PROLOGUE

Looming black againgt the bright sunlight from the arena, two gladiators clomped under the arch and
down the corridor to the dressng rooms. Filmed with sweet, bresthing hard, they congratul ated each
other on their performance. The crowd had loved them despite the emperor's disappointing decision to
gpare the loser. Outside, the spectators screamed and stomped their feet, demanding another
performance. They'd get it.

The two paused briefly in front of where Gilboa Woods sat weerily, one arm chained to the wall, his
face showing signs of recent beatings. He was dressed as alightly armored secutor, as befit the Caigulan
theme of the park. The gladiators said nothing, just nodded sympathetically and passed on down the
corridor. Woods's turn was coming up soon.

Noto Draya shifted his huge bulk comfortably and put an arm around his nearest consort, a beautiful
Turko-Adgan girl held bought from the Old Woman. He held up his goblet and a servant—ared boy, not
one of those idiotic servomechs—poured more wine, Other members of the Draya Family lolling about in
the emperor's box above the stadium saluted him with their goblets.

"Long life, boss" Noto's counsdor said across the rim of his goblet.

The crowd had grown silent, atention riveted on the two men circling one another in the dusty arena
below. They bore the arms and armor of first-century gladiators. The Pompeiian was the odds-on
favorite, but his opponent, trained in Capua, was agood contender. They were attired in the Thracian
heavy-armored style. Of course, the gladiators who fought in the Havanagas Roman theme park actudly
trained in modern facilities. But one attraction of the park wasthat it re-created precisaly the atmosphere
of Imperid Rome circa AD 3741, thereign of the emperor Cadigula. Exact reproductions of the
amphitheater, the gladiatoria schools—the whole city of Rome, in fact—existed for the pleasure of the
park's twenty-fifth-century patrons. The other attraction was blood.

The two circled each other warily, their feet kicking up tiny puffs of dust. Then the sharp sound of the
Pompeiian's sword against the Capuan's shield brought the crowd to its feet. Beside him Noto's consort
suppressed a scream of delight as she clutched her tiny fistsin anticipation. Noto grinned. He was
sponsoring the Pompeiian so he stood to win asubstantial bet if his man won, and if the man log, it
would be up to him to decide if helived or died. Either way, he would enjoy himsdif.

The Capuan darted inside his opponent's guard and his sword stabbed at the Pompeiian's left leg,
griking the greave but dicing upward and drawing blood from the other man'sthigh. Not an
incapacitating wound, but the first of the battle. The crowd went wild. "Onefor me," atiny voicesaid in
Noto's |eft ear. He glanced downward toward a spectator box and grimaced at Johnny Sticks. Sticks,
counselor to the Ferris Family, grinned as he gave Noto the finger.

"Hey, up yours, Johnny," Noto whispered into histhroat mike. "Tell Homs| got your man by the
balls." Homs, head of the Ferris Family, looked up and waved cordidly at Noto. Homs had been
emperor last month, and Noto had lost heavily to him then.

The Pompeiian suddenly rained blows againgt the Capuan's shield, driving him back. The crowd
jumped to its feet again. The Capuan staggered under the ondaught, tripped, and fell backward. The
spectators surged to their feet, and Noto screamed for his man to finish the Capuan while Homs and his



party shouted at the Capuan to get up and return to the attack. The Capuan rolled, jumped to hisfest,
and dashed his attacker acrossthe right forearm. The tightly wrapped leather bands there protected the
Pompeiian, but the crowd saw the blow as a skillful counterattack and roared approval.

Hidden back in the shadows under the gladiators arch, atrainer spoke into athroat mike, frowned
when he got no response, then redlized held picked up the utility radio rather than the crypto. "Slow it
down, boys, dow it down," he cautioned the fighters. ""Drag the fight out. They expect it. Seeif you can
go afull ten minutesthis bout." Obediently, the two dowed to circling one another warily, each looking
for openingsin the other's guard. They feinted and maneuvered for afull minute.

Noto turned to his counsdor. "When's our boy up?'
"Next, boss. Everything's ready."
"Y ou're sure they can't jump up into the stands?'

"Sure, boss. The vet operated on their leg tendons. But they're il plenty dangerous. He won't last
long."

The families particularly enjoyed shoving agents into the arena because what happened to them was
red.

Another scream of delighted rage erupted from the spectators as the two gladiators |eaped at each
other, furioudy hacking and smashing. Their shields dammed together and the sound of swords banging
off them resounded throughout the amphitheater. When the blades crossed, sparks flew from the metal,
to theimmense delight of the crowd. Then they were on the ground, ralling in the dust. Their weapons
flung asde on impact, they were using heads, elbows, feet, and fists.

Using awrestling maneuver, the Capuan managed to throw the Pompeiian off and jump to hisfeet. He
retrieved his sword and, before the other man could recover, placed its blade under the Pompeiian's chin.
The fight was over. The Capuan looked up at the emperor's box. Noto leaned over therailing, hisample
body quivering with rage. Hisfirst reaction wasto get rid of his defeated fighter. If he did that, though, he
couldn't put the man back into the arenafor the rest of the month, and despite hisloss, the Pompeiian
was gtill Noto's best chance to win big another time.

Noto gave the thumbs-up. The crowd booed and cursed as one. People threw thingsinto the arena. A
wave of angry sound washed over the emperor's box. "Fuck you!" Noto shouted back. "Who runsthis
place, me or you?' he asked in alower voice. He turned to his counsdor. "They want blood? All right.
Give'em Woods."

For sx years Noto Draya had been head of the Draya Family, sSince removing his brother. When the
Drayas had joined with the Ferris Family to run their enterprise on Havanagas some twenty years ago, his
brother had moved to Havanagas so he could maintain better control over business matters while keeping
an eye on the Ferris Family. The bitter wars between the two crime familiesthat had characterized their
relations before the Havanagas deal were not so far in the past that they'd been forgotten.

Now Noto, the ruthless and ambitious second son of the infamous capo James Ferguson Draya, was
head of the family. As soon as he could manage it, the Ferrises would be history. Then hewould dedl
with theloca rebels. But for the moment he would show the Ministry of Justice it couldn't send its agents
to spy on him.

Two burly guards came for Woods. After days of brutd interrogation, abridesmaid could have
handled the agent, but Noto was taking no chances.

"Wauh, wauh,” Woods mumbled. The guardsignored his request for water. Noto had had histongue
cut out. No matter what he screamed in the arena, nobody would understand him.

The guards hauled him to hisfeet and half carried, half pushed him toward the sunlit archway leading



into the arena. Outside it was S0 bright that, after the gloomy interior, Woods was blinded at first. One of
the guards thrust a short-bladed sword into his hand and shoved him out into the amphithester, where he
tripped and fell to hisknees. Behind him asolid door dammed shut. He staggered to hisfeet. Ashis
vision cleared he saw the detritus of combat strewn al over the arena, broken shields, discarded swords,
and fragments of armor.

The arena was about two hundred metersin circumference, surrounded by stone walls four meters
high. Above the walls were boxes and stands for spectators. Woods knew very well what went on here.
The contests were dl fixed, and gladiators ssidom died in the arena. Men suffered terrible wounds
sometimes, but most of the gore was artificial. Woods knew hiswouldn't be.

The arenawas empty.

Woods stared at the wall opposite where he stood panting, waiting for his opponent to emerge from
the staging area. Would he be aretarius, a net-fighter armed with a dagger, trident, and net? Woods
hefted his short sword. In his current physical condition, even another secutor would make short work of
him.

The crowd began to chant, "Bring on thefight! Bring on the fight!" The roar swept over Woods.
Suddenly the opponent's door clanged open. The crowd went instantly silent. For afull thirty seconds
nothing emerged from the black square. Then two agile, bipedd, reptilian creatures bounded out into the
amphithester, and the crowd gasped in surprise. Behind them two more scaly animals colored in irregular
sripes of yellow, green, and brown appeared in the doorway. Their heads, half the length of aman's
forearm, had gaping jaws lined with fearsome sarrated teeth. They bounded into the amphitheater on
massive hind legs that had three dagger-like claws on each foot. Stubby forearms held shorter but no less
letha-looking claws. The creatures ssood ameter tal. An agile, heavily armored man could easily ded
with one; two were always alittle more difficult. But, the year before, the best of the Gauls had fought
four of the beasts at one time and emerged with only afew wounds. The spectators rose as one and
shouted approval.

Disoriented by the roar of the crowd, the beaststried to leap the wallsinto the crowd at first, but the
severed tendonsin their legs prevented them from jumping that high, normdly not adifficult thing for this
Species.

And then they saw Woods.

The raptors bounded at him quickly.

Woods placed thetip of hisblade just under his sternum and threw himself to the ground as hard ashe
could. The crowd screamed in anger and disappointment as the blade pierced his chest but settled down
immediately asthe beasts set about reducing Woods's body to red chunks.

CHAPTER ONE

Getting from the highway to the Side of the headquarters building was no problem; the Marines
chameleon uniforms easly hid them from the crowds of HQ workers milling about outside during the
lunch break. Those same crowds confused the motion detectors and other passive surveillance devices
around the building's perimeter so the sensors didn't notice the intruders either. Just where the intelligence
report had said it was, they found an open window to an untenanted office.

"Rock," Corpord Kerr said into his hemet radio. His infra screen showed Lance Corporad Rachman
Claypoole dithering through the open window. Kerr followed immediately and had to move immediately
to keep PFC Macllargie from landing on him insde the office.

By thetime Kerr got to hisfeet, Claypoole was next to the halway door. Kerr checked hisHUD and
shook his head. He was amazed that it didn't show guardsin the hallway. But nobody seemed to be



there. He thought that was amazing for so large abuilding. Of course, most of the people who worked at
the headquarterswere civilians, and civilians didn't act like military personndl.

"Go," he said softly into hisradio. Claypoole's next move was the first true test of the
infiltration—intelligence didn't know if there were passive surveillance devicesin the headquarters
corridors.

Claypoole pushed the door open and darted through. No alarms sounded, but that didn't mean none
were blinking somewhere else, derting guardsto the intruders. Kerr tapped Claypoolesinvisible
shoulder and gave him a push. The three Marines sprinted to the nearest radid corridor and downitto a
vending acove. Kerr rechecked their route on the floor plan in hisHUD, made sure his men knew where
they were going next, and then they were off once more, soft-footing their way. Their objective wasthe
command center deep in the center of the large building. So far there were no signs of pursuit.

They next stopped outside a door on an inner ring-corridor, and Kerr once more examined the
building's floor plan on hisHUD. Three green dots indicated the positions of he and his men; the door
icon showed itslock was engaged. Fiveill-defined red dotsinsde the room showed where its occupants
were. Maybe. The dotswere indistinct because his sensors weren't sure the hot spots were people; they
could be overheated equipment. The floor plan showed another door leading from the room deeper into
the building. It didn't show another route to where they had to go—unless they blasted through awall.
Blagting through awall was out of the question; for their mission to succeed, they had to infiltrate the
interior of the building undetected. They weren't even carrying anything that could blast through awall.

Thiswas agood test, Kerr thought, of how three Marines could quietly subduefive people. It wasn't a
good ideato rush in and try to physicaly overpower them. Even if the five were trained navy guards
instead of ordinary sailorsor civilians, the Marines had a distinct advantage since they were effectively
invisblein their chameeon uniforms. Three highly trained, invisble Marines burgting in unexpectedly
should have little problem subduing five people, even trained security men. But could they do it before
one of the five managed to sound the alarm? In any event, they had to get through alocked door before
they could deal with whoever wasin the room. But breaking the lock would aert the peopleinside, and if
the lock wastied into a security system...

The corpora quickly inventoried the equipment available to him. Like the sungunsthat were their main
weapons, dl their grenades, were nonlethal. The flashbang wouldn't do, its bang wastoo loud, thegasin
the coldcock grenade would take seconds to fill the room and knock out the occupants, and one of them
might set off an darm in theinterval. The neurophaser grenade worked fast enough to take al five down
before they knew what was happening, but it would also affect the three Marinesif they didn't giveit
enough time to stop radiating before they entered—and they didn't have much time. The best itemsthey
had were the put-outs—gas-impregnated cloths capable of rendering a normal-size person unconscious
injust acouple of secondsif held over the mouth and nose. But they'd work only if the Marines werent
outnumbered, asthey were. Of course, they could smply rush in, stunguns blazing, and knock out
everyone that way—»but if the people were civilians, it wouldn't be right to treat them so roughly.

One of the red dots on the HUD moved toward the door. The door opened and aman in civilian
clothes stepped into the corridor. Before he shut the door afemale voice asked him to remember the
extrasugar in her coffee. He laughed, said, ™Y ou're sweet enough without the extra” He let the door
swing shut on its own as he turned down the corridor and amost stepped on Kerr'sfoot.

Kerr moved fast. He threw an arm around the man's chest to lift him off the floor and clamped ahand
over hismouth and nose. The man flailed hisarms and kicked wildly, but his soft-shod feet only
connected with Kerr's shins and made little noise and less damage.

Almost immediately, Claypoole was on the man, hisfingers pinching his carotid artery to knock him
out. Smultaneoudy, Macllargie grabbed the door to keep it from shutting al the way and relocking. The
door remained gar by the width of hisgloved fingers.



"Good thinking," Kerr said, "both of you." The comm unit in his helmet transmitted hiswordsto his
men and not beyond. They were committed now; the security system might set off an alarm if the door
remained held open. They had to go in. He shifted the unconscious man so he held him up with one arm,
leaving the other free to give ingtructions. He made quick marks on hisHUD and transmitted them.

Macllargie flung the door open then dashed through and to the left. Claypoole was right on his hedls,
darting to theright. Kerr camelast and headed straight ahead, holding the unconscious civilian likea
shidd.

"Back so fagt?" the female voice asked. The woman looked up and her eyes bugged when she saw
her coworker'sinert body advancing on her. It dammed into her and knocked her off her chair before
she could scream. To her right, Macllargie had aready stunned one civilian and was shifting his stungun's
muzzle to another. On the other side, Claypoole had disarmed anavy guard and was engaged in asilent
struggle. Fortunately, the sailor, distracted by having to wrestle with an unexpected, invisible opponent,
was too panicked to yell out awarning.

Kerr dropped the man and dapped a put-out on the woman's face. She tried to draw a deep breath
as she kicked and flailed her arms. The bresth was amistake and she went totally limp.

"Sorry about that,” Kerr murmured. He was afraid he might have injured her when he dammed her
coworker's body into her.

A rapid-fire thump-thud to hisright spun him in that direction. Claypool€e's sailor dropped like arock.

In hisinfraKerr saw Claypoolelook toward him. "1 had to bounce his head off the wall," Claypoole
sad. "He might have aconcusson.”

Kerr grunted. Suffering seriousinjury or getting killed was a chance sailors, soldiers, and Marines
took.

"Secure them," he ordered.

Inamoment dl five people had their wrists cuffed behind their backs and their ankles held together
with the self-adhering security bands the Marines carried for that purpose. The Marines used wide tape
to close the mouths of the five. Last, they used strong cordsto link the people's anklesto their wrists.

One of them, the corridor man, regained consciousness before they werefinished.

Kerr knelt next to him and flipped up his shields so the man could see him. " Just lay there and relax,”
he said. ™Y ou're not going anywhere without help, and nobody's serioudy injured.” Heflipped hisinfra
and chameleon shields back into place and stood. HisHUD indicated that the next room was vacant.
"Let'sgo. Mac, me, Rock.”

Macllargie opened the inner door and zipped through. Kerr and Claypool e followed just as fast—they
wanted to get away from the door in ahurry in case their sensors were wrong about nobody being in the
adjoining room.

The three Marines trotted along the narrow passage between arank of desks and abank of data
stores to adoorway on the far side of the room. The HUD floor plan showed a broad corridor beyond
the room. The sensors a so showed anumber of people, mostly singles but somein pairsor trios, walking
inboth directionsaong it.

Kerr checked the door. The locking mechanism was disengaged, that much was good. The rest of it
wasnt.

Impatiently, he watched red dots moving aong the corridor on hisHUD. It quickly became obvious
the Marineswould have along wait for the corridor to become vacant; there might not even be amoment

when nobody waswalking in the direction of this door. They had to take the chance that nobody would
notice when the door opened and no one came out. Keeping an eye on the moving dots on the HUD, he



gaveindructions.

The door opened to the left. At amoment when nobody was coming toward it from theright, he
opened it and Macllargie rushed past him into the corridor.

"What'sthat?' Kerr asked in avoice that could be clearly heard by nearby people.

"Y ou've got to finish this before you go,” Claypoole replied just asloudly. He ducked past Kerr into
the corridor.

"But—oh, dl right," Kerr grumbled, then stepped away from the door and let it close. He glanced left
along the corridor. Nobody seemed to notice anything. They headed deeper into the building, closer to
their objective.

A man effectively invisible can move without, in most places, being noticed, aslong as he moves
quietly. But in acorridor with even moderate traffic, being quiet isn't enough. People automaticaly avoid
obstructionsthey see; they don't avoid obstructionsthey don't see. Aninvisble manisan unseen
obgtruction. The three Marines had to duck, weave, and occasionally backstep to avoid people who
were about to bump into them. They weren't successful one hundred percent of thetime.

"Excuseme," aman in aflight suit said absentmindedly when Macllargie found himsalf stuck between
two people moving in opposite directions. The young Marine was able to avoid one but not both.
Macllargie grunted something and spun away. The flight-suited man, with his hands swooping through the
air, continued his conversation with his equally intent and swoop-handed companion. A few paces|ater
the man in the flight suit realized he hadn't seen anybody where hed bumped into someone and stopped
to look back.

"What's the matter?" his companion asked.
"I bumped into somebody, but nobody's there.”

"Surethereis" The companion pointed his chin at the person Macllargie had managed to avoid when
theflight suit bumped him.

"No, | saw her. It wasaman's voice that said * No problem.””

The companion looked at the doors lining the corridor. "Whoever it was must have gone into one of
those offices™

"Y ou think s0?' FHight Suit wasn't sure there had been enough time for the man he bumped to make it
to one of the doorways and through it before he looked back.

"Of course I'm sure. What ese could it be?'

Flight Suit shrugged "'l guessyou'reright. Theré's no such thing as an invisible man—and there aren't
any Marines here." They resumed waking and returned to their conversation. Their hands began making
flight patterns once more.

At last the Marines reached their next way point, ajanitor's closet off ashort side corridor, and
ducked inside among the cleaning robots. Kerr shrunk the scale of hisHUD floor plan, then rezoomed on
the section that showed the route from there to the command center that wastheir objective.

"It should be tougher from here on," he said softly. "We'relikely to start running into guards.”

"Theoneinthat first office was easy enough,” Claypoole snorted, forgetting how much trouble held
had subduing the sailor.

"From herein, they'll probably be more dert.”

Claypoole gtifled aremark about three Marines swabbing up aheadquartersfull of squids, instead
listening for hisfire team |leader's next orders.



Despite Kerr's concern, the only guards they encountered between the janitor's closet and their next
way point were two petty officers flanking the ornate entrance of what was probably an admird's office.
The guards, standing at parade rest, appeared to be more ceremonia than functional.

The next way station wastheir last. Kerr's HUD sensors showed no red dots nearby so they appeared
to have aclear passage aong the next two, short, corridors. He knew there was aguard station right
beyond the range of his sensors. According to the intelligence reports, nobody could passthe guard
dtation without being identified and cleared.

Kerr touched helmets with his men and said, "Heréswhat were going to do..."

A minute later, halfway down the second corridor, awarning tonein their earpieces froze the Marines
intheir tracks. A sensor had picked up the emanations of amotion detector.

Kerr checked hisHUD. The warning device was on the opposite side of the mouth of the next
corridor on the right, the last corridor they had to follow. The motion detector was probably tied into a
control pand at the guard station. They withdrew afew steps while they considered what to do about the
motion detector. By that time they were close enough to the guard station for the HUD to show two dots
representing the guards. The two dots were motionless, so either the motion detector hadn't picked up
the Marines or the Marines weren't acting suspicious enough to draw the guards attention—yet.

The Marines weren't carrying anything that could unobtrusively disable amotion detector. There was
only onething they could do.

"Plasmashidds up,” Kerr ordered. He hefted his stungun. "We go fast and take the guards down."
And hope they didn't have projectile weapons, he thought. The plasma shields would protect the Marines
if the guards had blasters, but they weren't wearing body armor. "Our objectiveis right beyond them."”

Claypoole and Macllargie acknowledged him then turned on their plasma shields and readied their
sunguns.

"On three. One. Two. Threg"

The three Marines sprinted the ten meters to the adjoining corridor and skidded around its corner, The
guards had noted movement on their monitor and were drawing their hand-blasters.

"Where are they?' shrieked one when he looked up from the monitor that told him three targets had
just runinto their corridor.

The other guard, eyes wide and mouth open in surprise, raised his hand-blaster to fire blindly, but he
convulsed as shots from two stunguns hit him before he could pressthefiring stud. Hiswegpon fdl from
limp fingers and he collapsed over therailing of the guard station. The other guard was twitching and
faling before the first dropped hisweapon.

"Go!" Kerr shouted inthe clear.

The three Marines bounded through the guard station, burst through the double doors beyond them,
and scattered into the command center.

"Everybody, you're dead!" Kerr shouted as he raised his helmet shields.
Most of the two dozen people in the room looked toward him with disgust.

Three other grinning, chamel eoned Marines were dready there, hemets off. They shouted friendly
gredtings. A cluster of high-ranking officers, including three Confederation Marinesin dressreds, stood at
the far end of the command center.

Rear Admird Blankenvoort, commander of the Confederation Navy supply depot on Thorsfinni's
World, and the highest ranking member of the Confederation military in the sector, looked glumly at the
second trio of Marinesto burgt into his command center, then hung his head and shook it ruefully. "1



redlly need to tune up my security chief. Probably replace him. Thisis downright embarrassing.”
The lieutenant commander who, as provost marsha, was responsible for security, blanched.

Blankenvoort looked sdeways a the Marine lounging next to him. "1 hope your Marines didn't injure
any of my personnd.”

Brigadier Theodosius Sturgeon, commander of the Confederation Marine Corps 34th FIST, and
Thordfinni's World's second-highest ranking military officer, replied, "1 don't think they did, Admird. |
impressed on them that civilians and sailors, even navy security personnd, are fragile crestures compared
to Marines and that they needed to be gentle with anyone they couldn't avoid." He couldn't keep atouch
of smugnessout of hisvoice. "And, Admiral? Don't be too severe with your provost marshd.”

"Why not?'

"A couple of reasons. First, no matter who the nomina security chief is, you're ultimately responsible.”

When Sturgeon didn't immediately give the second reason, Blankenvoort asked through a clenched
jaw.

"Commander Van Winkl€sinfantrymen are very, very good." Sturgeon and one of the other Marines
exchanged grins.

"How many other fire teams do you havein the building?' the admira asked. Anger and despair fought
for control of hisvoice.

"Four."

Thetop navy people in the room groaned.

Thethree Marine officers courteoudy refrained from grinning.

Ten minuteslater the sixth and fina Marine fire team burgt into the command center and announced
that everybody was dead. The command center had six entrances; each fire team had entered through a
different one. Brigadier Sturgeon and Colond Ramadan, his chief of aff, went with Admira
Blankenvoort and his staff to debrief the results of the security exercise, while Commander Van Winkle
took theinfiltrating Marines, two fire teams from each of the three blaster companiesin hisbattaion, into
aroom where his S-2, intelligence officer, waited to debrief them.

"Did you kill anybody?' Van Winkle asked as soon as the door was closed.
"Nossir," thefire team |leaders barked.

"Any seriousinjuries? Other than the guards you had to overcome at the entrances to the command
center?'

"Sir, we might have given aguard aconcussion,” Corpora Kerr said. He gave the number of the room
where they'd subdued the five people.

"Sir, aguard put up apretty good fight," said afire team leader from Kilo Company. "1 think we broke
his nose and an arm.” He gave the number of the room where they had stashed the man.

Nobody else had anything more severe than bruised egosto report. They weredl pretty smug.

