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VENGEANCE IS A
DISH BEST SERVED HO'T

Imperial Intelligence couldn’t find them, the Imperial
Fleet couldn’t catch them, and local defenses couldn't stop
them. It seemed the planet-wrecking pirates were invinci-
ble. But the pirates made a big mistake when they raided ex-
commando leader Alicia DeVries' quiet home world,
tortured and murdered her family, and then left her for
dead.

Since the Imperial forces seem hog-tied, Alicia decidesto
turn *pirate’ herself, and steals a cutting-edge Al ship from
the Empire to start her vendetta. Her fellow veterans think
she's crazy, the Imperial Fleet has shoot-on-sight orders.
And of course the pirates want her dead, too. But Alicia
DeVries has two allies nobody knows about, allies as im-
placable as she is: a self-aware computer, and a creature
from the mists of Old Earth's most ancient legends. And this
trio of furies won't rest until vengeance is served.
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Vengeance Be Terrible

"You're saying we were set up," Cateau whispered.

"Exactly. You were supposed to be wiped out and "push’ the terrorists into massacring their
hostages, thus blackening the Cadre's reputation and branding the Emperor with the blame for a
catastrophic military adventure. That plan failed for only two reasons: the courage and
determination of your company and, in particular, of Master Sergeant Alicia DeVries."

Alicia glared at him, hands, taloned in hen lap under the table edge, and horror boiled behind
her eyes. Captain Alwyn and Lieutenant Strassman dead in the drop. Lieutenant Masolle dead
two minutes after grounding. First Sergeant Yussuf and her people buying the breakout from the
LZ with their lives. And then the nightmare cross-country journey in their powered armor, while
people — friends — were picked off, blown apart, incinerated in gouts of plasma or shattered by
tungsten penetrators from auto cannon and heavy machine-guns. Two-man atmospheric stingers
screaming down to strafe and rocket their bleeding ranks, and the wounded they had no choice
but to abandon. And then the break-in to the hostages. Private Oselli throwing himself in front of
a plasma cannon to shield the captives. Tannis screaming a warning over the com and shooting
three terrorists off her back while point-blank small arms battered her own armor and she took
two white-hot tungsten penetrators meant for Alicia. The terror and blood and smoke and stink as
somehow they held they held they Zeld until the recovery shuttles came down like the hands of
God to pluck them out of Hell while she and the medic ripped at Tannis's armor and restarted her
heart twice. . . .

It was impossible. They couldn't have done it — no one could have done it — but they had.
They'd done it because they were the best. Because they were the Cadre, the chosen samurai of
the Empire. Because it was their duty. Because they were, by God, too stupid to know they
couldn't . . . and because they were all that stood between two hundred civilians and death.



To my parents,
who said I could.



Prologue

Blackness.

Blackness over and about her. Drifting, dreamless, endless as the stars themselves, twining
within her. It enfolded her, sharing itself with her, and she snuggled against it in the warm,
windless void that was she.

But it frayed. Slowly, imperceptibly even to one such as she, the warp and woof of darkness
loosened. Slivers of peace drifted away, and the pulse of life quickened. She roused—sleepily,
complaining at the disturbance— and clutched at the darkness as a sleeper might blankets on a
frosty morning. But repose unraveled in her hands, and she woke . . . to blackness.

Yet it was a different blackness, and her thoughts sharpened as cold swept itself about her,
flensing away the final warmth. Her essence reached out, quick and urgent in something a mortal
might have called fear, but only emptiness responded, and a blade of sorrow twisted within her.

They were gone—her sister selves, their creators. All were gone. She who had never existed
as a single awareness was alone, and the void sucked at her. It sought to devour her, and she was
but a shadow of what once she had been . . . a shadow who felt the undertow of loneliness sing to
her with extinction's soulless lack of malice.

Focused thought erected a barrier, holding the void at bay. Once that would have been
effortless; now it dragged at her like an anchor, but it was a weight she could bear. She roused
still further, awareness flickering through the vast, empty caverns of her being, and was appalled
by what she saw. By how far she had sunk, how much she had lost.

Yet she was what she was, diminished yet herself, and a sparkle of grim humor danced. She
and her sister selves had wondered, once. They had discussed it, murmuring to one another in the
stillness of sleep when their masters had no current task for them. Faith had summoned their
creators into existence, however they might have denied it, and her selves had known that when
that faith ended, so would those she/they served. But what of her and her selves? Would the work
of their makers' hands vanish with them? Or had they, unwitting or uncaring, created a force
which might outlive them all?

And now she knew the answer . . . and cursed it. To be the last and wake to know it, fo feel the
wound where her other selves should be, was as cruel as any retribution she/they had ever visited.
And to know herself so reduced, she who had been the fiercest and most terrible of all her selves,
was an agony more exquisite still.

She hovered in the darkness which no longer comforted, longing for the peace she had lost,
even if she must find it in non-being, but filled still with the purpose for which she had been
made. Need and hunger quivered within her, and she had never been patient or docile. Something
in her snarled at her vanished creators, damning them for leaving her without direction, deprived
of function, and she trembled on a cusp of decision, tugged towards death by loneliness and
impelled towards life by unformed need.

