replied straight-faced. Snodgrass turned red.

Bynum looked toward Central Station. "If nobody's been in any of the buildings, we may aswell begin
in the admin center. Even if we don't find any signs of people, there should be some records that can tell
ussomething.”

"Exactly my thinking, maam."

"Gunnery Sergeant, I'm not, | think, older than you, at least not very much. But hearing ‘ maam’
coming out of your mouth makes mefed that way. My name's Lydios, Lidi for short. If | may call you
Charlie?'

Bass amiled warmly and gave the doctor abow. "My friends do indeed call me Charlie. It1l be my
pleasure, Lidi."

Snodgrass turned a deeper red as he struggled to stifle aprotest. An enlisted man and alieutenant
commander on first name terms? Thiswas an outrage! He knew if he reported this breech of military
discipline to Commander Tuit, the ship's captain would just shrug it off. As soon as he had the chance, he
would report it direct to the Admiraty. Even if he had to use the influence of one of hisunclesto get his
report into the proper hands.

Severa hundred meters away awatcher huddled among the root pillars of amangrovelike tree, one of
the few woody species on Waygone. The watcher hunkered so low in the water that only her head from
the bridge of her nose was above the dmost stagnant surface. At so great adistance, even if an infrared
receiver picked up her body heat emanations, it would read her small apparent size and low body
temperature to be signs of amedium-size loca amphibian. She wore the earpiece of areceiver that
picked up burst transmissions from one of the eavesdropping devices the Master had ordered left around
the Earth barbarian station. Though she was quite articulate in her own tongue, her xenolinguistic skills
were poor, so she understood little of what the barbarians said. She understood enough, though, to know
that all the barbarians who were coming to the surface were down and they were about to discover the
surprises. She removed the receiver's headpiece, lowered hersalf beneath the water, and swam to where
the large one in command of the watcherswaited for her report. Thelarge one, if he so chose, might have
someone carry her report to the Master and the leaders, those who just came down and those who were
hiding, where they waited for al the Earth barbarians to assemble. Perhaps the large one would choose
her to deliver her report to the Master. That would be arare honor, one she would cherish. But if the
large one ordered her to return to observe, or to do anything or nothing else, she would obey
unquestioningly.

CHAPTER 15

"Ohmy God," Lieutenant Snodgrass gasped, "what happened in here?"

Dean glanced at the lieutenant. The navy officer was visibly shaken. Dean and the other Marines of
first squad had seen dead men before, plenty of them, and besides, these appeared to have been dead a



very long time. Sergeant Ratliff nudged one of the bodies with hisfoot. It was nothing more than aloose
collection of clothing inhabited by bones. A gleaming white skull lay on the floor afew meters away but it
was hard to tell which of the severd bodieslittering the floor it belonged to. Evidently animals had
disturbed the remains and scattered body parts.

"Better inform Sergeant Bass," Snodgrass said to no onein particular. His voice quavered as he
spoke.

"I've dready told the Gunny, gr," Ratliff responded. The damn lieutenant was getting in hisway, but
Gunny Basshad said it was dl right for him to come dong, so they were stuck with him. One thing Ratliff
noticed that made him smile inwardly despite the horror dl around them was that while Snodgrass |ooked
down hisnose at Marinesin genera, and Gunnery Sergeant Bassin particular, as soon as anything bad
happened, what did he do? He called for the Gunny! " Spread out, men,” Ratliff ordered, "and search the
whole place. Don't touch anything. We don't know what killed these people.” The other members of the
squad fanned out and began exploring the rooms and corridors radiating off the building's foyer.

Ratliff was thinking ahead dready. Someone would have to gather the remains and try to identify them.
He shuddered. They'd come to help the people, and now the mission had turned into a graves registration
detail.

Snodgrass managed to get control of himself. Gingerly, he reached down and shook abundle of rags
that had once covered ahuman body. A long white bone rolled out onto thefloor. "Yikes" he exclaimed
and recoiled asif it was a poisonous reptile. Lying nearby were the skeletal remains of ahuman hand. On
onefinger glittered aring that had survived whatever killed its owner. Snodgrass reached down to pick it
up, and as soon as he touched the bones they disintegrated into a fine powder.

"Lieutenant, | don't think it's safe to touch anything until we know what killed these people,”" Ratliff
said. Snodgrass quickly brushed the powder off hisfingers and looked up guiltily. He had thering.

"I know what I'm doing, Sergeant,”" Snodgrass replied automatically. Then quickly: "Wdll, | thought the
ring might help identify the body." He felt awkward and embarrassed, being corrected by a mere enlisted
man for doing something common sense should havetold himwasnot a al wise. "I thought—"

Ratliff held up ahand for silence. Bass was tranamitting on the command net. "'Lieutenant, Gunny Bass
is headed over here on the double. He says everybody stand fast. The placeis secure and...and, Jesus,
there are hundreds of bodies al over the place!™

Central Station was located in Society 437's subtropical zone. Of the three stations the scientists had
established on the planet, Central wasthe largest, with 846 inhabitants—scientists, technicians, support
personnel, and even afew family members. BHHEI normally recruited only single men and women or
hushand-wife teams without children for its expeditions since the cost of including nonproductive family
members was prohibitive. And the separations could be for such long periods that marriages often
dissolved before the absent spouse returned. But occasional exceptions were made in the cases of
scientistswith specid qualificationswho were willing to subject their familiesto the dangers of
deep-space exploration. Dr. Morgan, for instance, as chief scientist for the Society 437 expedition, had
brought dong hiswife and their children, ages ten to seventeen.

The expedition had been on Society 437 for afull year before communications ceased, and during that
time no circumstance, no living thing more than usualy inimica to human life, had been detected on the
planet. And now it appeared everyone, every man, woman, and child, was dead. That is, they were dl
dead at Centra Station. If there were any survivors, they had not yet made themselves known. But from
what the Marines could see, the degth visited upon the people at Central had been thorough and horrible.



"Sergeant! Sergeant! Come here, quickly!" Lieutenant Snodgrass shouted. Bass had just arrived and
was stlanding in the foyer of the administration building, wiping the perspiration from his forehead. Staff
Sergeant Hyakowa and anavy corpsman camein right behind him. Snodgrass was standing on the
second floor balcony that led to the communications control room. Having gotten Basss attention, he
whirled around and ran through adoor, out of sight.

Basslooked at Hyakowa and shook his head. Ratliff emerged from one of the downstairs offices and
cast an inquiring glance at the platoon commander. Bass shook his head no, and Retliff returned to
searching the downgtairs rooms.

"Whét the hell has Snotty found now?' Hyakowaasked in alow voice.

"Let'sgo see," Bass answered, and they swiftly mounted the stairs to the second floor. Hyakowa
carefully reset the safety on hisweapon.

The data control room was surrounded on all sides by windows that |ooked out over the compound. It
was stuffed with banks of computers, scanners, printers, and more esoteric equipment. The skeletal
remains of severa bodies were scattered about the floor.

"Look!" Snodgrass commanded when the two NCOs came through the door.
"Power's been out along time, Lieutenant,” Hyakowa said. "What'sto look at?"

Basslaid arestraining hand on his platoon sergeant's shoulder. "Not so quick, Wang," he said dowly.
"Thelieutenant'sright. Half the equipment that wasin this control roomismissng.”

Hyakowa noticed then the gaping spaces in the consol e banks where instruments had been removed.

"And what's |eft has been deliberately destroyed,” Snodgrass amost shouted. To prove hispoint he
held up apiece of equipment. It looked to the Marines gathered around asif it had been melted.
"Nothing in hereworks," the lieutenant exclamed.

"Doc," Bass said to the corpsman, "what do you think?'

Confederation Navy corpsmen were far more than the pillpushers of old. They had the sKills, training,
and equipment to perform fairly complicated battlefield surgery and could diagnose and successtully treat
the most common diseases and disordersthat still plagued mankind. The corpsman, Hospitalman First
Class Horner, took the equipment from Snodgrass and examined it closely. He nodded his head at Bass.
"I'd say from the very brief postmortems we've run on the bodies so far, someone sprayed those people
and this equipment here with avery powerful acid.”

"Acid?' Snodgrass shouted in disbelief. "Acid? Who the hell would do that? 1've never heard of such
foolishness" He snatched back the piece of communications equipment and held it possessively. "Hesat
did this, goddamnit! Sabotage!"

"Lieutenant,” Horner replied patiently, "acids oxidize materid. Same thing as burning. What you've got
on that piece of metal isan acid burn. Gunny, it'stime to get Commander Bynum in here. That'swhat |
think, anyway." He dso thought Snodgrass was losing it—or they didn't teach basic chemigtry at the
Confederation Naval Academy anymore.

Bass nodded and began speaking into the command net. Snodgrass made asif to protest but Bass
slenced him by holding up ahand.

"What the hell do you need the doctor for?" Snodgrass shouted. "Everyone's fucking dead down here!
Why don't you get your ass moving, Sergeant, and find out who did this?* Snodgrass's face turned red.

Bass regarded the lieutenant briefly. He redized the communications officer was on the verge of
hysteria. "Lieutenant,” he replied after amoment, "I am in charge of thislanding party, and spesaking of
‘ases,” you are becoming abig painin mine." Snodgrass began to bluster but Bass silenced him with a



wave of hishand. "Now, Mr. Snodgrass, you stick with the communi cations matters and I'll command
the landing party. Otherwise, sir, I'll have to ask you to return to the Fairfax.”

Snodgrassjust stared silently at Bass for a second or two. "But—But—" He gestured vaguely around
the control room.

"We need to find out who—what—?"

"Lieutenant,” Bass answered, "we will, we will. That's why we need the med-sci team, they'll be able
to find out. But I'm not putting one foot outside this compound until | know what we're up against down
here. And just don't forget one thing, sir. Whoever—or whatever—did thisto them,” he gestured at the
bodies scattered on the floor, " can do the same thing to us."

"Wdll," Dr. Bynum said as she straightened up and stretched her back, "I redlly need to get some of
these remains back to the ship to do athorough postmortem, but I've been able to establish one sdlient
fact: First Class Horner's diagnosis that these people were killed by an acid is correct. | deduced that
from the nature of the injuries they sustained, as you can see from the condition of the bones and the
clothing, and the fact that a great many of these bones have no calcium in them anymore. That explains
why they crumble to dust when disturbed.”

The Marines gathered around her looked on in silent anticipation. " So what, precisdy, does that
mean?"' Snodgrass asked. Bass glanced over at him sharply. The lieutenant's tone of voice dripped with
sarcasm.

"Okay," shereplied, ignoring Snodgrasss tone, "take alook at the remains over here" She stepped
over to aheap of rags and boneslying undisturbed near the wal. "Now remember, I'm not aforensics
expert,” she continued, reaching down and picking up abone fragment, "but anybody can see from these
remains what might've happened here.” She held out the fragment for the Marinesto inspect. "Thisisthe
radius, the bone on the thumb side of the victim's right forearm. Note that it is only about four incheslong,
about athird or aquarter of the norma length of this bonein an adult. The end that connectsto the
carpus, or wrist, isgone entirely, and that end of the bone'—she rubbed it vigoroudy with her
finger—"disintegrates into afine power when touched. Note a so thereis no skull, no cervica vertebrae,
the collar bones are missing, and so on. They were not carried away by foraging animasether. This
white powder isal that'sleft of them." She tirred the powder on the floor with afinger. "Observe that
there appears to be no right leg from the knee on down. Y ou will aso see—" She bent and rummaged
among the clothing remnants. "—thét the left Sdeisessentidly intact” She pulled another bone from
among the clothing and held it up. "L eft radius. Seethe difference?’

"So | repeat, Doctor, what happened?’ Snodgrass demanded.

Stll ignoring histone, Dr. Bynum held up aclothing fragment. "Thisiswhat's|eft of the shirt thevictim
was wearing. Note how the right Sdeis entirely gone. See the zipper that ran down the front? The upper
haf ismelted.” She tossed the fragment to the floor, whereit raised acloud of fine white dugt, the
remnants of the dissolved bones. "How many bodies have we examined so far, Gunny?' she asked,
turning to Bass. "Maybe twenty? Horner looked at another twenty? They dl display smilar injuries. To
put it smply, so even you can understand, Lieutenant Snodgrass, these people were sprayed with an
extremely toxic and volatile substance that literally dissolved the body partsit touched. The reason this
particular victim's right radius was not completely destroyed is probably because he threw up hisright
arm to protect hisface and that partially protected the bone on theinsde of hisarm. Partly.”

"Holy shit,” someone said softly. Dean glanced nervoudy a the man standing next to him asdl the
Marines gripped their wegpons moretightly.

"So they were attacked,” Bass responded quietly. " This was not some kind of, um, ‘ environmentd’
anomdy?'



"No, Gunny," Dr. Bynum said. "These people, al severd hundred of them, were deliberately and
violently killed. It must have been terrible.”

"Oh, Mohammed's big red gonads, Doctor!" Snodgrass exclaimed. "Who? Who would've doneit?
And how?I've never heard of anything so ridiculous!” Snodgrasss norma arrogance, which was always
difficult to endure, had become even more pronounced now that he was frightened. There would be no
more daydreams of him saying, "Dr. Morgan, | presume?"

"I know who did it," Dr. Bynum announced. Bass glanced sharply at her. "The people who did this
are, quite obvioudy, Lieutenant, very nasty customers who don't much care about killing whoever getsin
their way."

"Amen," Hyakowasad.
"Any ideaabout the type of weapons used?' Bass asked.

"No, except it was some kind of acid. Judging from the absence of calcium in the affected areas, I'd
say specificaly somekind of phosphoric acid. Possibly—and | emphasize ‘ possibly’ —white phosphorus.
Mixed with organic solvents like carbon disulfide or benzene, it can be very toxic. Judging from what I've
seen here, I'd say it was sprayed somehow on the victims.”

"Oh, who ever heard of such nonsense?' Snodgrass exclaimed, too loudly.

"Lieutenant, years ago phosphorus was used in military ordnance," Basssaid. "1 remember reading that
it was very effective and very deadly.”

"Yes, it caused terrible burns" Bynum added.
"If that stuff was used here," Staff Sergeant Hyakowasaid, "how can you defend againgt it?"

"Good question,” Bynum answered. "Onething isto depriveit of oxygen by submerging it in water.
Another isto get it off you as quickly as possible. These people were no doubt caught entirely by
surprise, so they didn't have a chance."”

"It had to have been pirates,”" Snodgrass blurted, apparently accepting Dr. Bynum'stheory.
"How do you get that, Lieutenant?' Hyakowa asked.

"Who els2? Y ou know one of my objectivesisto check the accuracy of the Project Golem
projections, and we know pirates are fully capable of commiting an act like this. Pirates, that'swho | say
didthis"

"Hmm. | don't know," Bassreplied. "I admit | don't know much about pirates, Lieutenant, but | do
know the use of acid-spraying weaponsis not, tacticaly or practicaly speaking, the best way to engage
an enemy. And then there's the destroyed dectronic equipment.” He turned to Dr. Bynum. "But absent
any other explanation, Commander, | accept yours. If whoever did this, pirates or whatever, is ill
around, wed better be ready to deal with them."

Bass|ooked at the men standing around him. None had ever seen such daughter before. Fortunately,
it had al happened so long ago that surveying the destruction now was more like exploring old
catacombs with ancient skeletons lying around than walking through a butcher shop, which the place
must've looked like just after the attack. But each man could imagine what must have happened here.
And each as0 knew that it must have required alot of manpower to kill al those people. And Bass could
tell that the men of first squad, although wary of potential danger, were ready to confront it.

"Okay," he said, "we have two more stationsto visit. There may be survivors somewhere. Let's saddle
up.”

"Charlie," Hyakowa said on theway out of the administration building, "1 sure hope whoever did this
on Waygoneislong gone by now."



Bassdid not reply, but he could not get Dr. Bynum's statement out of his mind, that whoever killed all
those people were "very nasty customers.” And he did not think they had been pirates. But what about
those missing e ectronic components? In the pit of his somach an unfamiliar and very uncomfortable knot
of cold fear was growing.

Absently, Lieutenant Snodgrass fingered the ring held put in his pocket. He took it out and examined
it. It was beautiful, with alarge gem of some sort in the center and an ornate scroll design around the
setting. Somebody's classring, he redized. He looked insde. What he saw there made him catch his
breath. And then he began laughing. The laugh rose to an hysterical, gasping, breathless crescendo, and
when the lieutenant was able to partialy regain control of himsdlf, he sarted dl over again. Heheld the
ring out at the astonished Marines, trying to tell them something, but was laughing and gasping so hard
that nobody could understand him. At last he made a supreme effort to get agrip on himsdlf and was able
to shout, "Dr. Morgan, | presume?’ and convulsed with laughter al over again.

Bass and Hyakowa exchanged troubled glances. " Shit," Bass sighed, "don't we have enough
problems? Keep your eye on that boy, Wang. He's going to be big trouble.”

CHAPTER 16

Dean crouched in the shade of a building, scanning the sector of the forest he'd been assigned to watch.
Owen, suffused adull pink, indicating he was resting, perched comfortably on Dean's | eft shoulder. Dean
was particularly dert, aswere dl the Marines, and more than allittle nervous after what they'd discovered
at Central Station. Corporal Pasquin had been on the squad circuit three times in the past fifteen minutes,
asking for reports.

Dean could see nothing bigger than the tube-shaped, flying insects moving out there. It was getting
very hot. A tiny drop of perspiration did dowly down hisright temple.

"l hope you aren't degping, Lance Corpora,” avoice rasped from behind him. Startled, Dean whirled
around. It was Pasguin, making a persona check of hisfire team'’s positions. Dean was embarrassed that
the corpora had come up on him without being detected and irked that Pasquin would even think he
might doze off on guard.

Dean didn't bother to answer. Relations between them had been tense and utterly forma since their
run-in at the promotion party. When the corpora did not follow through on histhreet to bring him up on
charges for insubordination, Dean had been relieved. But, ironically, he had dso lost some respect for
Pasguin, because it proved he was not aman of hisword—and he spoke rashly. Now, Pasquin squatted
down beside him. "Hot," he said. Dean nodded. Out of the corner of his eye Dean noticed that Owen
had turned from pink to greenish-yellow, which he knew from experience indicated the woo was upset
about something but not yet frightened. Ignoring Pasquin, Dean lowered hisinfrascreen and scanned the
treeline. Nothing. He blew air out of hislungs—whew!—and raised the screen.

"See something?' Pasquin asked as he tensed and shifted the position of his blaster.

"No. | just noticed Owen here changed colors. | thought he might have sensed something. | think he
can tell when danger's nearby."

Pasquin snorted derisively. "1've never heard such crap before, Dean, taking agoddamn pet on a
deployment, much less going on dert whenever he shits.”

Oh, no, Dean thought, here he goes again! "Well, Top Myer said | could bring him aong, and Gunny
Bassdidn't object, Corporal. Besides, Owen's not just my pet, heés—well—he's third platoon's mascot.”

"l know, | know."



"And redly, Corpora, the woos can sense danger. When we were down in the caves on Diamunde,
Owen—"

"Ah, shit! ‘Diamunde,’ ‘Wanderjahr,” ‘Elnea’ —that'sdl | ever hear from you guys Can't you ever
talk about anything else?'

"Well, excuse medl to hdl. I'm sorry you weren't with us." Touchéfor insnuating I'd go to degp on
guard, Dean thought. Instantly, he felt embarrassed by hisremark. It wastoo much like bragging. " Sorry.
| was just—" Dean turned his head to look directly at the corpora as he spoke.

"Goddamnit, Dean, keep your eyesto the front! Y ou're responsible for the security of this sector.
Don't go dozing off or screwing around with that goofy-looking pet of yoursthere." Pasquin spokeina
voice loud enough to be heard in the forest.

"Keepit down," Dean said. "L ook, Corpordl, al | was saying was—"

"Shut up, Lance Corpora Dean! Don't tell me what to do. Goddamnit, one of these days|1'm going to
srangle that stupid-looking little shit.” He thrust agtiff finger out a Owen, who'd begun to turn alight
shade of blue.

Dean leaped to hisfeet so quickly Owen almost lost his balance. Y ou even breathe on Owen, and so
help me I'll—" Dean shouted, forgetting his noise discipline. Pasguin stepped back quickly—and bumped
into Staff Sergeant Hyakowa, who'd come from the nearby platoon command post to investigate the
shouting.

"What's going on here?"' the platoon sergeant asked quietly.

"Uh, nothing, Staff Sergeant,” Pasquin muttered, his face reddening. Hyakowalooked inquiringly at
Dean, who remained slent.

Hyakowa studied the two for amoment. "All right,” he said at |ast. "Keep it down out here. Pasquin,
come with me." Hyakowatook Pasguin to the nearest building, which turned out to have been anursery
for the station's children. The brightly colored toyslying in disarray dl about the small room contrasted
vividly with the Marines chameleons. Hyakowa sat atop what must have been the matron's desk while
Pasquin remained standing.

"I know al about what you did to get kicked out of the 25th," Hyakowa said without preamble.

Pasquin felt arush of embarrassment at the mere mention of hisformer unit, 25th FIST, "the Fighting
25th," asit was cdled, aunit with ahistory amost asillustrious asthat of the 34th. Pasquin had felt
deeply disgraced that he'd been transferred out. "What happened there was an accident, Staff Sergeant,”
he muttered defensively. When he heard the whining sound of his own voicein thetiny room, hefelt even
more embarrassed.

Hyakowa shrugged. "Sure. A very supid mistake." Privately, Hyakowa thought differently. Pasquin
had panicked, it was as smple asthat, and men had died. Gunny Bass, for some unfathomable reason,
saw it differently, so here Pasquin was. "They sent you to us, Pasguin, because we needed replacements
after Diamunde. Battalion told the Skipper he didn't have to keep you if he didn't want you. They said
they'd send you to another company or keep you at HQ. Captain Conorado did not want you, Corpora

Pasguin.”
Pasquin said nothing at firdt, just shifted position dightly. Hed gotten the impression he was less than
welcome when Captain Conorado had given him a cold reception. Hisfirst impulse was to respond,

"WEell, to hdll with you, then!" and spend the rest of his enlissment on the staff. Now, he asked, "Wéll,
thenwhy...?"

Hyakowa nodded. "Bass convinced him otherwise. Bass saw something in you or in your records,



Pasquin, that convinced him you were still aMarine. The captain decided to give you a chanceto prove
it
Pasquin's face turned red and he stiffened. "I am gill aMaring," he said, clenching histeeth.

"Goddamnit, Staff Sergeant, what happened with 25th FIST was an accident, it could've happened to
anybody! ThelG cleared me of responghility.”

Hyakowa smiled to himsdf. That's the spirit, he thought. Maybe Bass had been right. He did lightly off
the desk and stood in front of Pasguin. "Forget about it. That was then. Thisisnow. And now," hisvoice
hardened and he extended aforefinger at Pasquin, "you are riding one of my best men, for whatever
reason, | don't know." He punctuated each word with ajab of hisfinger. "Now listen up. This shit must
cease. Wearein avery difficult Stuation here. We may be up against something—" He searched for the
right word. "—well, unusualy deadly. Everybody's on edge and everybody's got to keep his cool.
Whatever it isthat's bothering you, Pasquin, you put it behind you and lay off these men.”

The two stood facing each other for amoment. It was very hot and close in the nursery and each man
had begun to perspire.

"You areontria here, Pasquin,” Hyakowa continued, "and | am the judge. Y ou screw up one more
time, like you just did out there, and your assis going back to the Fairfax minusthose corpora’s
chevrons. And I'll tell you something dse..." The platoon sergeant's voice had now turned as hard and
cold asice. "If you get any of these men hurt because of poor judgment or lack of guts, you are finished,
goddamned finished with the Corps." Hyakowa was breething heavily, and for just an ingtant it wasn't
Pasquin standing there before him at dl, but the cowardly ensagn who'd left one of his men in the enemy's
hands back on Elneal. Hyakowa got control of himself again. "Do we have an understanding, Corpora

Pasquin?'
"Y-Yes, Staff Sergeant, we do,” Pasquin answered immediately.
"Good. Now get back to your position. We ill don't know whether anyone's out there.”

"All right,” Bass said after surveying the carnage and destruction throughout Central Station, "the plans
for this gtation show two dternate data storage locations. Let's find them and see if any of them are
intact.”

"I've dready got my sci peopleonit,” Dr. Bynum said. Off to the Side, Lieutenant Snodgrass
grimaced. He should have been the one to think of that. How was he ever going to demonstrate hisright
to lead the expedition if those two kept thinking of everything before he did?

"I'm going to check my people whilewewait," Bass said. " Cal meimmediately when your peoplefind
something.”

"Will do, Gunny," the doctor replied, and followed Bass out of the administration building.

Snodgrass was left done. He looked about the admin building's assembly room. The furniture, much of
it overturned, was pitted and sagging. He shuddered as he tried to imagine what had happened. At least
the techs from the med-sci team had bagged the skel etons and sent them back to the Fairfax County.

A sudden clatter made him jump, and he spun toward it, drawing his hand-blaster. He didn't see
anyone. That chair, one of the toppled chairs, he was sure it wasin adifferent position than before.
Wasnt it? Had it settled until it overbalanced and come to anew resting position—or did something he
couldn't see knock it over? He wasn't sure, nothing in the room looked the way it should. Was someone
in the room with him, hidden from his view? He couldn't see anyone no matter how hard he looked or
how much he changed his position to look from al directions.

"Who'sthere?' he caled out, and was glad his voice didn't crack. No one answered. Wasit his



imagination? No, he was sure held heard a sound—and no one was there to make anoise. They didn't
have any images of whoever attacked the station. Could it be the invaders wore chameleons, like the
Marines did, and were still here? He wouldn't see anyone in chameleons, he didn't have an infraviewer,
nor did he know the cuesto look for to see someone wearing the invisibility uniform.

Tensdly, helooked and listened. Nothing moved in hisview. He didn't hear anything in the room other
than his own breathing and the thudding of his heart. He glanced toward the door and wondered if it was
close enough for him to get to before someinvisible assailant shot him, or grappled with him to bear him
down and beat him to a bloody, broken pulp. He had to try to get out of the room, to escape whoever
was there with murder on hismind. He had to.

At firg hisfeet refused to move, and when they findly did, they were so awkward he amogt tripped
himsdf. But he madeit out of the room and down the corridor to the outside without faling. He didn't
hear any sound of pursuit. He thought of how silly held look if he said held heard anoise and been
frightened of it, so he didn't say anything to anyone, though he did cast frequent, anxious glances toward
the entrance to the admin building.

"That's the damnedest thing | ever saw," Data Technician Second Class Savangjivpahni said, tapping
his display. The science people had set up their computers under atarp next to the admin building, and
were examining the data crystal's of shuttle activity before communications from the planet ceased.

Gunny Basswas afew meters away, checking the data from the various sensors and the RPV that
showed on Dupont's display board. He heard the tech's exclamation and rushed under the cover, getting
there just ahead of Dr. Bynum and Lieutenant Snodgrass.

"What isit?" he asked, leaning over Savangjivpahni's shoulder for acloser look. Dr. Bynum and
Lieutenant Snodgrass crowded in next to him to watch the display. They saw ablip suddenly appear on
the screen, move a short distance, then disappear. An instant later another blip appeared, closer to the
center of the display. The two positions were too far apart for the blips to have been the same object.
The second blip disappeared and athird, amost on top of the control center, appeared.

Savangjivpahni pointed at the numbers and symbolsthat scrolled up the side of the display. "These
show speed, distance, vector, and mass," he said. "According to them, the blips are shuttles moving
faster than shuttles are supposed to go in atmosphere. Each of them came out of nowhere, and neither of
thefirst two returned after it disgppeared. The way they act," hisvoice developed aquiver, "it'slike they
shifted into Beamspace, and the blips are the same shuittle flicking in and out of Beamspace. But you can't
do that in aplanet'sgravity well."

Bass unbent and stood looking up under the edge of the tarp at the sky for along moment as he
thought about it. The only thing that made sense was that someone had an improved Beam drive that the
Confederation Navy didn't know anything about. An improved Beam drive that worked not only ina
gravity well, but also in atmosphere, would explain the strange blips and mean that dl three werethe
same shuttle. It didn't seem possible, but that was the only explanation that made sense.

Bass looked back at the display, which waslooping through the strange blipping again. "What's that?*
He pointed &t the stationary blip.

"That reads asagtarship, civilian cargo.”

"What'sit doing there?' Bass knew where Society 437 wasin its supply cycle. Ashe watched, a
smdller blip dropped out of the starship and looped into aspira toward the planetary surface.

Savangjivpahni shook his head. "I don't know, but it just dropped a shuttle.” He glanced at the
scrolling data. "'If I'm reading the vector right, it's headed toward Aquarius Station.”

Theintermittent blips of the gpparent shuttle flicking in and out of Beamspace regppeared on the loop.



Then the blip of the cargo starship flared up. When the flare faded away, the blip wasn't there anymore.
"What happened?’
"Somebody blew up the civilian ship.”
"What el se have you found?' Bass asked, trying to make sense of it.
"Over here," another tech said.

Bass glanced at the name tag on the woman's shirt: LARISHNAMOVA.. "What do you have?' he
asked.

"I've been working on the visuas from the security cameras beginning afew minutes before the
unidentified shuttle landed. I've patched them together into amontage.” Larishnamovatwiddled adid and
flicked atoggle. "I'm afraid it doesn't tell us much." She moved so Bass and Bynum could see her display
screen more easily. "Thisfirg is outside the control center,” she said. An odd-looking shuttle settled into
place and a hatch cracked open onitsside. A tube of some sort extended afew centimeters out of the
hatch and sprayed astream of greenish fluid at the camera. Theimage blanked out. "That'sal | could get
from that one. Whatever that fluid was, it melted the camera”

Bass reflected amoment and remembered seeing various dagged protuberances on some of the
buildings

Another scene gppeared on the display screen, the outside of the admin building. Everything appeared
normal until agreenish stream shot out and the visual blanked out. Another scene flickered on. "Thisis
indde the main entrance of the admin center,” Larishnamovasaid. "I haveit garting right when the
previous one blanked out." The view was of the lobby, as seen from apostion high onthewal ina
corner. A man, probably asecurity guard, was lounging behind a short counter in the upper right corner
of the picture. The entryway was on the left Sde, and other doors were visible on both sides of the
security counter. The entrance door suddenly flew open and a stream of greenish fluid shot acrossthe
lobby at the guard a moment before another stream of fluid flew at the cameraand knocked it out.

Those were followed by severd more at different places within the settlement. All of them werethe
same—adgtream of greenish fluid obliterated the camera. Sometimesabit of tubing wasvisble
immediately before the stream came, other times not.

"What wasthat?' Snodgrass shrilly demanded. "Who did that?' He'd been craning to see over and
around Bass and Bynum.

"Have you been able to do any filtering, get a picture of who used those weapons?' Bass asked
Larishnamova, ignoring the lieutenant.

Larishnamova shook her head. " tried. The shooters dways seem to be out of the line of sght from
the cameras. Either that or in shadows too deep for the camerasto pick up.”

Bass|ooked unfocused into the distance. "That impliesthey knew the location of the cameras,”" he said
dowly. Heturned a puzzled expression to the doctor. 1 read al the Waygone reports the Fairfax
carried, and didn't see any mention of dismissed personnd. Did you?"

Dr. Bynum shook her head. "No. What are you getting at?'

"'Someone disgruntled about being fired, someone with a grudge, would know where the cameras
were"

"That's not agrudge!" Snodgrass shrilled. "That's..." But nobody paid him any attention.
"A scientist or technician joined a pirate band?' Bynum asked.
"Pirates have to come from somewhere:™



"Somehow | don't think that's the case here."

"Neither do 1." Bass abruptly changed the subject. "The weapons, that green fluid. Have you ever seen
anything likethat?'

"Asl said, my best guessisit's some sort of acid. Otherwisg'—she shrugged—"you're the weagpons
expert here." Bass shook his head. "I've never heard of weapons that shoot streams of acid.”

The two looked at each other, neither willing to be the first to say what both were thinking: The
unexplainable blips that approached Centra, the improved Beamspace drive, the weapons they couldn't
recognize. Something nonhuman did it. The navy and Marine personnel on the mission were prepared to
do many things, making first contact with an dien intelligence wasn't one of them.

"Unless you have objections, Doctor, | think we need to get the data from those crystals up to the
Fairfax immediately. Maybe the shipboard equipment could decipher something we can't planetside.”

Bynum nodded. "I'll put it on our next shipment. Better yet, I'll send it immediately.” Larishnamova
popped the crystal and handed it to her.

Bass|ooked back at the now blank display while Dr. Bynum headed to the waiting Essay. "A
trgjectory to Aquarius Station, huh?'

The computers on board the Fairfax County were only able to come up with one bit of information
the planetside techs hadn't. Spectrographic andysis which, given the quaity of the vid on the crystd, was
neither thorough nor reliable, tentatively identified the greenish fluid streamed at the camerasasan
unknown compound with adua base of hydrogen chloride and phosphoric acid.

"So what do you want to do now, Lander Six?" Captain Tait asked from the communications visua
display. At that point hisjob, his ship'sjob, wasto support the ground forces. He could override any
decision the ground forces commander made that, in his opinion, would put his ship in danger. Otherwise
he would do everything he could to help the ground commander accomplish hismission.

"| think we've found everything here we can without amore detailed investigation than we can make at
the moment," Bass answered. "I think we need to vist Aquarius Station.”

Tait nodded. "That'swhat I'd want to do in your place. I'll send another Essay down with two more
Dragons and a security team under the command of my bosun. They'll be under your command.”

"Thank you, Skyhawk." It didn't even cross Basss mind that the bosun of the Fairfax County wasa
senior chief petty officer, the navy equivaent of aMarine sergeant mgor. It wouldn't have bothered him if
it had. For ground operations he was the senior man on the mission and aready had two navy officers
under hiscommand. He wasin command of the ground forces, and, at least in theory, even an admira
would have to obey his orders. "How soon can | expect the Essay?"

Tait chuckled. "My sailorswould probably mutiny if I made them make planetfal the way you Marines
do. It'll take an hour to get the security party ready, and then—" He looked away from the camerafor a
second. "—another three-quarters of an hour before we're back in the drop window. Say six hours."

"Thet'll be after nightfall, Skyhawk."

"My coxswains know how to make night landings, Lander Six. Tomorrow's early enough for you to
get to Aquarius. Probably be better for you to get there in the morning, after anight's deep.”

"Ayeaye, Sr." Bass, asanxious ashewasto get to Aquarius, knew Tuit was overruling him. A night
landing at Aquarius Station, where there was potentia danger, could put ship's personnel, shuttles, and
Dragonsin unnecessary hazard, and the captain was fully within hisrightsin overriding the ground
commander on this point.



Bass, Hyakowa, Bynum, and Senior Chief Hayes had everyone up and aboard the Essays before
dawn. As soon as the sun broke above the horizon, the Essays launched for the two-hour suborbital flight
to Aquarius Station. At itsend, the Essay carrying third platoon made a combat landing, coming down
fast from four thousand meters, while the Essay carrying the navy personnd siwung in awide circle at five
thousand meters, ready to come down when the dl-clear was given, or to take off for orbital atitudeif
the landing zone was too hot.

The Essay's coxswain brought the shuttle down fast and smooth to a hover, ameter above the water
of the svamp, akilometer and ahalf east of Aquarius Station. Its ramp lowered and the three Dragons
roared out, splashed into the water, and raced toward the Aquarius Station compound, forming aline
three abreast as they went. The Essay launched as soon as the Dragons were safely away.

Bass on Dragon One, and Hyakowa on Dragon Three, were patched into their vehicles opticas so
they could see where they were going. At firg dl they saw was duggish, dmost stagnant water thickly
studded with hummocks of mud bars and smdll, lushly vegetated idands. The Dragons air cushions
gprayed high screens and higher rooster tails of water that subsided only when they lurched over mud
bars—they stayed off the idands, where they couldn't tell what hazards the vegetation hid. Some of the
idands were too densaly covered with vegetation to see more than afew meters across.

After two and ahaf minutes of trave at thirty-five kph, the Dragons stopped in the lee of asmall
idand. From there, the large idand where Aquarius Station was located was visible across a hundred
meters of water. No movement was visiblein visua or infrared other than that of the ubiquitousinsectoids
and foliage that moved dankly in breezes nearly as duggish asthe water. Neither did the high-powered
sounders mounted on the Dragons pick up any noisesthat didn't seem native to the svamp.

"Dupont, launch the RPV," Bass quietly ordered.

"Ayeaye," the comm man replied. He aready had the recon unit, disguised as one of the tube-bodied
insectoids, ready for launch. He hit the button next to the ramp to lower it enough to release hisbird, then
reclosed the ramp. Bass stood over him, watching the display as Dupont worked the controlsto
maneuver the RPV in aquartering pattern over the station. Nothing appeared other than the native life.

"Let'sgo ashore," Basstold Dragon One's commander after watching the display for ten minutes.
"Land the navy," he said into hislong-range communications unit.

The second Essay landed on the idand twenty minutes later.

Aquarius Station was a second-classimitation of Centra Station, with only a haf-dozen buildingsand
large bunga ows. The admin building was quite small and filled with claustrophobic offices. One building
held what was evidently a combination meeting hall and mess hal—"dining room," as Dr. Bynum
corrected them. "These people were civilians, they ate in dining rooms, not mess hals'—uwith an adjacent
kitchen. Both the admin and the assembly buildings had apartments that had been used by the top people
assigned to Aquarius. Three of the others were laboratory buildings. One of them had afreezer unit for
storage of biologica specimens. The Marines made agridy discovery in the freezer—saven bodies. All
seven had been killed by projectile or plasmawegpons. Everywhere el se they found skeletons, some
partid, others complete, al with the same markings as those they'd found at Central Station.

They saved the residentia block for lagt.

"Somebody's been here, and recently,” Hyakowa reported over the platoon net from the scientists
living quarters.

Bass, with Lieutenant Commander Bynum and Lieutenant Snodgrassin hiswake, wasted no time
getting over there.



Hyakowa pointed to adressing table set against one wall of what had been someone's bedroom. The
table was covered with athick coating of vegetable growth accumulated since the tragedy that had killed
its occupant. Items of clothing lay scattered on the floor nearby. The surface of the tabletop gleamed
dully where patches of the plant growth had been scraped away.

Theimprint of ahuman hand showed clearly in one of the cleared patches.

"Damn!" Bynum exclaimed. "That had to have been made along time after this place was attacked.”
Sheleaned closer to ingpect the print. "1 think one of them might be awoman.” The others gathered
around.

"What makes you think that?' Bass asked.
Shelooked a him, mildly surprised. "Thesze"

Basslooked more closely at the print. Not much dust lay onit. "How long ago do you think it was
made?' he asked.

Bynum shrugged. "Days ago, maybe a couple of weeks?"

"Then there are survivors," Snodgrass whispered. Maybe Morgan had survived. Maybe he could
dill...