"Don't fed too good about yoursalves," Van Winkle told them. "Imagineif it had been actua hostiles
who burst in here? Thered be quite afew dead people here, and we'd be getting ready to move out on a
live operation. With the navy command center in hostile hands, weld have no way of knowing what we
were up againgt or how much intelligence they had about our strength and intentions.” He looked at his
Marines sternly. He was pretty sure, though, that no one else could have madeit al the way to the
command center without being discovered the way hissix fire teams had. If for no other reasonsthan
nobody e sewaslikely to have the floor plans.



"Well done, Marines" hefinally said "Now Lieutenant Troud will debrief you. Lieutenant.”
"Sir!" Troud cameto attention.

Van Winkle left the room and the debriefing got under way. The navy was going to want to know
every detail of how sx Marinefire teams got from outsde the building al the way into the command
center inits heart without anybody sounding an darm.

CHAPTER TWO

It was aquiet Sixth Day night in Big Barb's. Only a haf-dozen or so fights had broken out. No more than
three patrons of the combination bar, restaurant, ships chandler, and bordello had to be carried out
insensate from the vigor of thefisticuffs. The usud raucous singing seemed muted, fewer voicesthan
normal shouting imperfectly remembered lyrics. Raised voices didn't Say raised for long—the more

boi sterous speakers seemed cowed by the hollow booming of their voicesin the rdative quiet.

Therewasn't anything in particular wrong. It was Smply that the Marines of Lima Company'sthird
platoon, the main military habitués of Big Barb's, weretired from the training exercise late the night
before. And the fish the inhabitants of the area of Thorsfinni's World cdled "herring” were running, so
most of the fishermen and other seamen who were the bulk of Big Barb's clientele were at sea.

Tired Marines and absent sailors made Big Barb less than her normd jolly self—she wasn't making as
much money as on anorma Sixth Day night. Her great bulk threatening a stool'sintegrity, she sat done a
one end of the scarred bar and glowered out at the half-empty room. She sniffed; not even wonderful
Charlie Basswas there. She remembered the ded she'd made with him for the promotion party nearly a
year earlier, and a smile threatened to break up the storm cloud of her face, but she battened the smile
down.

Severa Marines from third platoon sat at atable in the corner nearest the kitchen exit. A few of Big
Barb's girls kept them company—ypartly because they enjoyed the company of the Marines, partly
because they hoped to entice some of them to the private rooms upstairs, where the girls made most of
their money.

Carlda, anew girl, sat on Claypool€'s lap. With the fingers of the arm draped around his shoulders,
sheidly played with the short hair on his scalp. She leaned against him o that abreast settled lightly on
his chest. From timeto time, in seeming casua movement, her cheek gently brushed his. Carldamight
have been new at the business, but she already had distinct ideas of how to arouse a man without being
overt. Shewanted to jiggle her bottom on him because her subtlety didn't seem to be getting any
reaction, but jiggling would be too overt.

Instead of being aroused, Claypoole absently lay an arm around her waist and let his hand curl dightly
whereit rested on her thigh. His other hand moved languidly between the stein of Reindeer Ale he sipped
from and the Fidelon which he puffed just enough to keep it from going out. Truth was, he was barely
aware of the young woman on hislap; his thoughts were el sawhere.

Carldawas certainly pretty enough, and Claypoole had cheered and whistled as much as anybody
else afew weeks earlier when she made her first appearance at Big Barb's. She was a bit shorter than
average, but her smile and sizable bust made her gppear taller in men's eyes. Claypoole had been up
gtairswith her more than acouple of times. If hed been in anormal mood that evening, held be reacting
strongly to her. Probably hed even be thinking that of dl Big Barb's girls she was hisfavorite. He might
even think held like to take her away from Big Barb.

That did happen sometimes; Bronnoysund, the liberty town outside the main gate of Camp Mgor Pete
Ellis, washometo afair number of fat, happy housefraus with abrood of children—in acouple of
instances, grandchildren—who had once been Big Barb's girls.



These Marines were behaving in amost uncharacteristic manner. Not one attempted to sted akissor
tried to fed the softness of a breast. None even patted a nicely rounded bottom. Neither did they seem
to have any great interest in getting drunk. They'd had arobust dinner when they arrived a couple of
hours earlier, but they hadn't eaten with any of the high gusto with which they normaly toreinto their
reindeer steaks. Since then they'd drunk dowly and talked quietly about inconsequentia things, paying
the girls no more attention than they might have given kittens hunting wild yarn about their feet.

All the Marines present that night had been stationed with 34th FIST for more than the two years, the
normal duty assgnment for FIST Marines. Not that Marines were dways transferred after two years,
sometimes, smply by happenstance, aMarine might stay in one place with one unit for two and ahaf or
even three years. But Thorsfinni's World was classified as ahardship post, and the Confederation Marine
Corps was conscientious about transferring men from hardship posts on time.

"CARLALA!" Thebooming voice rang out over the bang of the door its owner flung open.

Carlda—and dl the other girls—looked toward the main entrance to Big Barb's. A dozen big men
rolled in. Big Barb hersdf looked up and momentarily forgot to glower. One of the fishing boats had
cometo port, and its crew was primed for anight out.

Carldalooked a Claypoole and very deliberately said, " Someone wants me. Do you mind if | goto
him?'
Claypoole gave her an absent smile and said, "Have agood time."

With her mouth little more than an inch away from his, Carldareconsidered the kiss she was about to
give him. She gave onewiggle on hislap, just to remind him of what he was missing, then rose and
danced off toward the fishermen who'd just arrived. The other young women were dready on their way.
In moments each fisherman, one or more of Big Barb's girlsclinging like lampreysto him, was headed to
satisfy his heart's most immediate desire—to atable for hisfirst good meal in more than aweek, to the
bar for hisfirst drink since sailing, or for the airs, to the private rooms on the second floor.

The Marines continued to drink dowly and talk quietly about nothing in particular. Until...

"Think they forgot about us?' Lance Corpora Van Impe asked. Hed been with 34th FIST for more
than two and ahaf years.

"Not achance," replied Corporal Dornhofer. Of the nine Marines around the table, he'd been on
Thorsfinni's World the longest, and hed been a Marine longer than the others. "There are alot of things
Mother Corpsforgetsto give her Misguided Children. Mother Corpsforgets to promote people.” He
nodded at Lance Corpora Chan, who had been filling a corpord'sbillet for longer than normd. "She
sometimes forgetsto give people medas. She even forgets to issue us gear that worksright.” Schultz,
Claypoole, and Dean smiled; they knew that drill by heart. "But one thing Mother Corpsisrea good
about remembering is rotating people off hardship posts.”

"Mother Corps thinks everybody deservesto get the shit duty.” Corporal Goudanis chuckled without
mirth.

Claypoole, Dean, and Chan looked at each other. They'd arrived on Thorsfinni's World together. The
other six had been with 34th FIST longer than they had. Even though they were past due for rotation,
they didn't quitefed they had the right to complain in such company.

"We aren't the only ones, you know," Lance Corporal Watson commented.
Corpora Linsman nodded. "Gunny Bass, Staff Sergeant Hyakowa, Corpora Kerr—"
"Kerr doesn't count, he was away for dmost two years,” Van Impe said.

"Recuperating from wounds suffered on a deployment with us," Dornhofer reminded him. "That
counts.”



"—L ance Corpora Dupont,” Linsman continued, ignoring the interjection, "dl three squad leeders, half
the gun squad.”

"Captain Conorado, Top Myer, Gunny Thatcher," Dornhofer said, picking up theroll cdl. "Hell,
everybody in the company headquarters unit.”

"And that doesn't count the men from the other platoons,” Goudanis added.
"Anybody know about the rest of the battalion?' Dornhofer asked.

Nobody had enough friendsin the other blaster companies—or any of the FIST's other units—to have
any ideawhether it wasjust Lima Company that wasn't getting transfers or if the stagnation had spread
further.

"Weve got alot of new men in the platoon,” Goudanis said. "But every one of themwasa
replacement for aMarine who was killed or injured too badly to return to duty.” He shook his head. "I
don't remember the last time we got a new man as areplacement for someone who rotated out. Except
Corpora Doyle."

"Specid dtuation,” Lingman sad.
"Doylesapogue,” Van Impe said. "Pogues don't count.”

"That'sagood point,” Dornhofer said to Goudanis, ignoring the remarks about Corpord Doyle. "And
it redly bothersme. A few FISTs, mogt particularly the 34th, have an unusualy high number of
deployments. That means we suffer ahigh number of casualties. Norma procedureisto transfer a
Marine out of one of these high-deployment FISTsinto a unit that doesn't deploy so he gets abreak from
being thetip of the pointy end." He glanced around the table. "I think every one of us hasawound stripe.
Severd of us have more than one. Thelonger aMarineisin ahigh-deployment FIST, the worse the odds
agang him surviving."

Helooked a Schultz. "What do you think, Hammer?'

Schultz grunted. "Mother Corps sends, | go." It redly didn't matter to Schultz where he was stationed
or for how long. All he asked wasto remain alance corpora until heretired after forty years service and
to bein aunit that had alot of combat deployments. Thirty-fourth FIST was the best assignment he'd had
so far—perhaps no other unit in the Confederation Marine Corps had as many deployments asit did. If
he spent the rest of his career with 34th FIST, that was finewith him.

They were slent for along moment, each man thinking his private thoughts, then Dornhofer leaned his
elbows on the table and said, " Something's going on. I've been thinking about requesting mast to find out
what itis"

"Request mast?' Chan asked. "Y ou don't have to be so formal about it, the Skipper will see any man
in the company who knocks on his door."

Dornhofer shook his head. "1 don't mean Captain Conorado. | mean Brigadier Sturgeon.”

Every Marine had theright to "request mast,” to go to the commander at the appropriate level to get a
problem resolved. He didn't have to explain the problem to anyone under that commander—no one
could shunt the problem aside or bury it. Request mast was avery serious matter, and never undertaken
lightly or for frivolous reasons.

"Brigadier Sturgeon!" severd of them exclamed.
"Y ou don't fool around,” Linsman said.
"Why not go to Commander Van Winkle first?' Goudanis asked.

"Because the battalion commander doesn't know anything that the FIST commander doesn't, and the
brigadier probably knows things Van Winkle doesnt.”



"Don't you think if the brigadier knew he'd have told us by now?' Dean asked.

Dornhofer didn't answer. He knew what Dean was thinking. Confederation Marine Corps officers
were dl commissioned from the ranks. Every one of them knew what it was like to be on the bottom of
the chain of command and have to carry out the orders or live under the dictates that came down that
chain. Every one of them knew from firsthand experience what the junior enlisted and junior
noncommissioned officers were capable of. Evenif theinditution the enlisted men sometimes called
"Mother Corps' was occasiondly negligent, the officers could be counted on to do their best for their
Marines.

"If something's going on that affects uslikethis, either he doesn't know or he's under ordersto not tell
us" Linsman said.
"If he doesn't know, somebody needsto tell him. If he's got orders not to tell us, those orders are

wrong." The others, even Schultz, who was content being with 34th FIST for an extended period, made
movements or noises of agreement.

There was nothing they could do about the Situation that night other than complain. But Marineson
liberty, with money in their pockets, beer at hand, and willing women nearby, don't stay disgruntled for
long. After awhile they set about getting happily drunk and started looking for proper femae
companionship.

Asit turned out, by the time Dornhofer filed for his request mast, he couldn't seethe FIST
commander.

CHAPTER THREE

It was snowing heavily in Fargo on the day Assistant Attorney General Thom Nast had his second
interview with Madame Chang-Sturdevant, President of the Confederation Council.

That first time held been only a specia agent of the Ministry of Justice, laughed at by superiorswho
thought him afool. Madame President, however, knew better and she had given him the job of cleaning
up the poaching operation on Avionia, which had resulted in the arrest of numerous government officials,
chief among them the Attorney Generd herself. Nast had subsequently been promoted to Assistant
Attorney Genera and put in charge of the Organized Crime Directorate.

"Why the hell didn't you take the Metro, Thom?" Hugyens Long groused. He nodded at the swirling
snowstorm just outside the landcar's window. "Or we could have taken a hopper,” he added grimly. It
was nearly forty kilometersfrom the Ministry of Justice's headquartersin Davenport to the Confederation
Council Complex at Dilworth, east of theriver. It would take them agood hour to travel that distance on
the surface. Despite the fact that they would never have to go out into the storm, Chief Long had insisted
on bringing dong awarm overcoat. "Y ou never know," he had said when Nast asked him if he thought
the coat would be required.

"| thought we might want to talk, Chief. Privately.”

"Don't count onit, Thom," Long grunted. " Sweet Persephonestits, you don't know where the bugs
might be! Thisisacompany car, goddamnit.” Spying had become endemic at the ministry during his
predecessor's reign. When she had been arrested for her role in the Avionian operation, Long was called
back from retirement to replace her. Unlike his predecessor, Long was a cop, not alawyer, so to him the
law was to be obeyed and enforced, not used for personal gain or advantage.

AsAttorney General, Long had managed to find out more than he was authorized to know about the
ultrasecret Avionian Project, and some prominent politicians and businessmen had gone to the pena
colony cdled Darksdefor their role in the poaching there. Since his gppointment he had discovered, to
his utter dismay, that the Ministry of Justice was riddled with officias on the take, every one of them left



over from his predecessor's administration. He was rooting them out, but dowly. Many of Nast's
investigationsinto racketeering, for instance, were thwarted because someone in the Organized Crime
Directorate had been leaking information to the syndicate bosses. The other directorates were equaly
riddled with highly paid informants.

Nast refused to talk about his plan in any office a the ministry. Long respected Nast's precaution and
he respected him as a professiond law enforcement officer. Nast had proved hisworth on Avionia. So
Long readily acceded to the younger man's request for a private meeting with the Confederation
President. If Nast didn't want to talk about his plan until he was sure it would not be compromised, and if
he fdlt its success required the pecid intervention of the president, Attorney Generd Long would
support him.

"l did have this vehicle swept,” Nast said.

Long grunted. "Just keep what you know to yourself, until we'rein with the President. Besides, you
only wanted to take surface transportation because you like the goddamn snow, Nast!"

They both laughed. "It isbeautiful, isn't it?* Nast said.

Long snorted. "Hate the stuff myself. Here we are in the capitd city of the Confederation of Human
Worlds and the goddamned government can't even put a climate dome over the place, so we haveto
endure this—crap." He shook his head. "Smoke?' He fumbled in hisloose-fitting jacket and produced a
handful of cigars. "'l have Clintonsand Fidds™

"Thank you, sir," Nast replied. "A Fidd, please. The Clintons are too tasteless for me."
They lit the cigars and smoked in silence for along moment, savoring the Fidels richness.

"Ah, Thom, meboy, acigar isacigar, but aFidd isasmoke." Long stretched luxurioudy and blew the
smoke out dowly through hisnose.

Nast marveled at how cam hisboss was. Another man would have demanded to know what his plan
was, possibly refused hisrequest for an interview with the president as going out of bounds over a matter
that belonged within the minigtry. But not Long. The Attorney Generd was actudly content just to wait to
hear the details of his plan. Known affectionately as " Chief," because held run a planetary police force for
many years, Hugyens Long believed that reliable subordinates should be allowed to exercise their own
initigtive. Even to the point of calling for ameeting with the confederation president if need be. Evento
the point of enduring an hour'sridein alandcar in a snowstorm.

Nast had come up with aplan to gather the evidence he needed to break up the mob's activitieson
Havanagas, the "leisure world" owned and operated by some of the biggest crime familiesin the
Confederation. Almost every agent so far sent to Havanagas had died. Nast had managed to keep two
alive—code names Bistro and Copper—because he was the only person in the ministry, Chief Long
included, who knew their identities. Bistro's cover was so degp and his position so low-level, he had not
yet been able to develop useful access; Copper figured prominently in Nast's plan to destroy the mob's
hold on Havanagas. But to carry off his plan, Nast required presidentia authority. That was good enough
for an old cop like Long.

"I've known Chang-Sturdevant for some years, Thom," the Attorney Genera said, "But you actualy
worked for her on that Avionian thing. What's your impresson?”

Nast shrugged. | like her, Chief. She's not afraid to make decisions, and she trusts you to do your
job. She knows how to run agovernment. Not abad looker for aga in her seventies either. I'd say she
was aknockout when shewasin her forties.”

"Would you share aFidd with her?' Long joked. The expression "to share aFidd" was adigtinct
sexud innuendo.



"Yeah, I'd share aFidd with her, and anumber of other things." He laughed.

The landcar wound itsway through the towering canyons of Fargo's government buildings, mostly the
minor ministerid departments of West Fargo. About half akilometer behind them another intrepid
traveler's car plowed bravely through the drifts, itslightsintermittently visible through the swirling snow.
They crossed the frozen Red River of the North while the two passengers smoked contentedly, the
landcar's guidance system carefully negotiating the patches of ice and snowdrifts dong the highway. Inthe
blizzard, it wasimpossible to make out the soaring edifices of the Council Complex that dominated the
city's eastern skyline. Five kilometers beyond theriver they entered atunnel at Dilworth that led into the
vast underground city that lay beneath the complex. More than a hundred thousand people from every
world in the Confederation lived and worked there.

The car glided to a smooth stop beside abusy unloading platform. Its doors swung open and the pair
dismounted. A vast underground plaza, crowded with shoppers, stretched off into the far distance before
them. Despite the storm roaring on the surface, the underground city basked in warm atificia sunlight, its
citizens going about their businessin shirtdeeves. "Gentlemen, we have arrived,” the landcar'sfeminine
voice announced. "Take the Red Wallway to Tower B7. The Presdent's suite is on the 101st floor.
Enjoy your business, gentlemen.” The car sped off.

They mounted a high-speed walkway marked RED and were carried across the plaza toward a huge
bank of elevators. Chief Long carried his overcoat over one arm. He had begun to perspire dightly.
"Thom, onething | cantell you for sure," he said, running a handkerchief over his brow.

"Whet'sthet, Chief?'
"Weére flying back to Davenport.”

In the unloading zone, the car that had been following them pulled to astop and atall man wearing an
overcoat hopped out. He stood for a moment, rearranging the garment about himsalf. He ordered the car
towait for himin anearby parking zone.

He stood looking about, getting his bearings. When he caught sight of the two officids some distance
ahead of him on the moving walkway, he smiled grimly and followed them.

No one was alowed access to the elevator bank without first passing through afull-body security scan
andretind ID. There were no exceptions, not even Madame Chang Sturdevant or her cabinet ministers,
athough one station was exclusively reserved for officias of cabinet rank. A long row of scanners
manned by security police blocked the way. The pair picked one with ashort line. First their identities
were established and then they were asked to surrender their Ssdearms until they were ready to leave the
complex. Chief Long stepped into the scanner firgt.

"Where have you been eating your meals, sir?* one of the guards asked.

The question came asa surprise. Long shrugged "Mostly in the ministry cafeteria. | soend most of my
timea the office

"Step around here and look at this, Sir." The guard indicated Chief Long should come around to his
instrument console. "Seethat?' He pointed to atiny dot on the screen. It waslocated in the sgmoid
flexure of hiscolon.

Chief Long nodded. "Thom, agoddamn bug! There was abug in my goddamn food! | knew we were
smart not totak inthecar.”

"This one has dmost worked its way through. Someone in the cafeteriais feeding you thesethingson a
continuous basis, S, Sinceif you're regular, uh, you know..." He shrugged his embarrassment. "I'm afraid,



ar, well haveto, er, moveit dl the way on before you can pass through. No pun intended.” He handed
Long alargevid. "Therest roomsare over there, Sr. Injust afew minutesitll be out of your system. The
laxativeisvery powerful. You're early for your appointment, | see, so you should gtill makeit ontime.
Oh." He handed Long awaxed carton. "Please, um, use the scoop provided to put it dl in here. Well
have to retrieve the device and passit on to Technica Servicesfor evauation.

Long turned to Nast. "Thom, | knew the cafeteriafood was bad, but thisisridiculous. Good damn
thing they weren't trying to poison me, eh?' He addressed his ssomach: " Get an earful, you dirty bastard!
I'm gonna get you!" Then he marched grimly off to the lavatory.

Three more bugs were discovered in Nast's clothing.

"Areyoufedingill, AG?' Madame Chang-Sturdevant asked Chief Long as hetook his sest in her
office.

"Nothing serious, maam. It was, er, something | ate," hereplied with asickly smile.

"| gpologizefor not talking to you more often, AG. Y ou're doing awonderful job over there. Thank
you. Thom..." Sheturned her attention to Nast. "Good to see you again! Congratulations on your
promoation, by the way." She turned back to Chief Long. "Mr. Nast did abang-up job, cleaning up that
poaching operation. Some of my administration's worst enemies went to Darkside over that." She amiled.
Of course, the arrests had been made based on crimind acts, not party membership.

"Refreshments, gentlemen? Larry,” she said, addressing the servo that rolled soundlessly out of its
niche a the sound of her voice. " See what my guestswould like to have."

"Good afternoon, Mr. Long," it said in abasso profundo. "May | offer you refreshment? May | hang
your coat, Sr?' Long's overcoat lay draped across his knees.

"No, no," he answered, abit too quickly. Putting anything in his somach was the furthest thought from
hismind just then. "Thank you anyway," he responded.

"Good afternoon to you too, Mr. Nast," Larry greeted Thom. "Good to see you again, sir. Would you
have a Schwepps, Sir?' Larry actudly laughed pleasantly as he served Nast.

Madame Chang-Sturdevant and Nast sipped their drinks. The floor benesth them quivered dightly.
"It'sthewind," Chang-Sturdevant announced. "This building sways up to two metersin high winds. Did
you know that? Well," she went on, "you asked for thirty minutes and time's awasting. Mr. Nast?'

Nast cleared histhroat. "Maam, aswe al know, Havanagasis owned and ruled by several crime
families. We've been trying to get inside the organization there to obtain the evidence we need to put
them out of business. First, we know they never pay taxes when they can avoid it. We've been working
with the Ministry of Finance on that, but so far nothing's come of that effort since Finance hasthe same
problem we do—agents sent to Havanagas never live long enough to make areport.”

"Wevelost six agents over thelast few months, maam,” Long interjected, "murdered in the most
horrible fashion." He described briefly what had happened to Gilboa Woods.

"That's not to say we don't have anybody out there," Nast said. He turned to Long. "Sorry, Chief, but
| set up two agents on my own and didn't tell anyone about it." Long nodded. Nast turned back to the
president. "Oneis under very deep cover and not highly placed, so hasn't developed much of anything
yet. But the other's a different matter, and I'll get to him."

"Tax evasion, murder, and obstruction of justice are not the only crimes the mob's committed,” Nast
continued. "Therésthe dave trade. They sdl young women throughout Human Space to be used as
progtitutes. The mob there aso makes millions off theillegd traffic in drugslike thule—and avoidance of
customs dutiesin the process. And then there's the sexua exploitation of children held prisoner in the
brothels of Havanagas. And worst of al, maam—I hesitate to say it—'snuff parties where women and



boys are dowly tortured to death for the pleasure of well-heded perverts.”
"You can literaly get dmost anything you want on Havanagas," Chief Long said.

"Y es, gentlemen,”" Madame Chang-Sturdevant said, 1 know some of the details. But Havanagas
operates|egitimate business enterprises too, dl legaly chartered, taxpaying venturesthat cater to the
perfectly natura desire of people to enjoy themsalvesin a pleasant atmosphere. Havanagasis aresort
world, and millions enjoy vacations there every year. When wasthe last time elther of you watched
Bakspid, gentlemen?’

Nast grimaced. The syndicated quiz show was watched avidly by billions of people throughout Human
Space. It offered its contestants, ordinary working men and women, the chance for instant riches. All
they had to do was answer correctly a set of very smple questions while revealing the most intimate
details about their persond lives. The prizes were so huge nobody could blame aminer from Diamunde,
or awaitress on Wanderjahr, for instance, for divulging the details of their sex livesto hundreds of
millions of other people. The show ran on dozens of worlds, each with its own host. The contestants,
men and women perfectly groomed, were ageless persondities virtualy worshiped by their audiences.
And the Grand Prize on each show was an all-expense-paid, top-of-the-line month-long vacation on
Havanagas.

"Gentlemen,” Chang-Sturdevant continued, "in thisregard, our policy toward Havanagasisruled by
show biz. Shut it down and,” she shrugged, "I take heat | don't need. Running the Confederation Council
iswork enough by itsdlf, | don't need legitimate investors and atrillion fans screaming for my head
because I've ruined their fantasy. Shut Havanagas down, no; clean it up, yes. And | don't want anyone to
know about it. And if things go bad, 1've got to be able to deny my administration had anything to do with
it. You take the hegt if the operation blows up. | hate to say that, gentlemen, but to survivein politics
sometimes you haveto lie or sacrifice your loya supporters.”