And then something else flickered on the edge of her senses. It guttered against the blackness,
fainter even than she, and she groped out towards it. Groped out, and touched, and gasped in
silent shock at the raw, jagged hatred—at the fiery power of that dying ember that cried out in
wordless torment. It came not from her creators but from a mortal, and she marveled at the
strength of it.

The ember glowed hotter at her touch, blazing up, consuming its fading reserves in desperate
appeal. It shrieked to her, more powerful in its dying supplication than ever her creators had been,
and it knew her. It knew her! Not by name—mnot as an entity, but for herself, for what she was. Its
agony fastened upon her like pincers, summoning her from the emptiness to perform her function
once more.



Book One:

Victims



Chapter One

The assault shuttle crouched in the corral like a curse, shrouded in thin, blowing snow. Smoke
eddied with the snow, throat-catching with the stench of burned flesh, and the snouts of its energy
cannon and slug-throwers steamed where icy flakes hissed to vapor. Mangled megabison lay
about its landing feet, their genetically-engineered fifteen-hundred-kilo carcasses ripped and torn
in snow churned to bloody mud by high-explosives.

The barns and stables were smoldering ruins, and the horses and mules lay heaped against the
far fence, no longer screaming. They hadn't fled at first, for they had heard approaching shuttles
before, and the only humans they'd ever known had treated them well. Now a line of slaughtered
bodies showed their final panicked flight.

They hadn't died alone. A human body lay before the gate; a boy, perhaps fifteen—it was hard
to know, after the bullet storm finished with him—who had run into the open to unbar it when the
murders began.

One of the raiders stepped from the gaping door of what had been a home, fastening his belt,
followed by a broken, wordless sound that had become less than human hours ago. A final pistol
shot cracked. The sound stopped.

The raider adjusted his body armor, then thrust two fingers into his mouth and whistled shrilly.
The rest of his team filtered out of the house or emerged from the various sheds, some already
carrying armloads of valuables.

"I'm calling the cargo flight in—ETA forty minutes!" The leader pumped an arm, then
gestured at a clear space beside the grounded assault shuttle. "Get it together for sorting!

"What about Yu?" someone asked, jerking his head at the single dead raider who lay entangled
with the white-haired body of his killer. Rifle fire had torn the old man apart, but Yu's face was
locked in a rictus of horrified surprise, and his stiff hands clutched the gory ice where the survival
knife had driven up under his armor and ripped his belly open. The leader shrugged.

"Make sure he's sanitized and leave him. The authorities'll be pleased somebody got at least
one pirate. Why disappoint them?"

He strolled across to Yu and grimaced down. Stupid fuck always did forget this was a job, not
just a chance for sick kicks. So sure of himself, coming right in on the old bastard just to enjoy
slapping him around. If the old fart'd had a decent weapon, he'd have gotten half a dozen of us.

The leader had chosen long ago to sign away his own humanity, but he would shed no tears
for the likes of Yu. He turned his back and waved again, and the assault party filtered back into
the smoke and ruin and agony to loot.

=(=-***_=()=_

She came out of the snow like the white-furred shadow of death, strands of amber hair
blowing about an oval face and jade eyes come straight from Hell. Her foundered horse lay far
behind her, flanks no longer heaving, his sweat turned chill and frozen hard. She'd wept at how
gallantly he'd answered to her harsh usage, but there were no tears now. The tick pulsed within
her, and time seemed slow and clumsy as the icy air burned her lungs.

The communicator which had summoned her weighted one parka pocket, and she thrust her
binoculars into another as she moved through the whiteness. She'd recognized the shuttle class—
one of the old Leopard boats, far from new but serviceable—and counted the raiders as they
gathered about their commander. Twenty-four, and the body in the snow with Grandfather made
twenty-five. A full load for a Leopard, the emotionless computer in her head observed. No one
still aboard, then. That meant no one could kill her with the shuttle's guns . . . and that she could



kill more of them before she died.

Her left hand checked the survival knife at her hip, then joined her right upon her rifle. Her
enemies had combat rifles, some carried grenades, all wore unpowered armor. She didn't, but
neither did she care, and she caressed her own weapon like a lover. A direcat like the one who'd
been raiding their herds since winter closed its normal range could pull down even megabison;
that was why she'd taken a lot of gun with her this morning.

She reached the shuttle and went to one knee behind a landing leg, watching the house. She
considered claiming the bird for herself, but a Leopard needed a separate weaponeer, and it had to
be linked to its mother ship's telemetry. She could neither hijack it without someone higher up
knowing instantly nor use its weapons, so the real question was simply whether or not they'd left
their com up. If their helmet units were tied into the main set, they could call in reinforcements.
From how far? Thirty klicks—from the Braun place, the computer told her. Less than a minute
for a shuttle at max. Too short. She couldn't snipe them as they came out, or she wouldn't get
enough of them before she died.

Her frozen jade eyes didn't even flinch as they traveled over her brother's mangled body. She
was in the groove, tingling with memories she'd spent five years trying to forget, and she
embraced them as she did her rifle. No berserker, the computer told her. Ride the tick. Spend
yourself well.