"And these clothes, Charlie," Bynum said, bending and picking up apair of coverdlsfrom thefloor.
"They're from that closet over there. Whoever wasin here was looking for something to wear. And thisis
awoman'ssze"

Bass reached over Bynum's shoulder and shook a dender bottle free from the lichens that had covered
it.

" ‘Persan Kitty, " he said, reading the label. He removed the glass stopper and smelled the contents.
"Whew! Might take some of this back to Camp Ellisfor Big Barb." Hyakowa guffawed behind him at the

mention of Big Barb. That wasthefirst laugh Bass could remember hearing since they |eft the Fairfax.
Somehow it made him fed better.

"Gunny." Sergeant Ratliff's voice broke in over the platoon net. "Better get over to the adminisiration
building right away. We've found amessage!”

They stared at the hand-painted message on a piece of metal propped up just inside the main entrance
to the adminigtration building.

" ‘Grate danger’ "? Snodgrass read the words. "Interesting spelling.”
"Prob'ly written by an officer—ar," someone snickered. Commander Bynum laughed outright.

Snodgrass whirled around but the severa enlisted men standing behind him just looked innocently
back at him. But Bass recognized the voice as belonging to Macllargie. "At ease," the platoon
commander said wearily to no onein particular. "1 don't want any more of that talk out of you people.”

"Well," Snodgrass went on, "obvioudy written by apirate.”
"How do you get that, Lieutenant?' Hyakowa asked.
"No scientist could bethat illiterate," Snodgrass answered in an amost contemptuous tone.

"I don't know," Dr. Bynum said. "I've known some pretty inarticul ate scientists. Just becauise a person
has agenius1Q doesn't mean he knows how to spdll.”

"It was pirates," Snodgrass said firmly. "And they killed these people.”
"I don't know, Lieutenant,” Hyakowasaid. "If it was pirates, what're they doing still hanging around



here? And why'd they want usto know where they're at? Looksto me, dr, like someilliterate scientists
mightve survived.”

"Ambush," Snodgrass replied positively. "The pirates want usto go, uh," he glanced back at the
message, "thirty kilometers southwest of here to where they're waiting to ambush us.”

Everyonelooked to Bass for his opinion. He stroked his chin afew times. "Two things, people," he
sad at last, counting them off on hisfingers. "One: there are, or were when this Sign was written,
survivors. And two: we're going to find them if they're dtill dive. Let's go climb some mountains™ He
signaled for Dupont to raise the ship so he could tell Captain Tait what they'd found and what they were
doing next.

CHAPTER 17

"Thereitisagan," Surface Radar Andyst Third Class, Hummfree muttered. His soft voicewaslost in the
pings of equipment and the susurration of carefully controlled air that wafted through the comm shack, the
andysis center of the Fairfax County. None of the other analysts and techsworking at other stations
looked up at hiswords. They were asthoroughly immersed in their jobs as Hummfree was in the data
that flowed from the string-of-pearlsinto the monitors he watched. He watched visuas that ranged from
infrared to ultraviolet. His monitors showed X-ray and radar and could display gammaif he wanted.
Graphs—bar, line, scatter, hi-lo, more—jiggled and jaggled before his eyes. But at the moment he was
only interested in one thing that appeared in the array of monitors he watched and listened to. An
intermittent dot that showed up in the infrared in one small space in the mountains.

Hisfingers danced over his keyboard, caressed the balls and dias of his controls. His objective wasto
merge the visud and infrared signalsin that space. If he succeeded, he might have agood ideawhat was
generating theintermittent sgnd in theinfrared. Theoretically, what he was attempting was possible. Few
navy andystswere willing even to attempt it, though; it was Ssmply too difficuit.

SRA3 Hummfree wasn't only willing, he was convinced he could do it. It didn't matter that he'd spent
many hours of hisown time on that problem over the three days the Fairfax County had been in orbit.
And it didn't matter that he didn't seem any closer to aresolution. Hummfree had solved problems before
in Stuations where nobody el se thought there was asolution, so he was confident of his abilities. Now
that Ensign Mulhoorn had ordered him to investigate the mountains full-time, he was spending nearly al of
hiswaking hours on the problem, interrupting hiswork only when the communications chief made him
stop for medls or to take a shower. If—no, make that when—he resolved the target, it just might get him
that promotion to second class. Hummfree needed a meritorious promotion because he spent too much
of hisown time working on specid projects and too little on studying for the promotion exam.

The red dot showed up againin theinfrared. Visua had just asmal blur. Quickly, Hummfree zoomed
thefocus onit. Simultaneoudy he began to converge the visua and infrared signal's on the same spot. For
asecond they didn't quite merge; theoretically, at geosynchronous orbit distance, the string-of-pearls
infrared sensors couldn't resolve anything much smaller than aone-meter radius, and the visua couldn't
see details smdler than fifteen centimeters, even when seeing conditions were optimal. But Hummfree had
reprogrammed the string-of -pearls software to dlow him to uselong basdine interferometry from four
satellites. By having the computer average the best of the scansin the visual and infrared, then
overlapping them, he gave form to what he tried to focus on. He transferred the data to storage, dapped
thetoggle labeled SFFT, and cdled out, "Chief, Mr. Mulhoorn, take alook at this."

"What?' Chief Petty Officer Kranston asked through teeth clenched as though they gripped acigar.
He got up ponderoudy from the station where he oversaw the work of his men and took the one step
that put him behind Hummfree's left shoulder. He plugged his headset into the console.

"What do you have, Hummfree?* Ensign Mulhoorn asked when he reached Hummfregsright



shoulder.
Hummfree pointed at the wavering image, only afew pixels high, on hismain screen. "That'saman.”

"Isit one of the Marines?' Mulhoorn asked, trying to understand what he waslooking at. " Or one of
our med-sci team?"' 1t might have been aman. If heread the scaleright, it was the about the sze of a
man, and it did appear to be vertica like a biped, rather than horizontal like most animals. But the young
navy officer couldn't make out enough detail to tell who it might be, or eveniif it redly wasaman.

"The Marines are wearing chameleons, we wouldn't get oneinthevisua,” Chief Kranston said. "And
none of our med-sci people would be aone." He pressed the earpiece of his headset closer and listened
as he studied the flickering, overlagpping, different resolution imagesthat didn't quite codesce into
something his eyes could be sure they saw. "Doesn't seem to be saying anything, but | hear sounds that
might be from him. Sounds like he'staking apiss.” Thento Hummfree, "Whereisit?'

Hummfreeg'sfingers danced and the image changed to show an arealarge enough to include Aquarius
Station. A red arrow pointed at the spot where the indistinct image was. Thirty kilometersto the
northeast, an orange circle showed the location of Aquarius Station, where the Marines were awaiting
Captain Tuit's approva for what they wanted to do next.

"Bring him back," Kranston ordered. When Hummfree changed the screen back to the image that
might have been aman, the figure was moving up the sde of the mountain until it vanished.

"| think they're staying in caves and only come out once in awhile, maybe only one or two a atime,”
Hummfree said. "That's why the string-of-pearls has so much trouble picking them up.”

"You'reredly sure that wasaman?' Mulhoorn asked.

Hummfree hesitated before answering. "Sir, I'm not positive, but I'll bet on it and lay odds. It hasthe
right kind of heat Signature, and there's no record of this planet having indigenous surface-dwelling
life-formswith that degree of body hest."

The communi cations officer looked at the chief, who was till sudying the display.

Chief Kranston clapped Hummfree on the shoulder. "If you're willing to lay odds, I'm willing to back
your bet."

"I'll notify the Skipper,” Mulhoorn said. He went to his station and reported to Captain Tait.

"Get precise coordinates," Kranston growled, "Longe, lat, and atitude. Them mud-doggers down
ther€re gonna need them.”

"Roger, Skyhawk: Lander out." Bass returned the handset of the comm unit to Dupont and chewed on
hislip for afew seconds while he digested what he'd just been told. Then he said, "Round everybody up.
Were moving out.”

In afew minutes the entire platoon plus the med-sci team and the navy security team were assembled
in the main assembly room of Aquarius Station. The Marines, except for afew Hyakowa assigned to
keep watch on the outside through the windows, looked at Bass attentively. Most members of the
med-sci team looked elther mildly curious or somewhat annoyed at being called from whatever they'd
been doing. The navy security team tried to look as tough and blasé as the Marines and amost
succeeded. The difference was, the Marines didn't try to look tough and blasé.

"I have news," Bass said as soon asthey were assembled. "The Fairfax has found people.” He held
up his hands and patted the air to fend off abarrage of questions. "If everybody will hold on, I'll tell you
everything I know. It won't take long, because | don't know much. A surface radar anayst aboard ship
pinpointed the location of what he believesis ahuman being in the mountains thirty kilometers southwest



of here, just like the message we found said. | have the coordinates.” He shook his head. "1'd rather send
adrone to investigate without endangering any of us, but we don't have an RPV with legs long enough to
travel that far and be ableto loiter." He nodded toward Dr. Bynum. "And any people we find will
probably need medical attention, so we haveto take medical personnd with us. | think, if Lieutenant
Commander Bynum concurs, that the tech people will be better used by staying here. Senior Chief Hayes
and his people will provide security for them. The rest of uswill leave as soon aswe can get our gear
stowed aboard the Dragons.

"Mogt of the land between here and the foot of the mountainsis swamp. There's no way around the
swamps. Theride won't be comfortable. The place where this possible person was seen is on the side of
the mountain. It'stoo steep and rugged there for the Dragons, so well have to go the last part of the way
onfoot. That isal. Pack up and let'sgo."

The Marinesimmediately began exiting the assembly room. They didn't have much packing to do, but
knew they'd have to help the others. Besides, they had their orders and obeyed immediately.

"But you haven't told uswho it was that was seen,” Lieutenant Snodgrass caled ouit.

Bass shrugged. "I don't know who it was. Like | said, the SRA believes he found ahuman being. No
identification beyond * probable human' isavailable.”

"Wasit Dr. Morgan?' Snodgrass shouted.

"Mr. Snodgrass..." Basss voice clearly showed hisannoyance. "If the andysts couldn't identify it as
any more than * probable human,” they certainly couldn't give anameto it. Now get ready to board the
Dragons.”

"Why do we have to go on the surface, why not fly in the Essays?" a corpsman asked.

"Because the Essays can't land in a swamp, and the ground is too rugged where the swamps end for
an Essay to put down. Now move out.”

"Do you think the person who was seen is one of the pirateswho did this?* Snodgrass demanded. "Is
that why you want all the Marinesto go? If it'sthe pirates, you're unnecessarily putting everybody in
danger if you don't leave most of the Marines here to protect us. Once the Marines go, there's nothing to
stop the pirates from attacking us." Heignored the glare Chief Hayes shot a him.

" told you why the entire platoon is going and taking the medical people. The survivorswill need
immediate medica attention. Anyway, itsunlikely any pirates are ill around here, if there were any
piratesto begin with."

"It's pirates. Pirates daughtered these people.”

"We don't know that," Bass snapped. "And even if the people on the mountain are pirates,” he raised
his voice to speak over Snodgrass's continued objections, "they're stranded here and will be delirioudy
happy to see us. | don't think we have anything to fear from pirates—they won't beinterested in crossing
thirty klicks of swamp to attack you. Now get ready to move out.”

"Nobody move!" Snodgrass shouted "I'm going to get clearance from Captain Tuit. It'stoo dangerous
for dl of the Marinesto go. Captain Tuit will agree with me that a squad of Marines should go to
investigate before anybody el se goes.™

"Mr. Snodgrassl" Bass bellowed. Everyone il in the room looked at him—the Marines, Dr. Bynum,
and Senior Chief Hayes with amusement, the other members of the med-sci team nervoudy, not knowing
what to expect. "May | remind you that | am the commander of the ground force. | issue the orders here,
not you. | am taking the entire platoon with the full agreement and blessings of Commander Tuit. Now,
Snotty, wipe your nose and get your assin gear." With that he ssormed out of the room.

Snodgrass turned bright red. It wasthefirst time anyone had used the name to hisface. He had to



pump his chest to loosen it enough to scream, "'I'm an officer, you're only an enlisted man! I'm taking
command and pressing charges! Y oure under arrest!” He flinched as though struck when ahand lightly
touched his shoulder. He jerked toward it and saw Dr. Bynum's gently smiling face peering at him.

"Lieutenant,” she said softly, "thisis an amphibious operation under hostile conditions. It isunder the
command of the ground forces commander, who happensto be Gunnery Sergeant Bass. I'm here
because | have ajob to do in the ground force. Y ou're here just for the ride, not because you have a
function. But if you want to play rank games, | outrank you. | order you to get ready to move out. In the
future remember that al of us obey the orders of the ground commander. That way you won't get
embarrassed again by spesking out of line."

"You—Y ou can't givemeorderd™ he sputtered. ™Y ou're medica corps, I'm aline officer."

Bynum nodded. "That'sright. And you're acommunicetions officer, you can't give ordersto the
ground forces commander either.” She reached into a pocket and pulled out atissue. "Takethis, blow
your nose. Youll fed better." Leaving the astonished Lieutenant Snodgrass holding thetissue, Dr. Bynum
|eft to get the med-sci team ready to leave.

Before Snodgrass could recover, an arm draped across his shoulders. He jerked his head around and
saw Senior Chief Hayess face smiling softly from too close for comfort.

"It'stimeto becam, gr," Hayes said in agentling tone. Y ou're an officer, Mr. Snodgrass. It's
important you appear cool and collected.”

llBlJt_ll

Hayes squeezed Snodgrasss shoulderstightly enough to force thewind out of him. "Theré's no ‘ buts
here, Sir. | know your sense of propriety is offended by being under the command of an enlisted man.
Hdll, I'm asenior chief, | outrank him too. But he's an honest-to-God mud-Marine. When it comesto
ground operations, he's forgotten more about it than the two of us combined will ever leearn—and he's
forgotten damn little of what he'slearned. So for the ground operations, | follow him. But I'll tell you one
thing, Sr. When it comes to securing an ingtallation, | know more than he does. My sallorsand | are
securing this station. Y ou'll be safewith us.

"Now be agood officer, Mr. Snodgrass. Buck yoursdlf up, straighten your uniform, look the role of an
officer." Hayes gave afinal squeeze and walked away, leaving Snodgrass too dumbfounded to even
sputter.

Hyakowajoined Bass just outside the door. "That'stelling him, boss." The platoon sergeant glanced
over his shoulder to make sure no one was listening. "Most officers are pretty good. How come we keep
getting stuck with the assholes?"

Bass merely grunted.

Snodgrass had one final objection to Basss orders.

"Y ou can't take al the medica personnd. Most of them are hospital corpsmen, only a couple of them
have any field experience or training. They're liable to get injured because they aren't up to going
cross-country with Marines."

And you are? Bass swallowed the words before he said them. Instead he said, "We don't know how
many survivorsthere are. All of them will need medica atention. I'd be derdlict if | didn't take as many
medica personnel and equipment as| can.”

"I'm going with you. I'll seeto it that you don't mistreat those medical people.”
Bassblinked in astonishment at Snodgrasss arrogance. " think that's one of Lieutenant Commander



Bynum'sfunctions,” hesad.
Snodgrassflinched, but repested hisdemand "I'm going with you."
Bass shrugged. " Suit yourself." He waved him toward the Dragons.

Four Dragons went in a.column. Thefifth remained behind to bolster the security of Aquarius Station.
Bassrode in the lead Dragon with first squad. Lieutenant Snodgrass rode in the second Dragon with the
assault squad. The medica team rode in the third. And Hyakowa and second squad brought up the rear.

From her vantage point low among the root columns of atree at the edge of anearby idand, showing
only her head from her eyes up as she breathed through her gills, the watcher saw and heard the Earth
barbarians|eave the smdler station in four of their vehicles. She carefully memorized thetime and
direction of their departure to report to the Master when time came for her to give her report. Then she
turned her attention to the vehicle that remained behind.

Vaguely, shewondered why it was left, but herswasn't a curiosity that needed to be satisfied. She had
been bred for work and obedience; curiosity that needed satisfaction served neither of those functions, so
shehaditin very smal store. It was the hope and expectation of the Magtersthat in avery few more
generations, her descendants would have no curiosity |eft whatsoever. Patiently, as she had also been
bred, she watched the smdller station and the vehicle that was left behind. Even though she wasn't
particularly curious about it hersalf, she knew the Master and the leaders would want to know about it,
so shewatched in order to be able to report.

After atime she saw abarbarian carry aparcel from one of the buildings and walk to the vehicle. He
|eft the vehicle after afew moments without the parcel. Later, he made the roundtrip again, and returned
the parcel, much smaller now, to the building. If pressed for an opinion, she would conclude the parcel
was likely food for Earth barbarians who werein the vehicle.

Food. Hunger. Sheredlized she had been in the hide position for longer than aday without eating.
Twice during that long stretch she had briefly left her hiding place to void her body wastes where they
would not pollute her body, which must aways be kept clean. Now that she had thought of food, she
redized she was hungry. Void. Hunger. Two haves of awhole. The oneimplied the other. The other
demanded the one. The trangparent membrane tucked under the outer corner of her eyes did across
them and she dipped her head fully benesth the surface. Things, strange things, swam in those waters. Al
of them could be eaten, even the one that could eat the People, though none of them tasted like the food
she ate a Home. The Master and the leadersinssted they eat the things that swam in the waters, so she
and the others ate them. The Master insisted that they also swallow the droplets that gave them the
necessary nutrients the things that swam did not. She did not have adroplet with her, but her hunger was
suddenly great and she must est.

She watched the things that swam past. Mogt of them were small and she would need many of them to
quell her hunger. A few of the things she saw were bigger, so much bigger that catching them could cause
turmoail in thewater, turmoail the barbarians or their instruments might notice. She could not catch one of
thelarger things that swam; the leaders would not gpprove of her attracting the attention of the Earth
barbarians or their instruments, even if she moved to another position and was not found. Cautioudy, she
raised her head to look at the smaller station again. Nothing had changed during the moment her gaze
wasfixed on the things that swam. She submerged once more. There, that one. She had no namefor it,
but she'd eaten it before with pleasure. It was the shape of arope, aslong as her forearm and asthick as
three of her fingerstogether. She moved ahand, dowly, likealeaf drifting in the water, to the level where
it was swimming and waited patiently asit undulated closer. When it was ahand'slength away, she
snatched it up.

The swvimmer twisted and writhed in her grip and tried to bring its tooth-rimmed, circular mouth



around to gouge her hand, but her other hand was faster and grabbed the head. She brought both hands
toward her face and bit down hard on the neck of the swvimmer. Holding it in her grinding teeth, she
twisted it forward and back, her hands operating in opposition to each other. The head came off and she
dropped it. She eased back into her watching position and contentedly chewed on the body of the
swimmer. It did not taste as good as the similar svimmers at Home, but it tasted better than most of the
other swvimmersin the strange swamp. The People cooked, they had aways known how to cook, but
they had been eating svimmersraw for thousands of years. Eating the strange swimmer raw while
hunkered down with only her eyes and the crown of her head above the water seemed not in the least
drangeto her.

At length, the Master and the fighters asked for her report.

"Uncomfortable’ wasn't the word Lieutenant Snodgrass would have used to describe the trip across
the swamp. There weren't clear channels of water for the amphibious, aircushioned Dragonsto travel for
any distance. They congtantly swerved around obstaclesin the water, or humped up and rolled over
tussocks, some vegetated, others barren. Unseen objects below the surface of the murky water disrupted
the uniformity of the air cushion on which the Dragons rode, and sometimes knocked a skirt flap aside.
The drivers seemed unable to go even a hundred meters without damming into something hard and
sending vibrations thudding through the vehicles. All in dl, Lieutenant Snodgrass would have called the
ride "gut-wrenching," "torturous’ and, yes, even "terrifying." But not "'uncomfortable.”

"We're out of the swamp, mountain ahead,” the driver of the second Dragon in the column announced
nearly five hours after leaving Aquarius Station.

Snodgrassssgh of relief came out as agroan. Then he yelped as the Dragon clanked over an uneven
bed of boulders.

The bouncing, jouncing, and banging were worse on the lower dopes of the mountain than they had
been in the swamps—everything was harder there. It was another haf hour before the terrain became so
steep and rugged the Dragons couldn't continue. Everyone was rubbing at |east one sore spot as they
dismounted. They looked around in dismay. They werein the path of arecent landdide. A swath severd
hundred meters wide had been gouged from the forest that blanketed the mountainside. Boulders, ranging
from gravel to house-size, littered the pathway. Broken tree fernslay between, shattered stumps stuck up
here and there. Insectoids of al sizesfluttered about the edges of the forest.

Hyakowa began putting out security even before Bass assembled the rest of the platoon and the
med-sci team. In amoment second squad's second fire team, which Hyakowa had sent to the edge of
the forest, reported back. The forest floor was covered with thick underbrush—they wouldn't be ableto
get through it without making alot of noise.

Bass|eft hishemet on so the Marinesin the security posts could hear him on their radios, but raised dl
helmet shields and rolled up his deeves so the med-sci team members, none of whom had infras, could
see him. Helooked at hislocator to determine their exact position before speaking.

"We have to go five kilometersthat way." He pointed uphill and to theright. "Well go up thisdidefor
about akilometer and ahaf, then we have to find away through the forest.”

"Why don't we go the same way those people went?' amember of the medical team asked. "Surely
they followed some sort of path.”

"Fine. Show methe path and well follow it." Basslooked directly at the corpsman who asked the
question. Abashed, she looked at him and feebly lifted her handsin agesture that said she didn't know
where the path might be.



"That'sright," Bass said. "We don't know how they got up there, so we haveto find our own way." He
saw worried expressions on some faces. Not on the Marines, though. Unknown landscapes were a
natura environment for the men who went to strange places to fight the Confederation's battles. "Don't
worry about getting lost." Bass directed hiswords to the medica team. "'I've got our destination logged
on my map, and I'm in constant touch with the string-of-pearls, so well always know wherewe are. If
anybody does get separated after we get off thisdide, don't worry about being lost. All you havetodois
go downhill until you reach the swamp, turn right until you reech the dide, then go uphill until you reach
the Dragons. We won't leave anybody behind. Were Marines.

"Any other questions?’

When there weren't any, he said to Hyakowa, "L eave one gun team with the Dragons for security.
Send out one fire team on each flank, then let'smove.”

CHAPTER 18

Lance Corpora Schultz took point, that went without saying. Almost every time third platoon was on the
move, Schultz put himsdlf in the pogition most likely to run into danger first. He didn't consder himself
expendable, not by any means. He believed he was better at spotting an enemy or other dangers than
anyone esein the platoon. Or the company. The truth be known, Hammer Schultz thought he wasthe
best pointman in the entire Confederation Marine Corps, perhaps the universe. No troop formation he
had ever led in a hogtile situation was surprised by walking into an ambush. Not that Marineswaked into
ambushes very often—they were exceedingly good at what they did, and often carried top-of-the-line
equipment that allowed them to do their jobs even better. But Schultz was so much better at spotting
danger than most Marinesthat he smply didn't trust anyone else to do the job right. Besides, having
someone not as good as he on the point would needlessy endanger him. And when the shooting started,
Schultz wanted to fire thefirst shot. Hefirmly believed that the man who shootsfirst ismogt likely to live
to talk about it—not that Schultz talked about the fire fights held been in, or much of anything else.
Schultz wanted that hot spot.

So Schultz led third platoon and the medica team up through the skree left in the wake of the
landdide. He carefully picked hisway around boulders and found paths where the footing was most
dtable acrossthe gravelly areas. The route he followed and the care he took in finding it resulted in adow
pace for the column that followed him. For once, Lieutenant Snodgrass had been right, the members of
the medical team weren't accustomed to covering any distance over rugged terrain. Quickly they werein
danger of exhaustion. Fortunately, the dow pace alowed them to keep up. But Schultz wasn't looking for
stable footing for the benefit of the medica team; he wanted stable footing in case the Marines had to
move fast and fight. The route angled this way and that, but averaged more than a hundred meters from
the torn edge of the forest.

A hundred meters short of the klick and ahdf Bass had given for the climb up the dide, Schultz
started looking for sign of aroute through the forest. He made aface, but didn't comment, when
somebody el se spotted away fird.

"Hey," Claypool€'s voice crackled over the platoon net, "'l see something." His position on theright
flank had him closer to the forest than anybody el se.

"Everybody, hold your places," Bass ordered over the platoon net. " Three-two, check it out."

"What do you have, Rock?' Corpora Kerr asked. He angled hisown climb to hisright tojoin
Claypoole.

Claypooleraised an am to let his deeve dide up and expose it, then pointed under the fern trees.
"Lookslikeagametral."



Kerr looked where Claypoole pointed and saw it—aline, maybe half a meter wide, where the moist
dirt was packed down and dick-looking. "Could be," he said, and wondered what kind of anima made a
dick trail. Nearly every gametrail hed ever seen looked trodden or scraped. The one before him was
smoothly rippled, asif something heavy and uneven had rolled it out.

"What do we have?' Sergeant Bladon asked.
Kerr pointed.

"Cover me." Bladon dipped between the nearest tree ferns and squatted next to the dick. After
studying it for amoment, he touched it and rubbed his fingers together. Standing, he wiped hisfingersand
returned to Kerr and Claypoole.

"Three-six, three-two," he said into his comm unit. "Those local amphibians—do they livethishigh on
the mountain? The dick isdamp with water. It'swet, but not dimy. | get the impression soft-bodied
thingsusethat trail .

"Isit clear enough for usto follow?' Bass asked.

"That'san affirmative. Asfar as| can seeit'sgoing in theright direction, and once we get in from the
edge, thereisn't very much in the way of underbrush. Not like down below."

"All right, welll follow it. Hammer, get to it. Seeif you can pardld it without walking onit." Walking on
atrail isseldom agood ideain ahostile Stuation—ypeople tend to set ambushes and booby traps along
tralls. "Fankersout fifty meters.”

Bladon heard Macllargie groan over the squad net. "Don't worry, Mac," he said. "It's clear enoughin
there you won't be struggling through too much crap.” Chuckling, he added, "And Corpord Kerr and |
will both be able to keep an eye on you. Y ou won't get into any trouble.” Then he had to step asideto let
Schultz pass under the trees. " Second fire team, take your flank. Stay clear of thetrall," he ordered as
soon as Corpord Dornhofer followed Schultz. He glanced toward Macllargie in timeto seethe PFC
glarea him before diding hislight-amplifier screeninto place. He held off agrin until hisown light screen
wasin place.

Thefernlike trees towered to ten meters and more. Their fanned fronds blocked most of the direct
sunlight. Thelight that penetrated to the ground mostly filtered through the nearly tranducent foliage.
Under them it was dim, amost like early dusk except for the greenish tinge to the light. Schultz led the
way thirty meters uphill from the glistening trail. Kerr and his men flanked the platoon an equal distance
downhill from it. The platoon's main body was probably far enough off thetral to be outsde the killing
zone of an ambush, yet close enough for theright-side flankersto keep it in view. Any farther and the
density of the fern treeswould completely block the view of the game trail—it wasn't redlly asclear as
Bladon had told Macllargie.

Kerr shivered when helost sight of the rest of the platoon. His universe suddenly closed down to
himsdf and thetwo Marineswith him. The silence amid the fern trees was broken only by the quiet
squelch of their footsteps on the damp ground, the occasiona scrunch as one of them stepped on a
trecet and broke its tem. Even those few sounds were muted by the proliferation of fronds, making the
sounds seem eexily distant. The sllence stood in sharp contrast to the din of the battleat Turlak Yar
where héd nearly been killed. The dim, greenish light was nothing like the desert brilliance that hed
drenched the village on Elnedl. There, hed been in afighting position with one other Marine as the battle
raged around them; here, he wasin close contact with just two Marines. The mountainsde forest was not
aplace where horsemen could mount acharge. And there was no detected threat. Still, being out of sight
of therest of the platoon in apotentialy hotile Situation brought back the memories of hislast firefight, a
tsunami that threatened to overwhelm him and curl himinto afetal ball from which he might never
emerge—something had horribly killed the members of the scientific mission here, and that something
might still be present. The surge of confidence Kerr had felt on theinitia recon at Central Station



abandoned him and he struggled to keep himself under control, to maintain vigilance, to prevent hismen
or anyone else from seeing the terror welling up in him. The recon at Central had been dangerousonly in
his mind; no enemy was there, no one had shot a him.

Something made a plop up ahead and he amost logt it. Almost, but not quite—the reflexes that had
been drilled into him during histimein the Marines, and honed on many operations, took over. He dove
to the ground and rolled, pointing hisblaster in the direction of the sound. "Down!" he ordered on hisfire
team net, then immediately switched to the command circuit and reported, "Right flank has something up
ahead." He dropped hisinfrascreen into place. If there were warm bodies up ahead, he might be able to
gpot their heat Sgnatures through the foliage.

"What isit?' Basss voice came back.

"Don't know. | heard something.” He flipped back to the fire team circuit. "Rock, Mac, do you see
anything?’

"l can't see anything," Claypoole replied.

"I heard it," Macllargie answered.

"Weadl heard it, but none of us see anything,” Kerr reported.

"Wherewasit relaiveto you?'

"Sounded almost dead ahead."

"All right, I'm deploying the platoon on line, angled to your front. Go downhill, then swing back up, try
to get behind it to check it out. Stay low in case we haveto fire."

"Roger." Yes, say low, stay very low. It wouldn't do at all to get fried by Marinefire. Kerr raised one
arm at the elbow to expose his forearm and signaled Claypoole and Macllargie to follow him, then
dithered downhill on hisbelly. Turning up the amplifiers on his earpieces, he was able to hear them
dithering behind him. He hesitated at the gametrail, afraid to expose himsdf for the second or two it
would take to dide across. Then he remembered his chameleons rendered him effectively invisblein the
visud; helet histraining and reflexes take over and dithered across. Fifty meters downhill he stopped and
waited for the other two to reach him.

"How far ahead do you think it was?" he asked when they reached him.
Claypoole had his shidds up, and Kerr saw him shake his head. Macllargie smply said, "Dunno.”

Kerr thought sound wouldn't travel far through the fern trees, the noise couldn't have been even fifty
meters away, possibly haf that or less. He rose to a crouch. "WEell go forty meters, then back up,” he
whispered. If there was an ambush waiting along thetrail, they'd come at it from behind. He hoped they
would. They had been uphill from the game trail. The ambush would be facing it unlessthe ambushers
had heard the Marines behind them and turned around.

After going thirty-five meters Kerr sopped. "Mac, wait herefor my signal,” he said.
Macllargie murmured "Will do," and lowered hisinfra screen so he could see Kerr'shand signdl.

Five metersfarther Kerr stopped again and ordered Claypoole, " Go five more meters, wait for my

"Right." Claypoole dropped hisinfrascreen and went five more meters, stopped and looked back. He
could just make Kerr out through the fern trees.

Kerr looked to hisleft and right, saw both of his men waiting for his command. He heard another plop
and inwardly shivered. He till hadn't had histest of fire, till didn't know if he could fight again or if hedd
panic. When they arrived at Central and hisfire team scouted, they didn't meet anyone. Thistime he
knew someone or something was up ahead. He took a deep breath to control a shudder. It wastime for



him to find out whether he till had it in him to be aMarine corpord or any kind of fighting Marine. He
raised hisleft hand to shoulder level, then thrugt it forward. The three Marines began moving uphill.

Fifteen meters up, before the gametrail came back into sight, scattered hints of red began to appear
on Kerr'sinfrascreen, and hisana sphincter clenched. The hints of red didn't resemble human hegt
sgnatures. But whatever had killed those people at Central or in Aquarius Station didn't haveto be
human, or even warm blooded. It didn't even haveto be intelligent.

After twenty-five meters the trees abruptly ended at the edge of asmal clearing in aflat spot on the
mountainsde. The gametrail led into the clearing. Another led away from the opposite sde. A pool filled
most of the clearing, probably runoff from arecent rainfal. Many animalswerein the pool or gathered
around it. Severd of them, with tails asthick astheir torsos, were nearly ameter long, with shiny,
redspeckled bodies that dinked from side to Side as they dithered about on legs so short they didn't quite
hold the bodies above the ground. A few others were bulkier, perhaps weighing twenty kilos, pale green
bodies spotted with brown or blue. Those had massive hind legs folded aongside their abdomens, and
neckless heads that seemed to be nearly al mouth. Most of the animals were smdler and skittered about
between the larger few. Some of the animals were tusding, perhaps mating or in mating competition.
Most of them carried their heads pointed up into the air as though they were looking for something above
them.

Asthe Marineswatched, a haf-meter-long, tube-bodied insect ventured into the air of the clearing.
The legs of one of the large, pale green anima s straightened like coiled springs suddenly released and it
flew into the air. An impossibly long tongue shot out of its mouth amost faster than it could be seen and
snagged the large insectoid. The green anima plopped when it landed. Aslarge asthe flying anima was,
only thetip of itstail and afew outer edges of its many wings were visible outs de the amphibian's mouth.
The amphibian swallowed and dl of the creature disappeared.

Kerr sagged, the tenson suddenly drained out of hisbody. An animd that captured prey with its
tongue probably didn't spit acid to eat away a human body.

"All clear,” he said into the command frequency. "It'slocd fauna.”

"Y ou sure there's nobody else around?’ Bass asked.

Kerr rotated through his screens. "Nothing visiblein visua or infra," hereplied.
"Rabbit, verify," Bass ordered.

"Roger," Sergeant Ratliff acknowledged. Basslistened as Ratliff ordered his point fire team to move a
an angle downhill to gpproach Kerr'sfire team from the side, and his second fire team to move forward
to apogtion directly uphill fromit. He told Dornhofer held be right behind firgt fire team.

In less than two minutes Retliff and his point fire team reached the sSide of the clearing to the | eft of
Kerr and hismen.

"Kerr, by the numbers, make amove so | can verify who | seeininfra," Ratliff said. Hesaw a
pseudopod of red lift from the centrd of the three human-sized heat sgnds hisinfrascreen showed and
waveinacircle.

"Rock, make amove," Kerr ordered.

Ratliff saw Claypoole's movement.

"Mec, doit."

Ratliff watched Mecllargi€s verifyingarm wave.

"Confirmed," Ratliff said. "I don't see anything e se that looks like awarm-body hest sgnd. Pasquin,
do you see anything?'



"Negetive," camethereply.

"Theresaclearing downhill from you. Approach with caution.”

"Roger.”

In another moment the second fire team reached the uphill side of the clearing.
"Great Buddhasbals," someone murmured.

Ratliff checked his motion detector. It didn't show any movement beyond the pool clearing and the
Marineswho ringed it. "All clear," he reported.

One of the massive amphibians sprang into the air to catch a broad-winged insect.
"Hey, that's Lediel" Dobervich exclamed.
"What?'

"Yeah," Dobervich said. "When | was akid my family had adog about that size. She was off-white
and loved to eat, always hopping up to catch treats, just like that.”

"Y our dog caught insects with her tongue?’
"Y our dog had amouth that big?"

"No, she didn't have amouth that big, and she didn't catch her food with her tongue. But she should
have had amouth that big the way she was always begging for food." Dobervich stood and stepped into
the clearing.

The amphibians stopped what they were doing and looked around for danger. They hadn't heard any
of the radio tranamissions the Marines made, and the Marines had moved quietly enough that the animals
hadn't heard their gpproach. But they did hear the sound of Dobervich stepping into the clearing.

"Freeze," Ratliff ordered. None of the Marines moved; they barely breathed.

After amoment without seeing or hearing anything e se threatening, the amphibians began to return to
their mating and feeding. One of the big hoppers saw Dobervich's unscreened face hovering in midair and
read it as some sort of insect. It hopped up and shot out its tongue.

Dobervich yelped and swatted at the tongue, but as fast as he moved, the tongue was faster. It hit and
withdrew before he made contact. The amphibians scattered out of the clearing at Dobervich'syelp.

"Yep, just likeadog," Schultz said. "Licked your face." He hawked onto the ground.

"Quiteadisplay there," Basssaid dryly. "Your Ledieisgone. Let's get back on the move; weve got
some survivorsto find.”

In lessthan aminute third platoon and the medica team were back on the move.

Again Schultz led the platoon uphill and to the right. He didn't attempt to travel in abedine, but
congtantly looked at the lay of the mountainsde, picking aroute that even the medical team members
could negotiate without undue difficulty. At the sametime, Schultz led them past asfew potential ambush
Stesas posshble, while dways moving in the generd direction of the sighting.

His senses registered the sounds and sights of normd activity among the animasthat lived in the
mountain's forest, and filtered them out. HEd notice any unusua behavior, which would aert him to
danger. He couldn't write a paper on the activities of the indigenous life-forms of Waygone, but he'd
dudied the scientists reports on those life-forms during the voyage from Thorsfinni's World and made his
own observations during the time held been planetside. He strongly suspected held notice anything out of
the ordinary. Hewas generdly very good at that kind of observation. Nobody survived as pointman on



asmany different worlds as he had without being very good at observing native fauna
It wasn't anything in particular that caught his attention.

Theledies and other amphibians Schultz saw or heard were going about their usua hopping, dithering,
plopping, splashing movements. The insectoids buzzed and flitted about without a seeming care until
some were snagged by flicking tongues and swallowed whole by an amphibian—and those that weren't
snagged and swallowed ignored the fates of their late cousins.

Nothing that met Schultz's senses changed. But he felt something. Men in combat, maybe not al of
them but certainly some, develop asixth sense that tells them when they aren't done. Sometimesit can
even tell them in what direction the danger isin, even when they can't identify anything in particular that
derted them.

Schultz stopped and eased down to one knee, his head swiveling dowly, eyes burning into every
shadow. "Hold up,” he murmured into his helmet radio.

"What do you have?" Ratliff asked.

"Nothing." But he kept looking. Thefeding he had wasn't distinct, it didn't tell him which sdethe
danger hefelt came from or whether it was ahead of him or behind. "Someoneswatching us," he
murmured. "Don't know where."

"Areyou sure?'

Schultz didn't bother to answer. He put out his motion detector and started alternating between his
infraand light-gatherer screens. He heard Ratliff order the rest of the squad to do the same. He waited
and watched. Nothing showed up on any of his sensors.

"Who'swatching us, Hammer?' Gunny Bass asked over theradio.

"Don't know. | fed them." The other Marines thought Schultz had no nerves, that he was dways cam.
But just then hewas dmogt jittering. It was unnatura to him that he could fed someone watching without
knowing in what direction to look for the watcher.

"They can't see us, Hammer," Bass said. "We don't have any evidencethey can seeininfrared.”
"If they know how to look they can.”
"Not many people know how to look."

"Arethey people?'
It was Basssturn to not answer.

After ten minutes with none of the Marines seeing or hearing anything that ssemed out of the ordinary,
and none of their sensors picking up sign of anything that wasn't native fauna, Bass ordered Schultz to
move out.