Nast and Long exchanged glances. They nodded; losing their jobs would be worth it if they could
clean up Havanagas.

"Also, gentlemen,” the president continued, "don't forget thereis a highly fragmented, indigenous
resistlance movement on Havanagas, people who want the mob out of their lives. They're not in the
mgority and they arelargely ineffective, but the movement isdive. They could complicate things. They
will want to fill the void when the mob bosses are gone. Have you thought about that, Mr. Nast?"

"My plan will be executed with utter discretion, maam," hereplied. "I cal it * Operation Hangfire
and—"

Chang-Sturdevant raised an eyebrow, "*Hangfire,’ did you say? Trandation, pleasel”

"Oh, sorry, maam. The expression goes back to the days of gunpowder fireerms and literally meansa
cartridge that does not fireimmediately. But in another senseit means adow and deadly reaction, and
that'swhat Operation Hangfire will be to the mob."

"Thank you, Thom." Chang-Sturdevant smiled. "Please continue.”

"Well, you mentioned the res stance movement, maam, the Havanagas Liberation Front, it'scaled. |
am going to useit to rid Havanagas of the mobsters. And to answer your other question, no, maam, |
hadn't thought about who'll run the place afterward. But shouldn't that be | eft up to the citizens of
Havanagas and the | egitimate stockholders in the enterprises that support the world's economy? | assure
you, we can pull this off without destroying Havanagas or embarrassng your adminigtration in the
process.”

"How?' Chang-Sturdevant and Long asked at the same time. They looked a each other and laughed.
"How, Mr. Nast?' the president asked.

"By snatching the leadership. | don't need convincing evidence of dl their crimes, only one, and when



I'vegot it | can take them al into custody. Many great criminal leaders over the centuries have been
destroyed because they were convicted of relatively minor felonies. Tax evasonisone. Assoon as|
have the hard evidence | need, I'll take them." Briefly he explained how hewould doit. "You see" he
concluded, "the planisflexible”

Chang-Sturdevant and Long were silent for amoment, thinking. "1t might work,” Long said & last. He
sghed and shifted hisbulk in hischair. But it might not work, he reminded himsdlf. "Larry, | think I'll have
that drink now."

"Very good, sr. | recal you enjoy bourbon with adash of distilled water?”
"Today, | want acold Reindeer. Don't leaveahead oniit, Larry."

"Tel methis, Mr. Nast," Chang-Sturdevant said. "'l appreciate your coming here and briefing me on
this plan, and | support everything you wish to do. But otherwise, why do you need specia help from my
office? Thiswhole operation is something you can handle within the Minigtry of Justice.”

"| was getting to that, maam,"” Nast replied. "1 need your help because | need you to order the
Commandant of the Confederation Marine Corpsto detail three men to me—no explanation offered—to
be my specid undercover agents on Havanagas. They will make contact with my one agent who hasthe
goods on the mob and the resistance. Discharged Marines, spending their savings on liberty on
Havanagas, it's perfect cover. Here," he continued as he loaded a crysta into areader, "I've got thefiles
on the three men | want for this operation.”

Madame Chang-Sturdevant gasped. "I know these men, two of them anyway!"

Chief Long gave Nast along and thoughtful look before announcing that he too knew lance corporals
Joe Dean and Rachman Claypoole. "They worked with me on Wanderjahr, Thom," he said. "Damned
good men, but..." He was now having doubts about the success of Nast's plan.

"Mr. Nast, these men saved the life of an ambassador on Diamunde,” Madame Chang-Sturdevant
sad. "l will not have them sacrificed to bring down the syndicate on Havanagas. | will not!"

Nast had not anticipated Chang-Sturdevant 's reaction. He'd picked Dean and Claypool e because
they were brave and resourceful young men, and both Chief Long and the president knew them. He
thought thiswould increase their confidencein his choice of the Marinesfor the mission.

"Madame President, | fully understand how you fed," he said. "1 picked these men because they have
the qualities needed to pull this operation off and survive. They will be under the guidance of Corpora
Pasquin, who is abrave and resourceful NCO, but the two lance corporals, Dean and Claypoole, can
think on their feet too. They have al been under fire. Maam, you know how desperate the fighting was
on Diamunde. Dean and Claypoole werein thethick of it. That'swhat Marines do, they go into tough
Stuations and survive. The Corpswill send them into battle again and again aslong asthey wear the
uniform. Like beat cops, they swear an oath to put themselvesin harm'sway to protect those who can't
protect themselves. They are trained to take care of each other. That technique has worked to help
Marines survive over the centuries. It1l work with these three men on Havanagastoo. | need them for this
operation, maam. It won't work without them."

Chang-Sturdevant was silent for along time. "Can you guarantee me their safety?' she asked &t last.

Before he could reply, Chief Long answered the question: "No, we can't. But as Thom just pointed
out, Madame President, they are aces at survival." Long had concluded that if Nast thought these men
were good enough to make his plan work, then he would support it.

"l will personally monitor the entire operation, malam,” Nast added. "I'll be with the reaction teams.
Well goin at thefirgt sgn the Marines have been compromised.”

Again Madame Chang-Sturdevant was silent. At last she said, "Guarantee me one thing, gentlemen.



Y ou will not sugar-coat thismission. Y ou will tell them just how dangerousit can be. Givethem the
option of refusing to go."

Nast sghed mentaly with rdlief. "Y es, Madame President, | promiseyou | will do that," he
pronounced gravely.

"Well, your timeis up, gentlemen.” She stood up and her visitors did the same. "I haveto preparefor a
reception for the new ambassador from lvanosk. Keep me briefed on this operation, Chief. I'll tell my
Secretary you get in to see me whenever you have news.”

They were hafway to the door when the President stopped them. "One more question: Why did you
pick three Marines, Thom? Why not two or four?'

Nast had not expected the question, but he was ready, "WEell, threeisthe norma composition of afire
team, maam, and these three men were in the same fire team. They know how to work together."

"And," Chief Long added, "Havanagasis only oneworld. If we'd wanted to clean up two worlds,
we'd have picked four Marinesinstead of only three.”

Madame Chang-Sturdevant was still chuckling as she prepared for the reception. She pondered what
it was Thom Nast had wanted to "share” with her besidesthat Fidel. She had not survived in
Confederation politics without knowing just what it was her enemies—and her dlies—were saying about
her.

"Thom," Long said asthey entered the elevator, "let's stop in one of those cafés on the plaza. I'm
feeling better now and | want to eat something that doesn't have adamned buginit.”

They retrieved their weapons at the security station and Started across the plazatoward arow of
shops and cafés three hundred meters from the el evator bank.

"Mr. Nast? Mr. Nast?' someone called from behind them. Nast turned. A tall man was approaching
them, an off-worlder by hisclothing. "I have important newsfor you, sir,” he said as he drew back his
coat and leveled ablack tubular object at Nast. Nast dived for the ground as Chief Long flung his
overcoat a the assassin. There was a stunning flash-bang. Razor-sharp titanium diversfrom aflechette
round struck sparks off the flagstones of the plaza before ricocheting into the crowd. Firing upward from
wherethey lay on the ground, Nast and Long smultaneoudy sent plasma bolts through the man's chest.
The bolts burned through and dissipated harmlesdy into the air as he crumpled into alifeless, smoldering
heap.

The plazaturned into a madhouse as hundreds of people ran for cover, some with dight wounds from
the flechettes. Others were injured in the mad rush for safety. Security police, weapons at the ready,
rushed to where thetrio lay sprawled on the ground.

Nast tossed his pistol to the ground and stood up, his hands raised over his head. "We are police
officerd" he shouted.

"Turn around! On your knees! Hands behind the back of your head!" one of the officers shouted, his
weapon leveled directly at Nast. Nast assumed the position. "Cross your feet at the ankles!” the officer
shouted. Nast complied. "Don't movel" Ancther officer covered Nast while thefirst holstered his pistal,
knedled on hislegs and snapped on the cuffs. He assisted him to stand up. "Do you have any other
wesgpons on you?'

"No, gr, and if you reach into theinsde left pocket of my coat, officer, you'l find my credentials. That
fat man on the ground is the Confederation Attorney Generd. The dead man isahired assassin. Now
would you mind uncuffing me?"

"I'm hit," Long said from where he dtill lay, apool of blood seeping out from under hislegs. "Some of



those goddamned flechettes got mein thelegs. ‘ Fat man? " he groaned. "I'll show you ‘fat,’” you young
whippersnapper,” he mumbled. Emergency medica personnel were aready attending to hiswounds.
"Hdl, I'madl right!" Long shouted. " Seeto those civiliand"

"No, you arent,” amedic replied. "Lay still. Don't worry about the civilians.”

Asthefirgt policeman uncuffed Nast, another came up to where they stood. He had retrieved the
n'sgun. "lt'saBrady Shot Rifle," he announced. "Modified with athree-round tube magazine and
the barrel cut down to thirty-five centimeters. Very deadly and very professond.”

"Yeah," athird officer said, "but not professona enough.” He nodded toward the till smoldering
corpse.

"He probably had to be sure of histarget,” Nast said. "Otherwise held have shot usin the back from
three meters and that would've been it. We were damned lucky.”

"I'm very sorry, Mr. Nast," thefirst policeman said as he returned the handcuffsto his carrier. "We
didn't know who you were." He handed him his credentias and his wegpon.

"No problem," Nast said. What the police officers had put him through was only norma procedure to
ensurether safety in apotentialy deadly stuation. Hed have done the same thing himsdlf. "Who's your
gtation commander? | want afull check on thisguy, find out al you can about him." 1t would probably be
useless; they'd find nothing on him, but the checks had to be run anyway. Maybe they'd get lucky again.
Heturned his attention to Chief Long. "Chief, how you doing?"

"SoI'ma‘fat man,” huh?' Long groused. "I heard you! Bugged, given the shits, shot, and now
insulted, dl inoneday! Y ou haven't got many points left with me, Nast."

Nast smiled. "'l gpologize, Chief. Y ou are not fat, Chief, only lipoid.”
"That'smorelikeit. Doc, how am | doing?'

"Y ou have some nasty lacerationsin your lower legs, sir, but well have you back out onthe street ina
few hours. Gotta trangport you to the hospital, though." He signaded for alitter from the waiting
ambulance,

Long reached up and tugged Nast's deeve anxioudy. "Thom," he whispered, "they're on to you, lad.
They know you're up to something. Be careful. Be careful!™ he shouted as he was carried off to the
ambulance,

After giving ingtructionsto the officer in charge, Nast asked one of the security officersfor arideto the
hospitd.

It had been along time since he had felt redl fear. He didn't have time to be afraid during the shooting,
but Long was right, the mob knew he was on to them, and that knowledge struck fear into him.

"That was some good shooting back there," the officer remarked asthey drove through the tunnel
complex to theinfirmary. Nast fingered the butt of the hand-blaster under hisleft armpit and smiled. The
hand-blaster he could trus—always. He could trust Chief Long too—and those three Marines, he could
trust them. But that wasit.

Of course, whatever agents had been following them, including the dead man, must have talked, but
none of them knew anything about his plan. So the syndicate on Havanagas had to know he waslooking
at them. He thought of the murdered agent and the fear melted away, to be replaced with anger. Thom
Nast was too professiona to givein to emotion easily, but he was mad, and that was abad sign for the
mob.

CHAPTER FOUR



Brigadier Theodosius Sturgeon, commander of 34th FIST, pondered the data on his desk display for a
time, then swiveled his chair to face the window overlooking the parade ground, where two
company-size units were going through close-order drill. Normaly Sturgeon watched them closdly and
made menta notes, but he didn't focus on them thistime; his mind was on the data he'd just studied,
twidting itsway throughit, trying to make sense of the numbers and find meaning in their implications.

Knuckles rapped sharply on the frame of his office door.

"Come," he said without looking to see who was there. Footsteps crossed his office floor and cameto
astop on the other side of his desk.

"Speak." He ill didn't look to seewho hisvistor was.
"| take it you looked at that data,” said Colonel Ramadan, 34th FIST's Chief of Staff.

Sturgeon turned to face his visitor and lifted a hand to indicate he should sit. Ramadan settled himsdlf in
the nearest chair and looked expectantly at his commander.

"What do you make of it?" Sturgeon asked.

Ramadan shrugged. " Somebody at HOMC G-1 dipped up." He thought that an unlikely possibility.
The G-1, personndl department, at Headquarters Marine Corps on Earth was more efficient about some
things than field commanders would wish, and they weren't known for dipping up on routine matters,
especidly priority routine matters. "'Or something's going on that nobody's seen fit to tell us" That, he
thought, was more likely.

"How long ago did you notice thisanomaly?'

"Lieutenant Wakenstrudl brought it to my attention a month ago." Wakenstrudl was Sturgeon's F-1,
the FIST personnd officer. "I wanted to seewhat | could find out before | brought it to your attention.”

Sturgeon cocked an eyebrow. "Y ou found out something dready?' Communication between worlds
was dow, messages could only go viafaster-than-light starcraft and their delivery had to takeinto
account trangportation schedules. One month wasn't anywhere near enough time for aquery to reach
Earth from Thorsfinni's World, the home of 34th FIST, much lessfor areply to make itsway back.

Ramadan shook hishead. "I waited for the next courier. One came yesterday.” He chuckled. "That
lieutenant is probably il quaking from the grilling he got from acolond.”

Sturgeon waited, no need to ask the obvious. Ramadan clearly hadn't gotten any information from the
courier that wasn't in the dispatches and orders he carried, information and orders that didn't address the
anomaly he'd discovered.

Ramadan had nothing more to say, and outwaited the FIST commander.

"Somebody's messing with my people,” Sturgeon findly said. "I1t'sincumbent on meto find out who
andwhy."

"Not only your people,” Ramadan said. "Y ou're past due for rotation too. So am I, for that matter.”

Sturgeon nodded. "It began with third platoon, Company L of the infantry battalion. Then therest of
Company L, theinfantry battalion's command element, and a platoon in Dragon Company. It includes
you, me, and Sergeant Mgor Shiro. There have been no routine changes of duty station in that group in
up to ayear and ahalf." He paused and recalled the data. "That clerk, Corpora Doyle, the onewe
shipped out a couple of months ago, he's the only man from Company L who hasrotated in quite along
time"

"You'll remember, S, we shipped Corpora Doyle out pending orders.”

"Right." Sturgeon nodded. "That was atough one. Hisfirst sergeant wanted to court-martial him for
insubordination, and an army generd wanted to give him amedd for the same action.” He shook his



head. Some problems defied rationd solution. Well, that problem had been solved: no court-martia, no
medd. The brigadier returned to the immediate problem. "Furthermore, there have been no routine
rotationsin any eement of the FIST during the past four months. Four months. Have you ever seena
FIST go four months without anybody being transferred out?”

"Nossir. Except for afew times on mgjor deployments.” Colonel Ramadan snorted. "1've even seen
men yanked out of units on combat deployment for routine changes of duty

"Very strange,” Sturgeon mused He looked sharply at his second in command "We get replacements
for every combat loss. G-1 at HQMC hasn't misplaced us. They are ddliberately avoiding transfers.

Why?'
Ramadan knew the question was rhetorical and kept quiet.

"Colond, 34th FIST and Thorsfinni's World are officialy classed as hardship duty. Thirty-fourth FIST
has more deployments than perhaps any other unit in the Confederation Marine Corps. And Thorsfinni's
World..." He shook his head. "Have you ever made the 'Grand Tour'?"

Ramadan chuckled. "Indeed, | have, sr." Niflheim, where Camp Mgor Pete Ellis, the home base of
34th FIST, waslocated, was alarge idand about the size of the Scandinavian peninsulaon Earth, and
closer to Thorgfinni's World's north pole than to its equator. The idand was craggy, rocky, windswept,
and harbored little vegetation higher than mid-thigh on the average man. Niflheim nestled in agray,
crashing ocean, reminiscent of Earth's North Atlantic. The only city of noticeable Sze on the entire planet,
the capital city of New Odo, was located near the southern end of Niflheim. On the "Grand Tour,"
Colond Ramadan had visited many other idands—Thorsfinni's World had no continental
landmasses—from pole to pole and around the planet's equatoria belt. "The whole damn place lookslike
this" He gestured a the landscape visble through the window. " Temperatures change, but theidandsall
look dike."

"Right. All the Marines gationed here have for off-base recreation is Bronnoysund,” the liberty town
just outside the main gate of Camp Ellis, "and an occasiond leave to New Odo." He shook his head.
He'd been to New Odo. On amost any other civilized planet in the Confederation of Human Worlds,
New Odo wouldn't rank better than athird-rate provincia town.

"That and neo-Viking steddings." Ramadan nodded.

"Frequent deployments and lack of decent amenities. That'swhy thisisahardship post. Nobody's
supposed to be stationed here for more than two and a haf years. Most Marines are transferred out after
two years. |I've got people who have been here nearly three and a hdf years. Someone's messing with my
people. I'm going to find out who and why and put an end to it," Sturgeon said. "'l don't care who has
what reasonsfor this, thereisn't aman in thisFIST who deservesthat kind of punishment." He stood
abruptly. Ramadan aso stood. "I haven't taken leavein five years. I'm taking leave—to Earth. Colond,
you're going to be in command here for afew months."

Ramadan started. He'd had no ideawhat Sturgeon would do about the data he'd brought to his
attention, but taking leave, even to Earth, hadn't even made hislist of possibilities.
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"I'm going to find out what's going on, and nobody had best get in my way."
"BU—"

"Don't you think you're competent to command aFIST?'

"Yessir, but—"

"Then command, Colond. I'm going to Earth.”



It wasn't that easy, of course. Nothing is ever that easy on aremote outpost. Most member planets of
the Confederation of Human Worlds have abusy star port with several starships arriving and departing
daily, one heading for Earth every day or two. The station crews of most worlds starportslived in orbit,
at the gtarport. Lifefor the crew of Thorsfinni Interstellar was much more languid—most of them lived
planetside and only went up to orbit when there was work to do. For the "control tower," that could be
asinfrequent as twice aweek, even with the Confederation Navy using the civilian starport instead of
going to the expense of building one of its own. Brigadier Sturgeon had to wait eight daysto catch
passage on afreighter to New Serengeti, where he expected to quickly find astarship headed for Earth.
Because of his abrupt decision and the difficulty of interstellar communications, he had no chance to book
passage from New Serengeti before he reached it.

A week into thefirst leg of hismonth-and-a-haf journey, Sturgeon started wishing medica science
had perfected cold storage for passengers on interstelar flights. HEd never been bored during the
many-weeks-long passages on deployments, had always been busy drawing up plans and seeing to the
training and preparation of his Marines. But thistime he was traveling alone, with nothing to do but plan
his actions once he reached Earth, and to use the freighter's limited recreation and entertainment facilities.
Hedidn't even have the workings of the ship asadigtraction. The captain, alife-long merchant mariner,
had no use for the military and told Sturgeon on the second day of the voyage that held be pleased if the
Marine stayed out of theway. Well, he thought, it'd be just another week and ahaf to New Serengeti,
where he should have no trouble booking passage to Earth on a better equipped ship. At least, he hoped
it would be better equipped.

Thefast frigate CNSS Admiral Soloff was better equipped. A McKnight classfast frigate, it was one
of the most modern starshipsin the Confederation Navy, and its captain was delighted to let aMarine
brigadier hitch arideto Earth.

"I've got acousin and a nephew who betrayed family tradition and joined the Marines," Commander
IshmaaY azid said jovidly. "TheY azids have been navy since sallorsfirst sailed wooden dhows on weter
seas, and they had no use for land-lubbers until my generation, when Roger Y azid joined the Marines.”
He gestured expansively. "And then so did his son Anhel. So that makes you brother to my cousin Roger
and my nephew Anhd, which makes you family to me. Family is dwayswe come on board my ship.”

Consdering it had been more years than Sturgeon wanted to contemplate since held last been at
Earth's navy starport, he was surprised at how little it had changed. He watched the approach on a
viewscreen in his cabin. The navy starport first appeared as asprinkling of lights above the dawn
terminator that blinked out as the spaceport moved around Earth's edge and into full sunlight. Thelights,
by then much larger and seemingly more numerous, regppeared nearly an hour later asthe spaceport
reappeared on the other side of Earth. Slowly, asthe Admiral Stoloff continued braking to orbital
speed, the lights enlarged and resolved into the familiar oblates, spheres, and polyhedra of Confederation
Navy Base Gagarin, moving dowly in their ponderous, Satdy waltz.

Soon, the viewscreen dlowed Sturgeon to distinguish ships resting within repair and maintenance bays
or nestled alongside loading docks. Here and there, tugs pushed and prodded starships away from bays
and pierage and far enough out from the structures that they could safely turn on their engines.

Other ships stood apart from the starport structures, waiting their turnsin the bays or at the docks. As
gpaces opened, tugs pushed and prodded them into place. A first glance might show the aimless, dmost
manic movement of ships guided by tugs, but more careful study showed the movement to be carefully
choreographed as the moving starships danced amore spritely minuet through the structures of Gagarin

Navy Starport.



At lengththe Admiral Stoloff matched speed with the starport. Tugs nudged it into position in the
gueue awaiting docking space. Sturgeon could make out the tiny dots of space-suited sailors asthey
flitted around the ships, ingpecting, making repairs, repainting, and doing the myriad other things sailors
did to shipsin port. On mysterious missions, shuttles drifted hither and yon among the Structures. Every
five or ten minutes a shuttle arrived from planetside or dropped for Earth's surface; most of them were
navy Essays, though somelooked to be commercid craft.

The shuttles making the Earth-orbit trangit al took the long way planetsde, three degenerating loopsto
the surface. Obvioudy, none of them carried Marines; shuttles bearing Marines aways took the express
route, nearly straight down. Sturgeon idly wondered if held find a platoon of Marineswaiting their turn to
head planetside when the Admiral Stoloff docked, and whether he'd go with them at "high speed on a
rocky road," or if there were only sailors and civilians awaiting trangit planetside.

Despite the gpparent crowding, the starport was very efficiently run. The Admiral Stoloff waited little
more than an hour before it turned the gravity off to let tugs push and prod it into the minuet and snuggleit
againg adock. The starship filled with whistles, bells, and intercom commands as its crew bustled about
doing the necessary work.

In histhirty-five years as aMarine, Sturgeon had cumulatively spent more than four years on board
navy vessdls, yet he understood almost nothing more of the running of astarship than he did thefirst time
he rode one on hisway to Boot Camp on Arsenault. That was al right; he doubted therewas a sailor
aive, officer or enlisted, capable of commanding aMarine blaster platoon. With the very notable
exception of the medical corpsmen attached to FISTs, dmost any sailor would be aliability with a
ground combat unit. It wasn't aquestion of superiority or intelligence; the navy and the Marines had
different functions, their training different.

Sturgeon waited patiently in his cabin, out of the way of the crew. His packing hadn't taken long, he
was ready to leave the ship when permission was given. The whistles, bells, and piped commands
gradually diminished in frequency. A knock sounded on his cabin hatch.

The hatch opened to reved abosun's mate first class.

"Sir," the bosun's mate said crisply, "with the captain's compliments. He would welcome the Brigadier
onthebridge"

"My thanksto the captain, bosun,” Sturgeon said, rising. "If you will be so good asto lead the way?"
"Ayeaye, sr. Follow me." The bosun's mate turned and began following atowline toward the bridge.

Sturgeon didn't need the guide. He knew the way from his cabin to the important places on the ship;
the officers wardroom, the library, the gym, and the bridge. Observing nava courtesy, however, he
followed on the bosun's mate's hedls. The passageways were beginning to fill with sailorsin liberty
uniforms.

"Sir" Commander Y azid said when Sturgeon propelled himsdlf onto the bridge. "It hasbeen a
pleasure to have abrother of my cousin Roger and my nephew Anhel as a passenger on my ship.”

All the stations on the bridge were occupied, as they had been every time Sturgeon had been on it. But
the usud air of aertnesswas absent. Many of the bridge personndl seemed to be shutting down systems
or running maintenance checks. Most of the others were relaxed, their final duties on arriving at port
finished.