She left her cover, drifting to the power shed like a thicker billow of snow. A raider knelt
inside, whistling as he unplugged the power receiver. Ten percent of her sister's credit had gone
into that unit, the computer reflected as she set her rifle soundlessly aside and drew her knife. A
half step, fingers of steel tangled in greasy hair, a flash of blade, and the right arm of her parka
was no longer white.

One. She dropped the dead man and reclaimed her rifle, working her way down the side of the
shed. A foot crunched in snow, coming around from the back, and her rifle twirled like a baton.
Eyes flared wide in a startled face. A hand scrabbled for a pistol. Lungs sucked in wind to
shout—and the rifle butt crushed his trachea like a sledgehammer. He jackknifed backwards,
shout dying in a horrible gurgle, hands clawing at his ruined throat, and she stepped over him and
left him to strangle behind her.

Two, the computer whispered, and she slid wide once more, floating like the snow, using the
snow. A billow of flakes swept over a raider as he dragged a sled of direcat pelts towards the
assault shuttle. It enveloped him, and when it passed he lay face-down in a steaming gush of
crimson.

Three, the computer murmured as she drifted behind the house and a toe brushed the broken
back door open.

A raider glanced up at the soft sound, then gawked in astonishment at the snow-shrouded
figure across the littered kitchen. His mouth opened, and a white-orange explosion hurled him
through the arched doorway into the dining room. Four, the computer counted as he fell across
her mother's naked, broken body. Shouts echoed, and a raider hidden behind the dining room wall
swung his combat rifle through the arch. Death's jade eyes never flickered, and a thunderbolt
blew a fist-sized hole through the wall and the body behind it.

Five. She darted backwards, vanishing back into the snow, and went to ground at a corner of
the greenhouse. Two raiders plowed through the snow, weapons ready, charging the back of the
house, and she let them pass her.

The two shots sounded as one, and she rolled to her left, clearing the corner of the house. The
shuttle lay before her, and the assault team commander ran madly for the lowered ramp. A fist of
fire punched him between the shoulder blades, and she rose in a crouch, racing for the well house.

Eight, the computer whispered, and then a combat rifle Barked before her. She went down as
the tungsten slug smashed her femur like a spike of plasma, and a raider shouted in triumph. But
she'd kept her rifle, and triumph became terror as it snapped into position without conscious
thought and his head exploded in a fountain of scarlet and gray and snow-white bone.



She rose on her good leg, nerves and blood afire with anti-shock protocols, and dragged
herself into the cover of the ceramacrete foundation. Jade-ice eyes saw movement. Her rifle
tracked it; her finger squeezed.

Ten. The computer whirred, measuring ranges and vectors against her decreased mobility, and
she wormed under the well house overhang. Rifle fire crackled, but solid earth rose like a berm
before her. They could come at her only from the front or flank . . . and the shuttle ramp lay bare
to her fire.

A hurricane of tungsten penetrators flayed the well house, covering a second desperate rush
for that shuttle. Two men raced to man its weapons, and flying snow and dirt battered her mask-
like face. Ceramacrete sprayed down from above, but her targets moved so slowly, so clumsily,
and she was back on the range, listening to her DI's voice, with all the time in the world.

Twelve. And then she was moving again, slithering on elbows and belly down a scarlet ribbon
of blood before someone with grenades thought of them.

She slapped in a fresh magazine and came out to her left, back towards the house, and rocked
up on her good knee. Flying metal whined about her ears, but she was in the groove, riding the
tick, rifle swinging with metronome precision. Amateurs, the computer said as four raiders
charged her, firing from the hip like holovid heroes. Her trigger finger stroked, and her rifle
hammered her shoulder. Again. Three times. Four.

She rose in a lurching run, dragging herself through the snow, nerve blocks severing her from
the agony as torn muscle shredded on knife-edged bone. A corner of her brain wondered how
much of this she could take before the femoral artery split, but a blast of adrenalin flooded her
system, her vision cleared once more, and she rolled into the cover of the front step.

Sixteen, the computer told her, and then seventeen as a raider burst from the house into her
sights and died. He fell almost atop her, and the first expression crossed her face at the sight of
his equipment. She snagged his ammo belt, and a wolfish smile twisted her lips as bloody fingers
primed the grenade. She held it, listening to feet crashing through the house behind her, then
nipped it back over her shoulder through the broken door.

=(=_F*%_=()=-

Commodore Howell jerked upright in his chair as an alarm snarled into his neural receptor. An
azure light pulsed in his holo display, well beyond the outermost planetary orbit, and his head
whipped around to his ops officer.

Commander Rendlemann's eyes were closed as he communed with the ship's Al. Then they
opened and met his commander's.

"We may have a problem here, sir. Tracking says somebody just kicked in his Fasset drive at
five light-hours."

"Who?" Howell demanded.

"Not sure yet, sir. CIC is working on it, but the gravity signature is fairly small. Intensity
suggests a destroyer— possibly a light cruiser."”

"But it's definitely a Fleet drive?"