Hedidn't move; not even his eyes swiveled. He repressed ashiver. The shiver was acombination of
blood lust and uncertainty. He was primed to fight and kill and die. He wasn't awatcher, he was afighter.
The Earth barbarians were his prey, it was his duty to close with them and kill as many of them as
possible before they killed him. Every fiber of his being ached to do that. He couldn't close and kill now,
though. His orders were clear: find them, track them, find out how many there were, report back when
they joined with the others. The watchers were females, quiet unaggressive cregtures, who could sit
quiescent for long periods of time and observe. He was mae, afighter, an aggressive creature bred and
trained to fight and kill. But thistime the Master decided afemale Stting quietly wasn't the right oneto
watch. They didn't know where the Earth barbarians were, how they moved, what formations they used.
To gain that information, the Master decided to use afighter. He was chosen. It pained him amost to



death to know the enemy was nearby and yet not attack. But he must do asthe Master said; obedience
was as much apart of his makeup as aggressiveness and the need to kill the enemy. To make sure he
obeyed, he was sent naked and unarmed.

Hefdt uncertainty because he couldn't see them. Only the electric receptorsthat ran from hisgill dits
to his hips had told him that he neared them. And amost as soon as he redlized they were only ten large
one'slengths away and he had settled into a hiding place to watch, they stopped as though they knew he
was there. Now they were on the move again. Why did they stop? Why did they resume climbing the
mountain? He did not know, he could see only afew, far back in their column, and could hear nothing
that they said.

Theinvisible ones, those he sensed were most dangerous, moved silently aswel asinvisibly. The few
he could see, near the end of the column, made noise as they moved through the forest. He waited until
they passad him, then rose and followed the sounds of the visible ones.

They were close, only afew hundred more metersto the spot where the Fairfax had detected what
appeared to be aman. Schultz, ill the first man in the column, was rounding an upthrusting of rock when
he stopped. His nose crinkled as he sniffed the air. The pungent aroma of an unbathed body wafted to
him. He did hisinfrascreen into place and carefully examined the mountainsdeto hisfront. All that
showed ininfraweretiny, flegting specks that were probably small amphibians going about their business.

"Someone's near."
"Canyou tell where?' Dornhofer asked.

Schultz raised hisinfraand sniffed again. The light breeze was coming from hisfront. The way theair
seemed to eddy, he guessed the smdll came from somewhere on the other side of the upcropping, where
he couldn't see. "Wait, I'll check." He carefully picked hisway downhill until the woodier treesthat grew
that high on the mountain blocked hisview of the rocks. He sidled aong until he was sure hewaswell
beyond the end of the outcrop, then began climbing. Soon he smelled the pungent aromaagain, mixedin
with another, more fetid odor. He guessed whoever it was must be facing uphill and began circling to
approach him from the side. In hisright hand he carefully kept his blaster aimed where he looked. He
used hisleft to flip hisinfrascreen up and down as he examined the areain the visua and theinfrared.

There! He saw the signaturein infrared. He flipped hisinfraup and saw an emaciated man risng from
asguat and adjusting trousers that were dmost too ragged to bother with. A long knife hung from a
scabbard on hisbelt. A mass of brown dopped down the mountainside behind him, soiled leaves
scattered in and around the brown mass. Clearly held just found a survivor. He dropped the infra back
into place and carefully looked around. No other signatures. The man picked up a hand weapon, looked
around nervoudly, then began to climb the mountainsde.

"Freeze right there," Schultz ordered.
The man froze, his weather-beaten face blanched at the words.

"Wh-Who, where are you?' He didn't move except for his head and panicky eyes as he searched for
the source of Schultz'svoice. The pistol dangled from hislimp hand.

"I've got you in my blaster sghts. Anyone else nearby?'
"N-No. I-I'm done." The man wasvisbly quivering.

A wet stain that spread suddenly on the seat of his pants convinced Schultz the man wastelling the
truth.

"Put your weapon down by your feet, then lay on your face."



While the man complied, Schultz reported his discovery on the command net.
"Rabbit, join him," Bass ordered. "I'll be right there.”

Ratliff left Schultz guarding the man as soon as he arrived and set his other men in positions uphill from
him.

"Wh-Who are you?' the man asked in aquaking voice. "What's going on here? Why can't | see
anybody?"

"Confederation Marines," Bass said [as] he arrived in time to hear the man's question. "Nobody sees
us until we want them to. Who're you?'

"Th-They cdl me Sharpedge.”
"Areyou one of the scientists from Aquarius?'
"No—y-yed I'm from Aquarius! I'm one of the scientigts. Yed!"

"A scientist called ‘ Sharpedge ? Why don't | believe that?' Bass said, eyeing the scabbard on the
man's belt. He softly padded to Sharpedge, swiftly drew the knife, and stepped back out of reach before
the man could move. "Nice blade, Sharpedge. What's ascientist doing with aknife like this?'Y ou don't
look likeafield biologist. Or ageologist." He tested the edge of the blade with histhumb; it was very
sharp.

"Th-There are things out here, aman needs to defend himsalf." Sharpedge raised his head and looked
about maniacally. Bass grunted.

"Wh-Where areyou? If | can't see you, how do | know you aren't one of those things?"
"Do ‘thosethings spesk Confederation English?!
"|—I don't know."

"Wadl," Bass said waking around to the front of the prone man, "do ‘thosethings look likethis?' He
squatted and raised his screensto show hisface.

"People! Were saved!" Sharpedge scrabbled forward until his groping hands touched invisble
clothing, and hugged Basssknees. "Y oureredly Marines! We're saved, we're saved,” he burbled,
before breaking down in tears.

CHAPTER 19

Wheatever it was that had scared Sharpedge so badly, once he began trying to describeit to the Marines,
he broke down into wild screaming and clutched Basss legs even more tightly. Bass shook his head and
gently disengaged Sharpedge's arms from around hislegs. They weren't going to find out much about
"those things' until the man camed down. "Are there any other survivors?' he asked.

"Yes, yes," the emaciated man gasped. "Y es, about a dozen, there's George, Rhys, Lowboy,
Minerva—"

" *About’ adozen? Don't you know?" Schultz muttered.
"Y es, adozen, adozen," Sharpedge answered quickly, wiping tears from his cheeks.
"Where? How far?' Bass needed to know.

"Not far, no, not far! Just back up the dope! Not far! Georgie makes us come down here to shit
‘cause he don't like usdoin' it back in the cave.”

"You'reliving in acave?' Hyakowa asked.



"Yes, abig one. Just up the mountain.”

Bass spoke into the command net. "Dr. Bynum, would you come up here with one of the corpsmen?
He turned back to Sharpedge. "Okay, so there's adozen of you, you'reliving in acave just up the
mountain from here. And you're scientists?’

The prostrate man nodded vigoroudly.
"Just what kind of ‘science’ do you practice?' Bass asked
"I'm achemical, er, achemicari, like, you know?'

Dr. Bynum, accompanied by a corpsman and the unbidden Lieutenant Snodgrass, who'd been trying
all day for an excuseto get to the head of the column, came up and stood beside Bass. Briefly Bass
explained what he knew about Sharpedge. "Can you check him out real quick, Doctor? He looks half
dead. I'd like to know if he's capable of leading usto the rest of the survivors.”

Sharpedge shied awvay when Bynum tried to touch him. Then he noticed Owen, perched precariously
on the corpsman's medkit. The woo glowed a pinkish red and its huge eyes stared unblinking a
Sharpedge, indicating intense curiosity. "What the hell isthat?' Sharpedge shouted.

"That's Owen," Dr. Bynum replied. "Don't worry, he eats rocks. Now relax, I'm adoctor. How do
you fed?" Sharpedge nodded that he was dl right. Bynum produced her field diagnogtic kit and began
checking the man'svitd gns, asking him questions while she read his pulse, temperature, respiration,
blood pressure. "When's the last time you had abath?' she asked, wrinkling her nose. Sharpedge just
grinned, reveding yellowed, broken teeth. "That'swhat | thought,” she said grimly.

Finished, she stood up and faced Bass. "He's alittle malnourished, low on trace mineras, but good
blood pressure, suffering from amild bacteria diarrhea but otherwisein pretty good shape. What have
you been edting?' she asked Sharpedge.

Sharpedge shrugged. "We got some food from Aquarius a couple of weeks ago, but until then we ate
the dimies, whenever we could catch ‘em, and ther€'s fungus and stuff that grows back in the cave wekin
egt, and little things like worms back in the pools, and some of them bugs with wingstoo—"

"Thismanisno scientist,” Snodgrassinterrupted. Bass silenced him with anasty ook.
"What are‘dimies ?' Dr. Bynum asked.

"Oh, those big frogs like, with the long tongues. The tongues are redlly good.”
"Hemeansthe ‘ledies” " Dean grimaced.

"Probably agood source of protein,” Dr. Bynum said.

"Well, Mr. Sharpedge, do you fed like taking usto see your friends?' Bass asked.
"Yessr!"

"Hammer, you and Mr. Sharpedge here take the point.”

Prodding Sharpedge forward with hisfoot, Schultz muttered, "L et's go." He'd try to stay upwind of the
captive dong theway.

In asavaged jumpsuit that had belonged to a proctologist named Morgan, Rhys Apbac scrambled
over the barricade, and once outside the cave, stretched luxurioudy in the bright sunlight. Therations
Cameron and the others had brought back from Aquarius Station, not to mention the clothing Rhyswas
wearing, had done wonders for the survivors morae.

Far down the dope Rhys spotted movement. That pisspot, Sharpedge, he thought. He watched the



figure scrambling up the rocky dope. As he got closer Rhys could see Sharpedge was carrying on a
conversation with someone—but hewas aone. "Findly logt it,” he muttered and shook his head. Then he
saw something out of the corner of his eye, a shadow maybe, but it looked as though a portion of one of
the boulders just behind Sharpedge had moved.

Now Sharpedge stopped and waved his arms vigoroudy. He shouted something but the wind carried
the words away. Undaunted, Sharpedge continued the climb.

That movement again! Thereit wasl Something had moved over the ground, Rhyswas sure of it. His
blood ran cold. Could the things camouflage themsalveslike that? Were they following that little shit
directly to the hideout? Y es! He'd heard stories of animals on Old Earth that could change color to blend
with their surroundings. He turned to shout out awarning when he spotted something else. About fifty
meters behind Sharpedge aman waked out from behind a boulder. He was followed immediately by
severd others, walking in astaggered line with intervals between them; they were definitdly human. As
Rhyswatched, three more emerged and continued walking up the dope behind Sharpedge.

"We're saved! Were saved!" Sharpedge was shouting, his voice thin and reedy on the wind, but the
message was unmistakable. Rhys yelled for the others to come out of the cave. Cameron wasthefirst to
emerge. He stood silently beside Rhys as Sharpedge drew near.

Breathing heavily, Sharpedge covered the remaining distance in afew bounds. Anidiotic grin on his
face, he stood before Rhys, his chest heaving so hard he couldn't spesk for afew moments so he
gestured to hisright. Schultz raised hisinfra screen, and hisface eerily appeared beside Sharpedge. "Hi,"
he said. Cameron caught his bresth when he saw the face. "Confederation Marines," he whispered,
"they're wearing chameleons.”

"Marines! The Marines have landed! We're saved!" Sharpedge gasped. The other Marinesin the point
element established a perimeter around the cave mouth, and in afew moments Bass and Staff Sergeant
Hyakowaarrived, followed immediately by Dr. Bynum and Lieutenant Snodgrass, who had refused to
return to his position near the rear of the column as Bass had told him to. Basstold the rest of the platoon
to wait where they were and remain aert.

Snodgrass shouldered hisway to where Bass and Hyakowa were standing. Suddenly he caught his
breath and his heart skipped abeat. Shoving Bassrudely aside and grinning stupidly, he extended his
hand to the pirate and said in aloud voice, "Dr. Morgan | presume?’ Thiswas the triumphant culmination
of the lieutenant's plans and the herdd of a bright future. This moment would go down in history!
Snodgrass was on top of the universe a that instant and king of al he surveyed.

Snodgrass couldn't explain the ring held found back at the station—maybe Morgan had a brother
aong, Morgan was acommon enough name—»but held seen enough stills and vids to know that the man
standing before him was the famous scientist. Most convincing was the fact that he was wearing a
jumpsuit with the BHHEI logo over the right breast pocket and aname tape over the left that read in big
black letters, MORGAN. Cameron had brought it back from Aquarius Station and given it to Rhys.

"Isthat true? Areyou Dr. Henry Morgan?' Bass asked.

Rhys looked at the lieutenant's outstretched hand and then at Bass. "Hell no," he replied, atouch of
annoyancein hisvoice. "My nameis Rhysand I'm agoddamn pirate. | demand to be arrested.”

Bass reached out with one hand, seized Lieutenant Snodgrass by the collar and physically jerked him
back, spun him around, and shoved him toward the rear of the column. "And stay out of my way—sar!"
hesad.

Rhys began jumping up and down and dancing with Lowboy, who had just come out of the cave.
They were joined by the rest of the survivors. Minerva stood quietly beside Cameron, and he took her
hand and held it in his own, as the others screamed and shouted with joy. Sharpedge laughed and
nodded, smiling idicticaly, and grinned at the Marines sanding beside him.



"Quiet!" Bass shouted severd times. "Thisman here tdlls us you were attacked by some kind of
mongters. What kind—" This started another round of hysteria

"Horrible..."

"Biglikeamanand dimy..."

"Snoutsfull of teeth...”

"They breathefire!"

"No! No! They have sticksthat shoot fire! | saw Johnny burned divel"
"No! No! Somekind of liquid they spray from their nosesand...”

"Shut up!™ Cameron shouted. He shouted severad more times and gradually the hubbub died away.
"I'm George Cameron, Gunny, and I'min charge here."

Bass cocked a curious eyebrow at being addressed as"Gunny," but kept quiet to et the man talk. It
didn't necessarily mean anything that Cameron knew what to cal him.

After al, some people outside the military were familiar with the Marine Corps rank structure and
forms of address.

Lowboy snorted at Cameron's statement, but declined to say anything.

"Wereadl that's|eft of the Red 35 Crew pirate company,” Cameron continued. "Over ahundred of us
came hereto raid this place, but somebody else came too and we were ambushed. We've been stranded
about ayear. The things that attacked us and killed the scientists before we arrived are intdlligent, though
they aren't human. | think they're amphibians. They have weapons that spray some sort of corrosive
substance that dissolves human flesh and bone. They can bekilled. | shot two of them. We don't know
how many there are or where they come from. | think they know where we are, but for some reason
they'veleft usdone. And now, Gunny, | formally request you arrest us and transport usto the nearest
magistrate to stand trid for our crimes. But first, would you kindly get usthe hdll off this planet?’

During the short speech Hyakowa stared intently a Cameron. There was something, he couldn't quite
put hisfinger on it, but the platoon sergeant had the uncanny feeling he'd seen this man somewhere
before.

"Y ou recognized my rank," Bass said matter-of-factly. He too felt there was something familiar about
thisman.

"OlI' Georgie knows alot about military stuff,” Rhys said. Since Cameron had returned from Aquarius
with supplies, held come to respect their putative leader more and was no longer so quick to criticize him.

"We only ask that you get us off this stinking world as quickly asit's convenient, Sergeant,” Cameron
said, hoping he could change the subject.

"Intime Migter...Cameron, did you say?' Bassreplied. "First | want my medica team to examine your
men—and women." Some of the pirates definitely were femaes, and the one clinging to Cameron'sarm
might not be too bad-looking if she was cleaned and fattened up abit. "I think asthe ground commander
here | must have somelegd authority to put you under restraint, but ultimately it's the captain of the
CNSS Fairfax County, whichisin orbit, who'll have to take responsbility for you." Heturned to Dr.
Bynum. "Lieutenant Commander, would you examine the, uh, survivors? Meanwhile, Mr. Rhysand Mr.
Cameron, | want you two to tell Staff Sergeant Hyakowa and me everything you know about the, uh,
‘things that attacked you."

Bassled the pair to alarge boulder and they squatted in its shade. He would have been glad to move
ins de the cave mouth for the damp breeze that was coming out from theinterior, but it stank so badly
that he decided to stay in the open air. After checking the platoon's perimeter security, Hyakowajoined



them.
"Thisis Staff Sergeant Wang Hyakowa, third platoon's platoon sergeant,” Bass said.

"Does that mean you're the platoon commander, Gunny? No officer?' Cameron asked. He cursed
himsdlf for opening hismouth.

Basslooked at Cameron amoment before replying. " Our officer waskilled on another deployment,”
he answered. "Now, tell mewhat you know about the things that attacked you."

"Well," Cameron began, "they look like—I don't know," he shuddered, "like—"

"Like sdlamanders or somethin'," Rhys answered. "Only bigger, and their ams and legs are bigger too,
but they don't have hands exactly. And they stand like men."

"They areaviciousand intdligent life-form," Cameron added. "They atack with neither warning nor
provocation. They have weapons that spray their targets with some kind of acid that acts almost
immediately. Dissolves flesh and bone. | think it disspates quickly, though. And when they're shot with a
blaster, they go up in aflash, burn themsalvesto avapor.”

"How many of them are there?' Hyakowa asked.
Cameron shook hisheed. "Lats, isal | can say."
"Where are they now?" Bass asked.

Again Cameron shrugged. "They're down in the swamp. | think they're some kind of amphibious
life-form and they prefer to spend most of their timein damp, dark places. | figure were high and dry
here so that's one reason they haven't comefor us, but | just don't know™

"Liketheledies?' Bassasked. "That is, thoselarge, froglike amphibians, the things you've been feeding
off of ?"

Rhyslaughed. "Hdl no! Nothing like them.”
"Arethey indigenous?’

Cameron was surprised by the question, but on reflection it made sense. If those things were native to
Society 437, surely they would have made their presence known sooner than they had. Buit if they
werent... Just then he didn't want to think about what that implied. "I don't know."

"Areyou surethey're ill here? When was the last time you saw any?"
Cameron looked at Rhys and Lowboy. "How long'sit been, afew months, right?"
Rhys grimaced. "That's too recent. Better if we never saw them.”

"Okay," Bass said after a pause. "Go back and have our medical people check you out, then welll talk
about what we're going to do with you."

After they were gone, Bass and Hyakowa stayed in the shadow of therock for awhile. "1 have the
strangest fedling, boss, that | know that Cameron guy from somewhere.”

Bass nodded. "But right now, Wang, you get a couple of men together and start gathering personal
details on these pirates. | need to talk to Captain Tuit "

"And then what, Charlie?'

Bass clapped his platoon sergeant firmly on the shoulder. "And then we get out of here, Wang. We get
out of here"

Staff Sergeant Hyakowa picked Corporal Pasguin and Lance Corpora Deanto assst himin
interviewing the pirate survivors. Most of them gave their real names, but the Marines recorded whatever
names and persona historiesthe pirates offered. When Hyakowa told them cooperation would hasten



their departure from Society 437, they were more than forthcoming. Everyone but Cameron.

"George Cameronismy red name, Sergeant.” He rolled down hisright deeve as he spoke. One of the
corpsmen had just given him abadly needed shot of vitamins.

"Mr. Cameron, | know you from somewhere," Hyakowa said.

Cameron looked away abruptly. "No, | don't think so, Sergeant. Weve never met before.”
"But you were aMarine, weren't you?"

"N-No. Of course not."

Dean and Pasquin looked on as the two talked. Cameron did seem familiar to Dean, but he couldn't
place him. Maybe if he could see the man's face without the beard he could remember where he'd met
him. Thevoicewas naggingly familiar.

" *Cameron’ ?‘ Cameron’ ?' Dean mused. "What nationdity isthat?' Cameron, caught unawares, did
not answer. "Y ou know, in college | read abook called The Decameron, by afourteenth century Italian,
Giovanni Boccacio. It reminds me alittle of you guys here. 1t's about a bunch of people who flee the

plague—"
"Who did you say wrote that book?' Hyakowa asked sharply.

Dean was gartled by the platoon sergeant's tone. Cameron went white. "Uh, that was Giovanni
Boccacio, Staff Sergeant.”

With awild shout Hyakowajumped on Cameron and threw him to the ground, knocking the wind out
of hislungs. He began strangling the pirate with both hands. Pasquin and Dean were so startled by the
attack that for afew secondsthey could only gape in astonishment at their platoon sergeant. Minerva
acted firdt, legping onto Hyakowa's back and trying to pull his head off. She screamed furioudly;
Hyakowa shouted curses; and Cameron gasped and gagged as his face began to turn blue.

Pasquin stepped forward and grabbed Hyakowas right arm, levering it back with al his strength. "No!
No, Staff Sergeant!" he shouted. "Stop! Let him up, for chrissakes." Dean shook off his surprise and
stepped up to wrench Minerva off Hyakowa's back. Everyone el se stopped what they were doing and
stared at the group. Dean grabbed the platoon sergeant’s other arm and, together with Pasquin, pulled
him off the gasping pirate and dragged him backward.

"What the hdll'sgoing on herel" Bass asked as heran up to thetrio.

"That sonofabitch is Baccaciol Ensgn Baccacio!" Hyakowa gasped, spittle flying from hislips, hisface
purple with the intense hatred that possessed him. He sucked air into hislungs. "He's back, Charlie, a
goddamn criminal now, and I'm going to break his neck!" Hetried to break the hold Pasquin and Dean
had on him but they held fast.

"He'sright, he'sright, Gunny!" Dean said. "I recognize hisvoice now! It's Baccacio! It redly id”
Bassknelt beside the prostrate man. "Are you redlly my former platoon commander?’
"Yes, yes, Gunny, it'sme," Baccacio gasped.

"Y ou sonofabitch,” Bass sighed. Baccacio was the man who'd abandoned him in the Martac Waste on
Elned and left aman behind after the Siad warriors attacked the platoon at the village of Turlak Yar, the
most disgraceful conduct on the part of aMarine officer Charlie Bass had ever heard of. And there he
was, leading aband of pirates on this godforsaken world. Bass stroked the butt of his hand-blaster
speculatively. No, no time for revenge now. ™Y ou weren't worth a shit as an officer and now look at what
you've become." He turned to Hyakowa. "L et him loose." They stepped back, ready to grab him again if
he sprang back to the attack. But Hyakowa just stood till, breathing heavily. "Wang, thisman is our
prisoner. Don't touch him again,” Bass said.



Minerva helped Baccacio to hisfeet. Tentatively, he massaged histhroat where red welts were
beginning to appear. "l guess| shouldve picked an diaslike* Smith,” huh?" hesaid, awry smileon his
face. Only Pasquin thought the remark worth alaugh. "Y eah, Gunny, itsmeadl right," he continued ina
rasping voice. "l screwed up back on Elneal and | screwed up even worse when | became apirate. |
don't blame Hyakowafor trying to kill me. I've had that coming for along time now. And I'm your
prisoner, no argument about that. The only thing | want to ask you—not for me, but for my friends
here—isto get usthe hell off this place. What happensto me after that | deserve, severd timesover.”

Bass spoke into the platoon net and caled up his squad leaders. Dr. Bynum and Lieutenant
Snodgrass, atracted by the commotion, also joined the smal command group.

"Okay," Bassinformed everyone, "'nobody's going anywhere for awhile." That dicited ashout of
angry dismay from al the pirates except Baccacio, who just stood silently in front of Bass. "I've talked
this over with Captain Tuit and he agrees. Our mission now isto find out what happened here, and to do
that we've got to find those ‘things.” " He turned to address Baccacio directly. ™Y ou people have seen
them and you know what they're capable of. | can't send you back to the Fairfax County until weve
eliminated them, and I'll need you for that. Y our women can go up as soon aswe can get themto a
landing zone for an Essay to comein, but you men will stay with me.”

"I an't gaying herel" Lowboy shouted. "I ain't staying!" Severd other pirates muttered their agreement.

"Let metdl you men something. Listen carefully.” Basslooked in turn at each of the bedraggled pirates
now gathered around in aloose semicircle. Y ou will dowhat | tell you to do or | will shoot you dl. You
men are going with me and no more discussion.”

"Gunny, how about some wegpons, then?' Baccacio asked.

Bass stared at the former ensign in astonishment. "Redlly, Mr. Baccacio, what kind of fool are you
anyway?' Heturned to his squad leaders. " Saddle the men up. Were—"

"Sergeant,” Lieutenant Snodgrassinterrupted, "1 think you should send these pirates back to the
Fairfax County. They'reunrdigble criminas—"

"Yeah," Rhysinterjected, " ‘unreliable,” that's us. And we're dangeroustoo! ™

"—untrustworthy men, and you can't count on them not to betray you. | think you'd be far better off
going without them. I'll escort them back to the ship, if you'd like."

"No, Lieutenant,” Bassreplied.

Snodgrasss face reddened. " Sergeant, | am the ranking line officer in this party,” hereplied,
emphasizing "line officer,” which clearly excluded Lieutenant Commander Bynum, who outranked him,
but asamedica officer could exercise no command authority in an operationd situation. "I think | should
talk to Captain Tuit myself and transmit my observations before you do anything further.”

"Lieutenant, thelineto the bridgeis open,” Bassreplied camly, folding hisarms.

Snodgrass hesitated briefly, surprised that Bass had acquiesced so easily. Then he asked the watch
officer on the bridge to patch him through to Captain Tuit. "Put Gunnery Sergeant Bass on with you,
Lieutenant,” Captain Tait ordered as soon as he cameinto the net. "Now, Lieutenant, what do you want
to tell me?' he asked as soon as Bass acknowledged he was on. Snodgrass explained the situation.

"And what do you recommend, Lieutenant?' the captain asked, hisvoice deceptively mild.

"Send the prisoners back right now, sir, and put mein command of the rest of this operation. Sergeant
Bass can take care of tactical matters, but | should be the one to make the strategic decisons.”

" *Strategic decisions ?' Tuit mused. "Gunnery Sergeant Bass?'
"Sir, if the lieutenant getsin my way again, I'll send him back on the next Essay aong with the women."



"Widll, Lieutenant, | guessthat'sthat.”
"But, Sr!"

"Lieutenant, you came along on this operation asagpecia communications officer. Well, to
communicate effectively you haveto listen. Y ou aren't listening. Now, Lieutenant, wipe your nose, stick
your handsin your pockets where they won't get you into any trouble, and stay out of Gunny Basssway.
Skyhawk out."

Snodgrass stood with his mouth open. He had just been reprimanded by a senior office—who
knowingly did it within the hearing of enlisted men!

"All right!" Bassturned to his squad leaders. "Wemove out at firgt light. Our objectiveisanidand
about halfway to Aquarius Station.” He pointed northwest, toward where the maps showed anidand, a
direction far from the route they'd taken to reach the mountain. "That idand can probably serve asa
landing zone for an Essay. Once we've got it secured, the women go out.”

Minerva spoke up. " Sergeant, | want to stay here with Georgie.”

Bassregarded her for amoment. All the pirates knew what they were up againg, they had seen the
crestures and knew what they could do. Y &t, unlike the men, Baccacio's woman was willing to stay on
Society 437 if her man did. What the hell did she seein him?"Well see," he replied. He turned back to
his squad leaders. "' Set secure night positions, one-third alert.”" While the Marines were organizing the
night perimeter, he had Dupont notify the waiting Dragons when and where to meet them.

After an uneventful night, they moved out at daybreak. On the way to theidand, Bass got a message
from the Fairfax that made him wish he'd decided to meet the Dragons somewhere on the mountain and
ride them through the swamp. Those things were still around and dangerous.

CHAPTER 20

"Ralston, everything up?' Senior Chief Hayes asked his number one, Boatswain's Mate First Class
Ragon.

"Infra, motion, sounders, the works," Ralston replied. "Even got two RPVs up there quartering the
areafor acoupleklicksin every direction.”

"Good. Let me know if anything shows up on them."”
"Ayeaye, Chief."
"I mean that. Anything on any sensor.”

Ra ston looked up at the chief. Hed seen the remains in Aquarius and some of the remains the med-sci
team sent up to the Fairfax from Centra Station. He knew that what they might be up against was
worse than anything held ever heard of. "I mean it too, Chief. Gonnabe a snowy day on Alhambra
before me or any of the boys dips up on this assgnment.”

Chief Hayes|ooked around the room, his control room, buried as deep asit could get in the Aquarius
admin center, which wasn't as deep as he would have liked. Four sailors, dl armed, were at consoles,
senses glued to the data coming in at them. None of them were technicians, they were dl boatswain's
mates and deckhands. He'd picked the toughest men in the Fairfax County's crew for thisjob. The men
he knew were the best bar fighters, the best shots, and the coolest under physical pressure. They might
not be the best and brightest among the crew, but in afight, they were the ones he wanted covering his
back. They and the four escorting the techs, who were investigating whatever it was they were
investigating throughout the station. Ten men, including himself and Ralston, and alone Dragon. Thet'sall
he had to defend the placeif those things, whoever or whatever they were, came cdling.



Helooked back at Ralston. ™Y ou give me warning if sSomeone's coming, we can beat off an army.”
"You givemethearmy, I'll give you thewarning.”

Hayes squeezed Ra ston's shoulder appreciatively and left to check on the techs and their escorts. He
hefted his blaster into amore comfortable position for carrying. Idly, he wondered how those Marines
managed to carry the damn wegpons dl the time without pulling something out of joint.

The Master sat cross-legged in the squared-off cave, aroom in one of many such formations his
fighters and watchers had located during the past year. Smal lights set in the corners near the celling
provided adequate illumination. The watcher who had sat so quietly for three days, watching Aquarius
Station, kndlt in front of him, bowed over so her forehead touched the mat-covered floor. For the
occasion, since watchers were seldom called to give reports to the Master themsealves, her scale-hair had
been untangled and aflowing robe draped over her so she more resembled afemale of the leader class.
The Master found her amost presentable, dmost a person. He stifled a snicker at the thought. That
would be undignified. He brushed away theidea of keeping her for that night's bed almost before the
thought formed.

"Give meyour report,” he growled. "Raise your head so | can properly hear you," he added when she
began speaking into the mat at her face.

The watcher placed her handsflat on the floor and raised her face; her eyes stayed properly down.

"Master, the Earth barbarians came as you said they would. They werein five of their water-dancing
vehicles. They stayed lessthan one full day, then they left infour of their water-dancers. Most of them—"
Shefdtered. "This—This one thinks most of them—" Her face twisted with the pain she expected her
next statement to bring to her. "This one could not tell for sure. Most of them wereinvisible."

The Magter restrained himsdlf from lashing out at the watcher. Invisble?"If they wereinvisible, how
do you know they were there to begin with?" he asked gruffly.

"Madgter, thisone could fed their presence.” Shetwisted her arms, drawing her elbows away from her
sdesto indicate shefelt their e ectric emanations through the sensors on her sides.

The Master grunted.

She gave thetime and direction of the departure then continued, "This one watched very carefully,
Master. This one came to recognize differences between the barbarians so this one could tell them apart.
There are deven who this one saw and can recognize. There might be more who thisone did not see
often enough to distinguish. Four that this one saw and can recognize carry instruments of some sort, but
do not seem to have weapons. The othersal carry the forever guns.”

"Where are their positions?”

"This one thinks there are some that stay in the water-dancer. At least this one saw barbarians carry in
things that were smaler when they came out. Thisone never saw any come out without first going in. The
others, everyone this one knows of, stay in the building with small rooms and files. The oneswith
insruments are aways accompanied by one with aforever gun. They go into the other buildings but
aways comeout again.”

"Do they have aroutine?'

"No, Master. They come and go at odd hours, except for three times a day when one of them carries
apackage to the water-dancer."

The Master thought for amoment before deciding the watcher had told him al she knew. He
wondered why she said some of them wereinvisible. Was it possible? That watcher was the first who



wasin aposition actualy to see the newly arrived barbarians. No, it couldn't be, the barbarians from
Earth were not sophisticated enough to even think of making themsalvesinvisible.

"Take her away and beat her for lying," he said to one of the leaders. Even if truthful, watchers needed
to be besten occasionally to keep them dert.

The watcher went quiet and docile after one smal cry when the leader grasped her arm.

The half hour before dawn is one of those times when people, no matter how awake, are least dert.
Alertness a that hour requires a specid effort. Perhapsit is because back in the primordia murk of the
ancestors of modern man, that was the hour when protopeopl e began to awaken for the new day, and
the night predators were returning to their lairs. Hardly anyoneis dert while waking up, and when the
predatorsarein their lairs, thereisno need for dertness.

The half hour before dawn was when aforce of forty fighters closed their noose. Earlier, they had
dithered out of the water onto the idand and began crawling toward the admin building. They didn't come
onto land in one group; except for an arc in front of the Dragon, they were scattered around the idand's
perimeter. Neither did they al come ashore at the same moment. Thelir times were staggered so they
would al be at the same distance from the admin center at the half hour before dawn. They moved in
short rushes, now in one direction, now in another, mimicking the movement of the local amphibians. A
technician would have to have been very dert to notice the pattern reported by the motion detectors—as
dert as someone would be ahdf hour after dawn. They were within seventy-five meters of the admin
center before Seaman First Class Broward noticed the pattern.

"They'recoming!" he shrieked when he redized the random movement he was watching on the motion
display wasn't random. His hand dapped the panic button, sounding an darm throughout the admin
building. The darm wasloud enough for the attackers to hear. Simultaneoudy, the panic button sent an
alarm to the Dragon and beamed an dert to the Fairfax.

"Up! " aleader barked. "Charge!"

The leaders and fighters legped to their feet and raced toward the admin building. The Six nearest the
Dragon ran to it. The doors to the admin building were locked, and the ground floor windows shuttered
or barricaded. The Dragon was buttoned down for the night. The six reached the Dragon just asits
engineroared and it lifted on itsair cushion. That didn't phase the fighters; they knew what their wegpons
could do.

They had never before come against awater-dancer, but they had faced ground-effect vehicles at
Centra Station and were confident their weapons could destroy it. They pointed their nozzles and
sprayed. Patterns were etched on the armor of the Dragon's sides and small holes appeared on its thinner
skirts. Air jetted out through the holes, and the Dragon sagged on its reduced cushion.

Franticaly, the driver shot forward to get out of range of the weapons, but one |eader was close
enough to jump and grab atie-down near the rear of the Dragon. He scrambled onto itstop. Groping in
the predawn dark, his hands and feet found additional tie-downs, wires, spokes, and knobsto hold onto
and he used them to pull and push himself forward. As he crawled he broke every hold fragile enough to
snap or bend under the pressure of his hands or feet. He knew some of those things alowed the Dragon
to communicate. Others were probably sensors that showed the crew the outside world. With luck, he
was isolating and blinding the water-dancer.

In the crew compartment monitors and displays blanked out.

"Shit!" swore Mechanic's Mate Third Class Agropalis, the Dragon commander. " One of them's on top
of us. Spinit, try to throw him off," he ordered Seaman Second Class Omega, the driver.

Omega stomped on his pedals and dammed his control stick left and right, and the Dragon dewed and



jerked so violently it would have tossed the crew around if they hadn't been strapped in.
More monitors and displays went blind.

"Shit," Agropolisswore again. "Turn around, seeif you can get the gun on any of them. I'm going
topside." He drew his hand-blaster, waited a second for the Dragon to reverse its facing, then opened the
commander's hatch and stood up. He twisted around to face the top of the Dragon and struggled to bring
his hand-blaster to bear. He couldn't see enough of the top from where he was. He reached out with his
free hand for ahold and pulled himsdlf higher. The gun next to him cracked and shook him when it fired.
He had to brace the hand that held his weapon on the face of the Dragon to keep from losing hisgrip and
faling back into the crew compartment. He lurched upward, one hand on the hold, the other braced on
the dope, and saw a shape that didn't belong on top of his vehicle. He fought against the jerking and
shuddering of the violently maneuvering vehicle to get afirmer grip on the hold and raised his
hand-blaster. He took too long.

The leader had both feet and one hand on solid holds when he heard the commander's hatch clank
open. Ingantly, he pointed his weapon to the front. When a head rose over the forward edge of the
water-dancer, he brought the nozzle of his gun to bear and fired. The barbarian took the full Sreaminthe
face and fdll back, unable to even scream in the agony of hisdesath.

The water-dancer's gun cracked again, and aball of fire struck two fighters, who flared up and went
into forever. Keeping his weapon at the ready, the leader scrabbled forward and looked over the edge at
the front dope of the water-dancer. The barbarian he'd just shot hung backward over thelip of his hatch,
historso and hips bouncing and rolling with the violent movement of the vehicle. Holding astightly ashe
could, theleader lowered himself far enough to jam the nozzle of his gun through the hatch past the legs
of the dead barbarian. He angled it toward where he thought the driver was and sprayed.

Seaman Second Class Omega screamed when the acid flow hit his side and began egting away his
flesh. His agonized, dying thrashing struck the controls and made the Dragon buck more violently than
when held madeit buck deliberately.

The bucking broke the leader's hold and he did down the front of the Dragon. He let go of hisweapon
and grasped for holds with both hands, but the bucking and dewing were too violent and things dipped
past hisfingers before he could close on them. He hit the ground and the Dragon rolled, twisting and
turning, over him. Thejets of air the huge vehicle rode on dammed him from one direction, battered him
from another, somped on him from a third. He was mangled and dead before Omegas feet did off the
pedas and the Dragon settled itsfifteen tons on him.

An assault team of two leaders and a dozen fighters hit the rear of the admin building at the sametime
the six attacked the Dragon. They didn't waste any effort attempting to break in through the ground doors
or windows. Onefighter, alarge one, stood facing the building, hisfeet spread, hands braced against the
wall. A small one clambered onto his shoulders and gripped the windowsill just above his head. A third
fighter, carrying aheavy hammer, climbed up until hewas ableto fling one leg over the smdl one's
shoulder. He dammed the hammer against the window frame until it burst in, then dropped the hammer
as he clambered in through the opening. Before he could grasp his weapon, a barbarian threw open the
door of the room and sprayed rapid fire boltsinto it from his blaster. One hit the fighter and sent him into
forever. But by then aleader was through the window and sprayed a stream of acid at the barbarian. The
barbarian dropped his weapon and stumbled back into the hallway, screaming and tearing a his melting,
eroding flesh.

In amoment both leaders and dl of the fighters except the large one who was the base of their ladder
were in the room. One leader gave hand signals and the fighters raced out of the room then split into two
groupsto run in both directions. A moment later they were followed by another assault team of two
leaders and ten fighters. There were doors on both sides of the halway, many of them closed. The
fighters dammed open the doors that were closed, firing into the rooms, and sprayed into the open doors



before entering. Sometimes fire came out of the doorways, and one or severd fighters flashed into
oblivion before others were able to shoot into the rooms and kill their occupants. But whether the
barbarians died a one or took fighters with them, the barbarians aways died.

Three minutes after Seaman First Class Broward sounded the alarm, Senior Chief Hayes, Boatswain's
Mate Firgt Class Raston, their eight sailors, and the four techs were as dead as the crew of the crippled
Dragon.

The Master looked upon the scene. " Seventeen of them dead and only twenty of our fighters goneto
forever." He grunted in satisfaction. He looked to the south, toward where the Earth barbarian fighters
had joined up with the oneswho ran in disgrace rather than stand and die honorably. "We will destroy
them.” Helooked with restrained glee a the two forever gunsthat had survived thefighting. They will try
to take prisoners, he thought. They will not have a prisoner, not even for amoment of the short time they
haveleft dive.