Y azid extended a hand and Sturgeon gripped it. "Captain, the pleasure has been mine. Let me assure
you, this has been the most pleasant voyage | have ever undertaken on anavy vessd."

Y azid beamed. 1t was wonderful to have aflag officer on board who wasn't looking over his shoulder



and second guessing hisevery move. "Sir, with your permission? We have reached port. My crew is
anxiousto begin their long-awaited liberty cal. Flag officers must debark before the enlisted men can
make their bregk for revelry.”

"By al means, Captain, let us not keep your crew waiting. My bags are ready. | can debark at your
pleasure.”

"Sir, | will have someone take your bags piersde.” Commander Y azid Signed to abosun to seetoit.
"If you wish, | can have someone escort you to the transent termind. I'd do it mysdlf," hisfacefdl, "but
my flotillacommander demands my presencein hisoffice at the earliest.”

"I understand fully, Captain. Y ou have dready over-extended yourself in hospitality. And it won't be
necessary to supply aguide; I've been at Gagarin before, and it doesn't ook like it's changed much.”

"Y es, while very much is new, at the sametime very little has changed.”

Thedock wasn't in null-g, but its"gravity" was dight enough that no one would plummet to the deck
on leaving the starship. Sturgeon dipped hisfeet into acomfortable pair of shufflersto avoid a
too-vigorous step which would send him into uncontrolled flight, then took his two bags from the bosun's
mate, who stood over them. The sailor saluted.

"Thank you, bosun,” Sturgeon, unable to return the salute with abag in each hand, said with anod. He
looked around to get his bearings and headed, in the proper short-step shuffle that kept the shoelets
attached to the deck, toward asign that reed TRANSIENT TERMINAL SHUTTLE. He stepped out of
the shufflers before boarding thelocal shuttle. The transient termina was maintained at 0.5-g, S0 he
wouldn't need magnetic assistance to stay on the deck there.

Several Marines were waiting for transportation planetside, mostly couriers, junior officers, and
mid-level noncommissioned officers. Sturgeon exchanged proper greetings with them. He was on leave,
s0 he had to buy aticket on a United Atmosphere shuttle. He and the couriersignored each other,
though the juniorswere dl acutely aware of the brigadier and behaved themsel ves better than they would
have had aflag officer not been present. The army and navy personnel—an army magjor the highest rank
among them—did their best to ignore the presence of aMarine brigadier.

Thewait for the shuttle wasn't long. A steward, following proper military protocol, held Brigadier
Sturgeon aside until everyone else boarded, then sat him closest to the exit so he, as the highest ranking
person on board, could be the first off when the shuttle landed at Lynn J. Frazier Internationd Airport
outsde Fargo, home of the Confederation Council—in effect, the capitd city of the Confederation of
Human Worlds.

Sturgeon might be on leave, but he wasn't going to waste any time being atourist. Hewould go
directly to the heart of the Confederation military establishment—both the Combined Chiefs of Staff and
Headquarters Marine Corps were in Fargo. Hisfirst order of business would be to find aplaceto stay.

CHAPTER FIVE

Housing was provided for military personnel assigned to duty at the Combined Chiefs or the
headquarters, but visitors were on their own. Brigadier Sturgeon managed to find aroom in amodest
bed-and-breakfast a short tube ride from the Hexagon. It was a somewhat longer tuberideto HQMC,
on the top of what passed for ahill in southeastern North Dakota—the Marines had always liked to keep
themselves separate from mere soldiers and sailors.

Brigadier Sturgeon didn't bother to completely unpack before he put on hisdressredsand his
overcodat. It was May, mid-spring, but the temperature hovered not far above freezing. Properly dressed,
he headed for the Hexagon to pay avidt to the C-1, the Combined Chiefs personnel department.
Regardless of what he'd said to Colonel Ramadan, he suspected the foul-up lay with the Combined



Chiefsrather than HQMC.

Brigadier Generd (Select) Wolford M'Bwabor-Onorosovic, 1V, Second Deputy Director,
Assgnments Divison, Confederation Armed Forces C-1, welcomed Brigadier Sturgeon into his office
modt fulsomely.

"Brigadier! Welcome to the Hexagon!™ M'Bwabor-Onorosovic grasped Sturgeon's hand in both of his
and pulled him to avisitor's chair. "It's quite rare that we receive a current commander of any combat
arms unit, much less the commander of one of those Marine FISTS" Herolled his eyestoward the ceiling
asthough seeking guidance. "Asamatter of fact, | believe you are thefirst FIST commander, current or
former, I've ever had the pleasure of meeting.” He gave an impression of skipping as he waked to thefar
gdeof hisdesk and sat in hiscommanding chair. His chair was on alow platform, not visible from the
desk front, so that he sat higher than his visitors and they had to look up at him. Seated, he clasped his
hands and |eaned over hisforearms, which lay on the desktop. His smile was broad, intended to be
infectious. Sturgeon didn't returnit.

"How do you like Fargo so far? Isthisyour firg vist?'

"Haven't seen anything but a couple of tubes and a B-and-B so far, but I've been here before, so |
know what I'm not missing.”

M'Bwabor-Onorosovic laughed loudly, but short of aguffaw. "I know what you mean, Brigadier, | do
indeed.” His head shake failed to budge hisgrin. "I cannot for the life of me comprehend why anybody
would put acity, much lessacapita city, in such abarren location. | grew up on Argent, you know.
Have you ever been? The most beautiful planet in al of Human Space. Marvelous, towering forests,
waterfalsto dwarf Angd Falls, seas so clear you can il see everything around you at a depth of a
hundred feet, fruits and flowers that could have served asthe mode for the Garden of Eden myth." He
chuckled, then started and looked pop-eyed at Sturgeon. "No offenseintended; | mean if you are
Judeo-Chridtian. | don't intend to dight anybody's religious beliefs.”

"None taken, Generd," Sturgeon said with a patience he didn't feel. He wanted to conduct his
business, but he had to humor the man, who seemed to him more and more a buffoon. "I'm aMarine.
We swear by the most shocking things."

"Yes well." Right. The generd redlized that the man before him was not an administrator or
bureaucrat. He quickly eyed the panoply of ribbons on Sturgeon's scarlet tunic. Some of them he
recognized, such as the Gold Nova—the military's second highest decoration for heroism—and the
Bronze Star with gold starburst, another decoration for heroism in action against an enemy. Most of the
others he didn't recognize, though he suspected they were campaign medals. One made him blink: the
Marine Enlisted Good Conduct Medd. Then he remembered that al Marine officers are commissioned
from the ranks. He shuddered internaly. Sturgeon was area combat Marine, amost the only one he had
ever faced, definitely the only one held ever been adone with. The broad smile disappeared while he
cleared histhroat, then dapped itsalf back into place.

"Well, Brigadier, you didn't makethetrip dl the way from Thorgfinni's World'—Where in Human
Spaceisthat?—"to hear me prate about my homeworld." He changed hisvoice from jolly to sincere and
lowered the beam of hissmile. "What can my office help you with?'

"Generd, asyou know, | command aFIST. Thorsfinni's World, asyou may know, isclassed asa
hardship post. The normal tour of duty istwo years, two and ahdf at the outsde. Some of my people
have been there three and ahdf years. No one has been transferred out in... well, when | |eft there hadn't
been any changes of duty station in four months. If there weren't any trandferswhilel wasin trangt, it's
now nearly sx months. | fear the Assgnments Division has somehow—inadvertently, I'm
sure—misplaced 34th FIST."

The sincere amile stayed on the Second Deputy Director's mouth, but his eyes went blank. Misplaced



aFIST?"That'simpossble, Brigadier. The Assgnments Divison doesn't makethe
change-of-duty-station transfers. That is done by the chiefs of the services. Wereceive the

change-of -duty-station requests, verify them, and issue transfer orders under thetitles of the services. We
are aconduit, not an originator."

"Headquarters Marine Corps doesn't make such mistakes,” Sturgeon said firmly. "The Marine Corps
isasmal organization. Everyonein the Corps knows where each unit is. It's easy for usto keep track of
our people. Asyou said, al transfers are funneled through your division. That'salot to keep track of. It
doesn't at dl surprise me that asmall unit in an out-of-the-way place could get overlooked.”

"But my dear Brigadier..." The genera brushed his hand over a contact spot on his desktop and a
display and keyboard morphed out of its surface. He tapped severa keys and watched the display come
to life. His smile morphed into amoue and his eyes from blank to confused. Slowly, he looked &t the
Marine. "Thereisno record of ordersfor change of duty for anyonein 34th FIST entering the systemin
the past eight months." He pulled himself fully erect and said with the sSincerest gravity he could mugter,
"Brigadier, I'm afraid your 'small organization' did indeed manageto lose track of some of its people.”

Moments|ater, avery dissatisfied Brigadier Theodos us Sturgeon was following a guide through the
warren of hallways and pedestrian streets in the Hexagon, on hisway back to the tube. He was very
annoyed by his meeting with the Second Deputy Director of the Assgnments Division of C-1. They had
to have somehow lost the requests that came to them from HQMC. The Marines never made such
mistakes. Never.

He'd goto G-1 at HQMC and get hardcopy of the orders. Then take them back to the Hexagon and
wave them under the nose of that supercilious Brigadier Genera (Sdlect) Wolford
M'Bwabor-Onorosovic IV—though he'd rather not have to dedl with that ass again. He snorted. For al
of his bonhomie, M'Bwabor-Onorosovic had kept the formdity of them calling each other by rank,
ingtead of using firgt names asflag officers more commonly did in private.

| guess helikes being cdled Generd, Sturgeon thought. Asabrigadier generd (sdlect), hisactua rank
was colonel, but he wasin aflag position. Sturgeon knew he outranked him, but M'Bwabor-Onorosovic
was not in his chain of command. He snorted.

Brigadier Sturgeon had no trouble finding a seet; the tube car he rode in was amost empty. At the first
stop aong the way he looked out the window on the opposite side of the car and saw crowds of people
waiting on the platforms|eading into Fargo. He glanced at thetime: It was after 1600 hours, quitting time
for government workers. Too lateto find anyonein G-1. Then hefindly noticed the rumblingin his
stomach. He'd been in Fargo for six hours. How long was it since he last ate? He remembered breakfast
onthe Admiral Stoloff, nothing since. No wonder he was hungry; he hadn't had lunch and it was near
the dinner hour. What to do: Get off at the next stop and head back into the city? Come back in the
morning, maybe make an gppointment instead of just dropping in as he did at the Hexagon?

His stomach rumbled again. No, that would take too long. Hed only been acommander on the one
other occasion he visted HQMC, but he remembered there was some sort of flag officers mess. Surely
hisuniform and 1D would get him into it for an early dinner, even though he wasn't headquarters
personnel.

The Fargo tube system had gaily decorated stations, each unique, often with colors and designs
representative of their location. Stopsin residentid areas usudly had muras of the neighborhoods, images
of children playing in parks and the like. A murd at the main campus stop for the Confederation
University of the Worlds displayed ivy-covered walls and cap-and-gowned people striding along
flagstone pathways, even though no ivy grew on the university buildings and nobody wore caps and
gowns any longer, even a graduation ceremonies. The HQM C stop was no exception. Sturgeon was



amost the only person who got off the tube car, and he paused to take in the mosaics.

Thewalls had scarlet and gold tilesin the form of the Confederation Marine Corps emblem, arampant
eagle standing on a globe floating on a starstream. Off to the Sides the various campaign medals Marine
units had been awarded were picked out in brightly colored tiles. A frieze along the base of thewalls
displayed the colors of the many enemy units the Confederation Marines had defeated in battle. At both
ends of the platform were the emblems of the two Marine Corps directly ancestra to the Confederation
Marines: the United States Marine Corps and the British Roya Marines. There were more campaign
medal s and enemy colors depicted than the last time he vidited. He recognized most of the medals—he
wore severd of them—and there were afew colors he had helped take. His chest swelled and alump
formed in histhroat at the Sight.

Alone, Sturgeon faced the Royal Marines emblem and sduted it. He about-faced and saluted the
emblem of the United States Marine Corps. He knew that without them the Confederation Marine Corps
would not exigt asthe premier fighting organization in human history, and he would not have the Corps as
the family heloved so deeply. Moisture formed in the corners of his eyes, and hewiped it avay ashe
turned to head for thelift into the HQM C building complex.

At the surfacewas asmall plazathat split into severa walkways headed in different directions. He
took the one that went straight ahead to a gate watched over by a small guard-post. A few people
trickled out through automated side gates that checked their identification.

A lance corpora with amilitary police band wrapped around the upper left deeve of hisdressreds
overcoat stepped out of the gatehouse and stood at parade rest. He carried a hand-blaster in a shiny
white holster hanging from awhite Sam Browne belt, asparkling brass whistle was suspended from the
lapd of hisovercoat, and ascarlet and gold aiguillette was wrapped around his shoulder. When Brigadier
Sturgeon approached within afew paces, the lance corpora snapped to attention and saluted with a
white-gloved hand.

Sturgeon cameto ahdt in front of the MP and returned his sdute.
"Sir, how can | help the Brigadier?'

"I'm visiting Earth on leave, Lance Corporal, and have been eating civilian and navy food for the past
couple of months. I'm here hoping | can come aboard to get some good Marine Corps chow," he said
with atwinklein hiseye.

Thelance corporal repressed alaugh. "Good Marine Corps chow" sounded like an oxymoron to him.
Hesaid out loud, "I believe that can be arranged, sir." He gestured to the gatehouse.

Sturgeon stepped inside, removing his hat as he passed under the lintel. Almost immediately he saw the
ID verifier. He stepped close to it and stripped off his black leather gloves while the MP, who hadn't
removed his hat, went to the comm unit and called the sergeant of the guard to report the visitor.

"Been dationed herelong?' Sturgeon asked when the lance corpora completed hiscall.

"Six months, gir." Thelance corpora faced him, again standing at attention, with asmall table between
them.

"At ease. Thisisyour post. Y ou don't know me."

"Thank you, Sr." He dipped easily into parade rest but didn't lock his hands behind his back. Though
unlikely, there was dways the possibility that the brigadier was a spy or saboteur and that the guard
would haveto go for hiswegpon. Strange brigadiers smply didn't show up a 1630 hours very often.

"Good duty?
"You know it, Sr."



Sturgeon chuckled. "Actudly | don'. I've spent my entire career in FISTs or on Fleet gaffs. Thisis
only my second visit to Fargo.”

"Yessir, | can seethe Brigadier's been around." He nodded toward the ribbons on Sturgeon's chest.

The small talk was necessary. Sturgeon knew it would take afew minutesfor the sergeant of the guard
to get the officer of the guard, and for the OG to reach the gatehouse to check hisID. Taking passed the
time and prevented the buildup of tension. Military protocol required that an officer, not ajunior enlisted
man, verify the identity of a high-ranking officer whenever practica.

In minutes the officer of the guard, alieutenant, arrived. Like the MP, he did not remove his hat as he
stepped insde. He came to attention and sa uted. Sturgeon nodded and the lieutenant cut his salute.

"Sir, I'm Lieutenant Ehrhardt. Welcome to HQMC." He stepped to the I D verifier. "If you please, Sir."

Sturgeon put hiswrist inside the deeve on top of the gpparatus. "Brigadier Theodosius Sturgeon,
Commander, 34th FIST." He pulled up hisleft deeveto expose his 1D bracelet then did hisforearm into
the verifier deeve. The OG studied the data that appeared on the verifier's smal display.

"How can | help you, Sr?' Ehrhardt asked, satified that the visitor was indeed who he said.

"Asl| told your very efficient lance corpora"—he hadn't missed how the MP positioned himself with a
table between them and maintained a ertness—"1'm on leave and have been eating civilian and navy food
for acouple of months. I'm hungry for some good Marine Corps chow."

Lieutenant Ehrhardt wasn't as good at controlling hisface as the lance corpora. His mouth twitched;
he a so considered the phrase an oxymoron. But then, he'd heard that the Henderson Flag Club had
excdllent chefsfor its dining room. Maybe the chow there was better than what he atein the junior
officers mess, or what he used to egt in enlisted mess hdls.

"Certainly, gr." He glanced a the clock on thewall. "'l don't believe the dining room at the FHlag Club
will be open for dinner for ashort while yet, but the bar that adjoinsit should be open by now. If that's
acceptable, ar.”

Sturgeon nodded. "That's quite acceptable.”
"If you will comewith me, Brigadier, I'll escort you."
Sturgeon looked at the lance corpord. " Stay sharp, Lance Corporal. Y ou're doing agood job."

"Thank you, Sr." Thistime the lance corpora couldn't prevent the flicker of asmile; it had been his
experience with officers above the rank of captain that they generally ignored junior enlisted men. He
wasn't accustomed to such politeness.

Ehrhardt opened adoor in the back of the gatehouse and Sturgeon stepped through and waited for the
OG to take position to his|eft.

"Thisway, gr." Ehrhardt pointed. Sturgeon stepped off and the lieutenant adjusted his paceto walk in
gep with him. They passed afew Structures built in generaly uniform military architecture. Ehrhardit
stopped in front of one that was different; it was constructed of rough-cut stone and had window frames
and doorsthat looked like real wood. A red-on-gold sign set in the spacious lawn in front of it said:

LIEUTENANT COLONEL ARCHIBALD HENDERSON
FLAGCLUB
FLAG MESS
HEADQUARTERS MARINE CORPS
(members and guests only)



"Hereweare, Sr."

Sturgeon looked & the sign. "'l don't have amembership,” he said softly, annoyed at himsalf for not
anticipating amembership requirement.

"Yesyou do, Sr. The novaon your collar givesyou admittance. | believe thereisanomina
membership fee, but they'll haveto tell you about that insde.”

"Widl, thank you, Lieutenant Ehrhardt. | guess| can find my own way from here"

Ehrhardt came to attention and saluted, then about-faced and headed back toward the officer of the
guard office when Sturgeon returned the saute.

Sturgeon looked at the sign again and wondered why a Flag Club was named after alieutenant
colond. It suddenly cameto him. Archibad Henderson had been the fifth Commandant of the U.S.
Marine Corps, alegend.

As Sturgeon approached, the door to the clubhouse opened, not on automatic, which he might have
expected, but by alive human being who held the door open and gave a shalow bow as he stepped in,
al to Sturgeon's startlement. Since held been close to flag rank, he'd never been assigned anywhere that
had aflag officers club; he wasn't prepared for the high degree of persond service given to generals and
admirds.

"Areyou agues, Sr?' the man asked when he straightened from his bow.
"I'm afraid not, I'm merdly visiting—and looking for somedinner.”

"Certainly, sr. Thisway please." The functionary, dressed in an archaic black suit with starched white
shirt front and white gloves, led him to asmall but ornately carved desk and indicated he should Sit &t it.
A data screen and keyboard morphed from the surface of the desktop. "I'm afraid | must ask you tofill
out amembership form, ar. Smple vigtors are not dlowed, but the form and anomind fee will alow you
full Hag Club member's benefitsfor the duration of your vist."

"Thank you," Sturgeon said, and read the membership form and club rules.

Thefunctionary, in response to asignal Sturgeon neither heard nor saw, went to the door to openiit for
new arrivas.

Sturgeon was vaguely aware of the voices of the new arrivas as he began filling out the form—and
yes, the fee was nominal, less than held expected.

"Ted!" avoiceinterrupted him. "Ted Sturgeon, isthet redly you?'

Sturgeon looked up, surprised. He was even more surprised when he saw that the man addressing him
wore asingle gold novaon the collars of histunic.

"Genera Aguinado!" he said, jumping up to stand at atention.

Aguinado strode to him, clapped him on the shoulder and warmly grasped his hand. "It's not * Generd’
in here, Ted. Here we're on first-name terms, from the assi stant commandant on down to the newest
brigadier." He chuckled. "The Commandant, of course, isthe Commandant. What brings you to Fargo?
Wait, | forget mysdlf." Heturned to the men who'd entered the room with him. "Ted, 1'd like you to meet
Sam Saoli and Hank Tui." Sam Saoli wore the three silver novas of aMarine lieutenant generd, Hank Tui
the two novas of amgor generd. "Gentlemen, | want you to meet Ted Sturgeon. His FIST wasthefirst
wave to cross the beach on Diamunde, and he was one of my Corps commandersthere.”

Admiration was evident on the faces of thetwo generals.

Generd Saoli stuck out his hand to shake. "I've heard about you, Ted. Pleased to make your
acquaintance. That wasahell of ajob you did." He shook his head and added with atouch of envy, "I've
never had the opportunity to command a Corps mysdlf, you'l haveto tell mewhat it'slike.”



It was exceedingly rare for aMarine to command a Corps-sized unit, and unheard of before
Diamunde for aMarine to command one in which his subordinate commanders were army generalswho
outranked him. Brigadier Sturgeon had commanded a Corps with army magjor general's commanding the
divisonsthat made up the Corps.

Major General Tui grabbed Sturgeon's hand as soon as Seoli released it. "Ted, your fame precedes
you. It'san honor to meset you."

"So what are you doing with that?" Aguinaldo waved at the desk.
"Joining the club, S, so | can get some chow.”

Aguinaldo looked at him quizzicdly. "Y ou haven't been restationed here; I'd know if you were. And
itsAndy here, not ‘sir.’"

"I'm on leave—Andy."

"Well, why didn't you come directly to me? Don't throw your money away on amembership. You're
my guest for the duration of your stay. Where are you staying, by theway?' Before Sturgeon could
answer, Aguinaddo turned to the functionary. "Franz, anything Ted gets while he'shereison my tab.
Understand?'

"Brigadier Sturgeon'shills are on your tab. Absolutely, Sir."

"Fine." He turned back to Sturgeon. "Ted, were on our way to cocktails and then dinner. Will you do
usthe honor of joining us?'

"The honor ismine, Gen—Andy." Cdling the Assstant Commandant, the second highest ranking
member of the Confederation Marine Corps, by hisfirst name would take some getting used to.

Tui laughed, draped a companionable arm over Sturgeon's shoulders and walked with him behind
Aguinado and Saoli into the bar. "You'll get used toit, Ted. | wasin aFIST when | made colond, and
stayed in FISTsuntil | got my second star. Then | spent ayear as Inspector Genera for Seventh Fleet
until 1 got assigned to HOMC. Thisisthefirg place I've been that has a Hlag Club—or anyplace where
ever saw more than one or two other flag officers at atime. Even then, most were navy, and they usudly
didn't want aMarine underfoot. | know how strangeit isthefirst time you addressafull genera by his
first name, and how much stranger it iswith the ACMC himsdf. But comfort will come soon.”

The four of them seated themselvesin club chairs grouped around atable. Discreet sound bafflesrose
around them to provide amodicum of privacy. While they chatted and sipped drinks, aliveried waiter
came around with menus. They ticked off what they wanted and the waiter picked up the menuson his
return trip. Shortly after, abell chimed and a sonorous voice intoned, " Gentlemen, dinner is served.”

They stood and everyone in the bar looked to Aguinado, the highest-ranking generd present, to lead
the way.

"Gentlemen,” Aguinaldo said in avoice loud enough to carry clearly throughout the room, but looking
at Sturgeon, "a good commander dways makes sure his people are fed before he gets his own chow. So
| will enter last." Then looked around at the assembled generals and added, "Except for Brigadier da
Cruz, who is respons ble for making sure thereé's enough to feed us al.”

Therewaslight laughter a the mention of the Deputy Director G-4, Class |V supplies, and the
generds, most of whom had their wives dong as guests, began filing from the bar to the dining room.
Trueto hisword, Aguinaddo was the last onein. Even Brigadier da Cruz preceded him—the Deputy
Director G-4 was unobtrusvely overseeing kitchen and dining room operations.

Following the most exquisite dinner Sturgeon had ever been served on aMarine Corpsingtalation, the
four retired to the bar to continue drinking and talking. Saoli and Tui were mogt anxiousto hear
Sturgeon's account of the war on Diamunde. They couldn't quite get over the thrill of aMarine brigadier



commanding a Corps.

The hour was getting late when Aguinado announced, " Gentlemen, it's getting |ate and some of us
have to report for duty in the morning. | suggest we adjourn.”

"Indeed,” the others agreed, standing.