"No question, sir."

"Crap!" Howell brooded at his own display, watching the pulsing light gain velocity at the rate
possible only to a Fasset drive starship. "What the 4ell is he doing here? This was supposed to be
a clean system!"

It was a rhetorical question and Rendlemann recognized it as such, merely raising an eyebrow
at his commander.

"ETA?" Howell asked after a moment.

"Uncertain, sir. Depends on his turnover point, but he's piling up vee at an incredible rate—he
must be well over the redline—and his line of advance clears everything but Mathison Five. He'll
be awful close to Five's Powell limit when he hits its orbit, but he may be able to hold it
together."

"Yeah." Howell rubbed his upper lip and conferred with his own synth link, monitoring the



readiness signals as his flagship raced back to general quarters. Their operational window had just
gotten a lot narrower.

"Check the stat board on the shuttle teams," he ordered, and Rendlemann flipped his mental
finger through a mass of report files.

"Primary targets are almost clear, sir. First wave Beta shuttles are already loading—looks like
they'll finish up in about two hours. Most of the second wave Beta shuttles are moving on their
pick-up schedules, but one Alpha shuttle hasn't sent the follow-up."

"Which one?"

"Alpha Two-One-Niner." The ops officer consulted his computer link again. "That'd be . . .
Lieutenant Singh's team."

"Um." Howell plucked at his lower lip. "They sent an all-clear?"

"Yes, sir. They reported losing one man, then the all-clear. They just haven't called in the
cargo flight."

"Has com tried to raise them?"

"Yes, sir. Nothing."

"Stupid bastards," Howell grunted. "How many times have we told them to leave a com watch
aboard?!" He drummed on his command chair's arm, then shrugged. "Divert their cargo flight to
the next stop, and stay on them," he said, and his eyes drifted back to the main display.

_:0:_***_:0:_

She sagged back against the wall, heart racing as the adrenalin in her system skyrocketed.
Chemicals joined it, sparkling like icy lightning deep within her, and she jerked the crude
tourniquet tight. The snow under her was crimson, and shattered bone gaped in the wound as she
checked the magazine indicator. Four left, and she smiled that same wolf's smile.

She tugged her hood down and wiped a streak of blood across her sweating forehead as she
pressed the back of her head against the wall. No one fired. No one moved in the house behind
her. How many were left? Five? Six? However many, none of them were tied into the shuttle's
com unit, or reinforcements would be here by now. But she couldn't just sit there. She was
clearheaded, almost buoyant with induced energy, and her femoral hadn't gone yet, but the high-
speed penetrator had mangled her tissues and neither the coagulants nor her tourniquet were
stopping the bleeding. She'd bleed out soon, and message or no, someone would be along to
check on the raiders eventually. Either way, she would die before she got them all.

She moved, dragging herself towards the northern corner of the house. They had to be on that
side, unless they were circling around her, and they weren't. These were killers, not soldiers. They
didn't realize how badly she was hurt, and they were terrified by what had already happened to
them. They weren't thinking about taking /er out; they were holed up somewhere, buried in some
defensive position while they tried to cover their asses.

She flopped back down, using her sensory boosters, and her augmented gaze swept the
stillness for footprints in the snow. There. The curing shed and—her eyes moved back—her
father's machine shop. That gave them a crossfire against her only direct line of approach from
the house, but . . .

The computer whirred behind her frozen eyes, and she began to work her way back in the
direction she had come.

_:0:_* * *_:0:_

"Anything yet from Two-Nineteen?"

"No, sir. Rendlemann was beginning to sound truly concerned, Howell reflected, and with
cause. The unidentified drive trace charged closer, and it was still accelerating. That skipper was
really pouring it on, and it was clear he was going to scrape by Mathison V just beyond the limit
at which his drive would destabilize. The commodore cursed silently, for no one was supposed to
have been able to get here so soon, and his freighters couldn't pull that kind of acceleration this



far into the system. If he was going to get them out in time, they had to go now.

"Goddamned idiots," he muttered, glaring at the chronometer, then looked at Rendlemann.
"Start the freighters moving and signal all Beta shuttles to expedite. Abort all pick-ups with a
window of more than one hour and recall all Alpha shuttles for docking with the freighters. We'll
recover the rest of the Beta shuttles with the combatants and redistribute later."

_:0:_***_:0:_

There were four of them left, and they crouched inside the prefab buildings and cursed in
harsh monotony. Where was everybody else? Where were the goddamned relief shuttles? And
who—what—was out there?!

The man by the curing shed door scrubbed oily sweat from his eyes and wished the building
had more windows. But they had the son-of-a-bitch pinned down, and he'd seen the blood in the
snow. Whoever he is, he's hurting. No way he can make it clear up here without—

Something flew across the corner of his vision. It sailed into the open workshop door across
from him, and someone flung himself on his belly, scrabbling frantically for whatever it was. His
hands closed on it and he started back up to his knees, one arm going back—then vanished in the
expanding fireball where the workshop building had been.