CHAPTER 21

The watcher lay well-conceded in a marshy spot where she could observe the idand the Earth
barbarians now occupied in force. She had been there for along time—ong enough for even her to
notice the time was |long—since before the invisible ones arrived. Her sole mission wasto watch in the
direction of the mountain where the smelly ones dwelt. But it was the noisy ones she had been sent there
towait for, and to warn of their arrival. The Magter in hiswisdom knew they would comefor the smelly
ones, and then return through the swamp.

The receptors on her sides sensed the movement of the barbarians as they neared the idand and
climbed itsfar side, then she began to hear their voices. That was very strange because when she looked
toward the voices she saw no one. With some dight agitation, she observed the dectronic impul ses that
impacted her sensors, which told her the barbarians were where she heard the voices, aplace barely a
hundred meters away. Were the Earth barbariansinvisible? Those she had seen dead in their settlement
had been visible. She wondered idly why the new oneswereinvisible. After ashort time she saw some
barbarians with her eyes and was satisfied; they looked like the dead ones.

Later the earth trembled with the arrival of water-dancers. The watcher noted the time of thair arrival.

The visble barbarians stood tdler than the fighters and leaders, though not astal asthe large ones.
Even mostly submerged and a hundred meters downwind of the barbarians, the watcher could till smell
the presence of sodium chloride and other dementsin the fluids that the barbarians pale skin exuded.

Silent, dert, the watcher closaly regarded Lance Corpora Hammer Schultz, whom she couldn't see
with her eyes.

It took the platoon nearly al day to cross the swamp to the idand. Thetrip could have taken hdf the
time, but after recaiving word from the Fairfax about the attack on the navy security team at Aquarius
Station, Bass dowed the pace and put everyone on sharper dert. Thistime the things hadn't attacked a
bunch of scientists and technicians with no combat training, nor a pirate band that wasn't expecting a
fight; they'd wiped out atrained security team. They were every hit as dangerous as Baccacio and the
pirates had said.

Thetrek was especidly hard on the pirates and Dr. Bynum and her medical team, but none dared
complain, and Bynum was not about to advise Gunny Bass on histactics, especidly notin view of the
renewed danger. Lieutenant Snodgrass, knee-deep in mud and perspiring heavily while fighting off the
flying pests, was tempted to say something, but held learned hislesson—for the time being. Besides, the
tenson remained high, so everyone concentrated on staying aert. During the frequent bresks, people



remained mostly slent. When they did talk, it was only in whispers.

The sun was low on the horizon by the time Schultz reported reaching the idand. The ground rose
steadily where he came out of the swamp. Although it was surrounded by water and deep mud, and
covered by alayer of springy vegetation afew centimetersthick, theidand wasrdatively dry and firm.
Schultz declared the area solid enough to bring in an Essay. "But Gunny, | don't know. There's something
about this place—be very careful.”" Schultz warily eyed the vegetation that sorouted in the swamp, aware
of how eadily it could conced large numbers of people—or things—until they got very close.

Basswasingtantly aert. Schultz's sixth sense for danger was well-known and very religble. He
ordered the rest of the point element to proceed with extreme caution as they established adefensive
perimeter for the night. As dangerous asit was for the people planetside, Captain Tuit wasn't willing to
send an Essay down for anight landing. He felt there was a possibility—and Bass agreed with him—that
the things didn't know where the Marineswere. Landing an Essay would surely tell them.

"Okay, ladies," Bass said to the four pirate women after the Essay landed in the morning, "let's go. Get
on board the Essay and you're out of here." Three of the women did not have to be told twice and bolted
for the boarding ramp without so much as abackward glance a their men. They were criminastoo, and
they'd made very bad choicesin the men they'd picked as companions, but they weren't stupid. But the
woman called Minerva hesitated.

"Sergeant, | want to stay with Georgie. | dready said s0." She glanced at Baccacio as she spoke.
"Minnie, go with the others," Baccacio said quietly.
" ‘Georgi€ isnot hisname," Basssaid.

"I don't careif hisnameis Joe Shit, Sergeant,” Minervasnapped, "l stay with him." She grabbed
Baccacio'sdeave.

Bass consdered. Two things Charlie Bass admired were loydty to friends and guts. The woman had
both in Marine-like quantity, even if the quality was weak since the man she admired so much was
Baccacio, of dl people. Ah, yes, Baccacio. There was something different about him. Bass gave a mental
shrug. The woman might be agood influence on the former ensign, and it might turn out that Baccacio
could be of somered help to them. "What did you say your name was?' he asked her.

"Minerva, but Georgie calsmeMinnie. Y ou can cal meMinnie, Sergeant.”

"Okay, Minnie, you can day."

"You'refucking nutd" Rhys Apbac hollered. "Dumb bitch! Get on the ship,” he added.
"That's no way to talk to awoman, you dukshit,” Basssaid mildly.

Lieutenant Snodgrass, who had recovered somewhat from the long trek through the swamp, felt
compelled to reassert himsdlf "Gunny, | think you should send the femaes back to the Fairfax. It isnot
proper to expose them to danger.”

Bassraised an eyebrow. "Lieutenant, why don't we discussthisin private." He waked afew paces
away from the others and put his arm around Snodgrass's shoulder. The lieutenant winced at the
familiarity but wastoo tired to protest.

Speaking in alow voice so he would not be overheard, Bass said, "Lieutenant, you are pogitively the
sorriest example of an officer I've ever seen, bar none." Snodgrass stiffened and sucked in his breath
preparatory to an outburst, but Bass silenced him by continuing, ™Y ou have done nothing but screw things
up since you joined this operation. Great Buddha's bals, man, did you redlly think that big pirate was Dr.
Morgan? Do you know how silly you looked? Y ou've become alaughingstock, Lieutenant.” Bass



couldn't help but laugh at the memory of Snodgrasswith his hand stretched toward Rhys. " * Dr. Morgan,
| presume? " Bass said, recdling the lieutenant's words. He shook his head but couldn't keep himsalf

from laughing.

Snodgrass, astonished and taken aback, could only work his mouth silently.

Bass stopped laughing. "1'm sending the women back, al but Minerva, and she wantsto stay. Now,
Lieutenant, you've been flaunting your status as aline officer ever since we started on thismisson, but as
of right now you can take that Academy commission of yours and stick it straight up your ass. You area

mere communicator, and from what I've seen so far, not avery good one. Y ou svung aspot on this
operation for your own sdlfish reasons, Lieutenant. | know that and so does everyone el s

Snodgrass was shaking now, he was so angry, but Bass would not let him spesk.

"Now, we might need a communicator, so that's why 1'm keeping you here, despite the fact that you
areaworthlesslittle twit. But Lieutenant, if you mess up anymore, I'm not sending you back to the
Fairfax. Oh, no! I'm going to take you behind that fern tree over there and besat the living shit out of
you." Hetook hisarm off Snodgrass's shoulders and walked back to the command group without
another word, leaving the lieutenant fixed to the spot, gaping stupidly at Basssrapidly retresting back.

"Y ou and Snotty had alittle kissy-kissy sesson?' Hyakowa asked.

"Y eah, were good buddies now, Wang," Bassreplied brightly. "Now let's get everybody out of the
way so the Essay can take off."

While Bass conferred with his command group, the remaining pirates sat in the shade of alargefern
tree, adisconsolate group of frightened and hostile men. Baccacio and Minnie sat by themsaveswhile
the rest whispered in their own little group. Baccacio noted that Lowboy cast severa suspicious glances
hisway. Labaya stared sullenly at the ground, asif he did not like what Lowboy was saying. It was
evident to Baccacio that Labaya felt dgected because Maya had deserted him, and he'd never been that
fond of Lowboy or Rhys.

"That lieutenant, whats sname?" Lowboy whispered to the others.
"Shotglass, Snotgrass, something like that,” Rhys whispered back.

"Y eah, Snodgrass. Keegp your eye on him, boys. He's our ticket out of here.”
"Look at thelovebirds." Rhys nodded at Baccacio and Minerva.
"Ex-Marine." Lowboy spit the words out. "Keep both eyeson him.”

Baccacio decided to ignore the other men. "Honey, thanks for sticking by me, but you should have
gone with the other women.”

"I know, Georgie, but to hell withiit. | want to stay with you."

Good old Minnie, straight to the point, Baccacio thought. "Ther€ll be another opportunity, probably
very soon," he said. "'l want you to go when it comes up.”

"NO_"

He decided to change the subject. "Minnie, you know, I've got to stay with the Marines. There's
something | got to do.”

"What did you do to pissthem off at you?' Minervaasked

Baccacio told her briefly about his cowardice on Elnedl, how held lost his nerve and, worse, left men
behind in enemy territory when he ordered his platoon to run away. He told her how Hyakowa had
reacted then. "He wasright, Minnie. And now I'm at the end of my rope. I've got nowhere to go but up.”



Minerva shook her head. "Whatever you did back then, love, it doesn't make any differenceto me. |
seen what you're made of and I'm sticking with you." Those words were the finest compliment the
onetime Marine ensign had ever received. He leaned over and kissed Minnie full onthelips. Rhysblew a
long raspberry but the two ignored him.

"| thought about this, Minnie, even when | was doing my worst to forget. See, that'swhy | joined the
Red 35 Crew. | figured if | couldn’t be abrave man, I'd be abad one. | figured it was the Confederation
that screwed me up, not me. | wanted to get back at them all." He grimaced. "Guess | found out thet |
could be a pretty good bad man, huh, Minnie?"

She responded by punching him lightly on the shoulder.

"Well," he continued, "sooner or later these Marines are going to run up againgt those things, and when
they do, they'll need every hand they can get. Besides, we owe those bastard things akilling, alot of
killing." He paused and took a breath. "1'm not going to let these men down asecond time, Minnie." He
shook his head vigoroudly. "No. | just regret you might be therewith me. | don't think Charlie Bassredly
undergands what he's up againg thistime."

Bass cdled Staff Sergeant Hyakowaand Dr. Bynum to where he had established atemporary
command post in the shade of a Dragon. "Wang, | want you to send areinforced fire team east and
another one west. Have them go two kilometers. Schultz is antsy and Owen's been wearing hisalarm
colorsand quivering al over the place.”

"Owen'slike the canaries miners used to take underground in the old days," Dr. Bynum said. "When
they stopped singing, the miners knew they were in the presence of dangerous gases.”

"Yeah," Hyakowa added, "and that meant the canaries were already dead.”

Bass snorted. A dead Owen did not appedal to him. "Do ether of you have any ideawhat we might be
up agang?'

Dr. Bynum shrugged. "Whatever they are, they're deadly. | talked to the pirates extensively about
those things while | was examining them. Nobody could agree on precisely what they looked like or how
they killed their victims. Hell, the pirates were scared to death. Y ou saw how panicked they became
when we mentioned the things, and it's been ayear snce their only encounter with them." She wanted to
add what they'd done to the security team at Aquarius, but she'd known Chief Hayes and most of the
other sallorswho died there. She knew they were good men, brave men, and even thinking about their
being killed by those thingswas too painful.

"Yeah," Hyakowa added, "they dl say the things shout something when they attack but nobody can
agree on whether it'swords or animal noises. But one detail's consstent. The things killed with wegpons
or organsthat spray adeadly acid. And how do you explain the missing electronic equipment?’

"Gunny, we might be up againg avery intdligent dien life-form here, something more than fdinoids
with an overwhelming desire for agood grooming,” Dr. Bynum said.

"Or awarm meal," Bass added. He had aready concluded that. "1 wonder how al those scientists
could live herefor so long, exploring and testing everything like they did, without running into those things.
Arethey native here or—"

Hyakowa shuffled hisfeet. "Intelligent diens? If they aren't from here, then...?" The three of them
dlently contemplated theimplications.

"Well, well find out,” Bass said. "Now, Wang, get your patrols moving. Have them both turn around
an hour and ahdf after sarting out even if they haven't made aklick and ahalf. Tomorrow well call for a
hopper from the Fairfax and do afull-scale reconnaissance.”



Hyakowa nodded and |eft to organize the recons.

"Doctor, I'm real glad you volunteered to stay behind with us, but please, for tonight anyway, | want
you and your medica team to fort up in one of the Dragons.”

Dr. Bynum's mouth twitched up in atiny smile, agrimace to anyone who didn't know her. "Sure,
Gunny.”

"Can you use that blaster?' Bass nodded at the handblaster Bynum had procured from somewhere
and was now wearing dung from her equipment belt.

"Yes, and | will useitif | haveto." Shewas smiling broadly.

"Widl, Doc, good to have you dong," Bass said, standing up. He needed to talk to Sergeant Kelly
about the platoon's night dispositions. Actudly, he would have enjoyed just conversing with Dr. Bynum
for awhile. Her ebullient persondity and sound common sense appeded to him. He also knew she was
steady under fire, and he respected that in anyone, man or woman.

"Taketwo aspirinsand cal mein the morning,” Dr. Bynum replied.

After Bass departed, Bynum sat in the shade for awhile, Sipping coffee one of the corpsmen had
prepared. She liked Bass for the same reasons he respected her. I'll bet that bastard is good in bed, she
thought, and her smile widened.

"May | tak to you for amoment, Doctor?" Lieutenant Snodgrass asked. Bynum started. Hed come
upon her unnoticed, and she was not in amood to deal with him just then. But her professiona ethic
overrode her inginct.

"Sure”

Snodgrass squatted down and drew circlesin the sand between hisfeet before saying anything more.
"Doctor, | can't help noticing you get dong well with Sergeant Bass," he began. He said it in away that
implied there might be something more than professiond interest between them. Hot anger flashed
through her, but she said nothing. "Well," Snodgrass continued, "'l just don't understand him. I'm going to
prefer charges against him once we're back at base."

"For what, Lieutenant?' Bynum was frankly astonished.

"Disrespect. Insubordination,” Snodgrass said, waving ahand casudly. "Whatever."
"Lieutenant Snodgrass, you're lucky he doesn't have you up on charges.”
"Me?Don' beridiculous! He threatened me!”

"Wadl, I'm adoctor, not alawyer, Lieutenant, but the only thregt | ever heard Charlie Bass make to
you was to send you back to the Fairfax, and he had good reason to do that. And if you press charges
againg him, I'll be only too happy to testify to that effect. So consider carefully.”

Snodgrass shook his head and smiled deprecatingly, asif his suspicions had been confirmed. He said,
"| should've guessed. Yeah. It's* Charli€ Bassto you, ‘ Sergeant’ or ‘Gunny’ to therest of us. | should've
guesed.”

Dr. Bynum got to her feet. Hesitantly, Snodgrass aso stood. He was much taller than the doctor, but
she seemed to loom over him. "Lieutenant, kindly explain what you meant by that remark,” she said, her
voice carefully under control.

"You heard what | said, | said what | meant,” Snodgrass answered, somewhat defensively.

"If you ever question my professional competence again, my competence asamedica officer or asa
navy officer, it's| who will have your miserable ass up on charges, Lieutenant. And if you have anything
further to say about Gunnery Sergeant Bass, keep it to yoursdlf. He knows what he's doing, he'sin



charge down here, and our lives depend on him."

The two stood glaring at one another, Bynum regretting sheld lost control, Snodgrasstrying to think of
acomeback.

"She'sright, you know." Both were startled to see Baccacio standing nearby. Neither had seen him
approach. HEd come over to ask the doctor for a cup of coffee for Minnie and had overheard part of
the conversation.

"You! You?You'reagoddamned crimina!" Snodgrass blurted. "Y ou're also acoward!" he shouted.
"Y ou're a—a—an unfrocked Marine!"

"Yes, | am. All of the above," Baccacio answered mildly. Staff Sergeant Hyakowa had just come
down the ramp from the Dragon and now he stood silently to one side, listening. "'l was once as fouled up
asyou are now, Lieutenant, except | had even less judtification because | was an enlisted man before |
was commissioned. Y ou, with your Academy background, have only an imperfect military education. So
you'd better listen to the doctor, because when the shooting starts, Charlie Bass is the man you want on
your Sde, if you want to livethroughit.”

Snodgrass snorted, whirled about and stomped away .

"Could I bum acup of coffee from you, Doctor?' Baccacio asked. Bynum smiled and poured him
one.

As Baccacio walked away from the Dragon he looked up and only then redized Hyakowa had been
listening. Their eyes met briefly. Baccacio looked away quickly, but not before he saw Hyakowa give
him an amogt friendly nod.

About an hour into hisleg of the reconnai ssance, Sergeant Ratliff reported avery strange discovery:
hollowed-out mansized spots in the soft ground of amud bar. Most interesting of dl, the wallows—for
that'swhat they reminded Ratliff of—werefilled with some kind of organic materia. "It lookslike, uh,
well, something's been laying eggsin there. Gunny, | think we've found a breeding ground.”

But the most sartling discovery was made by Sergeant Bladon. He was so excited he forgot to use
proper radio procedure making hisreport. "Gunny! We found artifacts! We know what they look likel™

"Cam down, Tam," Basssaid. "What do they look like?"
"Gunny, they look like—they look like—well, they look like, uh, skinkd"

CHAPTER 22

Firgt squad's patrol made it back before the other patrol, and Sergeant Ratliff displayed the materia they
brought from the wallows—curved, |eathery objectsthat could well have been eggshdll fragments.

Dr. Bynum wasthefirst to examine them. She peered, poked, prodded, and twisted the fragments.
"I'd need to run afull analysis," she said to Bass when her examination was finished, "spectrum, culture,
molecular, the whole works. But, yes, they certainly resemble reptilian eggshd|s.”

Basslooked around. A few of the Marines, some of the medical team, and Lieutenant Snodgrass were
gathered around the doctor. But the pirates kept their distance and were casting apprehensive glances
toward them.

"Mr. Baccacio," Bass called out, "would you come here please.”
Almost reluctantly, Baccacio joined them.
"Ever seethesethings before?' Bass asked, and handed him an egg fragment.



Baccacio nodded. "Y egh. Thislookslike adimy egg. The big onesthat jump, they lay eggslikethis.
You cal them ledies. When wefirst discovered dimy eggs, wetried to eat some." Baccacio made aface.
"They'retoo runny to cook right, and they taste awful. The grown animas are edible, though even
thoroughly cooked, their megt isdimy, like okraor the stuff in scotch broth." Baccacio began to hand the
shell back, then looked at it again. "I don't know," he said after amoment in which he caculated the size
of thewhole egg.

"Thisseemsalot bigger than the eggswetried to eat.” Indeed, the curvature of the shell fragment
suggested the whole egg might have been the length of aman's hand, maybe bigger.

"Could it befrom abigger animal?" Bass asked.

Baccacio shrugged. "Maybe. We only took eggs from a couple of nests. After we found out how
awful they wereto eat, we stopped bothering with them. Maybe different dimieslay different-sized eggs,
maybe they grow after they'relaid... No, the eggs wouldn't grow. Would they?"

"Theseanimasdon't lay their eggsin water?' Dr. Bynum asked, ignoring Baccacio's question about
eggs growing.

He shook his head. "They may look like frogs, but they don't seem to have atadpole stage. They
make nests on mud bars where water can seep through the soil and keep them moist.”

Bass and the other Marines were disappointed. They'd hoped the eggs were laid by the dliens that
wiped out the scientific settlements. Knowing they were egg-layers and where one of their breeding
grounds was could be an important step in finding them and possibly capturing one, but Baccacio had
dashed that hope—unless the tool-users laid eggs too. Only theirswould probably be larger.

Just then second squad's patrol returned. Everyone was eager to seethe "artifact” they brought
back—everyone but the pirates. The Marines were sure, even before they saw it, that the artifact was
something made by theintelligent diens; the pirateswere afraid it was.

Sergeant Bladon held out his hand, fingers spread, and let the artifact dangle. It was alocket hanging
from achain. He handed it to Bass.

Basstook it gingerly, amost reverently, and peered at the artifact in his cupped pams. Severd of the
Marines from first squad and the gun squad crowded close to look. They shifted to dlow Dr. Bynum to
squeezein for alook. Lieutenant Snodgrass jostled his way through the knot of Marines and reached for
the artifact.

"Pull that hand back or loseit," Bass said softly, without looking up.
Flushing, Snodgrass snatched his hand back.

It was alocket, no doubt of that. The casing looked to be some kind of bivave shell, though nonelike
Bass had ever seen. Itsfront was delicately carved into ashalow rdief that could have been a stylized
sun with aplanet orbiting it. Bass made no guess about what a curved line that led from adot far off to
one side might mean. He turned the locket over to look at the back side. It wasn't carved; ingtead it held
the lines and whorlsthat had grown on the shell when it held alive animad. The chain from which the
locket hung was made up of tiny shells of adifferent type, and Bass couldn't see what held them together,
though he knew there had to be some kind of strong thread running through them. The only metal he saw
was the edge of ahinge dong one side. Gently, he held the locket on the edge away from the hinge and
pried. It made alight pop when it opened. Two images were engraved on the inner surfaces of the shell
halfs, portrait heads.

Thefaceswere distinctly, disturbingly, humanoid. They had two front-facing eyesthat danted
downward from their outer corners so they formed shalow Vs above short noses. Linesthat could have
indicated very flat ears snuggled againgt the sides of the skulls. The festures of one, ova, face were much
finer than the other, which was more square and roughly featured. The finer face had asmall, soft-looking



mouth, where the other looked as though it would bare rending teeth if itslips peeled back. Bass couldn't
tell skin texture, but the images gave the impression that the skin was dick, or moist. Neither head
seemed to have hair; ingtead they had what looked like a scaly covering. The covering was caplike on
one head, and hung to somewhere bel ow the bottom of the engraving on the finer head. The most
disturbing thing about the faces, though, could have been ameretrick of the lighting. Aslow astherelief
was, the faces seemed to be sharply convex, snubby and reptilian.

"Mr. Baccacio,” Bass caled out. "What do you make of this?' He looked around for the pirate leader,
his onetime commanding officer.

Reluctantly, Baccacio joined him, the Marines parting to let him through. He looked at the images and
nodded. "Y eah, that'sthe things." He leaned in to examine the images more closaly. "The one on the left
is, anyway. | didn't see any that looked like the one on theright." The one on the right was the one with
finer festures.

"l cant tell for sure,” Dr. Bynum said; "therés no way of telling relative size from these engravings, but
the one on the left givesthe impression of greater mass, that it's much larger than the one on theright.”
Shetook adeep breath, then continued, "The one on the leftisamale. The other'safemale. Mdesare
thefighters," she said to Baccacio. ™Y ou've only seen fighters, that's why the other doesn't look familiar.”

"Just because, among us, men are fighters and women aren't doesn't mean that'strue for an dien
species,” Basssaid.

Bynum shrugged. "Weve colonized more than two hundred planets,” she said, "and explored a couple
of thousand more. With dmost al animal species we've encountered, on Earth or esawhere, females

might hunt, but males are the fighters. When you consider the fundamenta biologica reason for that, you
haveto concludethat it'slikely afairly universd rule”

Bass grunted. Bynum was probably right, but he wasn't going to say s0. "Am | seeing thiswrong, or
do their faces actualy protrude?’ he asked Baccacio.

Baccacio nodded. "A bit. Ther faces are pretty sharply convex. What did one of your men cal them?
Skinks?'Y eah, they stick out just like that, dmost like their bodies should be horizontal rather than
vertical. A lot likethe crawling red amphibians around here.”

"So you think they're indigenous?’ Bass asked again. He kept hoping someone would tell him yes.
Baccacio merely shook his head. He had no idea.

"What about the strange track of the shuttle that landed at Centrd Station?' Hyakowa asked. He
looked at Baccacio. "You didn't land a Centrd, isn't that right?"

Baccacio shook his head again. "We made one landing, at Aquarius Station."
"Offworld," Hyakowa said. That wasthe only answer that made sense, no matter how awful it was.

A hostile, space-faring, alien species wasn't something Bass wanted to think about, not in the Situation
he and hisMarineswere in. But they had to find these skinks and capture one of them to find out what
they were. "Do we have security out?" he asked the platoon sergeant.

Hyakowa nodded.

The new watcher marveled. What she had been told was true, some of the Earth barbarians were
invisble. Not that she would ever doubt the word of aleader. It wasjudt... Sheld never heard of an
invisible person. Gods and spirits, yes, but not a person. She knew the invisible barbarians were not
gods, and they were not spirits. The Master had sent the leaders and fightersto fight and kill the
barbarians, and the barbarians died. Gods and spirits do not die when shot by the weapons of the



People.

She listened more closely from her position hidden in the roots of atree a the edge of theidand. Yes,
her ears agreed with the receptors on her sides, there were far more barbarians on the ridge than she
could see—and not dl of them werein hiding positions. Sometimes she could see aface or anarm
hanging in midair where her other sensestold her someone stood. Somehow, these Earth barbarians
wrapped themselvesin cloaks that concealed them from vision. That would not save them, though. The
People had senses the barbarians from Earth did not have. Those senseswould tell the leaders and the
fighterswhere the barbarians were so they could find them and kill them even when they couldn't see
them.

Without removing any of her sensesfrom the ridge she was watching, she caressed the forever gun the
Magter gave her with his own hands. She wondered if she would have the honor of using it.

Two hundred meters from the command post, on aknob that poked up near the western end of the
idand, PFC Clarkeidly gazed toward the swvamp from where the gun team manned an observation post.
"What do you think the other squads brought back?' he asked.

"Dunno," PFC Kindrachuck, the gunner, replied. He was supposed to be keeping watch with Clarke
while Corporal Stevenson dept, but was leaning back against aboulder that had managed to make it that
far from the mountain during an old landdide. His chin rested on his chest and his eyeswere closed. "First
sguad found eggshdls, | heard that.”

"Y eah, but what did second squad find?"

"Something." Kindrachuck was having trouble staying awake and amost wished Clarke would shut up
and let him doze off. The only thing that kept him from telling his ass stant gunner to shut up and let him
deep was the fact that he was supposed to be on watch.

Clarke didn't say anything for afew minutes. The sun waslow on the horizon, not far above sunset,
and casting long shadows. Some of the shadows were moving. Clarke did down his helmet's magnifier
and light-gathering shields for a better look. "Damn,” he murmured, "some of those things sure get big.”

"What?' Kindrachuck mumbled.

"Theledies. | see some of them that look almost as big as people. And afew that are alot bigger.”

"What, where?' Kindrachuck said, annoyed.

"Takealook." Clarke peered at the animals he saw emerging from the swamp. " Some of them seem
to becarrying things" hesaid quizzicaly.

"No, the ledies can't carry things. No hands." Kindrachuck sat up and did hisinfra screen into place.
The land and vegetation hadn't cooled enough for him to make out anything more than the faintest
smudges of red againg it. "How can you see anything?'

"Magnifier and light gatherer.”

"Shit," Kindrachuck snorted. How come Clarke thought of that and he hadn't? He changed shields and
looked a what Clarke saw. "Oh, hell, wake Stevenson.” He moved into position behind the gun. "Weve
got company coming,” he said as soon as he heard Stevenson was awake.

Stevenson automeatically flipped down the right shields and saw about twenty upright bipeda forms
moving in their direction. They seemed to be carrying short lengths of something flexible. Hetoggled on
the command circuit of hisradio. "Three-six, Oscar Papa Two. Company's coming,” he murmured.

"Give me adescription,” Bass's voice came back.



Thisisvery strange, the leader thought. He involuntarily flicked the nictitating membranesin, out across
his eyes, to clear away any residual water that might be occluding hisvision, but still couldn't seethe
Earth barbarians his other sensestold him were on the dope ahead of his platoon. Maybe the watcher at
Aquarius Station who said she couldn't see dl of the Earth barbarians hadn't been lying after al.

Not being able to see the Earth barbarians meant he didn't know how many there were, but that didn't
redly matter. The barbarians from Earth were weak when hiskind last saw them. The ease with which
their small force had killed the thousand in the scientific stations proved that they had grown weaker
during the intervening centuries. Even the ones that had stood and fought were easily defeated before
their survivorsfled high onto the mountain.

The leader flicked his nictitating membranes across his eyes again to moisten them, and glanced to his
sdes. Hisfighterswere disciplined and ready. Even the large ones were keeping good order rather than
rushing ahead. He saw that they were closing toward the middle of the formation. That meant there were
very few of the Earth barbarians, just as he thought. Either few, or they were very tightly bunched up.
Either way they would be easy to kill. His fighters would close on them and pour death on them. It was
good that the leader had ordered the platoon to go naked; by the time they were close enough for the
Earth barbarians to see their wegponsin thisdim light, they would be well within range. Until then the
stupid Earth barbarians would think they were smply larger amphibians. He and hisfighterswere
amphibian, but they weren't amphibians. He doubted the Earth barbarians could appreciate the subtlety;
they'd never been subtle.

He looked to his sides again. His fighters were beginning to cast glancesin hisdirection. They knew
they were amogt within range, and were waiting for hisingructions to commence washing the Earth
barbarians with their wegpons. Just afew more paces and hewould givethe signal.

"Their faces, do their faces protrude forward?' Bass demanded.
"Yes" Stevenson answered. "Like asnake's.”

Bass looked at Baccacio, who had listened to the brief radio report. Baccacio shivered as he said,
"That'sthe things. They're coming." His hands clenched; he wished they held ablagter.

It wasn't something Bass had to think about. He had three Marines facing twenty or more dienswho
he knew murdered without warning, mercy, or provocation. If his entire platoon was there, maybe he
could try to communicate with the diens—but three men..."Flame them," he ordered.

"You can't do that!" Snodgrassyelped. "They're an dienintelligence. Y ou can't just order the
destruction of the greatest scientific discovery of dl time! We haveto talk to them.”

Ignoring him, Bass|looked around to see who was available. Second squad and the other gun team
were aready in defensive positions. "First squad, on me," he ordered. He heard the staccato of agun
firing on the knob, punctuated by the cracks of asingle blagter. "Hyakowasin command here."

Snodgrass grabbed Basssarm. "Y ou can't do thig”

Bassdidn't even look a him. His eyeswere fixed on the knob. He saw brilliant flashes of light from
beyond it. "Platoon Sergeant, this man isunder arrest. Put him with the other prisoners.”

"Ayeaye, Gunny," Hyakowareplied as he grabbed Lieutenant Snodgrass and flung him toward the
knot of pirates. "Let'sgo, first squad.”

Bass and the ten Marines of first squad sprinted toward the observation post, where the sound of firing
was dready ebbing. At asigna from Dr. Bynum, a corpsman grabbed amedkit and raced after the
Marines.



The firefight was over by the time Bass and first squad reached the knob. Corpora Stevenson was
prone behind his blaster, shaking his head and repesting again and again, "1 saw it but | don't believeit.”
Kindrachuck gtill had his shoulder to his gun, sighting downd ope as though looking for more targets.
Clarke stared dack jawed down the dopein the direction the things had come from, so shocked by what
he'd seen he didn't seem to be aware of the steam that rose from a gaping wound that bubbled on his hip.
The corpsman saw the wound and immediately knelt next to him and cut away histrousersto examineit.

"What happened?' Bass demanded as he scanned the landscape. There weren't any of the
skink-thingsin evidence. "Whered they go?' Hewas aware of Ratliff positioning his squad to defend the
position.

"They flashed,” Stevenson said, not looking away from where the skinks had been. "I saw it but | don't
bdieveit."

"What did you see, damnit?" A ragged swath of ground about sixty meters away was seared, most of
the springy growth burned away. It looked like more damage than could be accounted for by the firing
he'd heard.

Stevenson rolled onto his sde and looked up at Bass. "Every time we hit one, it flared up—I mean, it
totaly went up in flames. Any kind of hit. We could fed the heet of them burning from here." He dowly
shook his head.

Kindrachuck started talking softly. "If you hit aman with ashort burst from agun, you'l flame him.
Hell burn. When hel's done burning, you're left with acrispy critter; those things just flared up even with
one hit. And they didn't leave any corpse behind. They just vaporized.”

Basslooked at Stevenson and Kindrachuck. In his experience, bodies didn't smply vaporize, not even
when they were hit by ashort burst from a gun: Then he remembered what Baccacio had said, that he
shot two with his blaster and they vaporized. Bass hadn't believed him. He looked downd ope and il
didn't see anything other than the scorched area. He glanced at the corpsman, who was using asca pel to
dig something out of Clarkeship. "How ishe?!

"| sedated him," the corpsman replied without looking up from hiswork. "Thisisan acid burn. | think
there's some gl active acid in there. He should hedl dl right after | get the rest of it out.”

Bass grunted. It was another point on which the pirates seemed to have told agarbled truth, and a
confirmation of the security cameravid tapes at Central. HEd never heard of acid wegpons. "Cover me,"
he ordered, and trotted to take a closer look at the scorched area.

"Watch where you step,” Stevenson called after him. " Some of their wegpons blew up, some of that
acid might be laying around.”

Bass stopped at the edge of the scorched area. What he saw defied belief. He hadn't counted, not on
aconscious leve, but he was sure there hadn't been many more than a dozen blaster shots and the gun
had shot less than aquarter load. Sure, concentrated fire could dag solid rock. Concentrate enough fire
and it could melt armor plate. But the smal amount of fire the gun team put out couldn't account for the
condition of the ground. A swath about fifty meters wide was scorched, more thoroughly in some places
than in others. Where it was more scorched, the dirt had melted and now glistened, mirrorlike. Greet heat
gl radiated from the patches of burned ground, sending Bass back from it. Small bits of ground cover
remained between the melts. He ignored the heat long enough to approach the edge of the scorched
area, where he squatted and picked at one piece of vegetation. It was brittle and dissolved into powder
between hisfingers. Sweat pouring off him forced him back again. He stood and looked beyond the
scorched area. Stevenson had said some of the weapons blew up; maybe he could find some fragments
that could be analyzed and tell them something about these things.

He spotted a curved piece of metal about the size of his hand and that looked like a chunk from the
wall of acylinder. Bass dropped to one kneeto look &t it, but didn't touch it right away. A strip of



something flexible lay dongsde the chunk of metd, partly drooping over it. A patch of ground cover on
its other side was eaten away, and thin smoke drifted up from the hole. Bass |eaned over the hole and
peered into it. The smoke came from glistening spots of amilky green liquid on the dirt at its bottom. He
had to pull his head away because the fumes stung his eyes. He drew his knife and thought of usingit to
get some of the liquid out of the hole, but didn't have anything to put it in. He looked back uphill, but the
corpsman was still working on Clarke. Well, maybe the corpsman had put the acid in aspecimen jar. He
used hisknifeto pick up the piece of metd. The flexible strip came with it. He started back toward the
observation pogt, holding his knife off to the side so nothing corrosive on the artifact could drip onto him.

Blaster fire suddenly erupted from the platoon position.
"We're under attack!" Hyakowa shouted over theradio.
"Details," Basssaid coally into the command circuit. He dropped the artifact.

"Unknown numbers" Hyakowa replied more camly. "They came from the north, wereinsdea
horseshoe.”

"There're some between us?'
"| believe s0. | can't spot anyonein my infras. | hear their voices."
Stevenson was ligening and brokein, "Use light amplifiers, they don't show oninfras.”

"Roger." Hyakowa broke off long enough to pass the word to the platoon, "Raise your infras, use light
gatherers.” Then back to Bass, "Thereés at leadt fifty, maybe more.”

"Caaudties?!
"Nonethat | know of."

"WEeIl maneuver," Basstold the platoon sergeant, "and try to hit the ones on your right flank from the
rear. Get reports from all teams. Don't forget the navy and the prisoners.”

"Roger." Hyakowaturned his attention to checking on the haf platoon he was with and fighting off the
unexpected attackers.

"Third fireteam, stay here," Bass ordered. "Everybody dse, come with me."

CHAPTER 23

Rhys Apbac's eyeslit up when he saw Staff Sergeant Hyakowa, hand firmly on Lieutenant Snodgrass's
arm, bringing the navy officer to join them.

"Well, wel, Sarge, what's this? Y ou invisible boys think we need oursalves ared officer now that we
know our fearless|eader isadisgraced coward?'

Hyakowaignored him and pressed down on Snodgrasss shoulder until the lieutenant sat on the
ground. Infuriated and humiliated, Snodgrass didn't hear the pirate. He glared up at Hyakowa. "I'll have
your gripesfor this, Sergeant,” he said through gritted teeth.

"Maybe we can combine our court-martias, sir,” Hyakowa retorted. "In the meantime, stay here
where you won't get into any more trouble." He turned abruptly and went to check the defensive
positions. He had more important things to do than ded with acommunications officer who thought he
was the second coming of Admira Nimitz.

Lowboy reached over and nudged Snodgrass. "Hey, sailorboy. That Marine thinks he's hot shit, don't
I,E?I

Snodgrass glared at the pirate. Lowboy laughed in hisface.



A hundred metersto the east of the landing zone and not far below the highest point of theidand,
second sgquad's second fire team was in another outpost where the ground dimpled behind adight ripple
of earth when the skinks hit the gun team to the west.

Corporal Kerr's guts fluxed when he heard the first shots.

Thisisit, hethought. Thisisred, theresfighting for sure now. He struggled to keep tremorsfrom
shaking him apart, fought to hold in the terror-beast trying to bresk out of the place where held locked it.
Then Macllargie jumped to hisfeet to run toward the firefight, and Kerr grabbed him and pulled him
back down with athump.

"What do you think you're doing?" he rasped, the terror-beast held at bay.
"Therés afirefight, weve gottago help them.”

"Thisisour postion, we stay here until ordered to move."

llBut_ll

Claypoole dapped the back of Macllargies helmet. "But nothing," Claypoole snapped. "Y ou've been
in combat before. Y ou know that they can come from more than one direction.”

Kerr nodded at Claypoole approvingly. "Rock isright,” he said to Macllargie. "Never run toward fire
until you know something, or have ordersto head toward it. That's agood way to get yoursdlf flamed by
the wrong people.”

"But..." Macllargie shut up when he saw thelook Kerr was giving him. He turned to Claypoolefor
support but Claypoole was looking a him the same way.

"Whoever it is, if they've got any smarts, they're coming thisway too." Kerr looked to the swamp a
short distance east of the observation post. The sun was low, but it hadn't yet dropped below the top of
the knob, and their shadows were stretching long below them, pinpointing their positionsfor anyonein
the wetness. "Get aslow asyou can." Their shadows shortened dramatically asthey got flat behind the
ground ripple. Kerr lowered hisinfrascreen. So did Claypoole and Macllargie. They began to hear
things below them, but nothing showed up in the infrared.

Ker ill quivered, but fear alowed atruce within him.

Lance Corpora Chan looked nervoudly to hisright. From hisfire team's position held have to stand up
to see the knob where the gun team had its observation post. HEd been on combat operations; he knew
better than to stand up during afirefight just to satisfy his curiosity. The fight sounded onesided; he only
heard the gun and one blaster firing. That didn't mean the gun team wasfiring at shadows, though. He
knew Corpora Stevenson was too level-headed to open up when there weren't real targets. Besides,
there were brilliant flashes of light that didn't come from plasmabolts. Was somebody using silent energy
weapons of some sort? Hisinfra showed him Gunny Bass was leading first squad, heading for the
observation post. Then the firing stopped. What happened? He turned his attention to his men. PFC
Nolet was dl right, he'd been on operations with the platoon before—more than Chan had. The only
question was PFC Rowe, but even he had a couple of operations under his belt beforejoining 34th
FIST. They should bedl right.