"Ted," Aguinaddo said asthey headed for the exit, "I've arranged for acar and driver so you don't have
to brave the hazards of the tube." He raised ahand to forestall any objections. "It'slate and along ride
back into the city. And | want you to come by my officein the morning. Isten hoursal right with you?”'

"Ten hoursis splendid with me, Andy." More than enough timefor him to get there. And amesting
with the Assstlant Commandant! That will solve the problem, hetold himsalf. Then I'll be @ble to cut my
leave short and head back to Thorsfinni's World where | belong.

CHAPTER SIX

A captain was waiting for Brigadier Sturgeon when he arrived at the tube gate of HQM C, and escorted
him directly to the Assstant Commandant's office, where he had to wait only aminute or two before an
ade showed himin to Aguinaldo. He expected to find that the Assistant Commandant of the Marine
Corpshad alarger office than any other genera’s office he'd ever beenin, and it was. What did surprise
him wasits decoration. The usual Confederation and Marine Corps flags flanked the massive desk dong
the rear wall, but that was the only thing held seen in every other generd's office. To the visitor's|eft of
the Confederation flag was adisplay of quarter-sized flags he didn't recognize. On the right of the Marine
Corpsflag wasasmilar display, but of flags Sturgeon did recognize—various Marine Corps unitsfrom
battalion on up, probably the colors of units Aguinado had commanded. It seemed reasonable to assume
that the display of unrecognized flags were the colors of enemiesthat the units hed commanded had
defeated. Rather than the usual array of trids of the generd posing with dignitaries he had trids of places,
and of Aguinado with people Sturgeon mostly didn't recognize. Then he spotted a couple of images he
did know and knew what the rest were. There was atrid made on Diamunde, and another with
Aguinado standing with Sturgeon and his other mgjor commanders on that campaign. Those werentt
images showing the Assistant Commandant with people of dubiousimportance, they were images of
places where held gone to war and the men held gone to war with.

"Brigadier Sturgeon!" Aguinaldo said, striding from behind his desk, hand extended, thefirst name
informality of the previous evening out of place on duty in his office. "Thank you so much for coming.”

"Generd, it'smy pleasureto vidt the Assstant Commandant in hislair.”
They shook hands.

"Please, Brigadier, have aseat." Aguinado guided Sturgeon to a conversationa grouping of chairs
around asmall table. His hand grazed a touch-plate when he sat. Almost immediately aside door to his
office opened and a corpora entered, bearing asilver tray with aslver coffee setting with porcelain cups
and saucers. Each shimmering silver piece had the Marine Corps emblem embossed on it, and the
porcelain cups and saucers had the emblem enameled in scarlet and limned in gold.

"| trust you do drink coffee?' Aguinaldo asked "Thisisthe best, Jamaican Blue Mountain.”
Sturgeon sdlivated. "Thank you, Sir. I've heard of Blue Mountain. Its reputation is superb.”

"Thank you, Corpord," Aguinado said when the junior NCO set the tray on thetable. "I'll takeit from
here." The corpord |eft without aword.

Aguinaldo made asmall ceremony of pouring the coffee, and the men held the ddlicate cupsto their
faces, inhaling the aroma, then sipped dowly, savoring the taste.

They made smdl talk for a couple of minutes, then Aguinado cut to the chase.



"So tell me, Brigadier, what are you doing on Earth?' He had never seen, or even heard of, aFIST
commander leaving hisunit for the length of timeit took to vist Earth from such adistance as Sturgeon
had traveled. He knew Sturgeon and his reputation well enough to know he had to have an exceptiona
reason.

Sturgeon wasn't surprised by the abrupt change of subject; he was surprised the casual conversation
that preceded it had taken place at dl. He cleared histhroat before beginning.

"Sir, 34th FIST seemsto have been forgotten by somebody. I've been in command for four years. My
Chief of Staff and sergeant mgjor have been with me that entiretime. My infantry and air Commanders
have been with me nearly aslong.”

Aguinado raised an eyebrow. He knew 34th FIST and Thorsfinni's World were hardship assgnments.
FIST commanders, the mgjor subordinate unit commanders, and their top people were assigned there for
three-year tours, everyone else two years.

"Interesting,” he said. But he didn't believe Sturgeon took three or four months away from his
command to complain about not being reassigned to ataff pogition somewhere. Most Marine officers
from the rank of brigadier on down craved assgnment asa FIST commander—and most higher-ranking
generdswished they till were commanding the Corps prized combat units,

"But that's only thetip of the iceberg. None of my people have received norma rotation ordersin four
months. Excuse me, | forgot trangt time. Unless orders have come through since | |&ft, none of my
people have rotated in six months. | have enlisted people and junior officerswho have been with 34th
FIST for nearly aslong as| have."

Aguinaldo's expression closed in concentration. That was most peculiar. Hed heard nothing about it.
Surely hewould have been officidly informed if aFIST was removed from the norma rotation of
personnel. He stood suddenly, but waved Sturgeon to remain seated.

"Excuse meamoment,” he said, "I want to check something.” He walked briskly to hisdesk and
leaned over it. He morphed a data screen and keyboard out of its surface and tapped in afew
commands. He frowned at what he saw, then tapped in another command. Again, he frowned at the
display. Sowly, he sat down and tapped more commands. Again and again he was displeased with what
he saw. Brusgquely, he dismissed the computer, stood, and returned to sit with Sturgeon. His expression
was quizzica but not particularly concerned.

"I have to make afew inquiries. Somebody seemsto have dipped up somewhere. | think | can
guarantee that by lunchtime tomorrow the Situation will be cleared up and the order-cutting process will
have begun." He stood, the meeting was over. He grasped Sturgeon's hand and guided him toward the
door. "How about if you come by at 1200 hours tomorrow, we'll have lunch at the club, and we can
have alaugh at the expense of whatever chucklehead goofed. Do you need a guide to show you the
sghtsinour fair capitd ?"

"Thank you, Sir. No, | won't need aguide. I'll be back tomorrow."

In the outer office Sturgeon asked the captain who had brought him, "Could you show meto the
museum, please? Oncein awhileit'sgood to review our history."

"Yessr," thecaptain replied. "The museum isthisway.”
As hisguide led him deeper into the HQM C complex, Sturgeon thought something was odd about the
way Aguinado had checked the records then quickly dismissed him.

When the door closed behind Sturgeon, Aguinaldo stood for amoment, staring at his desk. Moments
ago held found that routine rotation orders had been issued al dong for the Marines of 34th FIST.
Progressvely, starting with one infantry company and gradually spreading out to the entire FIST, those
orders had been quietly rescinded. There was no annotation in the records he had access to—and so far



as he knew there were no Marine Corps records he didn't have access to—that indicated who rescinded
those orders. Something was wrong. By al the gods, he was going to know who was messing with the
careers and lives of his Marines—and why. And when he found out, he would correct the problem and
someone's head would likely roll.

Promptly at noon the next day Sturgeon arrived at the Assistant Commandant's office and was
escorted in without having to wait.

Aguinado didn't get up from his desk or indicate that Sturgeon should sit.

"Ted, I'm sorry, but | have to renege on our luncheon. Something's come up that | have to ded with
right now.” He glanced at the clock. "I have just enough time to get to a meeting at the Hexagon." He
stood up and headed for the outer office. "Walk with me, please." To his secretary he said, "Y ou know
wherel'll be." Back to Sturgeon asthey headed out of the building to where acar waited for him, "Thisis
going to take the rest of the afternoon. It should be cleared up before 1600 hours, but it won't last
beyond that. | want to make it up to you for having to leave you on your own likethis. Listen, first goto
lunch. Flag Club, my tab. Today is Friday, Fifth Day, asyou cal it on Thorsfinni's World." He barked a
laugh. "We keep regular office hours here. From 16 hours until 8 hours on Monday I'm officidly off duty.
I've got a cabin on the Snake River and I'm going fishing for the weekend. Do you fish?1'd like you to
joinme."

Fishing? Sturgeon had gone fishing threetimesin hislife and never caught anything. But an invitation
from the Assistant Commandant was the same as an order.

"I'd be delighted to go fishing with you, r.”

"Fine." Aguinddo'sdriver stood at the Sde of the car, holding the passenger door open. "Don't worry
about fishing gear, I've got extras of everything that | can lend you." He grinned. "Y ourein for thetime of
your life. The Snake River valey is one of the most picturesque wilderness areasin al of Human Space.
Tell my secretary where you're staying. I'll pick you up thereat 17 hours." He got into the car. The driver
trotted around to the driver's door, got in, and drove off.

More and more peculiar, Sturgeon thought. He wondered if the something that had come up or this
mesting had anything to do with his problem. He aso noticed that during the few minutes they were
together, Aguinado had oddly enough returned to first-name informality. Wasthat hisway of saying,
Trust me, or Bear with me, I'm on your sde? He had clearly said nothing about the problem that brought
them together here.

Sturgeon went back to leave the address of his B-and-B with the secretary, and quietly fought off the
anxiety that suddenly threatened to overwhelm him. At the Flag Club, Sturgeon wondered how the
brigadiers and generals managed to stay fit if they ate so well every day. Or maybe they didn't. Only
three or four others were present for lunch hour, and they seemed to et lightly, unlike the crowd at the
previous evening'sdinner.

CHAPTER SEVEN

Colonel Ramadan, acting commander, 34th FIST, shot upright in his chair. He stared unbelieving & the
vidscreen before his eyes. In more than thirty years asaMarine held never before seen asimilar
message. And it was no hoax.

Astemporary commander of 34th FIST, Ramadan followed Brigadier Sturgeon's routine and
personally reviewed al incoming messages from 4th Fleet. He read the operationa ordersfirst, because
they would have an immediate effect on the unit misson. Then he read traffic deding with logistical
matters—ammunition, fuel, supplies, maintenance, rations, the"sinews" of war—because while he could



count on his Marines never to give out, his supplieswere only finite.

As Sturgeon's deputy, Ramadan usually assigned action to al incoming communications, distributing
them to the FIST and subordinate unit staffs after Sturgeon had read them first and noted their content.
Often Sturgeon annotated a particular message with a personal comment—sometimes very pithy—or
suggestions on how to proceed to fulfill whatever requirement Feet or Headquarters, Marine Corps,
might be placing on his unit. Ramadan sat a his console, tapping in anote here, an exclamation there,
indicating on a pull-down screen who on the staff should get a particular message for action and who for
information. He was a meticulous man, so he preferred to key in his comments persondly instead of using
avoice-activated writer. That way he could review his annotations a leisure and get them just right. He
saved everything to the brigadier's persona file, so Sturgeon could see what had come in while hewas
away.

Theintelligence reports went to the F-2, but Ramadan read them all first. It was important to know
what was going on, especialy in 4th Fleet's sector, because a hot spot anywhere within Fleet's area of
responsibility could mean another combat deployment for 34th FIST. Those reportswere dl classified,
so Ramadan had to enter his persona password to read them. He reached for hiswallet and withdrew a
crumpled fragment of paper. It was strictly against security regulations to write down passwords, but if he
didn't he could never remember what hiswas. They changed every thirty days anyway. When hedid this
in someone el se's presence, he dways said he was reaching for his mother's photograph, to give him
ingpiration "in these trying times."

He saved the personnel traffic for last, not because it was the least important; personnel transactions
werein fact most important: morale and manpower matters are the heart and soul of any military unit.
They are dso the most interesting. All personnel actions were routinely passed to the FIST F-1, the
personnd officer. Matters dedling with individual Marineswould pass from there to battalion or squadron
S-1, and then to the individua's company commanders. He looked for orders on incoming Marinesfird,
and then reviewed the officer promotion lists and the enlisted promotion alocations. All were very short.
He noted anew ensign, a chaplain, was on the way, Scientific Pantheist. Ramadan snorted. He was
nominaly aMudim. In hisview, if therewas a God, he was aMarine, not someill-defined unifying "life
force”

When he got to the end of thefile, anicon blinked on his screen. There was a classified message il to
be read. Now, that was strange. Normally, personne messages were encrypted for transmission only.
He entered his password.

CONFEDERATION MARINE CORPS
HEADQUARTERSBATTALION
FOURTH FLEET MARINE FORCE

In Reply Refer to:
1320/2

CONAD
220949

FIRST ENDORSEMENT ON CCMC 201830Z APR 49

From: Commanding Officer, Headquarters Battalion, 4th Fleet Marine Force



To: Corpora Raoul Pasquin, 2000842R/01,

CMC, L/34

Lance Corporal Joseph F. Dean, 2033768B/01,
CMC, L/34

Lance Corporal Rachman Claypoole, 20132421 /01,
CMC, L/34

Subject: TEMPORARY ADDITIONAL DUTY ASSIGNMENT ORDERS

Effective ddivery above named enlisted Marines stand detached from present station and duties
and are directed to proceed most expeditious route and report to CNSS Wanganui, Soma
Chundaman, Novo Khongor, for duty. Period of TAD: Indefinite.

2. Authorized 0 days leave. Addresseeswill bring only items of persona hygiene and 1 (one)
dress scarlet uniform. Prescribed travel uniform: garrison utility.

N. CORMAN
COMMANDING OFFICER

What? Ramadan thought. He clicked the link to the Commandant's message that Fleet was endorsing.
Headquarters Marine Corps sending three of his men to—to—where the hell was this Novo Khongor
anyway? He scrolled down to the authority line. What he saw there caused him to snap straight up in his
char:

AUTH: VOCCMC

Colond Ramadan tapped a button on his console. " Sergeant Mgor Shiro, get Commander Van
Winkle and Sergeant Mgjor Parant up here fast, and al of you comeinto seeme."

Carefully, Basslooked at the cards Staff Sergeant Hyakowa had just dedlt him. Two Odins, aFrigga
of clubs, asix of hearts, and aten of spades. Hmm. It was Thors or better to open, progressive dl the
way, tripsto win, so he could open and he had anice pair to draw to. He had forgotten just how many
times the cards had been dedlt in this game of five-card-draw poker since nobody had yet gotten three of
akind or better to win. But, judging by its Size, the ante hegped in the middle of the table had grown to at
least a hundred kroner, a pot worth winning. He hoped nobody el se had openers.

"Openers?' Hyakowa asked.

Top Myer, just to Hyakowas | eft, tossed in two slver kroner. Damn! Bass thought. Lucky old
bagtard! Thelarge coins clinked authoritatively into the ante. Myer turned to Bass and grinned, fiercely, a
thick black 'Finni cigar clamped tightly between histeeth.

"| cdl," Bass said sourly, reluctantly matching Top's opener.

"| call and raise Six kroner,” Sergeant Mgor Parant announced just to Basssimmediate |eft. Shit! Bass
thought. He was betting the limit! Bass could swear the table shook as sergeant mgjor tossed the coins



onto the pile, where they landed with ametallic thud.

"Oh, there'sthe power!" Hyakowa observed. Sergeant Mgor Parant smiled crypticaly and settled
farther back in his chair. One of the slver kroner rolled across the table and cameto rest directly in front
of Hyakowa. "Ah, asign! A sign!" he shouted as he reluctantly shoved the errant coin back into the
center of thetable.

"Y ou're pretty damn free with my money, young man,” Myer said in reproach to the battalion sergeant
magor. "Damned if your lucky assll ever get invited back to one of our games. Goddamned staff pogue.”

"I cdl, dammit," Hospitalman First Class Larry Horner, Company L's chief corpsman, said, counting
out eight kroner. "I better win this" he muttered. "It's my stake for avacation on Havanages, after al."
He grinned widely as he shoved the money into the pot.

"You'l get to Havanagas when kwangduks whistle," Staff Sergeant Ord Boyle, the battalion mess
sergeant, replied, counting out eight silver kroner. "1t's bad enough | gotta feed your bottomless
stomachs, now you want every goddamn kroner | earn—and | gotta send money hometo my sick
mother," he whined in mock sorrow. ™Y ou bastards are taking the very medicine out of her mouth, | just
want you to know that." He raised his eyes heavenward as he shoved the money into the pot. " She may
have aready passed on, since | missed my last payment. May her poor soul find solace in heaven. She
won't get any in this crue world." Boyle did not have amother but he was an excellent cook.

"I been doctoring scratchesin this damned FIST for three long years,” Homer said, "and | have
concluded our stomachs have no bottoms ‘cause Ord's chow's eaten holes straight through them. | am
duefor rotation any day now, gentlemen, and when | get back to civilization, first thing | do will be to get
me astomach transplant. They're doing wonderful things with synthetic organs these days. Boyle, the
Corps should dock your pay for impersonating afood service representative.”

"Dock my pay, Doc?' Boyle shot back. "What's the charge for practicing medicine without alicense?
And speaking of short-timers, I'm so short | could sit on one of them kroners and my legs wouldn't reach
thefloor. Hey, Sar'n't Mgor," he said, turning to Parant, "what's the story on orders, anyway? How
come Personnd's not been burning up space with messages back to Fleet? I'm way overdue for
rotetion.”

"You ain't the only one overduefor rotation, Boyle. But in your case the Corpsis keeping you here
because the battaion's grown immune to that poison you serve them in the mess. Send you anywhere
else and we'd have ariot on our hands—after alot of Marines passed on to their gods. Now are you
guysgonnaplay cardsor St here dl evening weeping in your beer over ‘persona’ problems?!

"Well, | cdll, gentlemen," Hyakowa announced, adding his pile of coinsto the ante. "Cardsto the
gamblers?' Heturned to Myer.

The noncommissioned officers of Company L held poker games once amonth. They played cardsthe
old-fashioned way, with pasteboards. Very large sums of money were never bet or logt, though, because
they played for the enjoyment of the game and the comradeship, not for the money. Of course, acasud
observer would've thought differently, because once seated around the table they pretended to be vicious
competitors out to cut each other'sthroats. That was part of the charade. Regard for rank was
temporarily set asde for the evening, so the gameswere unruly, noisy affairs, with plenty of good-natured
grousing and cursing. Brags, insults, and gossip flew about the smoke-filled room. Even business of one
sort or another might be conducted over asow hand of cards. And sometimes, as on that evening, they
were joined by senior NCOs from battalion headquarters.

They played in aback room at Big Barb's, where buxom serving girls kept the beer flowing and it was
not unusua for an evening's big winner to treet the bar afterward—and the girl of his choice, upgtairs.
They could have played back at Camp Ellisin the NCO quarters, but at Big Barb'sthey could put aside
the strict military disciplinethat ruled their lives. The raunchy exchanges that were such an important part



of these monthly get-togethers stayed insde the little room. It just would never do for alance corpora
casudly passing by to overhear agtaff sergeant and hisfirst sergeant nonchaantly caling each other
names and then laughing it off. But such name-calling was confined gtrictly to that little back room at Big
Barb's.

The cards they used were the type the "Finnisliked to play with, decorated with designs of gods from
the ancient Norse mythology. Aceswere represented by Y mir, the primeval giant, the equivaent of
Chaosto the Greeks. Kings bore the image of Odin, and queens were Frigga, Odin's consort. Jacks
were Thor, the second principa god after Odin. Tens through deuces were identified by their value, and
otherwise the 'Finni decks consisted of the traditiond fifty-two cardsin four suits-clubs, spades, hearts,
and diamonds. The gamesthey played were also traditional dealer's choice, draw and stud poker mostly,
with someingenious variations. Wild cards were not permitted.

"Gimme one," Top Myer announced, holding up ahugeforefinger.
Aha, Bass thought, two pair! He could outdraw Myer. "Three, please,” he announced.
"An honest man," Hyakowa said as he dedlt Bass histhree cards.

When Bass got the cards, he did not look at them, just shuffled them together with the Odins. He
would not look either, until he'd seen what the other players were taking.

"I'll play these, thank you very much," Sergeant Mgor Parant announced. He smiled smugly and
folded his hands across his somach.

A bluff? Bass asked himsdf. Not likely. The most Bass could expect to hit wasthree of akind, maybe
afull house, if hewaslucky. Parant had to have astraight or aflush or aboat if he redlly was standing
pat. But Bass knew that if hefolded, he was out until the game was over, that wastherule. So he had to
stay in—and probably lose.

"Pat hand, you lying bastard?' Top Myer amost shouted.

"Lookslikeit," Horner said glumly. "I give you blood when you're wounded, you suck my blood in
these games. It'sonly fair. Give me three cards, please, Wang."

Hmm, Bass thought, another pair. How high?
"One card for me," Boyle announced.
Easy hand to read, Bass thought: drawing to astraight or aflush.

"Dedler,"” Hyakowa announced smugly, "takes—none!" He smiled victorioudy at Sergeant Mgor
Parant, who smiled back and just shook his head dowly.

"Great Buddha's cock on a platter! Two freaking pat hands at onetime! Y ou unbelievably lucky
turddl" Horner shouted, banging the table with afist so hard the coins jumped.

"Careful, there, clgp-checker," Sergeant Mgor Parant cautioned, "that's my retirement fund you're
disturbing.”" He grinned again, showing histeeth to Hyakowa.

"Fragile vessdsfor liquid excretional matter, that'swhat you are, dl of you," Boyle muttered as he
looked at his cards and grimaced.

"Pisspots? Don't you use them to cook our stew?' Hyakowa asked innocently.
"Naw, he drinks outta'em," Horner said. "Whose bet isit?’

Hyakowa nodded toward Sergeant Mgjor Parant. " Our fearless enlisted leader raised; it's his bet. Bet
alot, Top, | need your money."

"Y ou guys been to college, or near one at sometime or other. Y ou should have guessed I'm betting
thelimit, gents. Please contribute generoudy.” He shoved six more kroner into the heaping pile of coins.



"| seethat obvious bluff and raise back six kroner," Horner announced calmly.

Shit! Bassthought. He hit! With two pat handsin the game Horner couldn't beraising on three of a
kind, the most likely combination, since he took three cards. Bass made up his mind to fold when it came
histurn. He couldn't compete with those guys. At least one of them had to have awinner.

"And | raise—you—all—back," Boyle said, carefully pronouncing each word as he shoved eighteen
kroner into the pot.

Now Bass consdered himself more an observer of the game, not aplayer. Well, Boyle had hit his
flush, and probably ahigh one at thet.

"Ahem, my dear friends and comrades," Hyakowa said gravely, counting out astack of coins, "'l
reluctantly—I emphasize ‘reluctantly,” because | hate to take money from the mentally retarded—raise
you al back six kroner. Thisisthelast raise, gentlemen, only three to ahand. House rules."

"Weadl know the goddamn rules" Boyle muttered.

"Twenty-four kroner to you Top, you too, Charlie," Hyakowa said as he shoved apile of coinsinto
the ante, adangeroudy smug expression on hisface.

"Fuck you!" Top Myer snarled, "Next goddamn deployment, I'm gonna brief your assthe wholeflight!
I'm out." He showed two Y mers openers and some other cards that Bass did not see before the old first
sergeant tossed them into the center of the table atop the coins and the other discards.

"Charleeg, it'son you." Hyakowagrinned. ™Y ou might—I only suggest it—look at your cards now,
before you reluctantly, but with your usua gracious and consummate good taste and superb
gportsmanship, fold and let me at last scrape into my hugely depleted coffersthe winnings | have sorichly
earned.”

Bass shook his head. Wouldn't hurt to look. Bass looked. He pursed hislips. He scratched his head.
"Uh, I need some change," he said, drawing afifty-kroner note out of apocket. He tossed it into the ante
and counted out twenty-six one-kroner coinsin change. "'l call," he announced.

"Wl girls, read 'em and weep," Sergeant Mgor Parant said as helaid down afull house, three tens
over apair of fours.

"Beatsmy smal sraight,” Horner admitted, throwing in hiscards. "I'll go to Havanagas next year,
maybe."

Boyle showed a spade flush, Y mer and Frigga high. "The fate of my sainted mother is now on your
head, Sergeant Mgor," he announced sadly.

Hyakowa grinned and spread out four nines. The other players groaned. Sergeant Mgor Parant
disgustedly gathered up hisfull house and pitched it into the center of the table. "Wang, you et shit and
whigtle a the sailors”

"He never whistled at me," Horner announced sadly, and pouted.

"Yes, yes, indeed, my most respected sergeant major—you have too many teeth, Larry," Hyakowa
said as an asde to the corpsman. "And now, Charles, the finest platoon commander in the Corps, wht,
pray tell, are you holding onto so tightly over there? It isonly you, Dear Gunnery Sergeant Charles Bass,
who stands between me and the ddlightful spread of fiduciary opulence on the table. Reved thysdf!”