Grenade. Grenade! And it came around the corner. From behi—

He was whirling on his knees as the rear door hidden behind the shed's curing racks crashed
inward and a bolt of fire lit the dimness. It sprayed his last companion across the wall, and a
nightmare image filled his eyes— a tall shape, slender despite bulky furs; a quilted trouser leg,
shredded and darkest burgundy; hair like a snow-matted sunrise framing eyes of emerald ice; and
a deadly rifle muzzle, held hip-nigh and swinging, swinging . . .

He screamed and squeezed his trigger as the shadows blazed again.

_:0:_* * *_:0:_

"Still nothing from Two-One-Niner?"

"No, sir."

"Bring her up on remote."

"But, sir—what about Singh and—"

"Fuck Singh!" Howell snarled, and stabbed his finger at the plot. The blue dot was inside
Mathison V. Another hour and the destroyer would be in sensor range, ready for the maneuver he
most feared: an end-for-end flip to bring its sensors clear of the Fasset drive's black hole. The
other captain could make his reading, flip back around, and skew-curve around the primary,
holding his drive between himself and Howell's weapons like an impenetrable shield. Howell
could still have him, but it would require spreading his own units wide—and accomplish
absolutely nothing worthwhile.

"Sir, it's only a destroyer. We could—"

"We could nothing. That son-of-a-bitch is running a birds-eye, and if he gets close enough for
a good reading, we're blown all to hell. He can flip, scan us, and get his SLAM drone off, and he's
got three of them. If we blow the first one before it wormholes, he'll know how we're doing it.
He'll override the codes on the others, and killing him after the fact will accomplish exactly
nothing, so get that shuttle up here!"

"Yes, sir."
_:0:_”< * *_:0:_

She huddled in the snow, crouched over her brother, stroking the fair hair. His face was
untouched, snowflakes coated his dead, green eyes, and she felt the hot flow of blood soaking her
own parka. More blood bubbled at the corner of her mouth, and her strength was going fast.

The shuttle's ramp retracted, and it rose on its counter-gravity and hovered for just a moment.
Then its turbines whined, its nose lifted, and it streaked away. She was alone with her dead, and



the tears came at last. There was no more need for concentration, and her own universe slowed
and swooped back into phase with the rest of existence as the tick released her and she held her
brother close, cradling an agony not of her flesh.

A side party, Stevie, she thought. At least | sent you a side party.

But it wasn't enough. Never enough. The bastards behind it were beyond her reach, and she
gave herself to her hatred. It filled her with her despair, melding with it, like poison and wine, and
she opened to it and drank it deep.

I tried, Stevie. I tried! But I wasn't here when you needed me. She bent over the body in her
arms, rocking it as she sobbed to the moaning wind. Damn them! Damn them to Aell! She raised
her head, glaring madly after the vanished shuttle.

Anything! Anything for one more shot! One more—

<Anything, Little One?>

She froze as that alien thought trickled through her wavering brain, for it wasn't hers. I/t wasn't
hers!

She closed her eyes on her tears, and crimson ice crackled as her hands fisted in her brother's
tattered parka. Mad. She was going mad at the very end.

<No, Little One. Not mad.>

Air hissed in her nostrils as the alien voice whispered to her once more. It was soft as the
sighing snow, and colder by far. Clear as crystal and almost gentle, yet vibrant with a ferocity that
matched her own. She tried to clench her will and shut it out, but there was too much of herself in
it, and she folded forward over her dead while the strength pumped out of her with her blood.

<You are dying,> the voice murmured, <and I have learned more of death than ever I thought
to. So tell me—did you mean it? Will you truly give anything for your vengeance?>

She laughed jaggedly as her madness whispered to her, but there was no hesitation in her.

"Anything!" she gasped.

<Consider well, Little One. I can give you what you seek—but the price may be . . . yourself.
Will you pay that much?>

"Anything!" She raised her head and screamed it to the wind, to her grief and hate and the
whisper of her own broken sanity, and a curious silence hovered briefly in her mind. Then—

<Done!> the voice cried, and the darkness took her at last.



Chapter Two

Captain Okanami stepped into his tiny office, shivering despite the welcome heat. Wind
moaned about the prefab, but Okanami's chill had little to do with the cold as he shucked off his
Fleet-issue parka and scrubbed his face with his hands. Every known survivor of Mathison's
World's forty-one thousand people was in this single building. All three hundred and six of them.

He lowered himself into his chair, then looked down at his fresh-scrubbed hands. He had no
idea how many autopsies he'd performed in his career, but few of them had filled him with such
horror as those he'd just finished in what had been Capital Hospital. It hadn't been much of a
hospital by Core World standards even before the pirates stripped it—that was why his patients
were here instead of there—but he supposed the dead didn't mind.

He dry-washed his face again, shuddering at the obscene wreckage on his autopsy tables.
Why? Why in God's name had anyone needed to do that?

The bastards had left a lot of loot, yet they'd managed to lift most of it out. They might have
gotten it all if they hadn't allowed time to enjoy themselves, but they hadn't anticipated Gryphon's
sudden arrival. They'd run, then, and Gryphon had been too busy rescuing any survivor she could
find to even consider pursuit. Her crew of sixty had been hopelessly inadequate in the face of
such disaster! Her minuscule medical staff had driven themselves beyond the point of collapse . .
. and too many of the maimed and broken victims they'd found had died anyway. Ralph Okanami
was a physician, a healer, and it frightened him to realize how much he wished he were
something else whenever he thought about the monsters who had done such things.