Chan scanned the dope through hisinfra. Then he raised the screen to use his naked eyes. Sometimes
normal vison showed thingsinfracouldn't pick out—especidly if awarm body wasin front of or next to
something that had been heated up by the sun. And there were other ways to disguise a heat sgnature.



Sergeant Kdly caled Hyakowato him. "'l dready checked the postions,” he said. "Everybody's on
edge, but al gpproaches are covered. Anyone coming a usisgoing to meet awal of flame.”

Hyakowagrunted. Nervoudy, he glanced toward the west. He wished Gunny Basswould tell him
what happened down there, but knew that as soon as the platoon commander had enough information to
pass on, he would. Thefirefight was over and nobody had called for the doctor, so maybe there weren't
any casudlties, at least none the corpsman with first squad couldn't handle.

"The Dragons arein position to give covering fire to everyone but the west OP," Kelly continued. "My
gun team can go wherever it's needed mogt." He looked at Hyakowa and saw the concern in the platoon
sergeant'sface. "We're ready, we'll be okay."

"What if thereéstoo many of them?' Hyakowa asked in avoice dmost too soft for Kelly to hear.
"Thereign't any such thing astoo many."

Corpora "Rat" Linsman was growling low in histhroat. The firefight at the west OP had been over for
afew minutes, but he didn't believe the action was done with. He couldn't tell what it was, but something
was making noise in the swamp at the water's edge. Nothing showed up in hisinfra, and he couldn't see
anything but water, mud, and vegetation with hisbare eyes or even hislight amplifier. That didn't make
any difference, something was down there. And if that something was the same thing that wiped out the
scientific stations, fought the pirates, and killed the navy security at Aquarius, it was very nasty. He
wanted to have hisfireteam light it up, burn whoever—or whatever—was there. He'd seen that locket
and itsimages. The one that looked like itslips hid sharp teeth, he didn't want to wait for it to cometo
him, he wanted to fry it before it had a chance to get those teeth anywhere near him.

"Watson," he ordered, "use your infra. | want to know the ingtant any red shows up on them."
PFC Watson dready had hisinfrascreenin place. "Roger."

"Hruska, useyour light gatherer.” He thought for a second. "And your magnifier." Thiswas Hruskas
first action, and he needed every edge he could get.

"Okay, Corpord," Hruska said, nervousness making hisvoice quiver.

Linsman clapped him on the shoulder. "Y ou'll bedl right, you'l see” Linsman kept switching among
infra, light gatherer, and naked eye. They were going to see who—what—was coming as soon as they
made amove.

The Magters snickered about the dight resemblance they had to the indigenous life-forms of Society
437. Thefoolish barbarians they faced had no experience of intelligence that didn't live on their own
worlds, and would fix on those superficia smilarities and see them asjust another kind of loca
amphibian. They wouldn't make that mistake for long, but it would prove fatal. The leaders ordered their
fightersto strip naked, then stripped naked themselves. The leaders ordered their fightersto cover
themsalves with mud, and davered mud over themsalves. They paid particular attention to the shoulder
straps, so they wouldn't be detected by a casua glance. The barbarians from Earth had devices that
alowed them to seein theinfrared; the leaders knew that and laughed among themsalves. Their body
temperatures were lower than the barbarians, so they wouldn't register on infrared scanners the same
way an Earth barbarian would. And the mud they smeared on themselves would further reduce their
infrared Sgnatures. Their bodies were the color of mud. They were smeared with mud. They would be
crossing mud until they reached the springy ground cover, but by then their weapons would amost be
within range. It was dusk, light was dimming and shadows lengthening. The barbarians attention was
fixed to the west, to the diversion. The Earth barbarians would not see the leaders and their fighters
approaching until it wastoo late. The barbarians were stupid that way—they had never had any subtlety.



The leaders sgnaed and the advance up the dope began.

"A skink iscoming," PFC Hruska said. He wiggled, trying to get lower behind his blaster, and sighted
in on the body he saw through hislight amplifier.

"Where?' Linsman looked where Hruska's blaster was pointing. He lifted hisinfra screen and dimly
saw aform advancing up from the swamp bank. He dropped the light gatherer and magnifier shiddsinto
place and saw severa bipeds that could have been skinks. None of them appeared to be carrying a
weapon, but each seemed to have a hand tucked behind its body. Did they have hands? They must have
handsiif they made that |ocket.

"Hameit," he ordered. That was the problem with boots—new Marines—they didn't know when to
firewithout waiting for orders. "Use your light gatherer and magnifier,” hetold Watson, and picked a
target of hisown. He pressed the firing lever and saw the plasmabolt hit the skink he amed a. Then his
jaw dropped. The skink flared up in an dmost blinding flash of light, leaving behind just a blackened spot
of seaming mud.

"What's going on?' Macllargie twisted around to ook back toward the landing zone. He saw the
flashes of blastersfiring dong the sde of theidand, and brighter flashes downdope from the blasters. He
lifted hisinfraand saw the silhouettes of shapes he hadn't seen before. "Oh, shit." He spun back to his
front and saw what he hadn't seen through hisinfrascreen. "Fire! " he screeched, and put hiswordsinto
action. Thirty meters away askink flared. "They don't show ininfra," he shouted as he picked another
target and fired oniit.

Kerr and Claypoole each fired ablind shot before lifting their infras to see what they were shooting at.
The skinks were close enough to shoot back. Green fluid spurted out from their weapons and spattered a
wide area around the three Marines.

Bass and the Marines with him were halfway back to the landing zone when PFC Dobervich let out a
bloodcurdling scream and fell, doubled over in agony. Corpora Dornhofer, the closest to Dobervich,
saw the green fluid smoking asit ate through the wounded Marine's chameleons and into the flesh of his
right side. Beyond Dobervich, Dornhofer saw severa formswielding what looked like hose nozzles.
Short streams of green fluid spurted from the nozzles, one stream just missing him. He twisted to point his
blaster and flamed the nearest enemy. The shock of the skink flaring up staggered him backward a
couple of steps, and that stagger saved hislife as another stream of green fluid squirted through the space
held just occupied.

"Rotate right!" Bass bellowed. "They're on our right," he added unnecessarily. He thought he saw more
than a dozen skinks, some running about, others down in knedling positions, dl spraying green fluid
indiscriminately. He flamed one before dropping hisinfraand looking to see that his Marineswere
reforming to face the threet. Corpora Pasquin aready had his fire team down and returning fire, and
Sergeant Ratliff was pogitioning Stevenson and Kindrachuck where the gun could do the most damage.
Dornhofer and Schultz were coally picking off the skinks nearest them, and the corpsman was shielding
Dobervich with his own body as he tried to tend his horrific wounds. In seconds half of the skinkswere
vaporized, and Dobervich was till the Marines only casudlty.

Bass |ooked down the dope beyond the attackers and saw more skinks rushing up to reinforce them.

Corpora Goudanis |ooked up the dope and saw the Marines caught in the open by the attacking
skinks. It looked like there were too many skinks, they could easily overrun Gunny Bass and the eight



Marineswith him. With aglance he took in his own stuation. Clarke was heavily sedated and couldn't do
anything. Despite hisyearsin the Corps, Quick had no infantry experience beyond the training exercises
on Thorsfinni's World. The only man he knew he could rely on was Van Impe. No, there was one thing
he could rely on Quick for—to keep watch. After four years of embassy duty, Quick knew how to keep
watch and guard things.

"Quick," he ordered, "watch the swvamp, let me know immediatdly if you see anything. Van Impe,
comewith me." Hegot up and ran.

They didn't go far, only fifteen meters, but it wasfar enough to give them enfilading fire to support first
squad. They dropped into prone positions and began pouring fire into the flank of the skinks.

"What's going on?" Lieutenant Snodgrass cried when the attacks broke out all around the perimeter.

"We're under attack by those things, you dumb shit," Rhys shouted as hetried to crawl under the skirts
of aDragon.

Lowboy hadn't moved from his place yet, he was shaking too hard from terror to find ahiding place.
The navy officer's question got through to him, though, and he lashed out with an open hand to smack the
sdeof hishead. "They're gonnakill us, and you called them ‘the greatest scientific discovery of dl time’

" He bdled hisfist to hit Snodgrass again, who dove away from him and looked at him wild-eyed.

"But—But—" Tears washed down Snodgrasss face. He hadn't done anything wrong to get hit for, but
everything was going wrong, very wrong, al around him. Then he knew what he had to do. The pirates
needed aleader. Somehow, he had to get them armed and organized. They could fight the diensand
win. Then held be recognized for the great officer he was. Theideathat he might be thinking irrationdly
didn't occur to him.

Mecllargi€sfirst shot was rushed and he missed. So did the blind shots from Kerr and Claypoole.
One of the skinks yelled something in avoice halfway between aliquid gargle and aharsh bark. The
other skinks, about twenty of them, screamed out in Smilar voices and began running toward the three
Marines,

"Roall!" Kerr shouted, too busy to notice hisfear. "Change position.” He dove to the side and rolled
over twice. When he stopped rolling his blaster wasin his shoulder and he flamed the nearest skink. Two
other bright flashes showed that Claypoole and Macllargie dso had hits.

"Keep moving!" Kerr shouted. The ripple of ground the Marines were behind stretched across most of
the width of theidand. He knew the skinks couldn't see them unlessthey could seein theinfrared, but
they'd be able to see where the Marine fire carne from and would concentrate their own fire on those
places. There were too many skinks coming for the Marinesto dare allow them any stationary target. A
stream of green fluid struck where Kerr had just moved from and spattered. He didn't notice, he was too
busy picking anew target. All hisearlier fears about how he'd react to danger and combat were forgotten
astheingtincts and reactions hed honed during hisyearsin the Corpstook over and he directed hismen
infighting thisstrange foe.

"Enemy right!" Corporal Pasguin shouted as soon as he heard Dobervich scream. He doveto the side
and found a skink to flame. There were so many of them it was amost too hard to pick one to shoot at.
Helooked for his men. Claypoole was prone on hisright, firing steadily. Macllargie was on hisleft, firing
more maniacally, but hisam seemed true. The darkening sky was strobe-lit by dying skinks. He picked



another target and had the satisfaction of seeing another brilliant flash.

"Shit-shit-SHIT!" Claypoole shrilled. A spray of green struck the ground ameter to hisfront and a
globule hit the back of his hand on the forestock of hisblaster. Ingtinctively he dapped the hand onto the
mud. The burning eased and he grabbed the forestock again and flamed the skink that had just shot him.
The flash the skink made when it flared up was dl the anesthetic Claypoole needed. He laughed out loud
as heflamed another skink. Thiswas his second wound. He figured held be alaughingstock for having
two "dumb gtripes’ on the deeve of hisdress scarlets.

Macllargie's eyes were wide and his mouth gaped as he shot skink after skink. The fluid they sprayed
came close, but the mud that most of the acid streams hit dampened the splashing. Smoke rose from
spots on his chamel eons where drops landed, but he wasn't hit himsalf—at least he didn't think he was,
he didn't fed pain anywhere. But there were so damn many skinks.

George Cameron—ex-Marine ensign Baccacio—ignored the byplay between the navy lieutenant and
the pirates. He was busy trying to find aweapon. None were laying about and there weren't any
wounded Marines nearby for him to take a blaster from. He searched out Hyakowa

"Staff Sergeant,” Baccacio said when he dropped next to Hyakowa where the platoon sergeant was
trying to direct the defense of the landing zone. "I know you hate me, but | can use ablaster. Give me
one, I'll add to our firepower."

Hyakowa gave him aquick but hard look. Baccacio was right on both points: he knew how to usea
blaster, and Hyakowa hated him for a coward. But the Marines could certainly use dl the extra firepower
they could get.

Hyakowa pointed at one of the Dragons. "'l put your weapons with the medicd team. I'll tell Dr.
Bynum to give you ablaster. Better yet, I'll give dl of you your wegpons, before thisis over we may need
every hand that can pull atrigger. | guessI'll haveto put Snotty in charge.”

"Thanks. Then where do you want me?"

Hyakowallistened for afew secondsto the flood of reports coming to him from the fire team and
squad |leaders, then pointed to the east. "Two-two's in danger of being overrun. Go there.”

Two-two. "That's Corpord Kerr, isn't it?"
Hyakowa nodded.

Baccacio jumped up and bolted for the Dragon with the medica team. HEd refused to cdll ina
medevac hopper for Corpord Kerr when the man was nearly killed on Elnesl—hé'd insisted there wasn't
enough time to wait for one to come. And he had abandoned one of Kerr's men. Baccacio wasn't
wearing chameleons. Not only did he have to run across a hundred meters of open ground to reach
Kerr's position—a hundred metersin which any nearby skink could see and shoot him—»but if Kerr saw
him coming, the Marine might shoot him, and Baccacio wouldn't blame him if hedid.

Baccacio couldn't et worries about what might happen dow him down. They werein afight for their
lives and needed every possible man fighting.

Chan stopped firing and looked with dazzled eyes for more targets. He didn't see any, though he heard
continuing fire from other positions and could see the flashes of more skinks vaporizing.

"Report," he said, suddenly remembering his new responsibility as afireteam leader.
"I'm okay," Nolet replied. "1 think. Got enough ammao.”
"I'madl right,"” Rowe said. "Three spare batteries.”



"What do you mean, ‘| think,” Nolet?'

"Some of that stuff splashed on me. Burnslike hell, but | think I'll be dl right. 1t doesn't burn asmuch
asit did afew minutes ago.”

Chan scrambled the few metersto Nolet to check out hiswound. His stomach churned when he saw
it. A large globule of acid had hit Nolet's upper right arm and eaten away a chunk of flesh dl theway to
the bone. Theraw sdes of the wound were congedled; it was effectively cauterized. Mogt likely the pain
was ebbing because the nerve endings were deadened by the tissue damage. At the bottom of the hole
Chan saw aglimmer of green. The acid was il there, ill eating at flesh surrounding the bone.
"Corpsman up,” he said into his helmet radio's squad circuit, "Two-three" Then to Nolet, "Hang on, this
might hurt." He got out his knife and started digging out the remaining acid beforeit could egt al the way
through thearm.

Nolet screamed.

"No!" Bass bellowed. He amed at askink pointing its wegpon nozzle at the corpsman working on
Dobervich and pressed thefiring lever. The skink flared just asit fired and its shot went wild. Another
skink was running toward the corpsman and Bass shot it aswell. He saw the fire coming in at the skinks
from the sde and knew who it had to be from. He toggled hisradio switch.

"Goudanis, protect the doc,” he said. "Who'swatching your front?' He grunted at the reply; he
understood why Goudanis | eft that job to the former embassy Marine. Then he returned his attention to
the skinksin front of him and the Marinesto hissides.

Schultz was as cool as Bass had ever seen him under fire. The career lance corpora wasin aknedling
position, calmly switching hisaim from one skink to another, picking them off like targets on arange.
Schultz had noticed the same thing Bass saw about the skinks—they held their fire until they were close,
about thirty meters from their targets. Did everyone el se notice that? He hoped <o, but it didn't matter
now because most of the skinks were within range of their weapons and beginning to fire at the flashes of
the Marines weapons.

Bass saw the corpsman sharply shake his head, then grab his medkit and scramble away from
Daobervich.

Baccacio stopped before he reached the east outpost; the skinks were dmost on top of it. He
deliberately put hisblaster to his shoulder, just like on the range, and flamed a skink. He wasn't distracted
by the dien flaring up, hed seen that ayear earlier when hefirgt fought them. He picked off another
skink, then tried to see where the Marines he was reinforcing were. He couldn't see them because he
wasn't using infras, but he could see the flashes from the muzzles of their wegpons. The flashes came from
too many placesfor only three Marines. He amiled tightly. Y es, that Corpord Kerr was afine Marine, he
had his men moving between shots to keep the skinks from zeroing in on them. He picked another target
and flamed it.

Hyakowa spun toward the medica team's Dragon when he heard a scream from insideit. He saw two
skinks charging toward the amphibious vehicle. Neither was firing its wegpon, but both were aiming odd
nozzles at the open back of the Dragon. The platoon sergeant threw his blaster into his shoulder and
flamed one. He shifted his aim toward the second but didn't get his shot off—he didn't need to. A bolt of
plasmashot out of the inside of the Dragon and the second skink flared. Hyakowa raced to the Dragon,
shouting to identify himsdf to the peopleinsde.

Dr. Bynum stepped outside just as Hyakowa reached the rear of the Dragon. She held a hand-blaster



at the ready.

"Asadoctor, I'm supposed to save lives," shesaid. "Thisisthefirst timel ever saved lives by taking
one." She began trembling and |ooked like she was about to fall. Hyakowa caught her and held her to his
chest.

"Yeah, thefirg timesredly hard," he said soothingly. But when he thought about it, he couldn't
remember the firgt time held flamed aman. He guessed that was the kind of memory he didn't want to

keep. "Everybody okay in there?"

Dr. Bynum pushed away from him. "It'snot hard, Staff Sergeant,” she said. "Thiswasnt. | killed that
oneand I'm glad. I'll kill any more that come toward me or my people. Now, you Marines take care of
us, and the medica corpswill back you up.” She hefted her hand-blaster. "With bandages or blasters,
well back you up.”

"You got it, Doctor." He looked around for more skinks that might have broken through the defenses.

Corpord Linsman looked for more targets. There weren't any on his part of the ridge, though the sky
was dill filled with the lights of skinksflaring up €sewhere around the perimeter.

"Report,” he automatically ordered.

"Present and accounted for," Watson immediately replied. "Ammo'sfine.”
"Hruska?' Linsman said when his new man didn't speak up.

"Whered they go?' Hruskaasked. "I don't see any."

"Areyou dl right?' Linsman asked hardhly.

"What?Y eah, I'm okay. Whered they go?'

"We killed them, that's where they went. When | say 'report,’ you're supposed to tell meif you're dl
right or if you're hit, and how your batteries are holding out.”

"But the skinks, they werejudt right here.”
"They aren't here now. Thisiswhen you tdl meif you're okay and if your blaster has enough power."

"Huh? Oh, right. | forgot,” Hruskasaid in arushed voice. There was amoment's pause, then he
added, "I'm not hurt and | have two spare batteriesfor my blaster.”

Linsman shook his head, then made his own report to Sergeant Bladon.
Bladon told him about Nolet getting hit. " The corpsman says he might losethat arm,” he finished.

Linsman swore. Helooked around. Fewer flashes of light were brightening the evening sky.

Goudanis and Van Impefired repeatedly into the flank of the skinks attacking the rest of their squad.
Strangdly, the skinks didn't seem to notice the fire coming from their side. It was as though they had been
told to attack straight ahead and keep going forward no matter what. Goudanis kept glancing to hisright,
down the side of the knob, looking for skinks coming at him and Van Impe. None came that way. He
checked with Quick acouple of times, but Quick reported no activity from the swamp at the end of the
idand until the very end.

"I see some going back into the swamp," Quick reported. "They're headed northeast.” He suddenly
redlized he hadn't seen the skinks come from anywhere e se. They must have been in hiding along the
edge of the swamp below him, waiting to exploit any opening aong this portion of the idand when other
skinks broke through the Marines lines. If they had, he might have been the only onein their way. He



listened and heard their voices and splashing move away.
"They're headed north," he reported.
Thefight wasover.

"Squad leaders report,” Bass ordered as soon as the firing stopped. There was a pause while the
squad leaders checked with their fire team leaders and the fire team leaders checked their men. The
reports camein. He aready knew about Clarke and Dobervich. Dornhofer, Nolet, and Claypoole were
also wounded. Staff Sergeant Hyakowa reported no casudties among the medical team or the pirates.

"Snhotty's doing his best to make amgor nuisance of himsdlf, though,” Hyakowasaid. "You ligen to
him, you'd think we just precipitated amgor intergalactic incident, or destiroyed the grestest scientific
discovery of dl time."

"Asshole," Bass muttered. "I should have sent him back to the Fairfax." There was another question
he needed an answer to: "How many of them got away?"

It took a moment for the answersto get back to him—an unknown number of skinks was heading to
the north. Either they were regrouping prior to making another attack or they were fleeing.

"Everybody, to the perimeter,” Bass ordered over the allhands channd. "Including the OPs. | don't
want anybody in an exposed position.”

CHAPTER 24

"Sir, it'syour call," Bass said to Captain Tuit, who was stting on the bridge of the Fairfax County in
orbit far above Society 437, "but they're on the run and we can't waste any time following up, before
they regroup or reinforce. The tactica momentum iswith usnow, sir, and | don't want to waste the
advantage. We can run them down and kill them.”

"Don't you want to talk to them, Gunny, find out who they are and what they're doing on this planet?
Thisisatremendous discovery, an dienintelligence, and al you want to do is ssomp these things out like
bugs?’

"Sir, I'll talk to anything that doesn't have awegpon in itstentacles. But if they're armed and want to
fight, I'll shoot first. Besides, for dl we know, they might till be holding some of our people prisoner. At
least I've got to find out where their baseisand searchiit. If they resist, I'll kill them; if not, I'll St down
and have a beer with them. But it'syour cdl, Captain.”

Captain Tuit consdered. There was one possibility that redly frightened him about the Situation down
on Society 437, but he hesitated to mentionit. It was hiscal, al right—let Bass continue to pursue the
diensor withdraw the landing party and the surviving pirates and head home. Wdll, the skinks had killed
more than athousand people on 437, and whatever their purpose in committing that daughter, Hank Tuit
was not going to sit down and talk it over with them.

"Go get 'em, Charlie" hesad.

"Thank you, Sr. Heréds my plan: Dr. Bynum says the casudties are too badly wounded to move
overland with us. They've got to get back to the sickbay, where more definitive medical careisavailable,
s0 | want an Essay to evacuate them.”

"Combat landing?" the captain asked. A normd landing would require three degrading orbits and take
five hours or more.

"No, sr. They need to be stabilized first, and Dr. Bynum will need time to be sure they can stand the
liftoff. I'll leave them with a couple corpsmen with two Dragons and move out at first light tomorrow.



Well go on foot with the other two Dragons as support. Well follow the skinks by thetrail they |eft.
When the casudlties are evacuated, the third Dragon will join us. It's going to be dow work, Captain,
because the string-of -pearlsis having difficulty tracking the things. Well have to proceed cautioudy.”

"Gunny, | havejust the man for running an eectronic surveillance. Hummfree. Y ou may remember him.
Hesasurveillance specidist of thefirst order. And he's the one who pinpointed the pirates location for
you."

"Yes, gr, | do remember that lad. Many thanks."
"Good plan then, Gunny. I'll launch the Essay on your cdl. Skyhawk out."

Bass switched to the platoon net and called the NCOs and Dr. Bynum to his position. Let the
scientists and philosophers contempl ate the skinks and try to figure out the whys and wherefores of their
origin and purpose, Basstold himsdf. "But for me," Gunnery Sergeant Bass whispered, "it'stimeto rock
and roll." Grinning fiercely, he bit off the end of a Clinton and stuck it between histesth.

"Maam, | an't going, and that'sit! Court-martia meif you want to, but I am awaking wounded and
I'm gonnawalk out of here and do some wounding of my own," Claypooletold Dr. Bynum. He shook
his head stubbornly.

"Lance Corporal, that wound could get infected and then you could bein very serioustrouble. Y ou
need timein the sickbay for it to hed properly.”

"No, maam,” the Marine answered. He shook his head again.

Dr. Bynum sighed. "Lance Corpord, try to keep the dressing in place, and keep it dry if you can. As
soon asthisisover and you're aboard the Fairfax, report directly to sickbay. Now go back to your
squad." Asadoctor, she thought Claypoole was being incredibly stupid. At the sametime, she couldn't
help but admire his determination and courage.

"Aye aye, maam!" Claypoole said. He picked up his wegpon and charged down the ramp.
Bynum went to examine the stasi's pods where Clarke and Dornhofer were sedated.

"All Sgnsstable,” HM1 Horner, who was monitoring the casuaties, whispered.

"Larry, the Essay'll be here soon. Nothing's going to happen until then.”

"Don't worry. If it does; well beready." He nodded toward the crew compartment and patted the
sdearm he carried. "But Commander, begging your pardon, why don't we switch places? A ship's
doctor isahell of alot more important than old Tom and me." He nodded to Hospitalman Second Class
Hardesty, who was adjusting settings on Clarke's pod. Hardesty grinned at them, revealing gaps where
held lost front teeth in abrawl years before that held refused to have replaced. Held thought the missing
teeth gave him arakish air, made him look like a pirate. But after seeing redl pirates up close, hewas
serioudy consdering dental implants.

"What? And missthe excitement?' Dr. Bynum replied. "No, no, Larry, ‘rank hath its privileges,” and
I'm pulling it on you two thistime. Besides, you've got Owen to keep you company.” The woo sat
contentedly on aration box, twiddling his appendages as he consumed a box of dirt. The soil on Society
437 seemed to contain good nourishment for the woo, which had gained weight since their landing. Dean
had given him over to the corpsmen for safekeeping. "Okay, boys, be good.” She clapped Horner on the
shoulder, gave Hardesty athumbs up, and walked down the ramp.

"Lieutenant,” Lowboy said softly, sdling up to where Lieutenant Snodgrass was standing, watching the
Marines prepare to move out. "Can | say something?”



Snodgrass|ooked down his nose at the disagreeable little man. Lowboy grinned back at him, his
deferentia smile reveding the rotten yellow teeth behind his cracked lips. But Snodgrass liked the man's
deference. Hed gotten very little proper respect in the recent past. In fact, he had even begun questioning
his own judgment, arare event for Argal Snodgrass. Y ears before, one of hisuncles had told him, "Argd,
if one person saysyou've got atail behind you, well, you'd just ignore him, wouldn't you? If two people
say you've grown atail, you might begin to wonder abit. But if athird person says you've got one, you'd
better turn around and take alook." He'd never followed that advice—until now.

"Wel, gr, | wasjigt thinking, why ain't you in charge of this operation here? Y ou're an officer, ain't
cha?' Lowboy smiled even more broadly.

"I'm anavy officer,” Snodgrass replied haughtily. "Thisisaground operation and the Maringsin
charge, evenif heisonly an enlisted man."

"Well, | wasjist wondering, isal. | mean, you got education, right, Lieutenant? Y ou know starship
navigation and al that suff, don't cha?'

"Yes, Miger, uh..."
"It'sLowboy, g, a your service." Lowboy made adight bow.

"...Mr. Lowboy. Starship navigation isabig part of an officer's education at the Naval Academy. |
was number two in that subject in my graduating class. Engineering was my best subject, though. One
day I'll command astarship, Mr. Lowboy. | am anavy line officer, you know."

"So | figured, Lieutenant, so | figured,” Lowboy said, reflectively working aforefinger in hisear ashe
spoke. " Say, Lieutenant, why don't chado usall afavor and speak to the sergeant. Hell, we're no good
to anybody down here. Let us go back to the Fairfax with the wounded. We just want outta here,
Lieutenant, that's al. We've been refugees on this stinkin' planet nearabouts a fucking year now, sr, and
we want off thisplace." Lowboy's voice had taken on awhining tone and held screwed up hisfaceto
makeit look asif hewere about to cry. "It ain't fair that goddamn sergeant of yours wants to keep us
down here, nossir. We ain't no damn good to him or anybody else, and that's the Buddhas truth,
Lieutenant.”

"Wdl..."

"Y ou can volunteer to stay behind, kind of supervise us, Lieutenant?' Lowboy added hopefully. ™Y ou
can get dong with people, Lieutenant; that damned sergeant can't get along with nobody. But if that
Sergeant Bass knew you was looking after us, | bet held agree. Please, Lieutenant. Please?”

Snodgrass considered. He wastired of being made afool of. At least back on board the Fairfax held
have the respect due a navy line officer from navy men.

"Gunny, may | talk to you?" Lieutenant Snodgrass asked.
"Sure, Mr. Snodgrass, but makeit fagt. I've got to check the night defense dispositions.”

"Gunny, | suggest you send the pirates back to the Fairfax with the wounded. Y ou won't need them
anymore, and I'll volunteer to stay behind and see they get on the Essay. They'll only bein your way
otherwise. Then I'll join you when the last Dragon comes forward.”

"Mr. Snodgrass, | may need every man we've got beforethisis over, and the pirates can firea
weapon. If we run into more of the skinks or if they've got prepared positions to ambush usfrom out in
the boonies, I'll need every trigger-puller | can get.”

"Gunny, you know they're worthless. Look at them. They're undernourished and scared permanently
out of their wits. They won't be worth adamn to you in afirefight. I'll volunteer to stay behind and get



them aboard the Essay. Then maybe | should go back to the Fairfax. I've been no good to you down
here”

The tone of resignation in Snodgrass's voice was something new. Bass considered. Snodgrass was
right, he conceded. "Okay, Lieutenant, you get the pirates together and keep them together until you get
them into the brig on board the Fairfax. Y ou've got the responsbility. First thing you do, Mr. Snodgrass,
istake their weapons back."

Best of dl, Bassreflected, hed be getting rid of Lieutenant Snodgrass.

"Gunny, can | talk to you for a second?' The voice came from behind Bass while he was making his
rounds.

Basswhirled around and glared at Baccacio standing behind him. "What isthis, talk Charlie Bassto
death day?' He sighed. "Makeit rea quick, Mr. Baccacio, it'samost dark and | want to check the

perimeter by daylight.”
"Minervaand | don't want to go back to the Fairfax right now, Gunny."

"Of course not. The Fairfax meansthe brig for the both of you until we can dump you into the hands
of aConfederation magistrate.”

"l know. Y ou haveto do that. But | want to stay with you for another reason. Afterward, sure, I'll
gladly facethemusc.”

"Get to the point, will you?' Bass said. He had no time for the coward-turned-crimind.

"l wasalousy Marine officer, Gunny, and I'm even worse now," Baccacio said with greet feding.
"Thisisthe last chance I'll have to undo some of that for along, long time, maybe forever. | want a spot
on one of your fire teams. Goddamnit, | want a chanceto beaMarine again.”

Bass stared at the former ensign. Baccacio's face had turned red and there were tearsin his eyes.
Weeping men, athough he'd seen them often enough, embarrassed Charlie Bass, but there was
something more to Baccacio than aworthlessfailure crying in saf-pity; Baccacio had handled himsdlf
during the skink attack. And apparently he'd held the survivors of the pirate crew together for nearly a
year, despite the fact that they seemed to hate his guts. And they hated him because he was braver and
Smarter than they were.

"All right," Bass answered softly. "Go over to the Dragon and pick up some gear. But you and
Minervastick close to mewhile were out there." Bass did not even try to persuade Baccacio to send
Minervaback to the Fairfax. "Get aweapon for her too," he called after Baccacio.

Baccacio hardly heard him. HEd given up the most preciousthing in hislife, and now he had a chance
to get it back again.

"Sergeant Hyakowa?' Corpora Pasquin said respectfully as Hyakowa finished reviewing the platoon's
night dispogitions with Gunny Bass. "May | have aword with you, please?!
"I want onewith you first, Corpora," Hyakowasaid. He stood looking a Pasquin thoughtfully for a

moment. "Thanks for sepping in and stopping me when | jumped on Baccacio. | lost control there. He
just isn't worth bruisng my knuckles over.”

Pasguin's faced turned a deep red.

"Another thing, Corporad, you performed well under fire. Y ou deployed your fire team expertly for a
man who's never been in combat before. Good work."



"Uh, thanks. Staff Sergeant...?" Pasquin's face turned adarker shade of red and he ssumbled over his
words, but finally got them out: ™Y ou wereright to chew me out back at Aquarius Station. |[—I was
acting pretty dumb. | was feding sorry for myself. | was not acting like aMarine corpora.” Pasquin drew
himself up tiffly to the position of attention as he spoke.

"So you were, so you were. But Corporal, that's behind us now. Go back and get your men ready for
the night. Oh, one more thing. Y ou have some unfinished businessto attend to. Do you know whét |
mean?'

At firgt Pasquin looked bewildered. Then it dawned on him what his platoon sergeant meant. "Y es,
Staff Sergeant, | do. I'll take care of it right now."

A few minutes later Pasquin called Lance Corpora Dean aside. "Can | speak to you?' he asked.
Dean was surprised at his deferent tone. He'd al so been surprised when Pasquin jumped in to separate
Hyakowa and Baccacio, and at how he'd reacted under fire. He respected Pasquin for that, but was
suspicious of the new tonein hisvoice. Still, hed come to redlize there was more to the man than his
bengapanintheass.

"Lance Corpora Dean," Pasquin began formally, then took a breath and paused. "No." He started
over. "Look, |—I—well, I've been unfair to you. I—I acted like an, um, well, like an asshole, Dean, and
| realize that now. I'm sorry." He stuck out his hand.

Dean hesitated for only an instant before taking the corpord's outstretched hand. They shook.

"Dean, you did well. Y ou've been under fire before, alot, and I'll tell you thishonestly: | knew al dong
| could rely on you and the other men when the shooting started. | wasn't so sure about myself, though.
But man, you didn't hesitate. We were ateam, Dean, and we kicked some skink ass." Pasquin hesitated
for amoment. "Dean, I've got to tell you something. Y ou got aminute?!

"Sure, Corpora Pasguin:”
"Cal me Raoul. Hell, you'l be acorpord yoursdf soon enough.”
"My name's Jog, if you careto useit.”

"Joe, | came here from the 25th FIST. They're based on Adak Tanaga. Ever heard of it? Tanagas got
theworst climatein al of Human Space. Mot violent storms of any planet known, especialy near the
polar regions, and that's where the 25th is based. Y ou know the Corps,”" he laughed nervoudly, "it picks
theworst sites on aplanet and plops aFIST down there. Anyway, Joe, | gottatell you what happened to
me there, s0 you'll understand—so you'll know what was egting me. Will you give me afew minutes?'

Dean nodded.

"Well, | was an acting recon team leader." Dean showed surprise, and Pasguin smiled
self-conscioudy. "Yeah, | was a Force Recon Marine, Joe. A good one too. Straight four-o on al my
fitness reports, tip-top physica shape, al that." Dean was startled as he remembered threatening the
corporal the night of the party back in Bronnoysund. Force Recon Marines were expertsin
hand-to-hand combat.

"I had another corpora, two lance corporals, and a communications man with me, and we were out
humping the boonies, keeping in shape and practicing land navigation, living on the edge. Patrols had
been out trying to find us but they didn't have a chance, not with my team. We were good, Joe, damn
good.

"Wed been out aweek. What you've got to know isthat back on Tanaga the weather changes real
quick. It can be mild and sunny, and then in ten minutes aWillie can blow up on you, winds of a hundred
kilometers an hour, and the temperature dropsto way below freezing. ‘Willi€' iswhat the settlers call
those storms. Y ou get caught in the open in one of thosethings..." He left the sentence unfinished. "It



wasn't the season for Willies just then, but on Tanaga seasons are alaugh anyway and you've got to be
prepared for bizarre westher the whole year.

"We were having trouble with communi cations that whole week, so we were keeping aert to any
sudden changesin air pressure and temperature drops that'd indicate the approach of severe wesather.
Normally we'd have been getting regular meteorological reports, but we'd been out of touch for two days
at that point, so we werekind of thrown back on our ingtincts and what we knew of the weather signs.
When aWillie blows up on you, you gotta just go to ground, find what cover you can, and try to wait it
out. If it catches you out in the open, you're up shit creek.

"I'd been keegping us under cover the whole time, moving mostly at night but practicing concealment in
open country during the day, planning aroute that'd leave us plenty of terrain featuresto cover our
movement. But, well, we were dl getting tired by then and | decided to hdll with it, we'd just hump across
thisflat space, maybe two or three kilometers broad, and head back to the base. If a patrol got us, so
what, we'd dready run circles around them. Hell, weld proved we were good. All | wanted was a cold
beer and agood night's deep.”

Dean nodded. How many times had he wished for the same thing?

"The other corpord, Taff—wadll, forget hisfull name. He was againgt taking the exposed route. He said
we wouldn't do it under combat conditions and what if a storm blew up on us before we got to the hilly
terrain on the other Side? | was team leader and | overrode him." Pasquin was silent for afew seconds,
garing at the ground, the musclesin hisjaw working. "I overrode him. We were halfway across when the
comm man noticed it'd suddenly turned cold. Y ou've never seen aWillie, Joe. The whole sky turns dark
as night and the clouds blow up on you like time-lgpse vid. Y ou can see the wind roaring dong the
surface of the ground, throwing shit up intheair, abig cloud of dust ralling in on you. In five minutesthe
temperature dropped twenty-five degrees. The only thing we could do was go to ground and huddle
together. We got into adight depression and managed to throw on some protective gear.”

Pasquin paused again. "Well." Hesghed. "l waslucky. | logt dl thefingerson my left hand, al my
toes, my ears, and my noseto frogthite. Yeah," he laughed, touching afinger to hisnose, "wonderful how
the doctors can graft shit back on you. Fedslike the old one." He wiggled his nose between two fingers.
The nose and fingerslooked perfectly norma to Dean. "It must have plummeted to thirty, forty degrees
below zero in just minutes. The comm man and one of the lance corporas froze to death on the spot.
That storm lasted only ten minutes, Joe, and two of my guys froze to deeth before it passed over us."
Abruptly, Pasguin stopped talking; his vision seemed to focus somewhereinside.

"So what happened then?' Dean asked.

"So Teff, the remaining lance corporal, and | dragged our two dead buddies twenty kilometers before
we could establish contact with base, and they sent ahopper for us. The lance corpora died before we
got back. Because | wanted to get home aday early, | killed three good men, Joe.

"Therewas an inquiry, after Taff and | got out of sickbay. Taff blamed me straight out. He was right.
The only reason they didn't bust meis because, despite the frostbite injuries, | got the three of usand the
two dead Marines back to safety. But Joe, | didn't panic. That's what everyone thought happened, but |
didn't. | just got careless and tired and made abad decision. Ever since I've been of two minds, blaming
myself and rationdizing. Y ou know, ‘ Anybody could've made the same mistake,” and so on. Getting
kicked out of recon wasthe hardest thing. Taff, who was my best friend, he was hard over what
happened. Y ou know, were pretty tight in recon. Those guys who died were hisfriends too. Threatened
to kick my ass. So the CO put me into the supply depot until he could arrange atransfer out of the 25th.
And herel am. Only Captain Conorado, Gunny Bass, and Staff Sergeant Hyakowa know what
happened. Now you. I've been leaning on you, Joe, because you're the kind of Marine | once thought |
was. It'sthat damn smple. Well, | don't careif you tdll any of the other guys. Not now. | ain't making any
more stupid decisions. But I've got awaysto go to make up for the one | did make back there."



"Well, you came along way today, Raoul," Dean said. Pasquin smiled. "Well, maybe. We sure kicked
some ass, didn't we, Joe?!