"Well," Basssaid dowly, grimacing, "l havetwo pair.”

"Charliel" Top Myer shouted. "Whét are you doing gill in this game with only two pair?' The other
playerslooked a Bass asif held lost his senses. Hyakowa laughed and reached for the money in the pot.

"Not so fast, respected and dearly admired platoon sergeant,” Bass said. "That's two pair of Odins.
With afivekicker." Helaid his cards down and spread them out. "One, two, three, and four. Four



Odins. Y ou can keep the five-gpot kicker, Wang. | got two Odins on the draw." Bass grinned
victorioudy at Hyakowa.

Hyakowa, entirdly deflated, dumped back in hischair. "Four ninesand | get beat," he whispered
increduloudly. "God?" he shouted toward the celling. "Why are you screwing with melike this?’

"Fine hand, Charlie," Sergeant Mgor Parant said. ™Y ou played it like you knew what you were doing.”
He leaned over and whispered, "When the game's over, | need to see you and Top Myer in private for a
littlewhile, okay?'

Parant would not say what it was he wanted to talk to them about until they were back in his quarters
at Camp Ellis. He handed each a cold beer produced from atiny kitchenette and indicated they should
take seatsin the smdl acovethat served asaliving room just off his deeping compartment. Bachelor
NCO quarters at Camp Ellis were comfortable but cramped.

"I hed alittle talk with Sergeant Mg or Shiro this afternoon,” he began, nodding in the direction of the
FIST sergeant mgjor'sroom, just down the hall from where they were sitting. "Did you know Brigadier
Sturgeon's gone back to HQ at Fargo?”

Top Myer's eyebrows shot up in surprise. He glanced over at Bass, who shook hishead dowly. "The
word we got was he took home leave. Fargo? Was he called back?' A worried expression crossed the
first sergeant'sface, and Bass |eaned forward anxioudy. The character of a FIST was determined by its
commander. Thirty-fourth FIST was the best strike team in the Corps because Brigadier Sturgeon could
bring out the best in aMarine. If he was being reassigned, that certainly was news, and it would affect
every manintheunit.

"Hetook home leave to go back to HQMC and talk to the Commandant,” Parant announced dowly.
The othersjust stared a him. Take home leave to go on officia business? That was unprecedented.
"Something's not right in this universe, and he took it upon himsalf to go back to Earth and find out about
it. | don't need to tell you, weve got Marinesin this FIST who are way beyond their scheduled rotation
dates. Way beyond. That's unprecedented. We are being ddliberately isolated on Thorsfinni's World, and
the brigadier wantsto know why." Parant paused and took asip of beer. "Gentlemen, | think it's got
something to do with Lima Company and its deploymentsto Society 437 and Avionia

"Now | don't know what you did on those deployments and | don't want to know," Parant continued,
"but no Marine commander would ever, | mean ever, quarantine awhole combat unit just because some
of its Marines had gone on a hush-hush misson somewhere. Negative. So if this does have something to
do with your company, it means someone very—very—high up isfucking with us."

"And the brigadier's gone al the way back to Earth to find out about it." Top Myer shook his head.
"That's only what 1'd expect himto do."

Sergeant Mgor Parant took along drink of hisbeer. "That's not dl," he announced. "Colondl
Ramadan got a message from Fleet this afternoon. Charlie, the Commandant himself hasissued verba
orders assigning three men from your platoon TAD to some—some," he shrugged, "nowhere-place for
an unspecified period of time. No explanation, just doiit.”

"Who arethey?' Bass set hisbeer carefully on thetable. A cold knot of fear was beginning to formin
the pit of hisstomach.

"That new corporal of yours, Pasquin, and lance corporas Dean and Claypoole. A whole fire team.”

Oh God, Bass thought, they talked! They're going to Darkside and this"temporary additional duty"
crapisjust the Corps way of handling it quietly!

"Captain Conorado will have battaion orders on his desk firgt thing in the morning,”" Parant continued.
" just thought you should know."



"Wedll, I've beenin the Corpsdl day,” Top Myer said, "and thisis not the first time I've been told to
jump through my ass. So well get those lads ready to go, won't we, Charlie? And they're keepin' usdl
here on Thorsfinni's World till we croak?' He shrugged. "That ain't so bad, long's| got Charlie Bass
commanding my third platoon.” He laid his hand on Bass's shoulder.

Bass amiled weakly. Hell, he thought, before long they'll have the whole damned FIST in that pend
colony! Then hedid smile. A pissed-off Marine FIST on Darkside? Worst mistake those Ministry of
Justice farts could ever make!

Captain Conorado sat at his console, reviewing Company L'straining schedule for the next month. A
block of three days had been set aside for low-gravity training on anavy vessd in orbit around
Thorsfinni's World. Marine Corps regulations required that every Marine undergo the training annualy
unless excused by his commander. He was about to ask for apersonnel status projection for the coming
month, to see who wouldn't be available for one reason or another—men were away's being detached
for schools and specid duties—when his console blinked awarning that a high-priority message was
coming through.

Damn! he thought at first. Another deployment? He was both angry and excited. Angry because he felt
his company had had itsfair share of deployments recently, the affair on Society 437 involving histhird
platoon, and then the Avionian affair that had amost gotten him court-martided. But he was dso,
paradoxicaly, thrilled, because deployments are what Marines live for. Then he thought, No, it's about
those orders from Fleet. Top Myer had briefed him first thing that morning on the news Sergeant Mgor
Parant had given him and Bass after the poker game last night. Sure enough, it was Commander Van
Winkle, his battaion commander. " Captain, I'll bein your orderly room in five minutes. Be sure your first
sergeant and Gunny Bass are there." The screen went back to the personnel projections, but Conorado
was no longer interested in them.

Gunnery Sergeant Bass reported to his commanding officer three minutes and twelve seconds after the
battalion commander'simage blinked off Conorado's computer screen; Commander Van Winkle and
Sergeant Magjor Parant arrived one minute, fifteen seconds later. Conorado, Top Myer, and Basswere
waiting when they came through the door.

"Youreearly," Conorado joked asthey camein.

"Into your office, Captain." Van Winkle nodded toward Conorado's open office door, not taking the
humor of the moment. The four Marinestrooped in and the door closed behind them, leaving the three
enlised Marines sitting in the outer office looking at each other in astonishment.

"l don't likeit when things | don't understand begin to affect the men assigned to my command,” Van
Winkle began without preamble. "This," he handed Conorado a set of battalion orders, "1 do not
understand.” Conorado glanced at the orders, looked up questioningly at his battalion commander and
then handed them to Myer and Bass, who pretended to |ook surprised when they read them. Sergeant
Magjor Parant, standing behind his commanding officer, nodded at Myer and winked.

It wasjust like Top Myer had said. The authority line on the ordersread VOCCMC, "verbal orders,
Commandant of the Confederation Marine Corps." The Commandant himsdlf had given the order to
detach the three Marines and send them off to—to someplace so remote nobody had ever heard of it
before.

"Any ideawhat's behind this, Captain?' Van Winkle asked.
"No, gir. | was going to ask you that same question.”

Commander Van Winkle shook his head and sighed. "I guess we're not supposed to know what's up
with L Company, Captain. God knows, it's got to be harder on you than anybody else. Well, better get



them up here and break the news."
"Where are they now, Charlie?" Conorado asked.

"Down inthe VR chamber, practicing aerid gunnery spotting, Skipper," Bassreplied. "I'm onmy
way." Heleft without further protocol.

"Now | want to know if you have been talking," Bass demanded. Pasguin, Dean, and Claypoole stood
at rigid attention before their platoon commander's desk in histiny office.

"About what, Gunnery Sergeant?' Pasquin asked.

"About Waygone or the Avionia deployment, goddamn it! Have you three been talking down in
Bronnys or anywhere to anybody? Out with it!"

"No!" al three answered as one.

Bass sared at the trio slently for what to them seemed afull minute. "Okay," hesaid a lagt. "All right.
Y ou know the pendty for talking about those operations. Well, digest these, then,” he said, handing each
acopy of the battalion order.

Each read them once, then twice. "Holy Hanna," Pasquin exclaimed. "Where's No-Novo Khongor,
Gunny? What's the Wanganui ?'

"One s&t of dressreds?' Claypoole asked, reading the orders. "What kind of deployment isthis,
Gunny?'

"Khongor isway the hell and gone from here, and we're nowhere," Bassreplied. "The CNSS
Wanganui (AGS 742) isagoddamned surveying ship,” he added disgustedly.

"Oh, no," Dean whispered "Surveying” reminded him of Society 437. "Gunny, are we being sent out as
Marine guards on some surveying misson?' The question was so preposterous Bass had to laugh. Dean's
face turned red. Pasquin and Claypoole joined in the laughter, but they weren't so sure the question was
such adumb one,

"Okay, heréswhat thismeans" Bass said at last. " The Commandant of the Marine Corps himsalf has
issued verba orders detaching you for somekind of duty on the Wanganui. | thought &t first you'd
blabbed and thiswas just the Corps way of covering up an embarrassment, three of its men being sent
off to Darksde—"

"Shit!" Pasguin exclaimed. Dean and Claypoole started violently.

"Belay that!" Bass commanded. "Belay that. | don't think that'swhat thisisal aout. | did at first, but
not now. Y ou said you didn't blab, so you didn't. Besides," awry smile crossed the platoon commander's
face, "who ever heard of going off to jail in your dress reds?

"All right. We're going up to see the Skipper, and then Top Myer wantsto talk to you three.”

Within twenty-four hours every man in L Company was convinced Pasquin, Dean, and Claypoole
werein fact on their way to Darkside, and each began uneasily reviewing every word hed said, drunk or
sober, since the company had returned from Avionia. One thing they al knew for sure: Pasquin, Dean,
and Claypoole were definitely in some very deep shit.

Top Myer accompanied the trio into orbit. There he swung every bit of weight afirst sergeant can
swing to be alowed onto the fast combat support ship, the CNSSYi Sun Pok, which would carry them
to Novo Khongor and eventua rendezvous with the Wanganui . He needed a private meeting with his



Marines before the starship launched.

He closed and dogged the hatch to the small compartment the three men would livein during this
journey to... wherever the hell Novo Khongor was. Then he stood, feet spread, fists jammed on his hips,
and glared at them long enough to make them very nervous. He kept glaring until they began to swest.

"I don't know where you're redlly going or what you did," he began softly, "but it can't be anywhere or
anything good. What did you do?"

Thethree cast quick glances at each other. Pasguin, as senior man, spoke. "We didn't do anything
wrong, Top. Honest."

Myer snorted. "A corpora and two lance corporas? Infantry? Y ou expect meto believe you didn't do
anything wrong? What, do you think I've spent my career asachaplain's assstant?' They later swore that
smoke and flames shot from his nostrils when he snorted.

"All right, then, answer one question for me—and tell me the absolute truth.” He waited until each of
them agreed. "Did any of you say anything, | mean word one, to anyone outside of Company L about
what redly happened on Avionia?'

"No, Top!" they said Smultaneoudly.

"Absolutely not, First Sergeant,” Corpora Pasquin said. "We dl know what would happen to anyone
who let it dip. | think before anybody in the company would let anything dip you'd haveto get him so
drunk he couldn't talk.”

Myer peered intently at them. They didn't flinch, and he decided they were probably telling the truth.

"Well, then," he said in amore conversational voice, "the three of you, for reasons unknown, are
departing on a deployment to a place nobody | know has ever heard of on an unspecified misson. As
you well know, every time Company L or an dement of it deploys, | give an unofficia briefing to the men
before we arrive on-station. Sometimes | have information to impart that is unavailable to our
commanders. Sometimes| put adifferent dant on the misson." As he spoke he removed hisfistsfrom his
hips and clasped his hands behind his back. He began pacing from side to side; the compartment only
alowed two stepsin each direction. "Thisisthe only chance | haveto brief you on thismisson, and it's
very difficult because | have no ideawhere you're going or what your missionis." He shook his head and
acorner of hiseyetwitched. Three of hisMarines were going somewhere and he had no ideawhat harm
they would face. What could he possibly say to help them accomplish their mission and stay aive and
unharmed?

"Y ou are Marines. Moreover, you are members of the most decorated combat unit in the
Confederation Marine Corps, 34th FIST. Even more than that, you are members of Company L, the
best infantry company in the entire Marine Corps. Y ou know that." He whedled on them and glared.
"Don't let it go to your heads! It doesn't matter how good a Marine you are or how good your unitis. All
it takesis one lucky shot and you're dead! That'swhat combat is, it's atoss of acoin." He stopped
glaring and resumed pacing.

"Wherever this place is you're going, whatever your mission is, once you get there, remember four
things. Y ou are among the best of the best. Y ou represent not only yourselves, but Company L, 34th
FIST, and the entire Marine Corps. Y ou will accomplish your mission, whatever it is, and you will return
to Camp Ellisadiveand in one piece.” He glared again. " Just remember, if you don't come back to me
aliveand in one piece, your asses are mine." He came to attention. " Corpora Pasquin, Lance Corporad
Claypoole, Lance Corpora Dean, good hunting.” He grasped each of their hands to shake, then spun
about and left, dmost forgetting to undo the hatch before opening it.

"Don't you ever scrub theair in thisscow?' he snarled at thefirst sailor he passed. Particlesinthe air
had to be the explanation for hiswatering eyes.



CHAPTER EIGHT

This happened adozen years earlier:
"Mud. That'sdl thisdamn place has," First Geologist Donny Y ort snorted.

Only one of the people seated at the conference table in the senior staff meeting room reacted to the
geologigt's blunt statement, Dr. Horter Hottenbaum, the administrative chief of the exploratory missonto
the planet Society 362.

"But—" Hottenbaum began.

Yort looked levelly at hisboss and cut him off. "Mud to adepth of up to amilein places" Yort
enjoyed making people think by using archaic units of measurement. He pushed a button on the control
panel set into the tabletop in front of him. A series of 2-D images marched past on vidscreens placed so
everyone a the table could see them without turning around. The display wasn't necessary, but Y ort dso
enjoyed showing graphically what he was talking about—he believed it made people think what he was
saying had great importance and they would pay it closer attention. Some of the images were of low,
shalow-sided hills, others of plains; severa showed forests that appeared more to drip than to grow.
Inset in the corner of each image was a close-up of the ground, which was uniformly brown and wet.
"Nowherelessthan ahundred meters. My opinion isthat just getting through the mud to begin drilling for
minds could make drilling cogt-prohibitive.”

"But Engineering's got..." Hottenbaum twirled ahand in front of his chest; he was a botanist and
couldn't think of theterm. "...got tuff to harden mud o it can be drilled through.” He looked at Chief
Engineer Baahl for confirmation.

"Polyfrazillium-3," Baahl said. "Inexpensive, easy to use. Can cake a hundred-meter-diameter column
of firm dirt through amud lake half akilometer deep.”

"So—" Hottenbaum |looked triumphantly back at Y ort, but Baahl interrupted him. "On adry day.” The
chief engineer shook her head.

Hottenbaum was so dismayed by her comment he didn't notice the way her hair billowed out when she
shook her head, asight he normally loved. "Beg pardon?' he said.

"Polyfrazillium-3 won't set on aday with humidity over seventy-five percent. | don't think anyplace on
this planet ever dries out that much." Baahl glanced at the chief meteorologist for confirmation.

"Toputitinlayman'sterms” Chief Meteorologist Slyvin said with a shrug as he pushed a button on his
console, "the sun never shines here." He tifled a smile when that pompous Y ort's images were replaced
by his. Theimages of the planetary surface were replaced with a picture taken of the planet during the
exploration ship's approach severa months earlier. It showed solid, globe-girdling cloud cover. "The
average humidity planet-wide is ninety-two percent. Average number of days per annum without rainin
al reporting areas, 0.7. Average annua rainfdl in dl reporting aress..." He shook hishead. "I don't
understand why Society 362 isn't covered with aworldwide ocean.”

Society 362 had an unofficid name, Quagmire, but nobody ever used it in staff meetings or anyplace
elseit would be recorded.

"But—" Society 362 was the first exploration mission on which Hottenbaum was chief adminisirator.
He dearly wanted it found habitable so it could be colonized. Few scientists ever served as chief
adminigtrator on more than one expedition. He needed afinding of habitability to ensure hisplacein
history.

Dr. Achille Marcks, the expedition's chief psychologist, knew that and wasn't abouit to et Hottenbaum
raise another objection. He cleared histhroat loudly and said, "Dr. Hottenbaum, let me remind you that



nearly three-quarters of the members of this expedition are veterans of at least one other BHHEI mission,
and severa hundred have multiple explorations behind them. We have been herefor eight standard
months. The weather, with its congtant overcadt, is such that 943 out of the 1,006 people on this
expedition have had to be treated for the form of depression known as ‘ seasonal affective disorder.” At
thistime..." He consulted his persona vid even though he could have used the tabletop console to put the
dataup for al to see asthe geologist and meteorologist had. "...261 are unable to perform more than the
most rudimentary functions of their roles due to SAD. Perhaps afew score of them will require extended
talk and/or chemical therapy after they leave here. Psychology has no choice but to recommend, in the
strongest terms, againgt colonization.”

"But the centauroid life-forms are so interesting, they have to be studied.” Hottenbaum turned pleading
eyestoward the faund life-form group head.

"Come on, Horter!" said Chief Biologist Winny Rendall. "We've seen heptapods on enough other
worlds, they've lost their novelty.”

"But they don't have heads—"

Rendall cut him off with asharp laugh. " So what? When you look &t the location of the sense and
ingestion organs, everything iswithin the normal range of location and relaionship.” He shrugged " Casing
the brain insde the thorax makes more sense than our exposed housing. The head and neck are pretty
vulnerableto injury, you know."

"Colonigts aren't necessarily the best people to do an in-depth study of anew world'sbiota.” Dr.
Angeda Streeth, the chief botanist, jumped in before Hottenbaum could raise another objection. "They're
too busy trying to make the planet habitable to expend resources on studying floraand fauna. A specialy
designated and designed scientific study group can do the job better." She grimaced. "My team hasn't
found anything interesting yet, and more than half of my people are working &t less than full capability.”
She nodded at Marcks.

Dr. Horter Hottenbaum looked from face to face and sighed. Every department head was opposed to
opening Society 362 for colonization. "Then therésno need..." He couldn't bring himself to finish asking
the quegtion.

"I recommend we go home now," said First Deputy Administrator Egon. "We can write our reportson
thejourney.”

They left amonth later on the next supply ship. The ship didn't take them directly back to the Bureau
of Human Habitability Exploration headquarters on Earth, it first slopped at Kingdom, a colonized world
just three light-years from Quagmire, to drop off aconsignment of intestind flora culture. Kingdom's
theocracy wanted the world to be totaly independent, but not al of the nutrients necessary for hedthy
human life were readily available yet. A recent plague had attacked the intestinal flora of the colonists,
and they were facing famine from their reduced ability to digest food. Only crew who were needed to
transfer thefloral consignment and receive the minerals Kingdom used as trade goods were alowed off
the ship during the two days it wasin orbit. Thiswasn't by command of the ship's captain, it was by order
of the theocracy. The monks of the Holy Regiment of the Shepherd's Crook, who served as customs
agentsinsde the ship, permitted no unauthorized persons to debark. The monkslooked like they were
fully prepared to use the Confederation military blastersthey carried. An armed shuttle hovering outside
the transport's docking bay backed them up. No one on the ship to Kingdom objected, the planet was
subject to frequent rebellions by those colonists who believed Kingdom should alow moreindividua
freedom.

Asthe misson's shuttlestook off from Quagmire, from the edge of the nearby rain forest asmal group
of centauroids unlike any the BHHEI mission had encountered in nine months of study watched quietly.
When the last of the shuttles vanished into the upper atmosphere, they regrouped into acircle.



"The mongtershave gone," one said with relief.
"Havethey truly gone or will they return?’ another asked, watching the sky through hisdorsal eyes.

The biggest centauroid lashed out to thump the worrier between his retracted primary eyestalks.
"Look a uswhen you talk," he snarled. "Y ou are being rude.”

Theworrier ingtantly retracted his dorsal eyestalks and extended his primaries. He lowered historso
and pointed his primaries a the leader's mid-feet. "Those mongters frighten me. Four limbs are unnaturd.”
His voice was muffled by the mud inches below his mouth.

Another shuddered. " And those huge lumps where their primary eyestalks should be! They are uglier
than any demon the shaman warns us about."

Others began babbling of their disgust at the appearance of the monsters. The leader ignored them. He
extended historso toitsfullest height and aimed his primary eyestalks at the just-abandoned BHHEI
base. He cameto adecision.

"They had many tools and other objects,” he said "Maybe they left something in those..." His
vocabulary failed him. The centauroids didn't construct buildings or live in caves, their nests were roofed
with living branches teased into place for that purpose, and had open sides. "We must search.” He
dapped one of the others on afordimb. "Go. Bring back our females and young. Also more hunters.”

The designated messenger dipped historso and bounded up into anearby tree. He used dl six limbs
to scramble aong the branches from tree to tree—arboredl travel wasfar faster than dogging through the
undergrowth.

A hunter who had been silent swiveled his primary eyestalks toward the base. "What if they set trgps?”

"Our femaes and young will find them,” the leader said firmly. Secretly he wasn't so sure hiskind could
find dl the trgps the mongters might have left. What sort of trgps might monsters such asthe oneswho
just |eft be capable of conceiving?

The humans hadn't set any traps, the vid, trid, and audio recorders|eft running didn't count. In any
case, the record the vids, trids, and audios made would never be seen by ahuman unless another mission
was sent to Quagmire. Even then, the next mission would haveto visit Central Station and retrieve the
recordings before the dank atmosphere degraded the storage media beyond recovery.

Nether had the mission left behind anything usable—usable to humans, that is. The centauroids, on the
other hand, were fascinated by the decomposing foodstuffs in the composters. Even more interesting to
them were the items they were able to dig out of the nonorganic trash pit: rapidly corroding broken
screws, a cracked bubble matrix, the partly carbonized innards of acomm unit that had overloaded and
burned out. One searcher thought she was caught by atrap when she squeezed a mostly used tube of
adhesive and it stuck the phalanges of afordimb together. She thought she was crippled for life, but a
few dayslater the norma scaling of her dermis doughed off enough surface cellsto remove the adhesive.
Most fascinating of al were the few wrappers from consumable items that hadn't yet degraded. The
wrappers were imperviousto just about everything and could betorn only at their tear strips, which, of
course, had aready been torn. Because people found such wrappers useful for more than merely
preserving consumables between manufacture and use, they were designed to not degrade until they had
been buried in alandfill for severa days. The leader gathered the wrappersto be tied together for use as
ceremonial capes. He thought they would be far more impressive than the leaves normally used for that
purpose. The centauroids moved on and eventua ly migrated away. Nothing €se untoward happened for
adozen standard years. Then monsters came again.

The hunter hunched behind the foliage of atree at the edge of aduggish river. He watched the
monsters on theidand for along time. Soft rain gently pelted his shoulders and back, and ran down his



body to drip onto the ground below. Finally he decided to move closer to the monsters. He was too
young to have seen the mongtersthat had visited earlier, but hed heard al of the stories and thought these
might be different. According to the tales, the earlier mongters were more uniform in size, about the same
Sze as people. Some of the new monsters looked to be at |east twice the size of people, and the smaller
oneswere the Size of young people, not adults. He was pretty sure the smaller ones weren't immature
mongters, it was dways the small ones who seemed to be leaders and the big ones were workers. Were
they different kinds of monsters? That was as peculiar athought to the hunter asthe monsterscomingin
different szes: hiskind had not domesticated animals. He had never heard of the earlier monsters striking
each other. During the time he watched from the tree he had seen several monsters strike each other,
sometimes smadller ones striking larger ones. The large ones never hit back.

He couldn't be sure, but the skin color of the monsters seemed different from what he had been told
about those who had |eft half alifetime earlier. Their outer coveringswere al the same color and pattern.
Hed not heard that the earlier mongters dl had the same coverings, the older hunters, who had seen them
frequently, described them as wearing many different coverings, most in colors nobody had ever seen
before. One thing he was sure of from his own experience: the nests the new monsters constructed were
different from the nests the others had made; he had been one of the young who searched the monster
camp after the others|eft.