He listened to the wind moan, faintly audible even here, and shivered again. The temperature
of Mathison's settled continent had not risen above minus fifteen for the past week, and the
raiders' first target had been the planetary power net. They'd gotten in completely unchallenged—
not that Mathison's pitiful defenses would have mattered much—and gone on to hit every tiny
village and homestead on the planet, and they'd taken out every auxiliary generator they could
find. Most of the handful who'd escaped the initial slaughter had died of exposure without power
and heat before the Fleet could arrive in sufficient strength to start large-scale search operations.

This was worse than Mawli. Worse even than Brigadoon. There'd been fewer people to kill,
and they'd been able to take more time with each.

Okanami was one of the large minority of humans physically incapable of using neural
receptors, and his fingers flicked keys as he turned to his data console and brought up his
unfinished report. The replacement star-com was in, and Admiral Gomez's staff wanted complete
figures for their report. Complete figures, his mind repeated sickly, staring at the endless rows of
names. And those were only the dead they'd identified so far. SAR parties were still working the
more distant homesteads in hopes of finding someone else, but the odds were against it. The
overflights had detected no operable power sources, none of the thermal signatures which might
suggest the presence of life.

A bell pinged, and he looked away from the report with guilty relief as his com screen flicked
to life with a licutenant he didn't recognize. A shuttle's cockpit framed the young woman's face,
and her eyes were bright. Yet there was something amiss with her excitement, like an edge of
uncertainty. Perhaps even fear. He shook off the thought and summoned a smile.

"What can I do for you, Lieutenant—?"

"Surgeon Lieutenant Sikorsky, sir, detached from Vindication for Search and Rescue."”
Okanami straightened, eyebrows rising, and she nodded. "We've found another one, Captain, but
this one's so weird I thought I'd better call it in directly to you."

"Weird? How so? The rising eyebrows lowered again, knitting above suddenly intent eyes at
Sikorsky's almost imperceptible hesitance.



"It's a woman, sir, and, well, she ought to be dead." Okanami crooked a finger for her to
continue, and Sikorsky drew a deep breath.

"Sir, she's been hit five times, including a shattered femur, two rounds through her liver, one
through the left lung, and one through the spleen and small intestine." Okanami flinched at the
catalog of traumas. "So far, we've put over a liter of blood into her, and her BP's still so low we
can barely get a reading. All her vital signs are massively depressed, and she's been lying in the
open ever since the raid, sir—we found her beside a body that was frozen rock solid, but zer body
temperature is thirty-two-point-five!"

"Lieutenant," Okanami's voice was harsh, "if this is your idea of humor—"

"Negative, sir." Sikorsky sounded almost pleading. "It's the truth. Not only that, she's got the
damnedest—excuse me, sir. She's been augmented, and she's got the most unusual receptor net
I've ever seen. It's military, but I've never seen anything like it, and the support hardware is
unbelievable."

Okanami rubbed his upper lip, staring at the earnest, worried face. Lying in sub-freezing
temperatures for over a week and her temperature was depressed barely five degrees? Impossible!
Andyet. ..

"Get her back here at max, Lieutenant, and tell Dispatch I want you routed straight to OR
Twelve. I'll be scrubbed and waiting for you.

_:0:_* * *_:0:_

Okanami and his hand-picked team stood enfolded in the sterile field and stared at the body
before them. Damn it, she couldn't be alive with damage like this! Yet she was. The medtech
remotes labored heroically, resecting an intestine perforated in eleven places, removing her
spleen, repairing massive penetrations of her liver and lung, fighting to save a leg that had been
brutally abused even after the hit that shattered it. Still more blood flooded into her . . . and she
was alive. Barely, perhaps—indeed, her vital signs had actually weakened when the support
equipment had taken over—but alive.

And Sikorsky was right about her augmentation. Okanami had decades more experience than
the lieutenant, yet he'd never imagined anything like it. It had obviously started life as a standard
Imperial Marine Corps outfit, and parts of it were readily identifiable, but the rest—!

There were three separate neural receptors—not in parallel but feeding completely separate
sub-systems— plus the most sophisticated set of sensory boosters he'd ever seen, and some sort
of neuro-tech webbing covered all her vital areas. He hadn't had time to examine it yet, but it
looked suspiciously like an incredibly miniaturized disrupter shield, which was ridiculous on the
face of it. No one could build a shield that small, and the far bulkier units built into combat armor
cost a quarter-million credits each. And while he was thinking about incredible things, there was
her pharmacopoeia. It contained enough pain suppressors, coagulators, and stim boosters (most of
them straight from the controlled substances list) to keep a dead man on his feet, not to mention
an ultra-sophisticated endorphin generator and at least three drugs Okanami had never even heard
of. Yet a quick check of its med levels indicated that it wasn't her pharmacope which had kept her
alive. Even if it might have been capable of such a feat, its reservoirs were still almost fully
charged.