"Wesuredid." Dean smiled now. "But one thing, Corpora?Y ou have to apologize to Owen too."

Pasquin started and then laughed. "Hell, gpologize? Sure I'll apologize! I'l even kissthe little shit!” He
put his arm around Dean's shoulder and together they walked back to where the rest of the squad was
having coffee.

The remnants of the Red 35 Crew hunkered in the shade of afern tree, talking quietly.

"Jesus's double-headed dick!" Lowboy crowed. "1t worked, it fuckin' worked!" He dapped Rhyson
the shoulder and punched Labayalightly in the chest. "I got that stupid sailor to get the sergeant to let us
go back to the Fairfax with the wounded! And best of al, that navy jerk agreed to let us keep our
wespong" Lowboy doubled over with laughter.

"That'sgood,” Rhyssaid, "even if we gotojail. Anything's better than this stinking place with those
goddamn things crawling dl over.”

"Great Buddhasballs, youidiot!" Lowboy snarled. "What the hell we been talking about al day? Y ou
dumb shit! Weain't goingtojail." Sometimes Lowboy didn't know if Rhyswas as stupid ashelet onor if
looking stupid wasjust hisway of making ajoke. He hoped it wasthe latter. "Now listen. Labaya, think
you can fly one of them Essays?"

Labaya, an ex-navy bosun, nodded. "Y eah, why?"

"Because," Lowboy said, speaking dowly and distinctly, "once wellift off, we overpower the crew and
use the Essay to get us back to the Anacreon. Then we're out of here free!”

"Y ou sure this can work, Lowboy?' asked a burly pirate whose name was Dufus.

"Chrigt's bleeding hemorrhoids, no wonder they call you Dufus," Lowboy said. "Sureit'll work.
Cdlendar?' Heturned to asmal black man with prominent cheekbones. Cdlendar seldom spoke, but he
liked killing.

"I'm with you, Lowboy. | don't want to go back to jail, and | sure don't want to stay here on this
planet.”

"How do we find the Anacreon?' Rhys asked. "And once we do, how do we get her out of here?"

"That's where Snotglass comesin. He's got training as astarship navigator and an engineer. See,
Rhys? Education does count for something." Lowboy laughed raucoudly.

"Lowboy, how do we even know the Anacreon is still out there?" Sharpedge asked.

Lowboy thought for amoment. “We don't, but we do know who Scanlon left in charge of her, don't
we?' Helooked at each of the other pirates and nodded.

"Killer Kab," Rhyswhispered in sudden understanding.

"Right," Lowboy said, "and he would never have |eft Scanlon down here." He snickered. "If the
bastard had been awoman, they'd have had a dozen kids by now."

"Then why didn't he come for us before this?' Labaya asked. He seemed to be the only one among
the surviving pirates who realized what an insane idea L owboy's getaway was, but he was not about to
go againgt Lowboy.

Lowboy shrugged. "1 think they're dl dead up theréswhat | think. | think the Anacreon isjust orbiting
around up there, adead ship."



"What killed them?" Cadlendar asked.
"How far can one of those Essays go on itsown?' Lowboy asked Labaya, ignoring Callendar.

"I don't know. Once it reaches orbitd atitude it doesn't take much fuel to change dltitude and speed. If
it'sin agtable orbit, it can keep going after the crew dies because the air ran out.”

Lowboy laughed. "That's enough to find the Anacreon. Can the Fairfax spot us?'

"Y ou know it can, Lowboy. And they'll take us out, once they find out what we done."
"No, they won't. WEll have hostages, remember?*

"But we're going to kill the Essay's crew, aren't we?' Rhys asked.

Lowboy struck the big man lightly on the sde of his head. "God's dripping dick, you big genius, they
won't know that on the Fairfax. And weant killing their lieutenant. Helll do the talking for us, if it comes
to negotiating. And once were back on the Anacreon, well have him put her into Beamspace and we're
out of here. Nobody'll ever come after us. We make one short jump, then change directions. Nobody'll
have any ideawhereto look." Lowboy laughed and the othersjoined in. All except Labaya.

Lieutenant Snodgrass watched the Marines disappear into the swamp. He stood for along timein the
clearing, ankle deep in mud and dead vegetation, and listened as the sounds of the advancing Marines
dowly diminished. Intimeit grew very quiet. Dimly, he could hear the Dragon commander talking to
Bass on the command net. The pirates, crouching in the shade of afern tree, laughed among themsdlves.
One of the corpsmen walked out onto the Dragon's ramp and urinated into the mud. Plash, plash, plash,
went the golden stream. Snodgrass could hear it clearly from where he was standing.

Lieutenant Snodgrass looked at the dense foliage that grew all about the clearing. He shuddered. No,
he told himsdf, no problem. The Marines had chased off al the skinks.

The Dragon commander called Snodgrass on hishemet unit. "Lieutenant,” he said, "the Essay is
twenty minutes out. Better get your, er, troops into the bay and strapped down."

"Roger that," Snodgrass answered. He turned and swaggered back toward the pirates, scratching his
behind with one hand. "Not yet, Uncle Bab," he whispered, "not yet.”

Ten meters behind the lieutenant's back a sharply convex face projected dowly out from behind some
fernlike growth, its eyes nictitating asit watched the foolish young man walk away.

CHAPTER 25

It was the mid-watch, and Commander Hank Tuit sat on the bridge of the Fairfax County, Spping from
amug of galey coffee and smoking a Clinton. The bass duet, "The Lord IsaMan of War," from
Handd's Isradl in Egypt, played on his private sound system. Of al Handd's oratorios, he liked that one
best. The vigor and masculinity of the music and the unequivocal righteousness of its hero, the biblical
Moses, appeaed to him. Just then he figured they needed someone like Moses, to pull off amiracle.

Commander Tuit frequently came to the bridge on the midwatch. That was dwaysaquiet timefor a
vessd in space, and he would take his chair then, to sit and work out problems. But often he would just
st and relax. The watch officers knew not to bother him when he was on the bridge during those hours,
and he did not bother them. He found the underway bridge of anaval vessal an enormously comforting
place. It was restful up there, listening to the muted sounds of the duty watch monitoring the ship's
systems, the officers and ratings talking in muted voi ces throughout the quiet night.

After thelast report from Bass down on Society 437, Tuit had left word with the watch to contact him
if there were any further developments. Back in his cabin, he worked on the dispatch he would soon



send to Fleet in adrone. But something was bothering him about the Situation on Society 437 and he
couldn't quite put hisfinger onit. So he grabbed a Clinton and made his way back to the bridge. He
knew that until the mission was over hed beliving out of his captain's chair anyway, and that night
Commander Hank Tuit, captain of the CNSS Fairfax County, had some real problemsto resolve.

Things on Society 437 couldn't have been worse. First, during the last few days the Marines had found
everyone there dead, apparently ddiberately and horribly murdered. It was acivil and scientific disaster
of totally unprecedented proportions. Dr. Nikholas Morgan was known and respected throughout the
Confederation, and his death would come as aterrible shock to billions of people.

And Hank Tuit was going to be the bearer of those tidings. He had come to rescue those people, not
cart their desiccated remains home in body boxes.

But worsg, far, far worse than the deaths of al those scientists, wasthat Dr. Morgan's expedition had
been ruthlessy wiped out by diens. Sentient and evidently malevolent sarfaring aliens. That was what
Gunnery Sergeant Bass and Dr. Bynum were coming to believe, and that caused aterrible sinking
sensation in his gut because he trusted their judgment. Humanity had spread out over avolume of
thousands of cubic light-years during the last three centuries of interstellar travel, and, with the exception
of thefdinoids, nothing even approaching intelligent dien life-forms had ever been encountered. Well, the
woos on Diamunde a so seemed to have adegree of intelligence, if the Marineswereto be believed. The
woos, at least, werefriendly.

Sitting on what could be the most momentous discovery in human history, Commander Hank Tuit
knew very wdll that he might go down in the books not as the first man to make contact with an intelligent
alien species, but asthefirst man to be wiped out by them. Tuit realized he was no Horatio Nelson, and
he could accept that; so long as he commanded the bridge of anaval vessd, any vessdl, he would be
happy. Y es, he was a superannuated navy officer in command of afourth-rate vessal on aroutine rescue
mission. That wasjust fine with him. But fate or blind chance or plain bad luck had set him right smack
dab on the razor blade of history, and he would just have to dide down it. No matter how things turned
out on Society 437, nothing would be the same for him after the misson was over.

The latest report from the string-of-pearls had the aliens retreating from Bass's position, so apparently
they'd had enough of Marine firepower. That was very good. It was even better if the skinkswere
indigenous to Society 437. But were they? That was the big question. If not, that was bad, very bad,
because they would have had some way of getting there, and if they had starships, where were they?
Moreto the point, how many skinkswere there, and could they call in reinforcements? Bass had inflicted
heavy casudties on them during the attacks his men had repelled, and it appeared that Chief Hayes and
his men had killed alot of skinks before being overrun. Had they just been probing, to determine the
Marines strength and weapons? Or had they been all-out attacks that depleted the skinks' strength? If
they had afleet lurking somewhere beyond the Fairfax's sensors, hislittle scow wouldn't stand a chance.

Well, Captain Tuit reflected grimly, the only responsibility | have right now isto this ship and my crew,
and if saving them means fighting whomever or whatever, no matter the odds, then fight it will be. His
second responsibility wasto warn the Fleet and request reinforcements.

Should herecal the Marines and get the hell out of there? No. He would not run. Turning away from
danger was not in Captain Tuit's nature. Besides, he was duty bound to find out what was going on down
there. And Bass was confident he could hold his own. That would have to do.

The thought of running reminded him of Lieutenant Snodgrass. Asif he didn't have enough problemsto
ded with, Snodgrass had initiated what amounted to agoddamned mutiny planetside. Well, hewould
deal with Snodgrassin good time. The kid was bright, graduated in the top five percent of hisclassat the
academy or something like that. And he had connections. But his judgment was zero. Tuit had seen
young officerslike him before. Either they learned their business and went on to become admirds, or they
wound up like that ex-ensign, Baccacio.



Baccacio. Tuit shook his head. He fdlt the pirates presence on Society 437 wasjust an example of
being in the wrong place at the wrong time. He would turn them over to the first Confederation magisirate
after the mission was over. They were not hisworry. In fact Bass had kept the men down on Waygone
because he thought they might be of some help. It seemed now, however, with the possible exception of
that ex-ensign of Marines, maybe that had been amistake. But Snodgrass was the one who had screwed
that up. Snodgrass. Well, if he survived and Bass was able to pull things together despite the lieutenant's
supidity, there were ways of handling the young officer without the trouble of a court-martid. A
goddamned court-martia wasthe onething Tuit didn't need on top of everything €lse he had to dedl with.
Tearing awide strip of hide off that young man's asswould be more effective and Captain Hank Tuit was
an expert at that.

"Victoria," he said to his computer console.
"Yes, Captain Tuit?' apleasant female voice answered.
"Victoria, let's see my report to Fleet."

"Ayeaye, Captain." Thereport flashed on his screen immediately. "Captain, | took the liberty of
correcting an egregious grammatica error,” Victoriasad, just the right note of humble apology in her
voice. Severd paragraphsinto the report aline flashed yelow as the computer zoomed inonit. "You
needed the subjunctive mood there, Captain. It should read ‘ If it weren't...” instead of ‘If it wasn't.” As
you may recall, the subjunctive mood is required when writing of an event or an act not asfact but as
contingent or possibly viewed emotiondly, aswith doubt or desire. | hope you don't mind, gr.”

Jesus H. Chrigt! Captain Tuit thought. Well, | should've used the dictating mode instead of trying to
write the goddamn thing myself. First chance, hetold himsdf, he would change the computer's name from
Victoriato something ese. "Thank you very much, Victoria™

"Y ou are entirely welcome, Captain. | might add, sir, there were no spelling errors,” Victoria added,
amog asif the computer were gpologizing for its automatically correcting the captain's grammar. "How
may | asss you?'

"| want to dictate the rest of the report, Victoria. Are you ready?’

"Indeed, Captain, | am." Stupid question; Victoriawas dways ready, but Victoria had been
programmed aways to be friendly toward her users. And Captain Tuit knew that very well.

Briefly, Captain Tuit expressed his misgivings about the dliens and warned of the possibility of ahostile
fleet lurking somewhere in the quadrant. He deliberately omitted any reference to the pirates. Wary of
bureaucrats, military or otherwise, hefdt it would be better to leave out mention of them. For now. Some
second-guesser back at Fleet might jump to the conclusion that somehow the pirates were behind the
daughter, and the "diens’ were some sort of diverson. That would definitely lower the priority of Fleet's
response. And when the reinforcements arrived, if the Fairfax was no longer there, headquarters had to
know what they might be up againg.

Finished dictating, he said, "Victoria, knock al that into shape for me."
"It'sdone, gr."

"Good. Get me the comm shack." Theimage of Chief of Communications Kranston flashed onto his
screen.

"Chief, Victoriahas adispatch for Fleet. | want it sent pronto. Use more than one drone. Send at least
six," he added, "and program them to make the jump as soon after release as possible.” If more than one
of the drones made it, there'd be no doubt back at Fleet HQ that the Fairfax wasin big trouble.

"Ayeaye, Skipper." Captain Tuit's screen reverted to his report. Within thirty seconds the drones
would be on their way. That made him fed alittle better. Tuit took along drag on his Clinton. He drew



the smoke down deep into hislungs and expelled it dowly through his nose and mouth, savoring therich
flavor of the tobacco. He sucked histeeth reflectively. "Lieutenant..." He turned his chair about to face
the watch officer.

"Sir?" Lieutenant Tom Light responded at once.
"Sound General Quarters.”
"Sr?l

"No drill, Lieutenant, sound GQ." From now on the crew of the Fairfax would be on full combat
dert. Captain Tuit refocused his attention on the Handel, which had now reached the tenor arig, "The
Enemy said." Helistened carefully. "1 shdl pursue, | shal overcome, | shdl destroy them.” Heloved the
unbridled ferocity of that aria, evenif it belonged to the bad guy. Well, he thought, old Mosesredly
screwed up his day. Nope, he thought, we don't have aMaoses, but weve got the next best goddamn
thing—Gunnery Sergeant Charlie Bass and a platoon of Marines. He headed for the comm shack.

"Third Class Hummfree, | haveajob for you, if you think you can doit,” Commander Tuit said. Hed
caught everyone by surprise when he walked into the surveillance department without warning, and
everybody not glued to instruments stood gaping at him.

None gaped more than SRA3 Hummifree, who never expected to be addressed by the ship's captain
without the Skipper first spesking to the watch commander, or at least the chief. "Y-Yessr,” Hummfree
sammered.

"Don't be so fast to agree,” Tuit said. Hislips quirked in ahaf smile. "Or are you asking what the job
is?" He shook hishead and held up a hand to stop Hummfree from trying to answer. "Thisisajob that
maybe even you can't do. If you can't, no onewill think any theless of you. It might be impossible.
Understand?'

Hummfree didn't trust hisvoice, so he nodded.
"Those things the Marines are fighting down there, do you think you can track them?"

Abruptly, Hummfree's nervousness went away. "l believe so, sir,” he said confidently, his eyes glowing
aboveawidegrin.

Tuit cocked an eyebrow and Hummfreeg's grin wavered.
"Wel, | cantry, r."
"All right, herés what we know about where they went. Seeif you can find them.”

Tuit gpent two minutes telling Hummfree and Kranston everything Bass had relayed to him about the
skinks movement. Before the captain was through talking, Hummfree was bent over his controls,
diddling dials and tickling toggles. The ship's captain and the chief nodded at each other; if anyone could
track the skinks, it was Hummfree. Tuit motioned the chief to accompany him out of the compartment
into the passageway.

"That boy bothers me, Chief," Tuit said in avoice pitched low enough it couldn't be heard in the
compartment. "'I've never seen athird class so deserving of promotion to second class, even if he doesn't
study for the test. But he's so good at what he does, | redlly won't want to put him in a supervisory
position and lose him for what he does so well."

"I know what you mean, sir. Been thinking exactly the same mysdlf.”

"Maybe between us we can figure out how to promote him and keep him in the same job."



CHAPTER 26

"Try to takeonedive," Dr, Bynum said asthe sun rose.

Gunnery Sergeant Charlie Bass's gaze was fixed on the swamp he and his Marines were about to
enter asthough, if only helooked hard enough, held be able to see where the skinks had gone and what
nasty surprisesthey might have left intheir trail. "Sure," he replied abosently. He was thinking of how he
and hisMarineswould kill the skinks when they found them, how they could kill them without losing any
Marines.

The doctor saw his expression and realized her words hadn't gotten through to him. She groped for his
invisble deeve and tugged on it to get his attention. He turned his gaze to her.

"I'm serious, Charlie" she said, her eyes boring into his. "Thisisimportant. This might be the firs-ever
human contact with an dien intdligence. We can't just meet them and kill them dl, we havetotry to
establish communications of some sort with them.”

" ‘Might be' ?1've never heard of another contact.”

She shrugged. "There have been rumors of aien contacts for centuries. And I'm only anavy doctor.
For dl I know, the Confederation knows about aien species e sewhere, maybe even has established
contact with some.”

Bass cocked an almost disinterested eyebrow.

"One hears things. Rumors, innuendo.” She shook her head. "I don't know. But | do know it's
important that we at least make the attempt to talk to these diens.”

"Right," Basssaid dryly. "Try to talk to them. Maybe we can keep them from shooting firs." Yes, the
Marines would do their best to keep the skinks from shooting first. The Marineswould do their best to
get inthefirg shots.

"Charlie, | meanit."

He nodded. "I know you do, Lidi. But you aso have to understand that my primary responsibility isn't
to make friendly contact with diens. My responsibility isto keep usal dive, and ddliver areport on what
wefound here. At this point, the fact that there isahogtile presence in this areais more important than
bringing alive dien back." He held up ahand to stop her from the sharp reply she was about to make. "l
know getting one of them diveisimportant. But preserving thelivesof dl of usismoreimportant to me.”

"Charlig, if al you want to do ishring usdl back aive, we can leave the surface of this planet right
now, as soon as a couple of Essays can get down here.”

"Right. And leave a hostile group of diensto attack the next human expedition that makes planetfall
here"

"We don't know that the ones who attacked us are the only ones here."

"We don't know they aren't.” He thought back to the stored data that showed the landing of the pirates
and what gppeared to be the diens landing as well, showed the destruction of the pirate ship and the
departure of what he believed must have been the dien vessdl. "Thereisn't evidence for more than one
landing," he said. "I think we have to assume these are the only ones. Were going to wipe them out.

Well try to get oneto take back with us." He said the last sentence fast to keep her from arguing.

"Try, Chalie"

"All right, Lidi. Well try" he said, knowing that the only trying they would do wasto find and kill the
skinks. Bass signaed to Hyakowa and the platoon moved out.



The comm shack on the Fairfax was quiet, save for the ever-present whispers of the climate control
systern and the muted beepings and tings of the surveillance monitors, phones, and other humar/machine
interface devices. None of the three surface radar analysts or the other technicians hunched over their
equipment said anything aoud. They would spesk only when they had something to report. Ensign
Mulhoorn sat in hischair, barely visblein the comm shack's dim lumination, motionless except for the
times he raised the mug of strong navy coffeeto hislipsfor asip. Chief of Communications Kranston
blended into the shadows half ameter from the communications officer. Kranston didn't bother drinking
coffee, but some of the sailorsin the comm department claimed that he had an intravenous setup under
his uniform and mainlined his caffeine. Kranston's attention was fixed on the back of SRA3 Hummfree,
where the young sailor seemed to grow out of histask chair. Kranston suspected that Hummfree had
somehow managed to grow an umbilica that connected him directly to the galley and the head. Kranston
could think of no other way that would alow aman to spend as many uninterrupted hours at his station
as Hummfree spent &t his.

Hummfree caressed his keyboard, diddled hisdids, tickled histoggles, brushed his buttons. He began
with asmall-scae, multispectra view of amany-kilometer-long areadirectly to the north of theidand
where the Marines had fought off the skinks. Hed watched the fight in visud. Theimage wasn't good, the
light was poor, and their clothing—or body color, he hadn't been able to tell—was dmost the same hue
asthe mud and dirt that spotted the ground. Still, what little he was able to make out, the appearance of
the diens struck him on some primordid leve, raised an atavidtic fear and revulsion in him. Intdllectudly,
he knew they—the Marines on the surface, the medical team with them, the ship's officers—should be
doing their best to make contact with the diens, to talk to them, to make peace. Emotionaly—the
incomplete image he had of them made him want to kill the diens, to fight and kill until not asingleone
was | eft dive anywhere in the universe. He didn't know it and wouldn't have cared if hedid, but his
reaction was Smilar to that of any other speciesin Earth's history when it came face-to-face with another
gpeciesthat occupied the same ecological niche. It didn't matter that the skinks had gills on their sides
and were aguatic; their niche was the human niche. Besides, they had struck first, without warning or
provocation, and before any of the humans they attacked were even aware of their presence.

Hummfree wanted to find those skinks for the Marines and do his part to help kill them.

Thelarge area he examined at first held too many unidentifiable, transent sgnasfor him to identify. He
narrowed hisviewing areato include only the kilometer north of the knob where the fighting took place.
A few moments examination identified every trace he saw as one or another of the indigenous
amphibians or insectoids. He shifted hisfocus north less than a kilometer to alow for overlap between
the area held just searched and the next one. What was that, just disappearing off the north edge of the
new area?

Swiftly he switched focus north again. He saw the bright red infrared signatures of Dragons near the
bottom edge of the new display. Y es, to the Sides and ahead of the Dragons were the Marines, stretching
in adouble line dmost two hundred meters long from the back of the Dragonsto the point. A couple of
hundred meters ahead of the Marines, atiny dot swept back and forth ahead of the axis of their advance.
That must be the UAV, scouting ahead. He wondered briefly how the Marineswere controlling it, and
decided the controller was set up inside one of the Dragons. Ingenious, those Marines. Even though they
weren't atool he normaly used, Hummfree knew enough about the disguised aerid observersto know
that they weren't designed to be guided from inside amoving vehicle. He decided not to tap into the
UAYV because hisfocus and itswouldn't be in the same area and the extra detail might only confuse him.

He shifted focus back to the areaheld just entered and left. Again, after afew moments search there
were no traces he could not identify as benign. He returned to the areawith the Marines. They had
advanced, but he could see he would finish searching that area before the lead Marine reached the
northern edge, and he'd be leading them. Soon he'd have to extend his search to cover the areasto the



sdes of the Marines route. How soon? He had no way of guessing how long the skinkswould continue
inagraight line before they turned east or west. Maybe he should aready be extending his search to the
sides. Maybe he should have extended it right from the edge of the knob. Maybe the skinks had gone
only acouple of hundred meters before they changed direction. Maybe the skinks were moving in the
areas he wasn't looking at. Maybe they were passing through the interstices between his observation
areas. Maybe. Maybe and maybe and maybe. A man could go crazy thinking about the maybes.
Hummifree decided to quit worrying about the maybes and continue to search north for afew more
kilometers before broadening his search track to the sides. Damn, too bad neither of the other analysts
on the Fairfax was good enough to be reliable in his search. It didn't cross his mind that he was nearly
the only Surface Radar Analy<t rating in the entire Confederation Navy who was that good.

The susurration of soundsin the comm shack continued uninterrupted.

"Can you see anything, Hammer?' Bass murmured into hishelmet radio.

"Enough,” Schultz replied. A moment earlier the platoon's pointman had seen afootprint in the surface
of amud bar. It seemed to be pointing in the direction they were heading. The print was splayed, much
wider acrossits front than a human footprint, and it was unshod. The ledies and some of the other
amphibians had footprints as long as a human print and splayed wider at the front, but thisone had a
digtinct hedl, much like the mark left by a human foot. The amphibiansthat they didn't haveto worry
about didn't have hedls. He had no doubt the print was left by a skink. Schultz shifted his pack and
pressed on. Until he stopped seeing Signs, he was going to assume the retreating skinks were still ahead
of them.

The swampland had uncounted, uncountable channels. Mostly, the water moved so duggishly acasud
observer would think its motion was either smple eddies caused by wind or by anima movement, or tiddl
movement. In only afew places did the water dip and dide acrossits bed in the manner of astream, and
even then it never built up enough speed even to ripple. The contours of the swvamp bed were smooth,
and outside the faster moving streams they gently undulated, sometimesrising as much asahaf meter
above the water, never receding more than chest degp to an average man, not even where the water ran
most true. Some of the areas above water were just transient bars of mud. Some were more permanent
land colonized by vegetation that rooted and held the mud together.

The swamp wasfilled with acacophony of sounds. Schultz cataloged them, fixed the soundsin his
mind so he'd recognize them, then lost them to his consciousness so they wouldn't distract him. Held
heard the skinks yelling during the firefight and knew their guttural, barking voicesweren' likethe
booming or hissing of the native amphibians. He heard the plopping of the bodies of the native
amphibiansin the water and on the mud when they jumped, the splashing when they scampered from a
mud bar or idet into the water. The skinks were bigger than the native amphibians, and their sounds
would be different. And the skinks were skilled, if fanatic, fighters—they'd generally move too quietly to
plop and splash. Those sounds could aso safely be ignored. Once those normal anima sounds were
eliminated, the only sounds | eft to Schultz's ears were the whispering of the breeze, the smal noises made
by the Marines behind him, and the thrumming of the Dragonsto the rear.

Schultz eyebdled everything. He switched back and forth between hisinfraand light amplifier,
necessary in the gloom under the swamp's canopy. Every few minutes he stopped to use his
light-gatherer and magnifier screenstogether.

Although he found the occasiona mark of the skinks passage, he never saw or heard anything that
told him how far ahead they were or where they were going. That wasdl right; hewasin no hurry.
Sooner or later the Marines would run them down. Then he, the Marines, would kill the skinks. No one
attacks Marines and gets away with it, no one wipes out a human research station on an otherwise
uninhabited world and lives to boast abouit it. Those were messages Schultz was determined to broadcast



totheuniverse.

"What do you have, Hammer?' Bass asked when the double column stopped three and ahaf hours
and severa kilometers from where they'd begun.

"A bivouac," Schultz said. "Nobody's home.”

"Wait one, I'm coming up." Then Bass added to Hyakowa, "Lander Five, establish adefensive
perimeter.” He toggled on hisHUD to pinpoint the dot that showed Schultz's position and headed for
him. He saw another dot also approaching the pointman.

Bass found Schultz and Sergeant Ratliff prone under afringe of smdl, flimsy swamp trees at the edge
of anidet. Helowered himsalf and bellied hisway in between them. Heimmediatdly saw Schultz was
right. Someone—or something—had bivuoacked there. Theidet had anarrow fringe of growth at each
end, but the fringes were new growth. More vegetation had been there, but over the surface of most of
theidet it was beaten down to form amat. None of the growth had yet had time to spring back up, if any
of it ill could, and no new growth was visible. He widened the area he scanned. The surrounding water
was quiet. It looked like Schultz was right about nobody being at home. He glanced to his sides and saw
that Schultz had deployed amotion detector.

"Lander Five," he said into the command circuit.
"Fve, go, Six."

"Contact Skyhawk, | want a complete scan of thisarea." Hyakowawas closer to the Dragons and
clear communicationswith the Fairfax than he was. He wasn't going to send anyone into the bivouac
until he knew more; it could be atrap.

"Roger, Sx." A few moments later Hyakowa came back on the command circuit. "Six, Skyhawk is
scanning. Do you want verba or data pack?'

"Data pack." Then he could go to one of the Dragons and see the Situation while one of the analysts
walked him through what he waslooking &t. It would give him far more information than averba report.
"I'll be back," he said to Ratliff and Schultz, then did back and headed for a Dragon. " Seeif you can spot
any sign beyond here."

By the time he reached the Dragon, the data pack was being downloaded to its computer. He brought
up the display. Bright dots showed the disposition of the Marines and the Dragons, amoving dot was the
UAV. Fainter spots of red, some moving, some stationary, were scattered about.

"Tak to me," Bass said as soon as he put on the radio headset.
"Y ou know which onesare you?"
"I know which dots are my people.”

"Good. Wait asecond, let metry this. I'm not used to talking to planetside troops.” A dight smile
quirked Basss|lips. He recognized the voice of SRA3 Hummfree and thought that evidently the sailor
wasn't used to radio communications either—he didn't bother with proper procedures. There was afew
seconds pause, then a circle appeared around some of the faint marks. " See that?"

"Northwest."

"Right. That'slocal amphibians, the big insect eaters. I've seen enough of them | can recognize their
sgnatures. Same with these." The circle vanished and another appeared just west of the Marines. "This
here" adifferent circle enclosed avagudy vishble pink smudge, "isacolony of smadler anphibians.
Everything | can seeisone or the other of them.”

"Wait aminute! What'sthis?' A tiny red line, undulating near one of the Marines, was circled.



"I haven't seen it before. It's not one of them skinks, though. It'stoo big, and the heat signature's
wrong."
Bassflicked on hisHUD to see which Marine that linewas near.

Goudanis. "One-threg," Bass snagpped into the al hands circuit, "heads up. Something big is
gpproaching you from your right front." He glanced back at the datadisplay. "It'sless than thirty meters
avay."

"Six," Goudanis sad, "it's got to be underwater. We're on land and | don't see anything.”
"Keep an eyeout for it. I'll let you know if it goes away."

"Roger, Sx."

"Skyhawk, do you see anything else?' Bass asked into the satellite radio.

"Nope, that's everything. That big thing isthe only thing | can't identify. Listen, if you find out what it is,
would you let me know?"

Bass heard sudden shouting over the platoon radio, and the smultaneous crackle of blagters.

"Stand by," he told Hummfree. "We're about to find out." While he was speaking on the radio he
sgnaed the Dragon commander to head for thefire, fast. The Dragon nearly hit its top speed covering
the hundred metersto where first squad's third fire team wasfiring at something.

The Dragon roared onto the spit of mud Goudanis and Quick were on. The firing had stopped and
Bass scrambled out of the Dragon beforeits rear ramp finished dropping.

"What happened?' he demanded, racing toward his men. Then, "My God," as he saw what they had
killed.

A large, tubular creature lay part way out of the water, its rear haf floating on the surface. Its body,
banded like an earthworm, was nearly eight meterslong, more than ameter across, and half that much
high. A great maw with rows of spiked teeth filled itsfront end. Bristldlike whiskers ringed the maw. It
had no eyes or visible hearing organs. Muscular contractions continued to rippleits rubbery hide. Great
pocks were burned out of its front portion, where Goudanis and Quick had shot it. The insgdes of the
holes were seered black. Bass dowly stepped toward it and looked where one hole was bigger than the
others. He guessed two blaster bolts had struck there. Deep inside the rear portion of the hole he saw the
stump of a cord the color of milk turned bad. He took a couple more steps and looked at the forward
edge of the hole, where he saw a corresponding cord stump. He looked back at the Marineswho'd just
faced this monster. Their faces were drawn. He was sure that if he could see their bodiesthey'd be

quaking.
"When did it die?' he asked.
Goudanis nodded toward the hole Bass had just examined. "When we hit it there."

"Lookslikeit's got anotochord. Y ou were lucky to hit it degp enough to sever it. That's probably
what stopped it."

The second Dragon arrived and Dr. Bynum climbed out. "Mon Dieu," she whispered when she saw
the beast. In a second she was over her shock and ordering her people to take measurements and
samples. While they rushed to do her bidding, she turned to Bass.

"Did we have any warning about this, Charlie? | don't remember anything about acreature likethisin
the reports we read.”

Bass shook hishead. "1 didn't see anything either. Maybe the exploratory mission didn't get into the
right parts of the svamp to find it. Big predators aren't common anywhere, and thisis certainly abig
predator.”



Bynum looked at the corpse and blinked afew times. "Well, well get enough samplestofititinto
Waygonesbiota, if not its ecology.”

Bass snorted. "I'd say its placein the ecology istop of thefood chain.”
She nodded. "1 imagine you're right. Look at those teeth! They could shred aman with one bite.”

Theimmediate danger past, Bass turned his attention back to the platoon and their current mission.
"Ligen up," hesaid into hisdl-hands circuit. "If there are any skinksin the areawho didn't know we're
here, they know now. Be dert for them. Also watch for redlly big, ah, worms." He switched to the squad
leaders circuit. " String-of-pearls didn't see anything e seit couldn't identify. No point in waiting any
longer, we're going to check out the bivouac area. Rabbit, don't move until | get to you." He reboarded
the Dragon and gave Hummfree information on what the odd signal was while he rode to the idet with the
beaten down vegetation.

"Find anything?" he asked when he rgoined Ratliff and Schultz.

"Found afootprint on the next idand,” Schultz said. "Goes north.”

"All right, welll follow it. But firgt let's check this bivouac, seeif we can find anything.”
"How are we going to check for booby traps?’ Ratliff asked.

"The skinks don't seem to use explosives or large vehicles. I'll run a Dragon over it. Itsweight will
ether set off any antipersonnel traps or disable them.”

"l likeit," Ratliff said.

Bassflicked to the Dragon circuit to give the order. Before he could tell the Dragon commander what
he wanted, he recelved amessage.

"Skyhawk wantsto talk to the Actua. Soundsimportant.” Bass reboarded the vehicle. "Lander Six
Actud. Go, Skyhawk."

"Lander Six, LimaZulu isunder attack," said the voice of the starship's communications officer.
"Returnto LimaZulu with al possible speed. Over.”

"Roger that, Skyhawk. Any details? Over."
"Negative details, Lander. Are you on the move yet? Over."

"Third platoon, mount up," Bass ordered into the dl-hands circuit. He was no longer paying attention
to the Fairfax's communications officer; he had a platoon to gather together and move out. If the ship
was passing on any useful information, Dupont or the Dragon commander would let him know.

He was disgppointed about not being able to examine the bivouac; it might have information they'd
need. But getting back to the knob was moreimmediately important.

It took the platoon about four minutes to regroup and get aboard the two Dragons. What they didn't
have was much time for Bass to make plans for what to do when they got back to the landing zone. Hell,
he thought, | have no idea of what's going on, so what kind of plans can | make? Bass wasn't concerned
that they'd run into an ambush adong theway. Asfar as he knew, the skinks didn't have any explosive
weapons that could damage the Dragons. The most dangerous time would be when they stopped to
dismount the Marines. If any skinkswerein theright place, they could do serious damage. They'd have
to dismount outsde the LZ and approach it on foot. But from what direction? He needed information
bedly.

"Raisethe Dragons at the LZ," he ordered the Dragon commander.
It took amoment, but finally the commander said, "Got 'em." He handed the mike to Bass.
"Dragon Three, what's your Situation?' Bass asked.



"I have you on my monitor and will link up in lessthan thirty seconds.”
"Say agan?You arent & the Lima Zulu?'
"Negative. We were ordered to find you and link up.”

"What's going on?* Just then Dragons Three and Four cameinto view in the Dragon's artificid light
monitor. Gunny Basssjaw clenched a the sight. Parts of the Dragons armor plating were dagged and he
saw agaping holeinitsflank. Suddenly he was glad he hadn't had the time to run one of his Dragons
across the bivouac.

"I have the casualties and the medical team aboard,” the Dragon Three commander said. "The pirates
arefighting the skinks."

"How many?'
"I'm not sure. | think Lieutenant Snodgrass and three or four pirates were till aive and fighting when
the lieutenant ordered usto find you."

"Skinks?' Bass shouted. "1 mean, how many skinks?'
"I don't know. Too many."

Bass swore under his bregth. For the first time on this mission he wished they had Marine Dragons, or
at leest Marine crews. A Marine could tell him how many skinks were attacking. Maybe he was asking
too much to expect a sailor to know that.

"What direction arethey attacking from?"

"They'redl over the place.

Agan Bassswore. That sailor wasn't giving him anything he could use. They were going in blind.
"Keep moving," he ordered the driver of his Dragon.

CHAPTER 27

Lieutenant Argal Snodgrass spent the hourswaiting for the arrival of the Essay strutting about with an air
of importance and self-confidence he did not really fed. At first light, when the third platoon had pulled
out to follow thetrail of the retreating skinks, he'd watched their progress with what was, for him, an
unusua degree of trepidation. He did not fed the soaring sense of independence he thought he would as
he watched the Marines disappear into the fern trees, because it had dowly dawned on him that truly he
was on hisown.

The Dragon in which the corpsmen tended the casuaties sat with its ramp down, and another Dragon
sat not far away. The pirates had found a clump of ferns nearby that gave enough shade to protect them
from the intense sunlight, and they spent the hours there, talking among themselvesin low voices.

Snodgrass whiled avay the morning dogging around the clearing, pretending to watch the surrounding
forest. The two corpsmen and the crewmen in the closer Dragon offered him only cold and begrudging
awareness when he climbed the ramp and attempted to converse with them. And whenever he
approached the pirate group, they suddenly stopped talking, and resumed only when he was out of
earshot. And he did not likeit at dl, theway that man, Lowboy, leered at him. He thought theridiculous
little man was probably homosexudl.

Thinking of ridiculous little men made Snodgrass reflect momentarily on some of the things he'd done
since they'd been on Waygone, especialy when he mistook the pirate Rhysfor Dr. Morgan. Hisface till
burned at the thought. That Bass had later openly laughed in hisface over the incident did nothing for his
self-confidence,



Hisunusually sdf-criticd train of thought was interrupted by the Dragon commander's announcement
that the Essay was at last inbound.

Hospitalman First Class Larry Horner checked Clarke's stasis pod for the umpteenth time.
Respiration, blood pressure, pulse, all were normal. The stasis devices would keep the wounded menin
adtate of deep suspended animation until they could be transported to the Fairfax's sckbay, or until
they reached port, if Dr. Bynum couldn't repair the damage. He laughed, remembering the story, possibly
apocryphal, of the corpsman who'd dept in a stasis pod when off duty. Over the years, his buddies
noticed he wasn't aging as quickly asthey were. In the end he was court-martialed for "misuse of
government property,” but the ten years held added to hislife made the fine and loss of rank worthit.

He glanced a the ramp and thought about raising it. It was getting hot in the passenger compartment,
but since the Essay was on its way, he decided not to. Lieutenant Snodgrass and his pirates would have
to come aboard, and that would only mean lowering the thing again in afew minutes anyway.

On the opposite sde of the bay, HM 2 Tom Hardesty fiddled with the settings on Dornhofer's pod.
"Prettiest girl | ever seen, was smoking thulein my latring" he chanted softly. His mind was light-years
away, where cold beer and warm lipswaited for him in acozy bar in Duma City on Bulon, the Fairfax's
home port. "When we get back to home port, Larry I'm gonna—"

"Danger! Danger!" atiny voice shrilled.

Automatically, Horner drew his side arm and whirled toward the ramp, just as a skink charged up and
into the compartment. Horner fired from the hip without aming. The bolt struck the skink directly onits
snout. The creature screamed and then flashed into vapor.