He wasn't going to go closer in the open; two other hunters had comeinto this areaiin recent days.
They hadn't returned. The hunter suspected the monsters had killed them. He would get closer to the
mongters, but they wouldn't see him. Then he would return to his clan and report what he learned.

Keeping foliage between himsdlf and theidand, he swiftly clambered to the ground. He lay his spear
where he could find it easily on hisreturn and lowered himsdf to hisbelly. He dropped histhorax aswell,
with his shoulders hunched high enough only to keep his mouth out of the mud, and dithered into the
water. The patter of therain on the river's surface masked the smal wake he made entering the water.
Completely submerged, he paddied to the middle of the river to take advantage of the dight current.
There, next to aleafy branch drifting with the current, he buoyed upward enough to bresk the surface
with hisdorsal eyestalks and snorkeled his nodtrils. If mongters on theidand saw his eyestalks and
snorke, they would think the organs were leaves on the branch. Maybe when he got closer he would find
away to bend hisbody so he could raise atympanum above the water and listen to the monsters. The
sounds of the monsters might have meaning to the shaman and the ders.

Theriver ran very dowly and it took considerable time for the hunter to get appreciably closer to the
idand. He swiveled his dorsal eyestalksto take in as much detail as possible, but amost none of what he
saw made senseto him. All of the monsters were doing something, none were smply relaxing on that
fine, drizzly day. Most of them rushed from one nest to another, many hunched as though they didiked
the rain. Why would mongters didike rain? As one smaller monster went from one nest to another; a
larger monster accompanied it, holding alarge lesf over it so the drizzle didn't fal onit. Very peculiar.
Sometimes monsters moved objects from anest into asmaller nest then climbed into the smaller nest.
Then the smal nest moved! Thefirg time he saw that, the hunter was so frightened he dmost swam
away. But the small nest didn't move toward him, so he stayed. None of the small nests moved toward
him. Instead, one by one, they all went to the largest nest and entered it, so he stopped being afraid.
After he witnessed that phenomenon severd times, he recognized a pattern to the movement: the small
nests loaded objects from one particular small nest, went into the largest nest, then returned to the first
nest and repeated the process. They must have been moving thingsinto storage. But why move them if
they were dready in anest? That didn't make any senseto him.

Then the nest from which things were being taken roared so loudly the hunter could clearly hear it even
under the water. It was the loudest thunder the hunter had ever heard, and it terrified him even more than
the smdl nests did when they first moved. His astonishment when he saw the nest lift into the Sky was so
gresat that he opened his mouth and forgot to breath through his snorkel. He choked on the water he



swallowed and had to raise up to clear his breathing passage. As soon as he could breathe again, he
ducked back down to expose only hisdorsal eyestalks and snorkel. He quickly swept his gaze over the
idand, but none of the monsters seemed to have noticed him. He looked upward and saw the nest that
roared shrink into the sky. Then he remembered hearing that the monsters from before had used flying
neststo leave. He should have known immediately what was happening—but no one had told him about
theroar. Briefly he asked himsdlf, did this mean the mongters were leaving? But only briefly; the mongters
had been removing things from the flying nest and putting them in anest that was surely too big to move.
Morelikely the flying nest was on its way back to where the monsters came from to get more thingsto
move into the large nest. He wondered again what the objects were and why they were being moved into
onelocation.

The current drew him around the end of theidand, and he saw that severd of the smaler monsters
were at the bottom tip of theidand. They were naked and held spears. The worrisome thing was, they
were wading in thewater. Well, they wouldn't see him if he Ssmply submerged completely and retracted
his snorkel. He could easily hold hisbregth for the length of timeit took to reach the bank aong which
he'd | eft his spear. He took adeep breath, retracted his dorsal eyestalks and snorkel, then headed
toward the shore, with his pectord eyestalks extended for guidance. His midlimbs and aft limbs stroked
powerfully, but with an upward thrust; he moved hisforelimbsin an opposite direction to keep from
surfacing.

The hunter only got a short distance before he saw something that startled him. One of the small
monsters was swimming aong the bottom of theriver.

The small monster held a short spear extended before him. The spear had a barbed point that glittered
more than the sharpest stone. The hunter didn't know how the monsters perceived their surroundings
without eyestalks, but he could make out nothing on the monster's dorsal surface that looked like asense
organ. Hethought if he stayed well above it and didn't swim so powerfully, the monster might not notice
him and he could pass by safdly.

The monster suddenly did something with his spear and it shot forward to impae afish. A cord so thin
the hunter could barely make it out trailed from the spear to the mongter's hand. The monster thrust
forward with its aft limbs and regled the cord in with itsforelimbs. The hunter took advantage of the
monster's distraction and kicked vigoroudy forward to passit. The strength of histhrust carried him back
to the surface and he extended his snorkel to take a deep breath. When he was nearly directly abovethe
mongter, it suddenly twitched around and the hunter saw glimmering spots on the front of the growth on
the mongter's shoulders. Had they stalks he would have known they were eyes; without them he could
only guess they were. An opening on the front of the monster's shoul der-growth opened and closed
rhythmicdly; it had to be the monster's mouth.

The mongter had almost brought the spear back to its hand when it sensed the hunter. It twisted
around to reach the spear. With the sharp point extended at the hunter, it pushed against the riverbed and
shot upward.

Panic flashed through the hunter; he was unarmed except for his skinning knife. But the panic was only
aflash. The spear was encumbered by the fish that still dangled from it, he should be able to avoid the
point. He was bigger than the monster and had just taken a bregath at the surface. He didn't know how
long the monster had been submerged, but surely it couldn't hold its breath much longer. If he dodged
ingdethejab of the spear and grappled with the monster, he could use hismidlimbs and hindlimbs to
pinion itslimbs, hold its spear away with afordimb, and use hisknife with his other forelimb. He plunged
down to meet the monster and managed to swat the spear away beforeit could cut him.

The monster was strong, much stronger than a young centauroid of the same size. The hunter had to
wrap his aft limbs about the monster's body to keep from being pushed away to where the spear could
be brought into play. Fortunately, the monster's aft limbs couldn't grasp and their range of movement was



far lessthan the hunter's. He gripped the mongter's forelimbs with hismidlimbs, but it wasastruggle to
keep agrip, much less pinion the monster's limbs. Franticaly, he groped for his skinning knife, achert
diver with animal hide wrapped around one end The monster wrenched one fordlimb free and clawed at
the hunter's pectord eyestalks. The hunter gave up his plan to stab the monster. Instead he wrapped dl
sx limbsaround it and squeezed. He had breath |eft; squeezing would force out any breath the monster
il had. A current of water pulsed againgt the hunter's midlimbs. The monster's mouth changed its shape.
The hunter couldn't know what that meant, but the monster was smiling. It stopped struggling and
wrapped itsforelimbs around him. It squeezed and a bubble of air was expelled from the hunter's mouth.

All of the hunter's eyestal ks extended. He needed to break free and swim to the surface, he
desperately needed to breathe, to get to the air. He let go with al of hislimbsand tried to break away, to
swim upward, but the monster maintained its forelimb grip and wrapped its aft limbs around the hunter's
hindquarters.

Too late, the hunter redlized the flow of water he had felt on his midlimbs came from the monster's
Sdes; too late, he recognized the way the monster's mouth opened and closed was the same as some fish
did. Too late, he redlized the monster was breathing water.

The mongter held the hunter down as the hunter's world turned red, then gray, then black. The hunter's
struggles dowed, then ceased He went limp. The monster rolled him onto his dorsa side and prodded his
abdomen. A string of tiny bubbles dribbled out of the hunter's mouth and his body sank, to rest rocking
on theriverbed.

CHAPTER NINE

"Hit me," Claypoole muttered as he studied his dawn card carefully. Pasquin dedlt him the Thor of hearts
face up. "Damn!" Claypoole shouted. "Busted!" He flipped over aten to go along with aseven and the
Thor showing.

"I'd astayed on seventeen,” Pasquin said. He took Claypool€e's bet and then looked expectantly at
Dean.

"I'm good," Dean said.

Pasquin flipped over the Odin of diamondsto go with the eight of spades showing. "Deder pays
nineteen,” he announced.

"Pay me," Dean said, flipping a Frigga of spades to match the ten of hearts on the table. Pasquin paid
Dean from athick stack of bills Sitting to one side. The game had been in progress since early morning
and it was suppertime. The room was littered with empty beer bottles, mute evidence of along day
indeed.

"Lessee, Rock, you owe me, um, six hundred?' Pasquin said, shuffling the deck. "Payday stakes, |
guess, snce you don't have any cash left?' Pasquin laughed and drew mightily on hisFidel. He exhaled a
huge blue-white cloud of tobacco smoke, adding to the haze dready hanging over the smdl tablein their
tiny hotel room. The one thing they had been sure to bring with them on the mission was agood supply of
cigars. They'd have brought more cash but neither Dean nor Claypoole had counted on Pasquin's
luck—or skill, they weren't sure which—at cards.

"Loan mefifty until my luck comes back, won't you, Deano? Hey, aint it againg regulationsfor an
NCO to gamble with enlisted men?" Claypoole asked Dean, nudging Corpora Pasquin as he spoke.

"Itis, it certainly is," Dean answered, "we being only lowly lance corporas and him acorporal and
enlisted leader. And if | lose, I'm complaining to the captain of the Wanganui, assuming thereissuch a
vessd and assuming it ever makes port again.”



For more than amonth the trio had been sitting in aflop-house in Soma Chundaman, Novo Khongor's
only city of note, waiting for the Wanganui to make port. Considering that it had taken the Yi Sun Pok
two monthsto get them there, they'd been on the mission three months and till didn't know what it was
al about.

Novo Khongor was one of the most inhospitable worlds in Human Space. Its seas were brackish,
amost lifeess, uncharted reaches continudly agitated by violent sorms, and its continents were mountain
fastnesses, swept by dry, freezing winds. Soma Chundaman was situated on a high plateau above the
seq, and on acam day the wind howled down its streets with enough force to make walking into it a
chore. Windblown salt spray from the ocean coated everything left outdoors for more than afew
minutes, S0 most of the town's facilitieswere underground. To resist the winds, the few buildings on the
surface were built like reinforced bunkers, no more than one story high. And there was awaysdust in the
ar.

The chief industry on Novo Khongor was mining. The men who worked the mineswere mostly
descendants of Mongolianswho'd immigrated generations before, when the planet'srich minerd
resources were first discovered. A hardy, hospitable people, they were the only feature of the place that
made the Marines stay there endurable, but even their hearty drinking habits and naturd affability were
beginning to wear on thetrio after amonth in the place with virtudly nothing to do.

The Confederation Navy had selected Novo Khongor as the Wanganui's home port because it was
on the far reaches of Human Space, a convenient jumping-off place for asurvey vessdl. It had been the
Wanganui , seconded to the Bureau of Human Habitability Exploration and Investigation, that had first
surveyed Society 437, that ill-fated world where the skinks had first reveded themsalves to humanity. In
fact, mogt of the voyages undertaken by the Wanganui were in support of the Bureau, so its crew was
more used to working under civilian control than military.

"l don't see why the Navy didn't send the Wanganui to Thorsfinni's World to pick us up instead of
making us cool our hedsin this place for months on end,” Claypoole groused as he looked at the new
cards Pasquin had just dealt.

"What? To pick up three Marine enlisted men?' Pasquin snorted. "They're off exploring and charting
somewhere, and when they're done, wélll join 'em and find out why in the living hell the Corps has sent us
out here." Pasquin shivered. "Damned place reminds me of Adak Tanaga, when | was with the 25th
FIST there." Histwo companions said nothing; Adak Tanagawas where Pasquin, in charge of aforce
recon team, had gotten men killed because of negligence. In the eyes of the men of Lima Company, 34th
FIST, the corpora had more than redeemed himself on Society 437 and Avionia, where he had
demonstrated he was a good combat |eader with guts.

"Well, welve only been here thirty-seven days," Dean said.

"Y eah, and six hours, thirty-two minutes, and fifteen seconds,” Claypoole answered. "1've been
keeping count.”

"Maybe the skinks got them,” Dean said, and immediately clapped his hand to his mouth.

The other two started violently. "Goddamnit, Marine, keep your mouth shut!" Pasquin shouted.
"Jesus, Deano," Claypoole gasped.

"Sorry! Sorry! | wasn't thinking..."

"Tdk likethat can get usdl into trouble, Joe," Pasquin said. "Ah, what the hell," herdented, "isthe
Ministry of Justice or whoever gonna bug ashithole like this, just to see what three Marine grunts are
talking about? Just watch it from now on, okay?"

Pasquin glanced at hiswatch. "Hey, it's suppertime. Suppose we mosey down to the Gobi and et
maybe lift afew?' The Gobi was a one-sar—Claypool€'s rating—restaurant that catered mostly to single



miners. A one-gtar rating was as high as Claypoole would rate anywhere on Novo Khongor, and from
what the three had seen the past month, that was generous. Pasguin stretched. "Maybe Miss Shandra will
be accommodeting tonight."

At the mention of Shandra, Claypoolefelt a sharp pang. The way the waitress and Pasquin had hit it
off reminded him poignantly of the bar girl on Wanderjahr who died in hisarms. Jezu, Claypoole thought,
| went through awar on Diamunde, fought aliens on 437 and Avionia, and | till can't get over Maggie.

"Something wrong?" Pasquin asked, seeing the sorrowful expression that had come over Claypool€'s
face.

"No, no," Claypoole answered quickly, shaking off histhoughts.

Dean, who had been with Claypoole when Maggie was shot, said, "He's just sorry helost so much
"Don't blame him, ared Marine likesto win a everything!" Pasquin answered, hefting hiswinnings. He

divided the billsinto three even stacks, shoved one at Claypoole and the other at Dean. He did that with
hiswinnings a the end of every card game.

Lieutenant Aldo Perizzites, cagptain of the Wanganui, gave the Marines orders only a perfunctory
glance. "l knew you were coming but | don't know why and | don't care," he said. Perizziteswasthe
most unmilitary officer any of the Marines had ever met. His uniform was dirty and wrinkled and hishair
was long even for anavy man. He could not have shaved in severd days.

Survey ships had a bad reputation in the navy, anyway, and the Wanganui wasliving uptoit. Thefirst
sailor Pasquin had observed when they came aboard had aring in his ear. The Marines were scandalized
when a seaman addressed the chief of the boat by hisfirst name and the petty officer never batted an
eyelash. Rumor had it that once aman was assigned duty on a survey ship he stayed therefor aslong as
he wasin the navy, because hed never fit in anywhere el se after a cruise on such avessd.

The civilian scientists and technicians who'd endured the Wanganui for an entire year took their leave
of the crew with hugs and high fives.

"Another science team's coming aboard in afew days," Perizzitestold the three Marines, "and we're
headed for Society 461. It'sal the way beyond the other sde of Human Space, so it'll take usthree
monthsto get there. Y ou'll be on thismission for atota of eighteen months. Stay out of our way and
you'l bedl right, Y our duties, I'm guessing, will be defined by the chief scientist when he gets aboard.”
He turned to the chief of the boat. "Ron, get these guys squared away in the crew's quarters, will you?”'
Heturned his atention to arating who had presented him with aloading manifest. The rating was actually
wearing a bandannaon his head.

The chief of the boat, an unkempt, burly man named Riggs, gestured for the Marinesto follow him. "l
don't much like jarheads," he told them as he turned and headed for the companionway. Thethree
glanced at one another but said nothing.

"Oh..." Perizzites turned back to the three Marines. "Where are your weapons?”

"Wedidn't bring any, Sir," Pasquin answered. Perizzites stared at Pasquin asif he hadn't understood
the answer, then shook his head and went back to his manifest.

Sailors aways live better on shipboard than troops. But when on shipboard, Marines do not like to be
berthed with sailors. That is not because Marines do not appreciate the relaive comfort of navy billets. It
is because, to coin ametaphor, hunters don't have much in common with farmers. But on thetrip out to
Novo Khongor, the three Marines had been consigned to crew's quarters for two months, so they were



not too disappointed to be berthed with the crew of the Wanganui. The racks were soft and the chow
was said to be good.

And the crewmen, despite Chief Riggss prejudices, did not seem to mind three Marine infantrymen in
their quarters. Despite their disregard for military dress and protocol, the crew knew the ship and their
duties. Thefirst night, a second class had come over to where the Marines were bunked and asked them
to join apoker gamejust starting up. That time Pasquin did not give any of the money back.

"Marine contingent, report to the bridge! On the doublel™ the watch officer blared over the ship's PA
system. Calling the three Marines his " contingent” was Lieutenant Perizzitessidea of ajoke, and his crew
played along gleefully. The three Marinesjust took the ribbing and Smmered quietly.

Pasquin put his cards away. "L et's spruce up abit,” he told the others as he put on his dress reds tunic
and did into his shoes. "Can't et the captain think we've turned into sailors.”

"Or worse, members of hiscrew." Dean laughed.

"Well, maybe well get theword at last,” Claypoole ventured hopefully. 1t had been two full days
Standard since the new survey team had arrived and |oaded its equipment onboard the Wanganui .
Despite the fact that the vessel wasadmost at its jump point into Beamspace, the Marines had not yet met
the chief scientist or any of his party. The trio had watched them coming aboard from aremote corner of
the ship'sloading bay—they'd been ordered not to get in the way of ship's operations. The scientists
hadn't brought much baggage with them, and there was something vagudly unsettling about the men. They
didn't talk to anyone and they just didn't look the way the Marines thought scientists should.

Lieutenant Perizzites, together with the dour, uncommunicative junior-grade lieutenant who was the
ship's executive officer, and the chief of the boat, were waiting impatiently on the bridge.

"We got here as quickly aswe could," Pasquin apologized, thinking the lieutenant was miffed because
the Marines had taken so long to respond.

"The Wanganui's abig ship, Corpora,” Chief Riggs commented sarcadticaly, "so we figured it'd take
you jarheads awhileto find your way around her." Riggs was ahuge dob of a man who never missed an
opportunity to poke fun at the Marines, but the trio did not resent his sallies very much because he poked
fun a everyone. Hisleadership style, if it could be called that, was to motivate by ridicule rather than by
shouting.

Perizzites made a dismissive gesture with ahand. "Actudly, were waiting for the chief of the scientific
party to get here. He's got some news. Where the hdll ishe?”

"Maybe he got los?' the exec ventured, grinning at Chief Riggs.

"I don't know why he wants the Marines up heretoo," Perizzites groused, pacing back and forth, his
hands clasped tightly behind his back. "We're only thirty minutesto jump point. | don't know why he
couldn't have called the meeting after the jump. Goddamn, welll be three months getting to Society 461.
Goddamn scientists anyway, bunch of—"

"Actually, Captain, we're not going to Society 461 after all,” amild voice said from the
companionway. "Sorry I'm late, gentlemen,” Thom Nast said, stepping onto the bridge. "Ah, Lance
Corporal Dean! How's Owen?'

The three Marines stood dumbfounded, their mouths hanging open.

"Mr. Nast!" Dean exclaimed. "Um, well, er, O-Owen'sa—a—" He struggled to find the right words.
"—aman of lesure" he said, blurting out the first thing that came into hismind. "Top Myer'staking care
of himwhilewere..." Hisvoicetrailed off and he shrugged, astupid grin on hisface.

Nast shook hands with the three Marines and turned to Lieutenant Perizzites. "Thom Nast, Captain,
Confederation Minigtry of Justice.”



It was Perizzitessturn to look astonished. "Ministry of Justice?' he ssammered, not understanding.
"You—You'renot ascientist? Thisisas-scientific survey vessd, Miser—Mister—"

"Nast, Thom Nagt, Captain. Assistant Attorney General, Confederation Ministry of Justice. | havethe
protocol rank of afour-novaadmird." Nast smiled engagingly. "Thisis not ascientific misson,
gentlemen,” he continued, turning to the others. "Thisis alaw enforcement operation. We are not headed
for Society 461 either. We're going first to Renner's World, where well drop off our Marines, and then
I'll tell you our ultimate destination.” Nast handed Perizzitesacrystd. "Change of orders,” hesaid. "They
come from the highest authority through the Chief of Nava Operations.”

"Wel—Well—" Perizzites checked the time to jump. Too late to make a course change. He turned to
his exec. "Have Navigation plot anew course for when we reach our next jump point.” He knew enough
not to ask any questions of Nast. "Uh, gentlemen, you'd better return to your quartersfor thejump in, uh,
two-zero minutes.”

"Oh, Captain Perizzites, two more things,” Nast said as he turned to leave the bridge. "No liberty for
anyone, repest, anyone, on Renner's World—and move these Marinesin with my party. They will have
no more contact with your crew while they are on board thisvessd."

"Just aswell," Chief Riggs muttered, “they got neerly al the lower ratings pay.”

Lieutenant Perizzites stared at the orders on his screen. They had been properly authenticated, and
sure enough, they came from "on high,” straight from the Ministry of War in fact. The orderswere full of
the usual gibberish until he got to the part where they announced, "Ch sci party will ann final dest upon
dep RW." Now that was unusud. Oops, thisguy isno scientist, Perizzites reminded himsdlf. But what
wasthis"law enforcement” mission and why did they pick his scow anyway?

Perizziteswas impressed despite himsdlf. He ran ahand nervoudy over hisjaw and briefly considered
changing into a clean uniform. Maybe | should shave too, spruce up for this guy, Nast? Nah, hetold
himsalf on second thought, who gives adamn?

There was dmost no room for the four men in Nast'stiny stateroom, but Pasquin, Dean, and
Claypoole made themsalves as comfortable as they could. ™Y ou guys sure do get around,” Nast said,
then laughed. "Y our big buddy, Madame Chang-Sturdevant, told me | had to take damned good care of
you two on thismisson.”

"Wh-What missionisthat, Sr?' Claypoole asked.
Nast noticed a strange expression on Pasquin's face. "Corpora?' he nodded at Pasquin to speak.
"Sir, the president of the Confederation of Worlds? Does she redlly know these guys?'

"Only by reputation,” Nast smiled. " She was quite grateful for the way these two saved the life of her
plenipotentiary, Madame Wellington-Humphreys, during the Diamundian operation. Y ou didn't hear
about thet?'

Pasquin gave an embarrassed smile. "Endlesdly, gr, endlesdy. Well, | guess|'ve got to gpologize,
guys. | dwaysthought you exaggerated that sory abit."

"No," Claypoole blurted out. "Actudly, we played it down." They al laughed.

"Oh, I dmogt forgot." Nast sngpped hisfingers. "Chief Long—remember him?—is now the
Confederation Attorney Genera. He sends his regardstoo.”

"The Attorney Generd? Comeon, Sir," Pasguin begged, "thisislike one of those old jokes, my fire
teammates know the Attorney General?' Helooked disbelievingly at Nast and shook his head.



"Since when hasthe chief been Attorney Generd?' Dean asked.

Nast laughed, then continued to Pasquin, "1 admit, Corpord, it's one hdll of acoincidence. They
worked for Long when he was advising the Wanderjahrian Stadtpolizei. The Commonwedth caled him
back from retirement for that one, and then, after the clean-up following the Avionian business, the
president gppointed him AG."

"Wdl, I'll be condtipated for lifel" Pasquin exclaimed.

"All right, men,” Nast continued, "back to business. What | am going to tell you now isknown only to
the president, the attorney genera, and me. Neither the minister of war nor the chief of nava operations
or anyone on their respective staffs knows our mission; my own men do not yet know where we're
headed. They were recruited from al over the Confederation for a‘ specia misson’ and that'sal they
know about it for now. But I'm going to tell you three.”

The three leaned forward expectantly. "Any of you ever watch Barkspiel?' Nast asked suddenly.

The question caught them by surprise. "Y essir,” Claypoole responded. "That's the stupid game show
wherethey give away big prizesfor answering dumb questions. Sure, everyone watchesit sometimes.”

"Y eah, Claypoole was on it once but he missed dl the questions,” Dean said.

"Boy, you wouldn't even be alive now if | hadn't killed the shit-eating dogs on Elned," Claypoole said.
"Boot, those dogs wouldn't even give a coprolite like you a sniff,” Dean responded.

"Dude, you wouldnt—"

"Belay that. Listen to the man," Pasquin interjected.

"So wedl have watched the program,” Nast continued. "And what's the biggest prize of al?'

"An dl-expense-paid trip to Havanagas!" Claypoole replied.