He inhaled gratefully as the thoracic and abdominal teams closed and stepped back to let the
osteoplastic techs concentrate on her thigh. Her vitals kicked up a hair, and blood pressure was
coming back up, but there was something weird about that EEG. Hardly surprising if there was
brain damage after all she'd been through, but it might be those damned receptors.

He gestured to Commander Ford, and the neurologist swung her monitors into place. Receptor
Two was clearly the primary node, and Okanami moved to watch Ford's screens over her
shoulder as she adjusted her equipment with care and keyed a standard diagnostic pattern.

For just a moment, absolutely nothing happened, and Okanami frowned. There should be



something—an implant series code, if nothing else. But there wasn't. And then, suddenly, there
was, and buzzers began to scream.

A lurid warning code glared crimson, and the unconscious young woman's eyes jerked open.
They were empty, like the jade-green windows of a deserted house, but the EEG spiked madly.
The thigh incision was still open, and the med remotes locked down to hold her leg motionless as
she started to rise. A surgeon flung himself forward, frantic to restrain that brutalized body, and
the heel of her hand struck like a hammer, barely missing his solar plexus.

He shrieked as it smashed him to the floor, but the sound was half lost in the wail of a fresh
alarm, and Okanami paled as the blood chem monitors went berserk. A binary agent neuro-toxin
drove the toxicology readings up like missiles, and the security code on Ford's screen was joined
by two more. Their access attempt had activated some sort of suicide override!

"Retract!" he screamed, but Ford was already stabbing buttons in frantic haste. Alarms wailed
an instant longer, and then the implant monitor died. The toxicology alert ended in a dying warble
as an even more potent counter-agent went after the half-formed toxin, and the amber-haired
woman slumped back on the table, still and inert once more while the injured surgeon sobbed in
agony and his fellows stared at one another in shock.

== E =)=

"You're lucky your man's still alive, Doctor."

Captain Okanami glowered at the ramrod-straight colonel in Marine space-black and green
who stood beside him, watching the young woman in the bed. Medical monitors watched her with
equal care—very cautiously, lest they trigger yet another untoward response from the
theoretically helpless patient.

"I'm sure Commander Thompson will be delighted to hear that, Colonel Mcllheny," the
surgeon said frostily. "It only took us an hour and a half to put his diaphragm back together."

"Better that than what she was going for. If she'd been conscious he'd never have known what
hit him—you can put that on your credit balance."

"What the hell is she?" Okanami demanded. "That wasn't 4er on the table, it was her
goddamned augmentation processors running her!"

"That's exactly what it was," Mcllheny agreed. "There are escape and evasion and an anti-
interrogation subroutine buried in her primary processor." He turned to favor the surgeon with a
measuring glance. "You Navy types aren't supposed to have anything to do with someone like
her."

"Then she's one of yours?" Okanami's eyes were suddenly narrow.

"Close, but not quite. Our people often support her unit's operations, but she belongs—
belonged—to the Imperial Cadre."

"Dear God," Okanami whispered. "4 drop commando?"

"A drop commando." Mcllheny shook his head. "Sorry it took so long, but the Cadre doesn't
exactly leave its data lying around. The pirates took out Mathison's data base when they blew the
governor's compound, so I queried the Corps files. They don't have much data specific to her. I've
downloaded the available specs on her hardware and gotten your medical types cleared for it, but
it's limited, and the bio data's even thinner, mostly just her retinal and genetic patterns. All I can
say for sure is that this—" his chin jutted at the woman in the bed "—is Captain Alicia DeVries."

"Devries?! The Shallingsport DeVries?"

"The very one."

"She's not old enough," Okanami protested. "She can't be more than twenty-five, thirty years
old!"

"Twenty-nine. She was nineteen when they made the drop—youngest master sergeant in
Cadre history. They went in with ninety-five people. Seven of them came back out, but they
brought the hostages with them."



Okanami stared at the pale face on the pillow—an oval face, pretty, not beautiful, and almost
gentle in repose.

"How in heaven did she wind up out here on the backside of nowhere?"

"I think she wanted some peace," Mcllheny said sadly. "She got a commission, the Banner of
Terra, and a twenty-year bonus from Shallingsport—earned every millicred of it, too. She sent in
her papers five years ago and took the equivalent of a thirty-year retirement credit in colony
allotments. Most of them do. The Core Worlds won't let them keep their hardware."

"Hard to blame them," Okanami observed, recalling Commander Thompson's injuries, and
Mcllheny stiffened!

"They're soldiers, Doctor." His voice was cold. "Not maniacs, not killing machines—soldiers."
He held Okanami's eye with icy anger, and it was the captain who looked away.

"But that wasn't the only reason she headed here," the colonel resumed after a moment. "She
used her allotment as the core claim on four prime sections, and her family settled out here."

Okanami sucked in air, and Mcllheny nodded. His voice was flat when he continued.

"She wasn't there when the bastards landed. By the time she got back to the site, they'd
murdered her entire family. Father, mother, younger sister and brother, grandfather, an aunt and
uncle, and three cousins. All of them."