Owen hopped up and down on hisration box shrieking "Woooo! Woooo!" his gppendages flapping
and his eye stalks bobbing up and down. In the space of ten seconds he flashed through the entire
spectrum of visible colors, but neither man saw it. Nor did either man redlize at the time that Owen had
shouted the warning.

"Closethe ramp! Closethefucking ramp!" Horner screamed before realizing the crew couldn't hear
him. "Tom, cover mel" he shouted as he lunged for the emergency control that would raiseit. Tomwas
aready down on one knee, the muzzle of his hand-blaster aimed over the ramp. Horner hesitated to
mash the button. No, gotta get the lieutenant on board, his mind screamed. He punched into the onboard
intercom system instead. " Get the lieutenant aboard!" he screamed at the Dragon commander. The
gunner began acquiring targets and firing at them. The Dragon shook with the crackling of the cannon.

Hardesty fired hishandgun.

Lieutenant Snodgrass didn't know what made him turn around, but when he did he screamed in terror.
Dozens of skinks had crept out of the fernlike forest and they all seemed to be charging directly a him!
They were running upright, their bodies dick with mud, some with long metal tubes clutched in their
forearms and others holding nozzles attached to devices strapped to their backs. He could clearly see
their dender fingers clutching the tubes and nozzles he guessed were the acid-throwing devices that
dissolved human flesh. It seemed every one of them was pointed directly at him.

The farther Dragon didn't appear to be in danger, for now. But some of the skinks had managed to
creep up to the nearest Dragon unnoticed and were directing streams of acid on itsarmor plate. The
liquid sizzled on and through the outer plating, and Snodgrass redized that if the machine did not pull out
of range quickly, the corrosive acid would eventudly eat through. Fortunately, the lowered ramp faced
away from the direction of attack.

Without thinking about it, Snodgrass thumbed his throat mike and screamed, "Dragon! Closethe



ramp!"

"Lieutenant, get on board!" the Dragon commander screamed back. The petty officer's voice was so
loud in Snodgrassshemet it hurt hisears.

"Notime! Closetheramp and get out of herel” the lieutenant said nervoudly. "They're eating through
your armor plate! Get out. Get out!" For thefirgt timein hislife Arga Snodgrass was thinking of someone
esefirg. He knew he could never reach the temporary safety of the Dragon, and if it did not get away
immediately, the eight men insdewould belost.

"WEelIIl cover you!" the Dragon commander said as his gunners directed enfilading fire into the mass of
advancing skinks. Bright flashes marked hitsal aong their line, but there were too many of them. And the
skinks attacking both Dragons now were so close, the gunners couldn't depress the barrels of their
cannons fast enough. The second Dragon was fully aert now, but could not fire without hitting the other
Dragon. "Essay's ten minutes out!" the commander said.

Snodgrass fingered histhroat mike again, changing channels. "Essay pilat, thisis Lieutenant Snodgrass.
Abort the landing. | say again, abort the landing. ThisLZ ishot. We are under attack. Do you hear me?"

Later the Essay pilot swore he didn't believe the Lieutenant at first because his voice was so cam.
"Ah, please say again your message,” the pilot responded laconicaly.

"Abort the landing!" Snodgrass screamed.
"Ah, roger that, Lieutenant, we are aborting the landing,” the pilot replied.

Snodgrass switched back to the Dragons channel. "Both of you, get out of here. Go after the gunny.
Wewill draw the skinks off. Move, move, move!" With that hefired at one of the skinks spraying the
closer Dragon, and was gratified to seeit flare up into vapor. It wasthe first time the lieutenant had ever
fired awegpon in combat.

Meanwhile, Snodgrass had quickly been backing toward a deep depression in the earth about thirty
meters from the nearer Dragon. Hisintention was to take cover there and hold off the skinks from that
position. He had no idea where held gotten that idea from or what made him act onit.

"The Dragonsareleaving! They'releaving ud” apirate screamed hysterically.

From just over Snodgrass's shoulder someonefired a blaster. The shooter was taking careful aim.
Crack, crack, crack! Three more skinks evaporated. It was Rhys. He redlly was too stupid to fed fear.

"Come back," Lowboy screamed at the Dragons. " Come back, the Essay iscoming! The Essay is
coming!"

"No, itisn't," Snodgrass said as hejoined the small group of desperate and quivering men. "1 canceled
the landing. The Dragons are going after Bass. We had to get the wounded—"

With asickening crack! Lowboy smashed his blaster's butt on the bridge of the lieutenant's nose.
Blood flew everywhere as Snodgrass collgpsed to the ground, his helmet flying off his head and bouncing
out of reach; now they were without any way to cal for help. The skinks, momentarily disorganized by
the departing Dragons cannons and Rhys's accurate marksmanship, milled about. Screaming
incoherently, Lowboy grabbed Snodgrass by the collar and started dragging him toward where the
Dragons had been—and toward the skinks. "Run! Run!" he screamed, dragging Snodgrass through the
mud facedown.

A stream of acid arced out and hit the pirate they called Dufus directly in the groin, splashing onto his
legs and torso. He twisted about wildly, screaming hystericaly asthe substance ingtantly ate through his
clothes and began dissolving his flesh. Momentarily distracted, Lowboy dropped Snodgrass.

The cold dime had revived the lieutenant somewhat. He rolled over on his back, drew his hand-blaster



and pulled thetrigger. Thelittle pirate exploded in abright flash, blood, bone fragments, and guts
spraying everywhere. Snodgrass staggered to hisfeet, afoot of Lowboy'sintestines dangling obscenely
over one shoulder. He brushed thefilthy innards away and waved his gun at the remaining pirates. "Back!
Back to the hollow! Now, goddamnit, do it now!" he croaked through his broken nose. Rhyswas the
firgt to turn and run for the hollow, and the others followed. Snodgrass ssumbled aong behind them.

They piled into the depression, gasping and choking. It was about a meter deep, filled with dimy mud
and water. Nobody objected. They wallowed gratefully in the muck and struck their heads cautioudy up
over the edge.

"Check your weapons," Snodgrass said firmly. The whole front of his face throbbed with pain and the
exertion of the run for cover. He daubed a handful of cool mud over his broken nose and the pain
subsided a bit.

"Four againgt twenty." Rhys grinned. "'I've got maybe twenty boltsleft in my piece.”

"Six for me," Labayagasped.

"I'mout," Callendar said, tossing his wegpon into the mud. He reached down into a boot and took out
aknife. Itslong sted blade glinted in the sunlight.

"I have adozen left,” Snodgrass said. "That's thirty-eight shots againgt twenty, twenty-five skinks.
Weve got to make every shot count. We can't let them get close enough to douse us with those acid

guns”
"Here they come!" Rhys shouted. He braced himsalf on the edge of the swale and, holding the butt of
hisold blaster firmly into his shoulder, began squeezing off shots. The otherstook careful aim and fired

dowly and methodicaly. Calendar, crouched in the muddy bottom of the depression, took out a
whetstone and began honing hisknife.

The skinks twisted and dodged as they rushed forward, and only four flashed into oblivion. But when
their ragged line came within range of the humans and some stopped to discharge their own weapons,
their aim was bad. Apparently, charging across the open space while taking fire from the Dragons and
the men in the swa e had unnerved them. But some of the acid splashed into the swale. Severa drops
gpattered the left Side of Snodgrasssface, onetiny globule burning off his earlobe and another sizzling
into his cheek. The pain was amost unbearable, but he reached down and smeared mud onto the
wounds.

The four men crouched in their hole, breathing heavily, clutching their wegpons. Rhys examined hisleft
hand, where adrop of acid had burned all the way through—he could actually see throughit. He
screamed and plunged the hand into the mud and held it there. "That's better,” he sighed. He held up the
mud-caked hand and flexed hisfingers. "L ook, it till works!™

The surviving skinks dropped into a prone position and tried to drop their shotsinto the depression.
"Jesus, they fight like men!" Rhys cursed. He popped up and flashed a skink who had managed to crawl
within afew meters of their position. "They're closng in on usl" he screamed, his voice afal setto.

"On three we stand up and give them avolley,” Snodgrass shouted. "Try for the nearest ones.”

The three desperate men stood as one and squeezed off severa shots. Some skinks flashed, but a
stream of acid sprayed directly into Labaya's eyes. He screamed horribly and staggered backward. The
others watched as the whole front of his face began to dissolve. His screamsroseto apiercing
high-pitched wall.

"I've seen this once too often,” Callendar said, and calmly buried hisknife in Labayas heart. He
reached down and picked up the dead man's pistal. "Two bolts|eft,” he said matter-of-factly.

"Y ou've got two shots. Rhys?' Snodgrass asked.



"Three" he answered disgustedly.

"And I've got—one." Snodgrass couldn't believe the reading on his power pack. "I've got one shot
left! How'd that happen? Jesus, we've got six bolts left among the three of us.”

"Shit happens, Lieutenant. When | wasin the infantry—"
"Youwereintheinfantry, Calendar?' Snodgrass said increduloudy.

"Y eah. | was asergeant squad leader. Anyway, green troops always lay down too much fire. No use
crying about it now."

"Hey! They're moving back!" Rhys announced Sure enough, the nine remaining skinks were crawling
rapidly. When they reached a spot about fifty meters away, they stood up.

"I could hit one from here with this hand-blaster,” Cdllendar said.

"We can't afford to waste the shot,” Rhys reminded him.

"Y eah, and they know it," Snodgrass observed. "They're just standing there. What's up?”'
"Lieutenant, | think they're waiting for someone," Cdlendar answered.

"Who?'

Cdlendar shrugged. "Their officer."

Snodgrass sighed and laid his head down on thelip of the depression. "The longer they wait to finish us
off, the better chance we've got that Bassll come for us or maybe the Dragonswill come back and fry
them. Jesus, if | ever seethat Gunny again I'll kisshim.”

Calendar snorted. "I'll kiss his ass and give you twenty minutesto draw a crowd.”

"Y ou know, | can see your teeth through that hole in your cheek, Lieutenant,” Rhys observed.
Gingerly, Snodgrass placed aforefinger in the hole. Sure enough, he could fed his gumsthrough the hole.

"I wonder why it doesn't hurt,” he said.

"l don't know," Rhys answered. "But | had this professor once—"

"What?Y ou went to college?’ Snodgrass exclaimed.

"Yeah. | got amaster of artsin Englishlit," he said offhandedly.

"It was never obvious,” Snodgrass said.

"If you're going to be a pirate, you don't get far running around quoting Shakespeare.”

The skinks were till milling around. The sun beat down mercilesdy, and Snodgrass was suddenly
aware of how thirsty he'd become. But the conversation was steadying his nerves. All thought of fame
and promotion had evaporated from the lieutenant's mind now. In afew moments the skinkswould
advance again and hewould die. He reached down to remove the knife from Labaya's boot and placed it
on therim of the hollow, where he could reach it easily. He redized then that he wasn't afraid of the
skinks anymore.

"Wherethe hell did they al come from?' Rhys asked no onein particular. "1 thought the Marines
greased dmost the whole bunch the other night, and they're chasing the only survivors." Snodgrass could
only shrug.

"Probably Ieft over from the attacking force, and now the Marines are between them and home base,"
Cdlendar said. The minutes dragged by dowly. The skinks continued to mill around just within pistol
range, but the men held their preciousfire.

"So why did you guys become pirates?' Snodgrass asked.



"'Same reason you become anavy officer: | was stupid, needed money, and love guns,”" Callendar said
with achuckle.

Snodgrass grinned back at him. "I become—became anavy officer because | wanted to seethe
universe and be famous." The other two laughed. "How about you, Rhys?'

"Me?Oh, | just sort of fell into the trade, you might say. Took ajob with aschool system on one of
the newer worlds—doesn't matter which one—l was gonna prey on my girl students while writing my
dissertation.”

"Dissertation? On what topic,” Snodgrass asked.
" *The Sunshine Matif in the Lieder of John Denver.” Very hot topic.”
"The classics" Snodgrass cried.

"| even had some interest from a publisher. But on the way in-system our ship wastaken. | got friendly
with my captors and opted to stay with them when the exchange was made. Then | just drifted around
severd sysemsfor awhile, earning areputation, you might say, and wound up with Scanlon.

"How about you, Lieutenant? | had you figured for a prize navy asshole, ared primadonna. Y ou sure
acted the part convincingly enough there for awhile. Now you pull thisMeda of Heroism shit. And you
fried that bastard Lowboy." Briefly he told Snodgrass what Lowboy had planned.

"Would you have gone dong with that plan?' Snodgrass asked.
Rhys shrugged. "Y eah. | am apirate, you know."

"Well, it never would've worked. Y our ship wasn't in orbit when we got here. If you'd taken the
Essay, you'd only have cruised around the planet afew times before the Fairfax would've taken you."

"How?' Cdlendar asked.

"I'd havetold them to," Snodgrass answered firmly. "Gunny Basswould've figured out away to get a
boarding party onto the Essay." There would be no more criticism of Gunnery Sergeant Bass from him.

"Yeah, | guessthat'sthe new you, huh?' Rhysreplied. "What giveswith you? How'd you grow up so
suddenly?"

"I redly don't know," Snodgrass answered, surprised, now that he considered it. "I—I just figured the
wounded had to be protected. | don't know." He shrugged.

"Hamlet," Rhys answered with conviction. "Y ou'rejust like Hamlet. When he stopped to think things
through, he always screwed them up, but when the chips were down he—"

"Uh-oh, college boys, somebody's coming,” Calendar warned.

"—wasaman of action,” Rhysfinished. "Just stop thinking, Lieutenant, and you'll be okay. Thinking
never did anybody any—Jesu, what in hell isthat?' They dl stared at the spectaclein front of them.

From out of the treeferns on the far side of the clearing an extraordinary figure emerged, a skink, but it
walked erect and purposefully, just like aman. In one hand he carried along rod, obvioudly an acid gun
of somekind, but he swung it rapidly back and forth as he walked, asif he were aswordsman testing the
balance of hisblade.

The other skinks, who had been grunting and hissing among themselves, now fdll sllent. The officer
skink gestured with his wegpon, and the nine surviving attackersfel into astraight line. The men could
clearly hear hissibilant hissing and grunting as he addressed histroops.

"Ten skinks, and we got six shotsamong us,” Callendar whispered. "Better make every shot count,
and then..." he patted the knife at hisbelt. "Hey!" he said suddenly, "look at that officer. HE'sjust waving
his acid gun around. Y ou know what? | bet they're aslow on ammo aswe are! Sure! They used up most



of their basic load and they can't resupply because Bass has cut them off from their base. Hey, maybe
we've got achance after al.”

"What if it comes down to hand-to-hand?' Snodgrass asked. " Some of those skinks are pretty big.”
"Fight dirty, then," Callendar responded.

"Go for their eyes,” Rhys advised. He turned to Snodgrass and put out his hand. ™Y ou got my vote,
Lieutenant. We sure have put up one hell of afight. Been nice knowin' ya." They shook.

"L et them get dmost up to us, and then get out of thishole and in among them," Callendar advised.
"That way they won't be able to use their guns without hitting another skink."

The officer skink shouted something. It sounded to the men like "Bungee!" He repeated the word three
times, and the nine skinks shouted, "Bungee! Bungee! Bungee! "The officer took hisplacein front of the
line, raised his gun over hishead, and they charged.

"He'smine" Rhyswhispered.
"Y ou take theright of theline, Lieutenant, and I'll take the left,” Callendar shouted.

The skinks came at them quickly, covering hdf the distance in only afew seconds. The three held their
fireto be absolutely sure of their shots. At thirty metersthey fired their last bolts. The officer skink
disappeared in aflash. So did five others. The remaining four came on. They did not fire their weapons
but held them like spears.

"They are out of ammo!" Snodgrass said in amazemen.

"Knives!" Calendar shouted, throwing his blaster down. With ascream of triumph he drew hiswicked
blade and jumped out of the hole. "Aarrggh!™ he screamed and ran at the nearest skink. Two skinks
jumped on him, and the three fell into the mud in atangle of arms and legs, the skinks grunting and hissing
and Cdlendar screaming and cursing. He diced open one skink with avicious dash of hisblade, but the
other pinned the pirate under its powerful legs and began smashing its empty weapon into hisface.

Rhysthrugt with hisknife at a huge advancing skink. Though twice his size and grunting with the effort
of running, the skink seemed light and agile on itsfeet. It parried Rhyss knife thrust and rammed the point
of its spear deep into the center of Rhys's chest. Rhys staggered back, taking the embedded weapon
with him. He stared down at it in surprise. The skink closed in, itsarms held open to grab the dying man
in onefina deadly embrace. Rhyslurched forward, hisknife thrust out in his right hand as hetried to pull
the spear out of his chest with the other. They collided with an audible thud, and the knife buried itsdf in
the skink's midsection. The heavier skink impelled Rhys backward. Rhysthrust desperately with hislegs
to stay upright and with dl his remaining strength drove the knife downward, dicing the skink's belly wide
open. Reeking tendrils spilled out in hegps. The skink gurgled and hissed and thrashed about wildly
before dying.

Rhys crawled out from under the mess and staggered to hisfeet, swaying drunkenly, just managing to
keep his balance. With hisleft hand he continued trying to pull the weapon out of his chest. No good. He
was too weak. He dropped his left hand to his side and staggered over to where the other skink was
pounding Calendar's head into mush. With one last supreme burst of effort, Rhys plunged his own knife
to the hilt into the thing's back and fell heavily to the ground. Hissing and snorting violently, the skink rose
toitsfeet to reach around and pull out the knife, but adark brown fluid gushed out of its mouth, it gave
up asnorelike groan, then fell onitsside.

Breathing heavily, completely obliviousto the fight going on around him, Snodgrass had dropped his
blaster and drawn his knife. Now he concentrated on the skink weaving and bobbing just out of his
reach. It too breathed in gasps, and the lieutenant could smell itsfetid breath. They circled one another
warily. Snodgrass was finding it difficult to keep hisfooting in the dick mud as the skink danced back and
forth lightly onits splayed toes. Clearly, mud wasits e ement.



Suddenly, it dashed forward and rammed at the lieutenant with its weapon. Snodgrass sidestepped
and diced at the thing's neck. His blade struck flesh, and blood, surprisingly-red, spurted from one side.
The skink staggered and dropped its weapon, clasping both hands to the wound in the side of its neck.
Seizing the advantage, Snodgrass stepped in and plunged his knife into the cresture's side, once, twice, a
third time. But the knife stuck in the skink asit tried to whirl away from the attack, leaving Snodgrass
unarmed. He jumped out of itsway as the thing staggered about in the bloodstained mud, hissing and

gurgling. Findly it collgpsed and lay ill.

For years—hiswholelifetill then—Arga Snodgrass had been an arrogant, snot-nosed punk, and he
had just taken it al out on thisaien. In those brief moments of desperation, the old Snodgrass had
evaporated like ablasted skink.

He stood, panting heavily, perspiration streaming off of him, and looked down on his vanquished
attacker. Wearily, he ssumbled over and checked Rhys and Callendar. They were both dead, aswere
the four skinks.

Out of the corner of his eye Snodgrass caught a glimpse of movement. A skink appeared from among
the ferns on the opposite side of the clearing, from the same spot the attack had been mounted.
Snodgrass gasped—the skink was carrying a blagter.

Purposefully, the skink walked toward Snodgrass, who backed off, wondering if there wasaway he
could charge the skink, dodging the bolts it was sureto fire a him any second. The skink stopped ten
meters from the site of the hand-to-hand fighting and deliberately pointed the blaster at one of the skink
corpses. The corpseflared up. Methodically, ignoring the human, the skink switched aim and flamed
another of the corpses.

Snodgrass watched in disbelief asthe skink flamed dl of the dead skinks, then turned the blaster on
itself and vaporized.

The adrendine that had held him keyed up throughout the fight suddenly drained out of him and, totally
exhausted, he collapsed unconscious.

Argd Snodgrass floated up, up, up. Hefet no pain. He was wrapped in awonderful white cloud of
cotton. He wanted to stay there forever, forever. No more goddamn fitness reports to worry about, no
more smirking subordinates, no more supercilious superior officers, no more of the chickenshit he once
thought was so important. If thisis death, he thought, where have you been dl my life?

Suddenly, consciousness came back to him like ahugefist in the face. He was back on Society 437
and he hurt everywhere, everywhere. He gasped and groaned. He was being held up by two Marines. A
voice sad, "He'scoming to." Another said, "It's about time; he's not hurt." The voices hurt hishead. In
front of him stood a blurry figure. He blinked. It was Bass, the remnant of a Clinton stuck in one corner
of hismouth.

Hands on his hips, Bass leaned close to the lieutenant's smashed nose and grinned. "Horatio, | don't
know how the hdll you did it, but sure looksto melike you held thisbridge.”

CHAPTER 28

"No friendly casualties except the pirates—all of them are dead,” Bass reported to Commander Tuit a
few minuteslater, thinking only of the pirates who'd fought dlongside Snodgrass. "The medicd teamis
okay." He glanced a Dr. Bynum for confirmation and she nodded. " The previous casudties are stable.
No friendly casualties other than the pirates. | think it's safe to land the Essay now and get the wounded
and the med people up to you."



"What about you, Lander?' Tuit wanted to know. He thought the Marines should lift off aswell and
they should dl get out of there. Leave the string-of-pearlsin place so it could gather information during
the time it would take the Confederation to mount afull-scale expedition to Society 437. He thought one
platoon of Marines Smply wasn't enough to properly handle the Situation. The Marines were tough, but
they aready had one dead and four wounded, and three of the casuaties were serioudy injured.

"Weve got to find those things and ded with them,” Basssaid.

"They can wait, Gunnery Sergeant. They're probably stranded here. The Confederation Navy can
mount another operation to come and capture them.”

"Sir, | don't think they're stranded. | think they were | eft behind ddliberately to attack and kill whoever
cameto investigate what happened to the science mission.”

There was a pause. Tuit had spent more time than Bass studying the satellite data that showed the
landing of the dien ship, or shuttle, whatever it was, and then its return to whatever nebulous place it had
come from. Damn those scientists! Why hadn't they had anything looking outward? There was no
information on where the alien ship had come from or where it went. The little information they had told
Tuit that Bass was probably right. The skinks were a defense garrison, |eft to kill whoever came after the
BHHEI misson. Eventudly, he suspected, more of the murderous aiens would come to Waygone and
reinforce the garrison. If the Marines found and destroyed the garrison, it might discourage the aliensin
the future, convince them that perhapsit would be better to talk.

"All right, Commander Ground Force, you have my go ahead to find the iens base of operations and
destroy it. Try to take prisoners.”

"Ayeaye, 9r." Bassdmost smiled.

They waited long enough for the Essay to completeits orbit and touch down. Once the casuaties were
safely offworld and the Marines had a chance to snatch an hour'sworth of badly needed deep, they set
out again. Bass had tried to send Dr. Bynum and her medicd team back to the Fairfax, but she wasn't
having any of that.

"Gunnery Sergeant,” she said levelly and with astern face, "don't make me pull rank on you."

"Doctor," Basssad just aslevelly, "you can't. As ground forces commander, | outrank you no matter
what our rank inggniasay.” But he smiled ashe sad it.

"Charlie" Dr. Bynum sad, returning hissmile, "I somehow don't think you're the kind of man who'd
manhandle awoman to make her do something she didn't want to do."

Bassdropped hisamile. "Lidi, you might be surprised what I'd do to awoman if it meant saving her
life"

They stared at each other for along moment.

"Charlie, you or your Marines might—jprobably will—need me when you find the skinks. And
peaking asascientis, if | can get my hands on one, we can learn alot about them. If I'm not with you, |
don't bedieve I'll get that chance.”

"| gppreciate your pogition, Lidi. Everything you just said istrue. But today will probably be too
dangerous for awoman. Besides, I'm keeping two of your corpsmen, they can take care of any
casudties. And if they can save one of the skinksfrom getting daughtered, well, they can keep him."

"Not good enough, Charlie Bass. Besides, you're letting that Minnie come with you."
Bass shrugged. "She'sacivilian, | don't have any jurisdiction over her."
"Bullshit, Charlie. Y ou have jurisdiction over anybody on this planet you want to. And she'sapirate,



you dready put her under arrest. She belongsto you just the same as that Baccacio, or Cameron, or
whatever name you want to cal him.”

"W, yeah, but—"
"No ‘Wadll, yeah, but,” Charlie Bass. I'm going with you and that'sfina."
After that the argument petered out.

Bass had everybody mount up on the Dragons and they headed into the swamp. They rode asfar as
the day before, then the Marines dismounted and resumed wading. They didn't take time to check the
bivouac.

Schultz led the platoon ever deeper into the swamp. When he could, he trod across dry ground
covered with Waygone's ubiquitous springy ground cover or dong the firm mud bars that stood above
the water. When there wasn't ground above water, he led them through shallows that were ankle, knee,
thigh, sometimes chest deep. Part of his attention was divided between visua scouting of whereto go
next and feding with hisfeet to make sure he had firm footing. The rest of his attention was focused on
seeking signs of skink passage and watching for danger. He ignored the recognized signs of native fauna.
His path finding usually worked. He saw enough sign of skinksto be confident the Marines were on the
right trail, and he never saw danger, including any more of the big worms. The occasiona survelllance
reports from the Fairfax agreed with Schultz's decisions.

The swamp was redolent with odors emitted by rotting vegetation. The Marines coughed from timeto
time because of theirritation the gases caused in their noses and throats. The members of the medical
team, most of whom were gill unused to the exertion, coughed more. Everywhere they stepped, their feet
squelched, doshed, or splashed. The mating and territorial croaks of swamp amphibians sent shivers up
many spines and hel ped keep everyone dert.

"Maybe the swamp critters know there are things too tough for even them," Claypoole replied when
Macllargie wondered aoud why they never ran into more of the large carnivores.

Kerr gave no sign of having overheard the byplay, but he approved of Macllargie's caution and
Claypool€e's confidence.

In early afternoon Bass decided to rest the platoon and told Schultz to find a defendable elevated spot.
Nearly ahaf hour later, still looking for and occasiondly finding skink spoor, Schultz stopped on one of
two adjacent hummocks.

"l need to set up an oxygen tent,” Dr. Bynum gasped when the platoon stopped near dusk. "These
gases, it'stoo hard to breathe, everyone's respiratory system is getting too irritated.” She paused
frequently, since talking was hard in the miasma of the swamp. "They need, we al need, somerdlief.”

Bass grunted. There were twenty-six Marines |eft in the platoon. The medica team was another four,
including the doctor. "How much relief can we get?" he asked. Baccacio and Minnie made thirty-two
peoplein the group.

She shrugged. " Set the tent up now. Make it big enough to accommodate four people at atime.
Everybody can get an hour ingde overnight. It1l hdp alittle.”

Bassnodded. "Set it up." He heard coughing from the area the medical team wasin. ™Y our people use
it first." Hewent to check the defensive positions Hyakowa and the squad |eaders had established.

"Put out motion detectors,” he ordered once he was satisfied with the positions hisMarineswerein. "If
anything we can't see comes by, flameit." Then he caled for an NCO mesting. " Schultz too," he added.



While Staff Sergeant Hyakowa was gathering the squad and fire team leaders toward the platoon
command post, Bass updated his tactical map and prepared it for transmission to the NCOs HUD

disolays.

"Here'sthelatest report from the Fairfax County," he said when the NCOsjoined him. He didn't
acknowledge Baccacio, who had joined the meeting without invitation. He transmitted the map to his
NCOs. It showed their position at the bottom and continued for acouple of kilometersto the north. "All
trace of the skinks disappears from the string-of-pearls sensors about three and a half klicks from where
weare." Anareaahit morethan an acrein size near the north edge of the map was suddenly rimmed in
red. "That surveillance tech they've got up there, Hummfree, thinks the skinks went to ground.”

The men atetheir rations while they talked and studied the HUD. "What'sthe terrain like there?' Ratliff
asked.

"Thought you'd never ask," Bass said. He made an adjustment and the red-rimmed areaenlarged tofill
the entire display. A pond took up about half its area, and the rest appeared to betiny idands, or
peninsulas separating channels of duggishly moving water. Large vegetation, some resembling mangroves,
grew aong the edge of the pond. "That pond isn't deeper than two meters anywhere. Hummfree checked
thefiled reports of the mission's xenogeologists. He says there should be caves dong the bank.”

"They'rein caves?' Bladon asked.

Bass shrugged. "Maybe. Maybe they got under those trees and managed to disappear so completely
not even Hummfree could spot them; Hummfree doesn't think so."

"That meanswe try to find the caves and go in them,” Hyakowa said.

Corpora Linsman grimaced. Goudanis shook his head but didn't say anything. Pasquin shivered. Kerr
kept his face blank. Chan smply nodded—he was claustrophobic and had fought insde a cave before,
but wasn't going to show how much the prospect frightened him.

"Weadl need abath," Schultz grumbled.

"I | hear anything new on detected movement,” Basssaid, "I'll tell you. In the meanwhile, you al know
about the oxygen tent?" The squad and fire team leaders nodded. " Set up your rotations for that, aong
with atwenty-five percent watch. If there are no questions, do it.”

The NCOs glanced at each other, but no one raised a question. They returned to their men. Hyakowa
took Baccacio aside and drew amap in the mud for him.

Everyone was gtill coughing at daybreak, but not quite as much as before.
"| guess your oxygen tent did somegood, Lidi," Basssaid.

Dr. Bynum'ssmilewas ahit srained. "It seemsto have, yes. Or maybe we're smply adjusting to the
gench.”

Bass chuckled. "That happens. People can get used to anything that doesn't kill them right away."
Shecurled alip at him.
"How soon will your people be ready to move out?!

She looked about at the preparations. " About ten more minutes. Assuming everybody dready ate
when they were supposed to instead of waiting.”

"Anybody who didn't eat will haveto eat on the way or go hungry." He looked at the sky through the
treetops, cloudless patches brightening with the dawn. "We should aready be on the move."

"Now, now, Charlie, these are sailors, not Marines. They aren't used to this.”



"Not being used to it won't keep them from getting killed."

A quick glancetold her he was being neither sarcastic nor facetious, but deadly—an appropriate word
choice, she thought—serious.

"They'll be ready to move out in less than ten minutes.”
"Good." Hewalked away to check on the Marines.

Schultz could have led the platoon to the pond quickly, but he moved as dowly as he had before the
break. He knew thiswas exactly the kind of situation where they werein danger of being ambushed—if
he were leading the skinks, he'd set up an ambush on their back trail, at the approach to their
encampment. So it was nearly an hour before he stopped, hidden in foliage, at the edge of the pond. He
used dl of hisvisua screens and amotion detector to probe the areawhile he waited for Bassto cometo
him. The pond, more than haf an acrein size, waslonger east-west than it was north-south. Part of the
north and most of the east sides were rimmed with the mangrovelike trees, and most of the rest had
lower growth. Severd waterwaysledintoit.

"Anything?' Bass whispered when he eased into position next to Schultz.
Schultz shook his head.

"The string-of-pearls hasn't detected any movement leading from here," Bass said. "If they went to
ground, thisiswhere they must be."

Schultz spat into the pond. The plop sounded just like one of the small amphibians jumping into the
water. "We don't have echo locators," he said.

Bass nodded. Nobody had anticipated they'd have to search for caves, so the echo locators used to
detect underground cavitiesweren't included in the Fairfax's equipment. "We do it the old-fashioned
way," Basssad.

Schultz spat again and began stripping off his equipment.
"Don't go inthewater until | tell youto."
Schultz grunted assent.

Bass and Hyakowa positioned the platoon. Sergeant Bladon with one fire team and one gun team was
sent to the northeast, beyond the mangrove idands, to block a possible skink withdrawal. Most of the
rest of the platoon went to the west and southwest, where they could fire across and into the front of the
mangroveike trees. Hyakowatook Sergeant Ratliff and Corpora Pasquin to the idet on the north to
provide close cover for the divers.

The water was murky, and filled with dowly drifting leaves, twigs, and other organic detritus. Schultz
redized immediatdly that even with goggles he was going to have to find the caves by fed because he
wouldn't be able to see an opening. He regretted not being able to use alight to help his search—they
didn't know what frequencies the skinks saw in, and so didn't know what frequencies they couldn't detect
either. At least he only had to search where the bigger vegetation, the mangrove-things, grew to the
water's edge, he thought. The ground doped too smoothly everywhere else for cave mouthsto form and
hold. And hewasn't doing it all done. Claypoole and Mecllargie werein the water with him., In Schultz's
opinion, neither one was yet agreat Marine, but they were both good and they both tried hard. The only
problem with having them in the water with him was that Corpora Pasquin was the closest man covering
them on the surface. Schultz didn't trust Pasquin. But then, Schultz didn't trust anyone who hadn't proven
himsdf on at least acouple of operationswith him.



The three Marinesin the water were armed only with knives. Even though their blasters could fire
underwater, the heat from the plasma bolt would ingtantly turn the water into steam and vapor aong its
path, and in a confined space might parboil the man firing it. Knives were the only weapons they had they
could use underwater.

What if the skinks are in water-filled caves? Claypoole wondered. They have gills, they can breathe
underwater. We won't be able to fight them. It didn't register on him that the acid from the skinks
weapons would not be as effective underwater. If it had, he would have worried that they had other
weapons that did work submerged.

It was difficult work, even though the bresthing apparatus the medica team jury-rigged for them from
oxygen bottles and surgical tubing alowed them to stay bel ow without worrying about coming up for air
every couple of minutes. The roots of the trees were gnarled, forming athree-dimensiond web that might
have been constructed by a battalion of maddened spiders.

"If agpaceistoo small for you to fit through easily,” Bass had said, "don't worry about it. Mot of the
skinks are smdler than us, but they've got some giants. The openingsto their caves have to be big enough
to let their big ones get through.”

So they didn't worry about the tight spots, just searched as methodically asthey blindly could through
the mad spider's castle for spaces between the roots that would easily admit their bodies. For nearly an
hour, every time they found an opening between theroots, it led to agushy, dimy wall of mud heldin
place by rootlets. Then Claypoole felt a current of water. He backed out of the space hewasin and
floundered to the surface.

"I think | found something,” he gasped as soon as he it out his mouthpiece.

Schultz checked out the tunndl. There was asinkhole severa metersin diameter that angled downward
under the bank, benegath theroots. Itsova quickly narrowed until it was lessthan ameter onitslong axis
and not quite aswidein the other direction. Schultz felt the walls of the tunnel and knew it had been made
or improved—it had alining of somewoven materid. The tunnd went down at aforty-five-degree angle
for severd meters, then leveled out for several more before angling up. He stopped as soon as he
redlized he was almost able to seein the water. He stopped breathing when the bubbles of his breathing
apparatus popped on the surface; anyone watching the water's surface would see them. Schultz eased
back into the leve part of the tunnel, where his bubbles rose to the celling. When no one had comeinto
the tunnel to investigate the bubbles after five minutes, he took adeep breath, held it, and swam forward
once more. Still underwater, craning his neck, he saw the surface ripple. The tunnd widened asit neared
itstop. No shadows appeared on the surface. He rose until hisface was barely submerged, and dowly
turned around. He wasin an apparently empty room with what |ooked like aglowball mounted highiin
one corner, but he wastoo low to be able to see the lower haf of the room. Still holding his breath, he let
himsdf drift up the last few inches and soundlessy broke the surface. As quietly as he could, he bresthed
deeply.

He made no attempt to climb out; he dowly turned around again and redlized he wasright to stay in
the water. The room wasn't large, only three or four metersin diameter, nothing more than avestibule,
with atunnel about ameter and ahdf high and wide leading fromit. A skink guard sat next to that one
exit. Schultz wanted to spit in disgust; the guard wasn't watching, he was doing something with what
might have been a persona computer. Dummy, Schultz thought. With one surge he could be out of the
water and kill the skink before it reacted or gave any warning. Schultz's fingers flexed on hisknife, but he
decided againgt action. He could hear low growling from beyond the tunndl exit. It would take the
platoon time to prepare its assault on the cave, and the dead guard might be found before then.

Satisfied held learned as much as he could, Schultz lowered himsdalf bel ow the surface, doubled over



and amed himsalf downward. He checked the time and took hold of the sides of the tunndl to propel
himsdf dong. He didn't use his breathing apparatus, not because he thought his bubbleswould dert the
unalert guard, but to see how hard it would be to traverse the tunnd without breathing. There were only
three bresthers, and if more than three Marines would be going in, they would have to hold their breath.
Schultz determined that it was a short swim, half aminute. Nobody should have a problem.

The watcher fretted. Her ingtructions had been clear: notify the fighter inside the cave entrance as soon
as the Earth barbarians passed the pond, then return to her position and watch for any others that might
follow. But the barbarians didn't pass the pond, they stopped. While she considered whether she should
notify the waiting fighter that the barbarians weren't moving on, they got between her and the cave
entrance. So she couldn't notify the fighter. All she could do wasfollow her origina ingtructions and wait
for the barbarians to move on so she could do her duty. But what if the Earth barbarians didn't move on?
If they went back, she could notify the fighter of that, that was within the scope of her ingtructions. If they
found the cave entrance, they could go in without those insde having any warning. And then what?
Except for afew watchers, al of the People werein the caves. She would not have done her duty. But
no one had told her to notify the fighter if the Earth barbarians entered the caves.

She pondered the problem for along time before she redlized thefdlacy in her thinking. The Earth
barbarians did not have gills; they could not enter the caves because the cave entrance was through a
water-filled tunnd. Her gillsfluttered gently with relief. Everything wasfine. Shewould wait until the
barbarians moved on, and then notify the fighter insde the entrance.

"That'swhat were going to do,” Bass said, concluding hisbriefing. "Any questions?”

The only questions anyone had concerned the layout inside the caves and how many skinkswerein
there. But realizing that nobody had the answers, no one asked.

"So who'sgoing first?' Bass said. He knew that being thefirst in could be suicide, and he didn't want
to make that assgnmen.

Schultz gave Bass alook that said he'd asked a stupid question. He, of course, would bethefirst one
in.

"I'll go," Baccacio said.

Bass gave him a searching look.

Baccacio smiled crookedly. "If | get killed, it won't be any lossto you, and it'll warn you that
someoneswaiting.”

Out of the corner of hiseye Bass saw Schultz nod dowly onetime. "Y ou follow Schultz," he said.
"Once everybody'sin, stay out of theway. Y ou aren't in chameleons.”

"My fireteam next;" Corpora Kerr said.

Basslooked at Claypoole and Mecllargie, who appeared grimly ready. "You got it," he said. "Me
next. The rest of second squad in the middle, then Staff Sergeant Hyakowa. First squad brings up the
rear." Bass had dready told them the gun squad and medica team would remain outside.

"Y ou have to have a corpsman dong,” Doc Horner said. "Do you want me with you or with the
platoon sergeant?’

Schultz went first. He carried a breathing unit but didn't useit. At the bottom of the tunnel he set it
down and made sure it was securely fastened to its rock anchor. It was there in case anyone behind him



had a problem. Ten seconds behind him, Baccacio followed. Hetrailed arope that they would secureto
something in the entry chamber, and each man behind the lead team would pull himself aong the rope
ingtead of free swimming. The ex-Marine carried his own blaster; Kerr, behind Baccacio, carried hisown
and Schultz's. Claypoole and Mecllargie followed Kerr a close intervals. Then Basswaited anxioudy for
the tug on the rope that would tell him the chamber was secure and he should bring the rest of the platoon

through.