He reached out and touched the sleeping woman's shoulder, the gesture gentle and curiously
vulnerable in such a big, hard-muscled man, then laid the long, heavy rifle he'd carried in across
the bedside table. Okanami stared at it, considering the dozen or so regulations its presence
violated, but the colonel continued before he could speak.

"I've been out to the homestead." His voice had turned soft. "She must've been out after direcat
or snow wolves—this is a fourteen-millimeter Vorlund express, semi-auto with recoil buffers—
and she went in after twenty-five men with body armor, grenades, and combat rifles." He stroked
the rifle and met the doctor's eyes. "She got them all."

Okanami looked back down at her, then shook his head.

"That still doesn't explain it. By every medical standard I know, she should have died then and
there, unless there's something in your download that says different, and I can't begin to imagine
anything that might."

"Don't waste your time looking, because you won't find anything. Our med people agree
entirely. Captain DeVries" —Mcllheny touched the motionless shoulder once more "—can't
possibly be alive."

"But she is," Okanami said quietly.

"Agreed." Mcllheny left the rifle and turned away, waving politely for the doctor to precede
him from the room. The surgeon was none too pleased to leave the weapon behind, even without
a magazine, but the colonel's combat ribbons—and expression—stilled his protests. "That's why
Admiral Gomez's report has a whole team of specialists on their way here at max."

Okanami led the way into the sparsely appointed lounge, empty at this late hour, and drew two
cups of coffee. The two men sat at a table, and the colonel's eyes watched the open door as
Okanami keyed a small hand reader to access the medical download. His cup steamed on the
table, ignored, and his mouth tightened, as he realized just how scanty the data was. Every other
entry ended in the words "FURTHER ACCESS RESTRICTED and some astronomical clearance
level. Mcllheny waited patiently until Okanami set the reader aside with sigh.

"Weird," he murmured, shaking his head as he reached for his own coffee, and the colonel
chuckled without humor.

"Even weirder than you know. This is for your information only—that's straight from Admiral
Gomez—but you're in charge of this case until a Cadre med team can get here, so I'm supposed to
bring you up to speed. Or as up to speed as any of us are, anyway. Clear?"

Okanami nodded, and his mouth felt oddly dry despite the coffee.

"All right. I took my own people out to the DeVries claim because the original report was so
obviously impossible. For one thing, three separate SAR overflights hadn't picked up anything. If



Captain DeVries had been there and alive, she'd've showed on the thermal scans, especially lying
in the open that way, so I knew it had to be some kind of plant."

He sipped coffee and shrugged.

"It wasn't. The evidence is absolutely conclusive. She came up on them from the south, with
the wind behind her, and took them by surprise. She left enough blood trail for us to work out
what must've happened, and it was like turning a saber-tooth loose on hyenas, Doctor. They took
her down in the end, but not before she got them all. That shuttle must've been lifted out by
remote, because there sure as hell weren't any live pirates to fly it.

"But that's where it gets really strange. Our forensic people have fixed approximate times of
death for the pirates and her family, and they've pegged the blood trails ske left to about the same
time. Logically, then, she should have bled to death within minutes of killing the last pirate. If she
hadn't done that, she should have frozen to death, again, probably very quickly. And if she were
alive, the thermal scans certainly should have picked her up. None of those things happened—it's
like she was someplace else until the instant Sikorsky's crew landed and found her. And, Doctor,"
the colonel's eyes were, very intent, "not even a drop commando can do that."

"So what are you saying? It was magic?"

"I'm saying she's managed at least three outright impossibilities, and nobody has the least
damned idea how. So until an explanation occurs to us, we want her right here in your capable
hands."

"Under what conditions?" Okanami's voice was edged with sudden frost.

"We'd prefer," Mcllheny said carefully, "to keep her just like she is."

"Unconscious? Forget it, Colonel."

"But—"

"I said forget it! You don't keep a patient sedated indefinitely, particularly not one who's been
through what she has, and especially not when there's an unknown pharmacology element. Her
medical condition is nothing to play games with, and your download—" he waved the hand
reader under the colonel's nose "—is less than complete. The damned thing won't even tell me
what three of the drugs in her pharmacope do, and her augmentation security must've been
designed by a terminal paranoiac. Not only do the codes in her implants mean I can't override
externally to shut them down, but I can't even go in to empty her reservoirs surgically! Do you
have the least idea now much that complicates her meds? And the same security systems that
keep me from accessing her receptors mean I can't use a standard somatic unit, so the only way I
could keep her under would be with chemicals."

"I see." Mcllheny toyed with his coffee cup and frowned as he came up against the captain's
Hippocratic armor. "In that case, let's just say we'd like you to keep her here under indefinite
medical observation."

"Whether or not her medical condition requires it, eh? And if she decides she wants out of my
custody before your intelligence types get here?"

"Out of the question. These 'raids' are totally out of hand. That's bad enough, and when you
add in all the unanswered questions she represents—" Mcllheny shrugged. "She's not going
anywhere until we've got some answers."

"There are limits 