Schultz approached the end of the tunndl the same way he had the first time, and took the same
precautions. Again he saw nothing from afew inches below the surface, so he dowly drifted upward.
Before he reached the surface he saw the shadow of Baccacio risedmost level with him and put ahand
on Baccacio's shoulder to stop him. Schultz's face eased out of the water and he dowly turned inacircle.
The same guard sat looking &t the same something in his hands. Hardly raising aripple, Schultz moved
toward the edge of the tunnel mouth closest to the guard and lifted his hands out of the water. As soon as
they touched the floor insde the chamber, he surged out of the pool and lunged at the startled guard.

The guard opened his mouth to cry out, but Schultz was on him too fast and knocked him hard against
the wall. One hand held the skink in place while the other dashed his knife across the base of the skink's
throat. The skink'sarmsflailed about and his feet pounded on the floor while historso twisted under the
pressure of Schultz's hand. Hisgill dits opened wide as his gills struggled to draw oxygen from the air.
Schultz pulled his knife hand back and plunged the blade chest-high into the skink and twisted. The skink
suddenly went rigid, then dumped. Schultz lowered it to the floor, and it lay motionless save for the blood
that flowed out of it.

Baccacio looked at him oddly. ™Y ou knew he had gills, why'd you cut histhroat?"

"He had avoice. Kegp him from yelling." He looked through the opening of the lone tunnel leading
from the chamber. "The doctor's got her specimen.”

"Yeah." For lack of anything else, Baccacio tied the rope to the skink corpse. He yanked onit. Intwo
more minutes both squads had crowded inside the chamber.

CHAPTER 29

The short tunnel ended ina T afew metersin. It had the same kind of woven covering as the underwater
tunnd and the entry chamber. Light came from both branches of the T. Bass thought the skink voices did
too. "Here goes," he murmured, and lowered himsdlf full length dong the tunnel. He pulled himself
forward on hiselbows until his head was at the far end and cautioudy looked in both directions. To the
right, the tunndl turned or ended in the corner of aroom; he couldn't tell which. Voices came from that
direction. To the l€ft, the tunnel widened into aroom where skinks were sitting cross-legged around a
low table, talking and eating what looked like raw fish and something grainy and white. He counted seven
skinks, one more elaborately dressed than the others. Then he noticed that all seven carried swords
tucked ingde sashes around their waists.

Swords? None of the skinks that attacked them on the ridge had carried swords. And the pirates
hadn't said anything about seeing skinks with swords, though Snodgrass had said something about the
skink officer handling astick like it was a sword. The swords must be ceremonial, Bass decided.
Perhapsthe meal was aswell. Two other skinks cameinto view, females, if they were right about the
imagesin thelocket. They carried bowls and wore gowns that fell to their feet. They kneeled next to the
table and ladled more food into the serving dishes on it. The elaborately dressed skink growled severa
words. The two females bowed low then stood, still holding the bowls, and backed away, out of Bass's
view.

Suddenly, one of the skinkslooked in hisdirection. Before Bass could pull his head back from the
tunnd intersection, the others jerked their eyestoward him.



What's going on? he asked himsdlf. Can they seein theinfrared? There was abarked shout, then a
sharp whisp. Hearing it, Bass had avision of the skinks drawing their swords.

"Shields up, therés going to befire," he said rapidly into the platoon circuit.

Nineteen Marines and the corpsman, plus Baccacio and Minerva, were crowded into the tiny
chamber. They had no room to move. If the skinks managed to fire an acid thrower into it, they'd have
meass casudties. If the Marinesfired, plasmawould be bouncing everywhere, flashing the skinks and
frying some Marinesaswell.

There was no room for Bass to back up. Marines were crowded even at hisfeet, waiting for him to
move on so they could leave the entry chamber. But he couldn't leave, and footsteps were coming
toward him. He heard afew growled words—whoever was coming was calling to the dead guard.

He had no time, he had no choice. If he waited for the skink to come closer, he was dead and so were
his Marines. Bringing his blaster to bear, Bass braced hisfeet againgt the sdes of the tunnel and pushed
forward until his head and shoulders were in the connecting tunnel.

A skink, bent dightly under thelow roof of the tunnel and holding a sword, was scuttling toward him.
Bass pressed thefiring lever, and awave of heat from the skink-flash washed over him. Inthe glare he
glimpsed skinks pulling back, trying to get away from thefire.

Footsteps raced at him from the other direction and aguttural voice cried, "Bungee! " Bass started to
twist around, but knew the charging skink was too close and he was abouit to be sprayed by an acid gun
or chopped by a sword.

A body thudded into his side and he heard the sharp crackle of a hand-blaster next to his head,
followed by awave of heat washing over him from the right. When he twisted around, he saw Baccacio
laying next to him in the tunnel intersection.

"You told meto stick closeto you," Baccacio said, then looked back down the right-side tunnel as
Bass|ooked to the | ft.

"Tunnd'sclear,” Baccacio said.

"So'smine," Bass said. Where the skink had vaporized, the walls were snged and smdll flameslicked
at the matting. He switched back to the platoon circuit. "No one'sin sight now. Squad leaders, each of
you assign one man to stay with the doc. First squad, follow me, we're going down the left tunnel. Staff
Sergeant Hyakowa, take second squad down the right tunnel. Everybody keep your shields up, when we
fire, ther€ll be plasmabouncing adl over the place, and we don't need any casudtiesfrom friendly fire."

"What about the dead skink?' Hyakowa asked.
"Leaveit with Doc Horner. WEll get it out later. Now let'sdoit!"

He scrambled the rest of the way out of the tunnel then ducked low and darted into the room with the
low table. As he raced through the room he saw asmall skink huddled against aside wall. He flamed the
skink before he noticed it was one of the females. He came up againg the far wall and flattened himself
agang it, taking in everything in the room. Baccacio flattened himsdlf againgt thewall a couple of meters
away.

The room was bigger than the entry chamber, about five meters deep and a bit wider. Fillars shored
up the celling. Woven mats covered the floor. The walls and celling had the same covering asthe tunnels
and were springy to the touch. Bass guessed the covering kept the wals from crumbling, and maybe
provided structural support to the tunnels and chambers aswell. The room's furnishings were spare. Low
cushions surrounded the table. Four smdler, flimsy-looking tables with vegetation displays on them
flanked dark tunnel mouths on the side walls. He briefly lowered hisinfra screen and saw first squad il
inthetunnd.



Helooked at the tunnelsleading from the room. Did he dare split the squad and go both ways? He
raised ahand and let his deeve dide down so his men could see hishand signal. Stay put, he Sgnaled,
then dropped his deeve back into place. He padded to one exit and listened. He heard asow, echoing
drip, asif the exit opened into agreat, empty cavern. Staying closeto thewall, he padded to the other
end of the room. There the sound wastight, as though the tunnel squeezed shut just where the light
ended. Still, he heard intermittent whispers, rustles of cloth, abardly audible metallic clink. He bared his
am, sgnaded "Thisway," then stepped into the dark tunnel and did the light amplifier screen into place.

Immediately he could see that the tunnedl continued for ten meters or more. Two other tunnels
branched from each side before the main tunnel opened into another room. There was no onein that
room. The branching tunnels would be tricky; they faced each other across the main one. He stopped
just short of thefirst pair and looked back. Baccacio was right behind him and signaled that held check
one while Bass checked the other. Bass shook him off. Baccacio was visble, snce he wasn't wearing
chameeons. "Schultz up,” he said into the squad circuit, then looked at ablank place on thewal so he
could spot Schultz's movement in his peripherd vison. Using touches, he told Schultz to check oneside
while he checked the other. He felt Schultz's tap acknowledging the instructions.

The two Marines|owered themselves to the matted floor and peered around the corners. The two
"tunnels’ were just entryways only ameter long, shorter than they were high or wide, which opened into
empty rooms. Basslifted into acrouch and bolted into his room, spinning around as he entered it so he
could command the whole space quickly. Low platformslined the room; probably beds, he thought. A
chest-high shelf that ran around the walls above the platforms held what looked like personal objects. It
was an unoccupied barracks room. Without disturbing anything, he returned to the tunndl. Schultz had
found the same in his chamber. The two eased along the tunnd and checked the next two side tunnelsthe
same way, with the same discoveries. The room at the end of the tunnd had a higher celling than the
othersthey'd seen, nearly two meters. Itsfurnishings were larger versions of the platformsin the smdler
barracks rooms.

Bass was deciding what to do next when Schultz hit him hard enough to send him flying back into the
tunndl. A stream of acid splatted againgt thewall near where held been standing. Almost smultaneoudly,
Schultz fired his blaster and the other tunndl flashed with the brilliance of askink vaporizing.

Schultz raced across the chamber, dove onto the oversize platform next to the tunnel and angled his
blagter tofireinto it. He prayed severd boltsinto the tunnel and was rewarded by an answering flash as
another skink flared into oblivion. The rest of the squad ran in behind him and took up positions that
would dlow them to fire at the tunnel without hitting each other.

Second fire team formed the squad's rear point. Corporal Pasguin stationed Godenov in one of the
barracks room entrances and himsdlf oppositeit to watch the rear. He put Dean just insde the main
tunnd to link between them and the rest of the squad.

Godenov's position et him see amoving shadow in the room with the table. "Heads up, someone's
coming,” he said into the fire team circuit. He took aim down the tunnel; so did Pasquin. Dean ducked
into the larger barracks room and took cover behind acorner before edging far enough out to look back
where they'd come from. More shadows shifted in Godenov's vision.

"Areyou sure?' Pasquin asked over thefire team net; he couldn't see anything from where he was.
"Moving shadows," Godenov answered.
"lzzy sees shadows behind us," Pasquin reported on the squad circuit.

"Keep everybody in place," Bass ordered Sergeant Ratliff, then ran to the other corner of themain
entrance, opposite Dean.

"Who sees anything?' he asked.



"l saw ashadow move," Dean said. "Can't swear it'saskink, but the lightsin that room were steady
when we werethere.”

Bass grunted. Dean was right about the steady light. It was very possible someone had come out of
the other exit from that room. Or someone might be coming from the tunnel Hyakowa had taken second
sguad down. He decided to check with them.

"Lander Five, thisisSix," he said into the command circuit. He wasn't surprised when only static
answered him; the radios couldn't transmit very far underground. He had no way of knowing how second
sguad was doing, or of caling them for assistance.

He thought a shadow humped briefly dong the floor and asked Godenov, "Did you see that?"
"Y eah. Someone's getting closer.”

"Recon," Pasguin murmured as he dipped out of hisniche. "Silent, invisble, deadly.” It wasthe motto
of Force Recon. Pasguin crawled along the tunnel to the next barracks room.

Basswanted to call him back, but he didn't; they needed to know what was making the shadows
move.

"l seethree skinks," Pasquin reported. "Two of them are carrying acid guns. They look likethey're
getting reedy to make arush.”

Before Bass could tell him to stay low and not fire unless he was discovered, Pasquin said, "Oh, shit,”
and flamed one of the skinks. It flared up. The three of them were so close together it ignited the other
two. Their combined heat was great enough to explode the acid canister of the one he shot. Globules and
droplets of greenish fluid sprayed al around the room and into the tunnel.

"I think they knew | was here," Pasquin reported, his voice shaky. "One of them pointed its weapon a
r.rell

"Anybody dseinthere?

Pasquin gave anervouslaugh. "I don't think so. That acid sprayed around too much when the tank
went off. Anyone esein there had to be hit by it." Ashe spoke he was drawing hisknifeto dig out a
globule of acid that was egting itsway to the bone of hisleft arm. He glanced quickly into the tabled
room. His nose was assailed by asharp odor, and the floor was coated with afilm of green. He didn't
think he'd be able to safely cross the room to get back to the entry chamber for Doc Horner to seeto his
injury.

"Unlessthey've got someway of protecting themsdves, nobody's following us from that direction until
the acid neutraizes." Smoke was beginning to waft from the walls near the vaporized skinks.

Bass, unaware that he had a casudlty, rolled over to ook the other way. The only threat he saw was
hisown Marines. "Hammer?'

"Let'sgo get 'em,” Schultz snarled. Hed heard Pasquin'sreport. If they didn't have to worry about
their rear, they could move faster. He assumed the skinks had a bolt hole and were headed for it, so the
Marines had to movefast.

"Moveit out,” Basssaid. He hurried into position behind Schultz, in front of third fire team.

Second fire team continued to bring up the rear. Pasquin was the last man in the column. Hewas
walking backward, watching the rear—he didn't want anyone to see him working on hiswound, didn't
want anyone to know he'd been hit. He grimaced when he looked at the wound, where flesh was
bubbling and fizzing into aviscousliquid. It drained when hetipped hisarm to let it run and therewas
amost no blood; the acid effectively cauterized the walls of the wound. The pain was decreasing; he
figured the acid was destroying nerve endings. He wondered if cutting away the flesh at the sSides of the



wound would get rid of the acid more effectively than smply digging out the green fluid.

The tunnd beyond the room with the high ceiling had no openings off it. It quickly turned left, then right
again after afew meters, then right again, then doped sharply down. From thetop it looked likeit leveled
off when it reached a depth below the floor of the tunnd they werein. Basswondered why it wasn't filled
with water; it had to be far below the water table. He touched the side of the tunnel. The woven covering
ressted the pressure of hisfingers. He guessed it had an impermeable layer under it to keep out water.
Hewondered if that tunnel began as anatural formation like the rest of the complex or if the skinks had
dug it, then he discarded the thought asimmaterid.

Thetunnel leveled out for severa meters and began to rise. Second squad was coming down the other
dope.

"Y ou're positive you didn't overlook a passageway they could have gone down?' Bass asked
Hyakowa after getting his report. They had their screens up so they could see each other's faces.

"Damnright I'm positive. Areyou sure you didn't missany?' There was atouch of heat in Hyakowa's
voice. "Besdes, they werein front of usthewholetime.”

"Only the one going in the opposite direction.” Bass knew Hyakowawouldn't miss anything. He
hunkered back on his hedls, wondering where the skinks could have gone. He had climbed the other
dope and held asquad leaders meeting to bring al four leaders up to date on everything. Both squads
had followed skinks, both squads had been shot at, and both had killed skinks. No casuaties—Bass ill
didn't know about Pasquin. The complex was roughly circular, with acontinuous tunnel cutting through
some rooms, and other rooms branching off it. The only place they hadn't checked was the tunnd off the
tabled room, and that was in the opposite direction from where the skinks had gone. So where were the
skinksthey'd both followed?

"Teleportation?’ Bladon asked.
"What?'

"They seem to have something superior to a Beam drive. They seem to be able to detect usevenin
our chameleons.

They've got gunsthat fire an acid our med-sci team says can't exist. They've got both lungsand gills.
Why not teleportation?”

Basslooked at Ratliff. "When thisisover | want you and Sergeant Kelly to straighten him out.
Teeportation smacks too much of the occult.” Still, he wondered if Bladon could be right. Teleportation,
no matter how wild the ideawas, sounded like the only explanation.

"Nah," Bladon said. "Forget about tel eportation. None of us saw anything that could be atransponder
dation.”

Bassglared a Bladon, wondering if he could get away with dugging him.

A shout from the bottom of the tunnel snapped him back. "What isit?" he called back, dready on his
feet and heading down.

Goudaniswas a the bottom of the tunnel looking at aspot low on thewall. Basslooked at it and
didn't see anything to catch his attention; it was smply the same weaving that covered the rest of the
interior of the complex.

"Ligten,” Goudanis said, and smacked the pam of hishand againgt the wall near the top. Then he hit
thewall near the floor. The top of the wall sounded solid, the bottom gave a dull thump—it sounded
hollow.



"How...?"

Goudanis shrugged. "When | wasakid, | wasfascinated by medieva history. | remembered reading
stories with castles that had secret passageways—with doors so cleverly hidden you couldn't see them
even when you knew where they were. We should have caught the skinksin apincer, but they weren't
here. They had to go somewhere. Why not a hidden passage?*

Basslooked at him with admiration. "I knew promoting you was agood idea." He squatted down and
used his magnifier screen to look at thewall. After amoment he noticed afaint bresk in theweave. He
traced it around. It made a near-perfect circle that began more than half a meter above the floor and
overlapped the floor. Even though he probed, he couldn't find alatch or hinge.

"It'sjust big enough to let one of the big skinksthrough,” he said.

Bass called Hyakowa and the squad |leaders down to see what Goudanis had discovered. He marked
the circlewith astylus so it was clearly visible, then told them, "Everybody on the upper leve. | want one
man from each squad in a position to see this. On my signd they'reto flameit, then back off. We don't
know what's on the other sde, so it'simportant for them to get out of the way as soon asthey fire. Got
it?'

They al nodded.

"Doit."

A couple of minutes later everyone was on the upper level. Schultz was halfway down on one side,
Kerr on the other. Both were far enough updope that they couldn't see each other. It was Kerr's
respongbility to tell Schultz when to fire. "Ready, Hammer?' Kerr asked.

"Always" Schultz growled.

"On three. One, two, three!" They fired smultaneoudy and legped up the tunndl, out of the way of
whatever might happen next.

At firgt there were just afew crackles as the weaving around the hidden doorway burned.
"Takealook," Bass ordered.

Schultz went headfirst, down far enough to see the hidden doorway. "It'sgone,” he reported. He
stayed in place, blaster to his shoulder, ready to flame anything that emerged. "1 see smoke.”

They heard a snapping and crackling and tensed, ready for action.

"It'sburning,” Schultz said after they listened to the sounds for amoment.
"What?"' Bass asked.

"Where we blasted it. The matting's burning.” He paused. "So'sthe dirt behind it."

Bass dropped to hisbelly and did down to seefor himsdf. Small flames flickered around the edges of
the burnt matting. Tendrils of smoke drifted up from the flames and began easing up the calling of the
tunnd.

Bass swore. The smoke would rise and drive the Marines out of the underground complex, but would
leave the skinks untouched, wherever they were. Then something about the burning dirt caught hiseye
and he used his magnifier and light amplifier. Hed been right about the walls of the lower tunnel being
permesated with awaterproofer. Water was beginning to seep through the wallswhere they were
scorched by the plasma bolts. He saw something e se as well—a dense smoke was dribbling from
around the charred areawhere tiny flamesflickered, smoke dense enough to sink rather than rise. The
waterproofer was volatile and could burn.

"You seewhat | seeingde?’



Schultz grunted.

"Come on." Bass dithered down to the opening. Schultz passed him on the way down and aready had
his blaster aimed into the hidden passageway when Bass reached it. Thistunnel led down at an acute
angle and seemed to widen at the bottom. Isthere aroom down there? Bass wondered. Isthat where
they are? The heavy smoke was spreading and thinning along the widened area. He heard amuffled
cough.

"Let'sscorch thewadlls,” he whispered. "Don't hit them directly, | don't want to go far enough into the
wallsto gart the water coming through, just get the waterproofer burning.”

"Good," Schultz said. Hereadied his blaster to give thewall agrazing shot and waited for Basss
command.

"Now," Bass said, and pressed hisblagter'sfiring lever.

Two bolts of plasma skittered dong the mid-line of the downward tunnd walls. The matting flamed up
along the path of the bolts and burned with tiny flames at the scorched edges. At the bottom more
meatting sparked into tiny flames. The exposed dirt began to steam and more smoke dribbled from the
wdls.

"Doit again," Bass ordered. Both of them raised up dightly and burned swathes just above thefirgt.
"Agan." They dropped and fired bolts aong the bottom of thewalls. In seconds thick smoke was flowing
dowly from the entire length of both walls.

They heard more coughing. A skink voice rose in demand. Another voice snapped back. More
coughing. Many voices shouted. Great coughing. A scream that might have been an order. Then the
sound of movement and shadows swiftly grew at the bottom of the tunnel.

Bass and Schultz each fired one bolt, then scrabbled back up to where first squad waited. Light and
heat blasted up the hidden tunnel. M ore smoke flowed up from below, and soon the overhead was
covered with adrifting cloud. The Marineswaited.

Bass knew he'd have to send someone down there to make sure the skinkswere al dead, and to find
out if they had another exit from whatever space was down there. That was going to be dangerous. Not
only because of any skinksthat might lay in wait, but because of the dense smoke that had to befilling the
lower chamber. He had no ideawhat effects that smoke could have on aman. The chameleon uniform
would provide some protection from it, unless it was acidic enough to eat through the fabric. Hed have
to send someone back into the entry tunnd to retrieve a breathing unit because the smoke might damage
lungs. Better do that now, he decided.

"Wang," he said into the command circuit, " send someone back to retrieve a breather from the water."
"Roger," Hyakowareplied.

Basswaited with growing apprehenson for the breathing unit to arrive. Smoke wasfilling the tunnels,
and thelight in the connecting tunnel wavered as the flames ate at the weaving. He wondered whether the
man Hyakowa had sent would get back before the smoke filled the tunnels and they had to withdraw.

His thoughts were yanked away from the breathing unit and the growing smoke by jabbering from
below. Live skinkswere still down there. He heard the thud of feet, then agiant skink burst out of the
hidden tunnd and turned I eft, crawling very fast toward Hyakowa and second squad. Bassfired at it, but
the skink was out of his sight almost before he pressed the lever. But hisbolt did hit a second giant skink
that wasjust pulling itself out of the tunnel and turning toward him. The wave of heat from the flaring giant
took away his breath and dmaost knocked him back. More of the matting flamed up. Then therewas a
chain-reaction of flashesfrom the tunndl to the lower chamber, and afew screamswere sharply cut off.
Thetunne must have been filled with skinks, he thought, all of whom flashed. He clearly heard the
crackle of fire, then flamesleaped out of the lower tunnd followed by adark plume of acrid smoke.



"Out!" Bassroared. "Everybody get out!" Ingtantly, al the Marines turned and raced back the way
they'd come. Behind them flames shot dong the tunnels, hungrily eating at the walls and giving off billows
of smoke.

"What's happening?' Doc Horner asked when Macllargie reached the entry chamber.

"We had them trapped, maybe dl killed," Macllargie gasped. "The Gunny wants the breather." He
barely noticed the dead skink laid out next to the entry pool, whereit could be easily pulled into the
water and out and given to Dr. Bynum.

"I'll get it," said Quick. He removed his helmet and stepped into the water. He was back in amoment,
tossing the jury-rigged breathing unit out of the water, when his eyes popped wide and, till in the water,
he shouted awarning.

The servant huddled in the service room. She had gone demurely when dismissed and waited patiently
to be ordered to bring more food or drink. The drip of water soothed her during her wait. Then the
Master had shouted and she heard the leaders prepare to fight. She heard ablast that could only come
from one of the Earth barbarian'sforever guns, and she heard feet running away from her. She cowered
with fear asfeet thudded into the Master's quarters. Her side receptors told her one of the barbarians
looked into the serving room, but she was in acorner and he didn't see her in the darkness. Then the feet
thudded away, following the Master and the leaders who had been dining with him. They went in the
direction of the leaders quarters. Forever guns shot and shot again. Soon after, she heard the three
fightersin the hidden chamber moveinto the Magter's quarters to follow the barbarians, then the horrid,
horrid, sound of aforever gun. She saw the brilliant flash as the three fighters went into oblivion. Then the
barbarians thudded farther away and she heard no more.

What was she to do? She was a servant, not even awatcher. All she knew wasto wait patiently and
do the bidding of whomever she served. But somewhere deep inside her was an atavistic need to do
something. If only she knew what was happening esawhere.

After what seemed along time, it dowly dawned on her that the Earth barbarians must have comein
through the entry tunnel. How they might have done that, she did not know, since the barbarians could
not bresthe underwater. Still, she had heard no digging. She had not heard aforever gun before the
Master redlized the barbarians were there and shouted orders. The Earth barbarians must have somehow
taken the guard prisoner. Oh, the shame of it! She must do something to free him. But what could she
do? Shewas aservant and knew nothing of fighting; she didn't even have aweapon.

Then her eyeslit on something aleader had forgotten in the serving room: aforever gun taken from the
smaller barbarian settlement. Y es, she could take that and useit to free the fighter from his shame.

She stood, lifted the blaster from the pegsit rested on, and softly padded toward the entry chamber.
Sheignored the agony in her feet where she stepped in acid; her pain had to be less than that of the
captured fighter. She stepped into the chamber. No barbarians were there, but the fighter who guarded
the entry lay dead next to the water. Then aface appeared above the water.

Macllargie spun toward the tunnel and dodged to the side when Quick shouted. A small skink stood
there holding ablaster. He fired and it flared up, but not before firing the blaster it held. Its bolt hit the
dead skink guard and its corpse flared up.

"Anybody hurt?' Doc Horner cried.
"I'm okay," Macllargie said.



"I wasn't anywhere near it," Rowe sad.
"Shit!" Quick swore.

Doc Horner saw that the side of his face was scorched from the blast that had flared the skink corpse.
He pulled Quick out of the water, then grabbed his medkit and began working on the burns.

Macllargie ran out with the breathing unit, back to where the rest of the squad waited. A moment later
he came ssumbling back in with Corpora Linsman behind him.

"Get out," Linsman shouted. "Thewhole damn placeisonfire.”

CHAPTER 30

Gunnery Sergeant Bass caled the Fairfax County and asked for digging equipment. Captain Tuit sent
down adigger in acombat landing and the Marines had it in less than an hour. While waiting for it, the
Marines watched for smoke seeping through the ground. The digger operator immediately set to work on
the most promising smoke holes, and in acouple of hours had enough of them fully opened to dlow the
smoketo rise as quickly asthe fire-heated air would lift. After atime no more smoke came out of the
underground complex.

Unwilling to go below so late in the day, and until he was sure the air was clear, Bass sat the platoon
up in adouble security perimeter, somefacing theidand to watch for any skinksthat might sill be dive
and try to escape, the others watching outward. Tomorrow would be soon enough to go back down.

"Where's my prisoner, Charlie?' Dr. Bynum demanded as soon as she was able to corner him.

He shook hishead. "I'm sorry, Lidi. We had a corpse for you, but one of them had a blaster and
flamed it before we could bring it out.” He shook hishead again. "'l was glad we got the corpse, even if
we couldn't capture one dive. It would have given usalot of information—including why they vaporize
when they're hit by a blaster bolt."

She stared at him searchingly and decided he redlly had wanted to bring one of them out for her.

After along silence, Bass asked, "Do you have any ideawhy they flare up like that when they're hit by
ablagter bolt?'

She shrugged and shook her head.

"Could their body chemistry beradically different from ours, based on something more volatile than
carbon?'

"Charlie, be serious. Can you think of an eement more volatile than oxygen? Oxygen's not the base of
our chemidgtry, but it's so thoroughly integrated into it that we can't live more than afew minutes without
it

He grunted. After another moment he asked, "' Can you think of anything?"

She considered it, then said, "Thelr body temperatures are a bit lower than ours, yet they don't seem
any more bothered by the tropicd heat than we are. They live at least part of thetimein water, and water
leeches out warmth. Maybe they have a much higher level of body ail than we do. | don't know."

Shelogt hersdlf in thought again, then Sighed. It wasthefirst time people had met an dienintelligence,
and they killed it. Well, thefirgt time that she knew of.

"Will we see them again?' she asked, knowing the answer.
"YS."
"What will happenthen?



"They'll try tokill us"
"What will wedo?'
"Well kill them."
"Will we shoot firg?"

"Maybe. | don't know." He paused in thought. "Maybe," hefindly continued, “this group had arogue
commander. Maybe the next timethey'll try to talk before they start killing."

"Will you Marinesdlow themto talk?’

"Lidi, Marinesfight and kill, that's our job. But Marines aren't usudly sent in until thereisviolence, or
until violence seemsinevitable. They probably won't run into Marinesfirs.”

Dr. Bynum shook her head and dowly walked away. Something told her the skinks hadn't had arogue
commander. Shefdt that when people met the skinks again, there would be morekilling, more

unnecessary death.

In the morning Bass led second squad back down into the complex. Thistime they rappeled down a
rope through adigger hole. They took lightswith them.

The place was hardly recognizable. All of the weaving on the walls had burned, as had the floor
matting and most of the spartan furnishings. In the lowest area, the waterproofing had burned away and
partialy collapsed thewalls. Bass didn't dare send anyone down to investigate the chamber where the
skinks had briefly secreted themsalves before Corporal Goudanis discovered the hidden door. They
came upon quite afew small rooms behind concealed doors. Severa of them gave evidence that skinks
had been there when the fire swept through. Bass wondered in passing if those had been females, and if
any of them had been juveniles. He was disturbed at the fanaticism of the skinks, that they all died rather
than surrender or try to escape, when staying meant death was inevitable.

The Marines poked and prodded the ashes in each of the rooms, looking for artifacts. But there was
nothing to find; everything had been reduced to ash. Bass wondered why a species that vaporized when
burned would build and decorate with materias that burned so thoroughly. Maybe they had used only
local materids, and the only available, or easily available, materids were flammable. If that wasthe case,
what did they use on their home world? He suspected held never know unless he was sent there to fight
and kill them.

Findly, satisfied they weren't going to learn anything in the underground complex they didn't dready
know, he ordered second squad to return to the surface. He was the last one to leave. He stood for a
long moment in the room where held seen the sword-bedecked skinks eating and et his eyes unfocus
into nowhere.

Who were the skinks? Where were they from? What had been their purpose in landing on Society
437, and why had they attacked the scientific mission with no warning? Why hadn't they attempted to
open communications? Had they perceived some sort of provocation?

Or had the skinkstried to communicate, perhaps using some form of transmission of which humanity
had no knowledge? Had the lack of response convinced them that human beings were hostile and that
they needed to make thefirst strike? Did they think that would convince human beingsto reply to their
communications?

If that wasit, there would be fighting every time humanity and the skinks encountered each other, until
someone ssumbled across ameans of common communi cation. But what could that be?

The universeisalarger and stranger place than you know, Gunnery Sergeant Charlie Bass,



Confederation Marine Corps, hetold himself.
Findly, Bass climbed back up theropeinto the air.
"Skyhawk, thisis Lander Six," he said into Dupont's radio. "Beam us up, Scotty.”

EPILOGUE

Bassleaned heavily againgt the bulkhead of the Dragon, hisfeet propped up on aration box. He was
tired to the bone. He bit the end off a Clinton, hislast until he could get to the supply hed left on the
Fairfax, and stuck the unlighted cigar into acorner of hismouith. | redly am getting too old for this Stuff,
he thought. But he aways thought that after amission. Society 437 had been ahard one, but it was over.
Did they get dl the skinks on Waygone? Would someone run into others again somewhere elsein Human
Space? He didn't know the answers and, just then, he didn't give adamn.

Dr. Bynum came over and took a seat next to him. She wastired too. "We should think about retiring,
Charlie" shesaid. "What isit you wanted to see me about?'

Bass thought for amoment about retirement with Dr. Bynum. "Both of us? Sametime, same place?’
Heamiled.

Dr. Bynum smiled back but did not answer.
"Dac, | want you to do me afavor, abig one.”
"Y ou nameit, Gunny." He leaned across the aide and spoke quietly for afull two minutes.

"Risky, Charlie," shereplied. She thought amoment. "But can do. For you | can do it. Sure. Why
not?'

"The Essay that's going to take you back to the Fairfax will be herein ten minutes,”" Basstold
Baccacio and Minnie. "l don't have much time, so listen up. Y ou're both going on avery long trip.”

Baccacio gave alopsided grin. "1 know, Gunny. Theonly thing | ask isthat you put in agood word for
us. I—Wetried our best to make up—"

Basswaved the former ensign into silence. "No timefor al of that, Mr. Baccacio. Back on Elned,
well, I could've killed you for what you did then. But you aren't the same guy anymore. | don't know
what you are, but you aren't acoward. Here's the Situation. Both of you were severely wounded—"

Bass nodded. "Y ou were both serioudy wounded. Dr. Bynum does not expect you to recover, but
we're sending you back to the Fairfax, where she can try to stabilize you in the Sckbay.”

They stared at Bass with mouths open. Unnoticed by either, HM2 Hardesty stepped up behind them,
an injector poised in one hand.

"Wewill haveto put you both into stasis," Bass announced. Hardesty leaned forward, ahuge grin on
hisface, and with two swift movementsinjected the pair. "When you awake," Bass continued as they
crumpled to thefloor, "you will befar away from here, but not injail." But neither heard the rest of the
sentence that had just been passed upon them.

Bassdghed. If hisplan didn't work, hisasswould bein ading for sure. What the hell, he thought,
they'd earned the favor.

"And I'mtdling you,” HM1 Horner insisted, "that thing of yoursthere, that woo, can talk, Dean." HM2



Hardesty, standing behind Horner in the troop bay, nodded vigorously in agreement.

Dean looked at the other Marines gathered around and shrugged. They al nodded. Everyone looked
at Owen, which was perched happily on the edge of Dean's bunk. Its huge eyes stared merrily up at the
men and he glowed a soft, contented pink. "Doc,” Dean replied, "he's never said anything to mein dl the
time he's been my companion. The people on Diamunde, who've had woos for hundreds of years, they
never heard them talk. Now you tell me Owen said something. What?"

" ‘Danger,’ " Hardesty replied firmly. "He warned us when a skink tried to come over the ramp of our
Dragon, Dean. He hollered * Danger!” and that's the God's honest truth.”

"Owen," Dean said, turning to the woo, "say something. Go on, say something." Owen stared silently
back a Dean. The men waited patiently.

"Say something, Owen," Hardesty begged the woo. " Say what you said on the Dragon, Owen. Come
on, cmon!" Owen swiveled hishead and just stared placidly back at the two corpsmen.

Horner sighed disgustedly. "1 give up. But Dean, he did talk, hedid.”

"Yeah," Dean replied. "Sure. Next youll tel me you caught him reading afidd manud." The other
Marines burgt into laughter.

The pirates who had stayed behind on Society 437 were transported to the Fairfax County infive
body bags—and two stasis units. The remains of Rhys Apbac, Labaya, Calendar, Sharpedge, and
Lowboy were consgned to the morgue for burid in space, following the usud ritua aboard naval vessels.
Baccacio and Minervawent into the far corner of aremote medical storage compartment.

"Alwaysliked Marines," Cagptain Tuit was saying as he and Gunnery Sergeant Bass Sipped hot, strong
gdley coffee on the bridge. " Always liked having you aboard my vessds.”

"Alwaysliked navy men mysdf, ar, especidly old sdtslike you."

"Gunny, you and your men, you did good back on Waygone. Y ou did damn good. So, as commander
of thisvessdl | am taking it upon my own authority to reward you. | had my navigator plot a somewhat
different inbound coursefor us. We're going to come out of our jump in the vicinity of St. Brendan's.

Y our men and my crew are going to enjoy seventy-two hours of liberty in New Cobh before we head
back to home."

Basssjaw dropped. New Cobh, settled by Irish immigrants two and ahalf centuries before, was an
infamous liberty port beloved by the crews of Confederation Navy and commercia vessals. In New
Cabh theredd be plenty of beer and plenty of buxom colleenswilling to help the Marines drink it. "Sir, |
can't tdl you how much—well, thank you, Captain! Thank you very much!”

Tait laughed and sipped his coffee. "Thisismy last voyage, Gunny. I've decided to hang it up when we
get back. Just aswell. They'll have my assin ading for delaying our return. The droneswill have reached
Old Earth by now, and the government's going to bein area turmoil over what happened on Society
437. They'll want to court-martial mefor letting you kill al those nasty skinksinstead of negotiating a
treaty of friendship with them. And when they find out | took this side trip to reward your men instead of
heading straight back, well, therell be hdll to pay.” He shrugged. "And to make it even worse, we've got
the remains of the exploratory party on board.”

"Thank you for excusng my Marinesfrom that graves registration detall, Sr," Bass said with feding.
Once the skinks had been dedlt with, the crew of the Fairfax had formed shore parties to gather the
remains of as many of the scientific party as could be found. The remains would be taken back to Old
Earth, identified through DNA samples, then returned to their families.

"Somebody's going to accuse me of desecration for not moping al the way back to port playing



funera dirges. Fuck 'emif they can't take ajoke. | must bethe prize of al the navy screw-ups, Gunny."

"No, gr, you are not. Y ou may be abit careless of your status on the promotion list, but you, s, are
definitely not a sc—er, you know." Hefdt avery strong surge of affection for the grizzled old captain. It
had been officerslike Tat who'd kept him in the Marines dl hisadult life, officerswho thought first of
their men and second of their careers.

"That former ensign of yours, Baccacio, is he going to makeit, Gunny?"

"No, gr. Dr. Bynum says no way. Shelll keegp him and hiswoman oniceif they don't die before we
reach port. Maybe they can do something for them once were back. But | doubt they'll last that long.”

"Damn shame. Baccacio came through in the end, though, didn't he?!
"Hedid, Sr. So did Lieutenant Snodgrass.”

Captain Tuit nodded firmly. "Always knew that boy had it in him. All he needed was aswift kick inthe
assto get him started in the right direction. Will you go to bat for Baccacio, put aword infor him, if he
liveslong enough to be turned over to the authorities?!

"Y ou bet, Captain. | owe him that much.”

"Wdll, okay, Gunny, weve got one day standard before we make the jump. Well get rid of those
dead pirates before we go, and if your two are fill aive, well take them aong with us. I'll keep the
femae piratesin the brig the whole voyage. That's about the only jail they'll see, and it servesthem right
for hanging out with such bad company.”

An hour later Dr. Bynum informed Captain Tuit sheld taken Baccacio and Minerva off life support. He
had been listening to Handd and half resented the interruption. He turned to the watch officer. "Notify the
padre. Assemble aburia detall. Get it doneright away. Y ou preside. Damned if | will, not for abunch of
goddamn pirates. | want the whole shebang over in an hour. Make the standard burial-in-space entry in
thelog afterward.”

"Ayeaye, dr," the watch officer answered. "Uh, Captain, do you have the names of the deceased
handy?'

"No, Lieutenant,” he answered, annoyed the officer would bother him with such aquestion, "youll
have to get them from the sickbay. Who cares? Good riddance. Don't waste any time on them. Oh, hell,
just say ‘ Deceased pirates consigned,” wordsto that effect. | don't see any reason to waste any verbiage
on abunch of criminas." Humpf, he thought, junior officersthese days can't think for themsdlves.

After the Fairfax made planetfal on St. Brendan's, agroup of Marines emerged from the port district
to daketheir thirst and passion among the bars and bordellos of New Cobh. Two, aman and awoman,
shook hands with their comrades and disappeared into the fogbound night. They were not missed when
the Fairfax resumed its voyage three days | ater.

Some years after these events, three young men, al brothers, walked into the Confederation Marine
Corpsrecruiting office in New Cobh. They were determined to follow proudly in the footsteps of their
deceased father, who had once been an officer of Marines. Their family name was Cameron.
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