"You got it. Ever want to go there yourself?' Nast |looked expectantly at the Marines. They inturn
looked at one another and shrugged their shoulders.

"l guess S0, Sir. But hell, none of usll ever get on Barkspid to begin with, much less have enough
money to afford to get to Havanagas on our own."

"Yeah, but | surewould like achance at one of the fancy bordellos they have out there. | have dways
wanted to experience that scenario where they lower agirl in awicker basket over you and she—"

"Cut it out, Claypoole!”
"It's called the * Chinese basket’ —"

"Wadl, you three are going to Havanagas," Nast announced. That stopped Claypoole in mid-sentence,
which was good because both Pasquin and Dean were preparing to thump him. "Y ou three are going
there to do something for the Ministry of Justice. | hand picked you for the mission. It'll be very
dangerous, but thereis no backing out; we're committed. | am sincerely sorry you weren't given achance
to volunteer, but | need you three and you are going, just as you've done on plenty of wartime missons
since you've been in the Corps. Only thistime you're working for me."

"Dangerous?’ Dean asked. "Uh, how dangerous, Sr?"
"Vey. I'll explain everything later.”
Thethree were sllent asthey considered what Nast had just told them.

"How bad can things be on aplace like Havanagas?' Claypoole exclaimed at last. "Besides, if | can
get into one of those fancy cathouses, that'sahell of alot better than fighting—" He dmost said "skinkdl™



CHAPTER TEN

Pasquin rubbed his|eft wrist gently where the ID bracelet had been for ten years, since he was inducted
into the Confederation Marine Corps. It wasn't that hiswrist felt any different. But now that the bracel et
was gone hejust felt different. His entire military personnel, finance, and medica files had been encoded
into that bracelet, and it had been updated every time he went on deployment, had a personnel action,
got paid, went on sick cal, and so on. After ten years the bracel et had become apart of him.

"Dean, you're next," Nast said. Dean stepped up to the table where Nast had set up the ID fitting
device.

"Gee, Mr. Nagt, | thought only the induction centers were authorized to use these things,” Dean said as
he stuck hisleft wrist into the ring on the top of the machine.

Nast pressed a green button on the console and instantly the bracel et snapped off Dean'swrist. Nast
dropped the bracelet into a pouch. "Right,” he said, gesturing for Claypoole to step up to the device.
"Magor military hospitals have them too. Y our Commandant himsdlf arranged the loan of this device for
my exclusve onetime use. Claypoole?' Claypoole stepped up and stuck hiswrigt into thefitter.
"Gentlemen, for the duration of thismission you are now officidly discharged from the Confederation
Marine Corps. Y our braceletswill be refitted when thisjob isover. Y our record will show an uneventful
tour of duty on the Wanganui as*‘Marine Security.” New policy, you know? Security against pirates and
whatever?' Nast paused. "There will be no record of what you are going to do for me, understand?*

The three Marines nodded. But, since the ordersto join Nast had come from the highest level, they
waited slently for the other shoe to drop.

Nast handed each man a crystal. "Pop these into your readers when you get back to your corner.
They contain adightly revised verson of your service records. Dean, Claypoole, we had to give you
somewhat altered dates of service and so on to get the three of you discharged honorably at about the
sametime. Read these records, memorize everything that is new. Y ou probably will not be questioned
too closdly, but if you are, you must be consistent.” He handed them each asmall packet. "Insde are
your discharge certificates, travel orders, tickets, everything you'll need for aweek on Havanages.”

Claypoole glanced ingde his packet and gave alow whistle. He took out awad of billsand held them
up for the othersto see. Each packet contained a similar amount of cash and travelers checks. Nast
laughed. "L ook in your finance records, fellas. You al put the maximum into Soldiers and Sailors
Deposits. Y ou were able to save more than enough to pay for atrip to Havanagas with something | eft
over. Oh, and when thismisson isover and you are back in the Corps, you will have that money in those
accounts. Least | could do for you."

"Thank you, Sr," Pasquin said. "'I'm aready beginning to like thisassgnment.” He grinned at the others
as heriffled the wad of money.

Nast held up a cautioning hand. "Don't be too sure, Raoul. All right, for now go back to your aress,
put up your screens, and study your new service records. I'll be asking you questions about them the rest
of thisvoyage until you get to the point where you redly believe what'sin there. Well get together again
after chow and I'll start your briefing on the misson. And Corpora Pasquin?’

"Yesar?'
"Corpord, don't use any of that Havanagas money if you gamble with my men on thisvoyage."

Back in their corner of the compartment, set aside for them by Nagt, the trio viewed their altered
service records on the readers they'd been provided. "Jezu,” Claypoole exclamed, "I've been with 34th
FI ST eighteen monthslonger than | thought.”



Dean laughed. "No, you just went on an unusuadly long drunk and don't remember those elghteen
months. Y ou're lucky, Rock, I've got four fresking years of stuff to member." Nast had to invent four
years of servicefor Dean in order to bring him up to the end of anormd enlistment.

"Who'd ever notice anyway? Looks likewe're dl assgned to 34th FIST for life," Claypoole
answered, a sour expression on hisface.

"I got it from Sergeant Souavi in Supply that the brigadier went back to Earth just to check up on
that," Pasquin said. "But you guys should be able to figure out why they're keeping ustogether." He made
an expression like a skink and pretended to be spraying them with an acid gun. They grimaced and
nodded. Cautioudy, Dean activated a one-way window in the privacy screen that shielded them in their
corner and looked out at Nast's men, sixty or so husky, mean-looking individuasin plain gray jumpsuits,
lolling about in the open bay, smoking, reading, cleaning weapons and equipment. A group of four was
playing aquiet game of poker in one corner.

"Okay, okay, guys, come on now. We gotta get this crap memorized. Dean, what's your base pay
entry date and when did you get to Boot Camp?"

Nast had added four yearsto Dean'slife to bring him up to the end of anorma enlistment. He had him
bornin 2423 instead of 2427. The details of the first half of his cover story were not hard to memorize,
nondescript assgnments in various backwaters. Wisdly, Nast had arranged for the other two to share
some parts of those assignments, which dove-tailed nicely with Pasquin's actua experience, so he could
help fill in some of the detailsfor Dean and Claypoole. In redity Dean was hafway through his eight-year
enlisstment. That came as somewhat of a surprise because until then Dean had hardly given athought to
what he would do when this enlisgment was findly up. Other Marines he knew kept short-timer's
caendars, marking off the passage of every day until their discharge. But for Dean it made no senseto
volunteer for the Corps and then anxioudly count the days until his enlistment was up. That would have
been an embarrassment; Joseph Finucane Dean had found himsdlf a home in the Marine Corps.

After an hour Pasguin sighed theetricadly and said, "'If anyone questions us, you guyslet me do the
talking. Buddha's blue balls, you dildos couldn't remember your numbersif you had them tattooed on
your foreheads." He deactivated the curtain. As soon asit went down, alarge man with prematurely gray
hair approached them.

"My nameis Welbourne Brock," he said, sticking out his hand and shaking with the three Marines. To
that point the trio had only nodded occasiondly at Nast's men, not sure how much contact they were
allowed with them. "Want to join us at poker? My partner,” he nodded toward where the game had
ddled, "is gonnaget some shut-eye. Six hands should be interesting.”

Pasguin remembered that Nast had told him not to use the Havanagas money if he played cards, so
that must mean if he used his own money it'd be okay. "Why not?" he asked the others, and they nodded
eagerly. Introductions were made al around asthey took their seats. "Are you guys from the Bureau of
Investigation, or whatever it's called?" Pasguin asked.

"Nah," Brock answered. "Mr. Nast recruited usfrom al over the Confederation. Nast personally
interceded with our departments to spring each of usfor thismisson. Most of us have seen serviceinthe
army or the Marines. Now were just beat cops with training in special weapons and tactics. I'm from the
Fairfax County, Virginia, PD, for ingance.”

"Hey!" Dean exclaimed. "We were on atroop ship named Fairfax County! Remember, guys?
Whatever happened that they named a starship after the place where you live, | wonder?

Brock shrugged. "Not much ever happened there. Oh, back during the First American Civil War there
was some activity. That's where Mosby, the Confederate Ranger, pulled off one of his most famous and
daring raids. Captured aUnion generd right in town and got clean away.” The Marines|ooked at him
blankly. "Never heard of that, hun?' Brock shrugged. "I'm aFirst American Civil War buff, you know?|



have one of those detector machinesthat gives you athree-dimensionad image of what's buried in the
ground? In my off-duty time | go out and dig up relics. Y ou ought to see my collection of bullets and
buckles and buttons, hundreds of yearsold..." He shrugged again, seeing that his guests apparently were
not interested in his hobby. "Well, we don't even know yet what we're supposed to do or where," he
continued, bringing himself back to the present. "All we know isthat it's absolutely top secret and after
we leave Renner's World, Nast isgoing to brief us. How 'bout you Marines? Y ou're going under deep
cover, aren't you?' Brock said, more a statement than aquestion. They did not answer. "Been there,
donethat." Brock sighed. "Thiswhole operation, al the secrecy, breathes of aredly important
undercover job."

"That'swhat it is" Nast said, laying a hand on Brock's shoulder. He had come up on them without
being noticed. "Don't take these lads for too much, Welbourne," he went on. "Pasquin, don't forget, first
thing after chow." He laughed at that. Their compartment was so smal aman could throw a spitbal from
one bulkhead to the other.

"How'd he sneak up on uslike that?' one of the officers asked after Nast had returned to his corner.

"Well, | guessthat's one reason he's il dive," Pasquin said. Brock, redlizing the corporal knew more
about Nast than he was | etting on, looked up at him sharply. "Ded ‘em!" Pasguin shouted, rubbing his
hands together eagerly.

Helos.

"All these guys here'—Nadt indicated the other men in the crowded compartment outside his privacy
screen—"| recruited because | can't trust anyone in the Ministry of Justice. It's been penetrated by the
Havanagas mob." He told them briefly about the attempted assassination of him and Long. "They know
something isup." Hetold them about the agents he'd lost on Havanagas. "1 have two till there. Oneis
your contact. The other," he smiled, "ismy ace in the hole, and nobody knows the person'sidentity but
me. If things go according to plan, you never will ether.”

"All right, in brief, heré's the Stuation on Havanagas. Some years ago two of the biggest crimefamilies
in the Confederation pooled their resources and literaly took over the planet they now call Havanages.
Those were the Drayaand Ferrisfamilies. They did it by degrees, moving in dowly, buying up and
developing red edtate, buying locd officids. Before the origind inhabitants were aware of it, thefamilies
owned everything. Many of the people who live there now are employees of these two families, asare
the descendants of the original settlers, and for the most part their businesses are legitimate. But
Havanagasis merely a secure base these families use to run their enterprises throughout Human Space.
They areinto everything and they are everywhere. Oh, there's been resistance to the takeover, but the
mob rules by crushing opposition ruthlesdy. Still, theré's atiny resistance movement on Havanagas, but
I'm not into politics and the resistance won't count in any of this"

"Anyway, the mob's made Havanagas a keyword in tourism and entertainment. That'slegit. | don't
want to interfere with that. But | do want to shut these families down by taking their [eaders. | can get the
evidence | need to stick them away forever, but I've got to get it off Havanagas. That's where you guys
comein.”

"Why not just snatch them and send them off to Darkside, like you did with those—ah hell, you know
what | mean.” Claypoole was referring to the pirates they captured on Avionia

"I will," Nast answered. "Buit I've got to have the evidence to back me up onit.”
"Why do you need usto get it?" Pasquin asked.

"My remaining agents have survived so far because they've never made any direct attempt to contact
me or get anything off the planet.”

"Then how do you know they've got anything you need?" Pasguin asked.



Nast smiled and nodded at the corpord. "1 knew you were a sharp one, Pasquin. Well, one has
managed to contact me using a very roundabout method, so | know what | need isin their hands. But I'm
telling you, the families believe in security, and their security works on Havanagas. Nobody gets off the
planet without afull-body scan. The samefor their luggage. Be surprised how many towels and ashtrays
the tourigtstry to stedl in ayear. But you three should be beyond suspicion.”

"| trust you, Sr, but what if we're compromised? What if something goes wrong? Something
unforeseen?’ Dean asked.

Nast shrugged. "I won't dukshit around: they'll kill you." He told them about Specia Agent Woods.
"But that won't happen to you."

"Jezu!" Dean shuddered. "We went up against those raptors on Wanderjahr!™

"Yeah," Claypoole said, "but they weren't hamstrung. Put me in the ring with one of them, and swish!"
He made asif brandishing ablade. Dean looked & him unbelievingly.

"They get meinthere," Pasgquin said, "and I'm pullin' aWoods mysdf."
"They won't get you," Nast emphasized. "And if things do go bad, | won't befar awvay."
"Uh, how far away would that be, Sr?" Pasquin asked.

"A matter of minutes. I've selected alanding site not too far from Placetas, where | can set up a secure
base. We've got a sedth suite that should defeat any electronic detection system they have on
Havanages."

"How far isthat?" Pasguin asked.

"Y ou don't need to know." Nast smiled tightly. "The less you know about what I'm up to the better. If
things go bad and you are taken, they will torture you. If they apply thefull suite of horrors, you'l tell
them everything. But | emphasize again, they aren't going to get you."

"How will we contact you, sir?" Claypoole asked.

Nast handed each man an electronic bookreader.

"Bookreaders?' Dean exclaimed. He looked at Nast and shook his head. "'l don't understand, Mr.
Nes."

"Look in theindex. What books do you have on them?"

"Well, therés—ah! The Soldier's Prize, and wow! Knivesin the Night! Two military classicd I've
read both of them severa times, Mr. Nast!" Claypoole exclaimed happily.

"Okay. Open Knives and find the words chieu hoi." They did. "Now, highlight that word and open the
thesaurus" Immediately a high-pitched pinging noise sounded in the tiny space. Nast took atiny device
out of his pocket and shut the pinging off. "Thisisaradio receiver. Those," he pointed to the readers,
"aretransmitters. If for some reason the transmissions are monitored, it won't make any difference
because well be coming in too fast for them to react, even if they figure out what the sgna means, and
they wont, | assure you. Wewill be monitoring this one around the clock. Clever, en?!

"Soit'll bejust some minutes before you arrive?' Dean looked dubious.

"Ten or fifteen a the most." Seeing the anxious|ooks on the Marines faces, Nast went on quickly,
"Hey! Y ou guys can do that standing on your heads! The message comesin you've got the evidence, my
guys swoop down on your location and | pick you up. | homein on the readers, you see?’

"Yeah, yeah," Pasquin said quickly. "1t1l work just fine."



"Oh, boy, arewein the shit!" Claypoole sighed as soon as they were back in their corner with the
privacy screens up.

"It could beworse," Dean offered. "Hey, we're going to Havanagas, we got plenty of money, and we
got threefull days on the ground there before we contact this guy, Lovat Culloden, Chief of Security for
thecity of—"

"Macetas," Claypoole said. Placetas was the main port of entry for Havanagas. Tourists went through
customs there before moving on to one of the ten fantasy worlds of their choicein other cities Stuated
throughout the planet. Placetas served as the seat of what government there was on Havanagas. While
not atheme world itsdlf, in Placetas every kind of vice and pleasure known to man was available. Many
tourists never had to leaveit.

"And don't forget, we got a neat trip on the Ben Gay from Renner's World to Havanagas! One of the
finest luxury starshipsin dl of Human Space, and we'reridin' free of charge,” Dean reminded them. Their
tickets showed them booked from Thorsfinni's World to New Serengeti and from there to Renner's
World, the last stop before Havanagas. The trip from Renner's World would take about aweek.

"So on the third day in Placetas we meet this guy, Culloden, at the Free Library. Who in the name of
the Seven Hells ever heard of awhorehouse with agoddamn library—ared library—in it? Marinesina
whorehouse, | can seethat, but afreaking library?' Pasguin laughed.

"Wego in drunk, Raoul," Dean reminded him. "We sort of wander in & sixteen hours on the third day
and raise some hell. We send the message and fifteen minutes later Nast picks us up and we go back to
34th FIST having gotten laid seventeen times and our bank accounts overflowing!"

"Oh, it'sbrilliant, freaking brilliant,” Claypoole exclaimed. "It's so complicated and screwed up it can't
help but work perfectly. No, I'm not kidding. Who'd ever beieve it was a setup and we're the drop-off
for the data Nast needs to hang everybody? | bet if you told one of them Draya or Whatsit Family
screws the whole plan, held just laugh in your face."

"I know, I know, | know," Pasquin said. " Culloden's been showing up there on aregular basis,
sampling the *books,” looking for a prearranged contact with the right code word."

"*Whores, fours, and one-eyed jacks!’" Claypoole shouted "Whoever thought that one up? Idedl for a
place where gambling isaprime activity. | wannabe the oneto say it!"

"He shakes us down," Pasguin continued, "gives usthe crystas, and we cal in the cops. | think you're
right, Rock. Thisplanissofar out it'll actualy work!" He laughed and dapped Claypoole on the
shoulder. "But for right now, I'm gonnafind Welbourne and try to get some of my money back."

Hedid.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Brigadier Sturgeon stood in hisrented room looking ruefully at the smdl collection of garments hed
brought to Earth. Two sets of dressreds, one of dress whites, in the event he had to attend some formal
function, and asat of garrison utilities. No civilian clothes, certainly nothing suitable for afishing
expedition. He shrugged off his threatening anxiety and concentrated on hiswardrobe. Maybe he could
get away with wearing his utilities. HEd have to come up with aheavy coat of some sort; his dressreds
topcoat wasn't designed for wear in thewild. Hell, he thought, if he had to go out and buy a coat, he
might aswell buy acomplete boonies outfit. He started to reach for histopcoat when his comm unit
beeped. Who could that be? he wondered. Hardly anybody knew where he was.

It was the B-and-B's matron. A deliveryman was at the door with a package for him. The brigedier's
sgnature was required.



A moment later he was downgtairs, signing for a packagethe size of avaise. The addresslabd said it
was from Frederico's of Minnegpolis.

"What's Frederico's?" he asked the matron when the delivery man was gone.

She looked at the labdl. "Oh, it'savery fine clothing store, Sir. | believe they have the contract to
clothe Marine officers." Shelooked a him blandly. ™Y ou weren't expecting it?"

"I wasn't expecting anything," he said, and returned to his room with the parcel.
A note was insde the package:

| know you're equipped for evenings at the Flag Club, but
you probably don't have anything to wear on the Snake
River. Please accept these with the compliments of the
Marine Corps.

Aguinddo

Under the note were three shirts, two pair of trousers, three pair of cushion-soled socks, apair of
heavy, watertight boots, and a thigh-length coat. The shirts and trousers were cold-weather/dl-wegther,
rated to zero degrees Celsius. The garments were dl lightweight; they automatically compensated for the
ambient air temperature, and could be comfortably worn inside a heated structure or keep their wearer
warm without a coat in temperatures just cold enough to freeze water. The coat would keep himwarmin
arctic conditions.

Sturgeon smiled and shook his head, then reread the note. *...compliments of the Marine Corps,"” it
sad. Generd Aguinddo must have adush fund he could tap. Just aswell he hadn't had to buy them
himsdlf, Sturgeon thought, since he wouldn't be able to take them back to Thorsfinni's World with him,
and anything he bought would be money into the void. He looked at the garments again. Good qudlity, al
of them. Hmm. Maybe he could find away to ship them back that wouldn't cost more than the price of
the garments.

A car cameat 1700 hours. Generd Aguinaldo wasn'tinit.
"Sir," said the driver, a sergeant, "the Assistant Commandant said he/d meet you at the airport.”

It was atwenty minute driveto Coen Airfield, asmaller airport than Frazier International, which
handled flights to North American destinations. The driver showed Sturgeon to the check-in counter,
where aticket waswaiting for him, then left. Sturgeon wondered why they were flying civilian; surdly
therewas amilitary ingtalation somewhere near the Snake River, and the ACM C siwung enough weight
to get them ahop on amilitary aircraft making the flight between Train or Military Air Station at Fargo
and whatever wasin Idaho. Anxiety, pretty much forgotten the past couple of hours, stabbed at him
agan.

Aguinado didn't arrive until boarding was caled. When he did, he was aready dressed for the
wilderness. A corner of his mouth twitched upward when he saw Sturgeon in hisreds. "I can't speak for
you, Brigadier, but I'm off duty.”

Sturgeon fought embarrassment. " Sorry, gir. | figured Marine generd officerstraveling—"

"Inacivilian suborb, off on aweekend jaunt." Aguinado grinned and clapped him on the shoulder.
"No problem, Ted. Y ou can change in Boise. My cabin may berustic, but it's civilized enough to have a
closet where you can hang your monkey suit.”

Miraculoudy, or s0 it seemed to Sturgeon, they had reserved seats together. Aguinado let him have



the window seat—he'd made the trip often enough to have seen the landscape below many times, but it
was afirg for the FIST commander, and acommander always wants to observe the terrain. Not that
he'd be able to see much of it; the suborb flew high, and nightfall would overtake them before Helena.

They didn't talk about anything that remotely approached the reason Sturgeon made his
unprecedented visit to Earth, or anything else of amilitary nature on the flight. Instead, Aguinaldo kept the
conversation on the pleasures of the Snake and the joys of angling. He even avoided Fargo politicsand
thefollies of high-ranking bureaucrats. Hisjovid rectitude served merely to increase the unease that had
been nibbling at Sturgeon since their brief meeting at noon. Sturgeon didn't even try to observe the
landscape they flew over.

Aguinado kept up the light conversation during the two-hour drivein arented car from the Boise
arport to his cabin. He didn't haveto try hard—Sturgeon was too involved in struggling with his anxiety
to try to get the Assistant Commandant of the Marine Corpsto talk about something else.

They drovethelast three kilometersto the cabin in silence. Thelast bit of road was roughly paved with
gravel, and twisted and turned down asteep incline to the river. Half akilometer beyond the bottom, with
the rush of the river penetrating the soundproofing of the car, ashdlow valley jutted a short distance into
the mountainsde. The "cabin,” a one-and-a-hdf-story stone and log edifice, nestled againgt the side of
thevaley.

"Home away from home," Aguinado said when he pulled the car up in front of the cabin. "With
enough of the conveniences of homethat you don't think you're on acombat operation.”

Inside the cabin Aguinaldo nodded, satisfied. At least one of the two calls hed made from his car on
the way to the Hexagon turned out the way he wanted. His wife hadn't been as understanding ashed
thought she'd be. Sheld dternately screamed and cried about him missing the opera, and declared there
was no paint in her going to the operawithout him. It wasn't that she wanted to see the Chang-Thorsdae
work again; sheld seenit a least once too often herself. But many higher-highers, from both government
and the military, were attending the operathat night, and she wanted him to be there to take the
opportunity to further his career. Further his career! He had to snort at the idea. She wouldn't be
mollified during the short time held had to talk to her. When he got home held have to do something nice
to get back in her good graces.

But the other call, yes, to the domestic maintenance company, that went well. The cabin was clean and
already warmed, and a quick inspection showed it to be in good repair and properly stocked. He made
the inspection under the guise of showing Sturgeon around. The ground floor roomswere large. The
living room could easily accommodeate fifteen or more people with seating, more than twice that if they
stood about. Adjoining in the front of the cabin was a dining room that wasn't crowded by atable large
enough to seat adozen. Behind it was akitchen.

"Fully equipped and partly automated,” Aguinddo said. "We can punch up breskfast and alunch to
go, then do our own cooking with the fish we catch for dinner,” he said proudly.

The master bedroom, complete with its own bathroom, occupied the final corner of the floor. Another
bathroom was under the staircase to the upper level, where there were two bedrooms, each with its own
bath, and a half bath off the short corridor, "In case we're hosting a party and the one on thefirst floor is

They put their luggage, just one bag apiece, in their rooms, and had the kitchen make a quick dinner
for them. Then Aguinddo said, "Ted, | know it'sstill early, but it'sbeen along day and it getslate early
up here. Besides, | want usto get an early start fishing tomorrow. Soit'srack timefor me." Aguinado
held out his hand to shake, then went into the master bedroom and closed the door without another
word.

Sturgeon stood in the middle of the kitchen where they'd eaten at asmall table and hung his head. He



seemed no closer to knowing why his men weren't getting rotated than he had when heleft Thorsfinni's
World. Theway Aguinado had been acting, they were on no more than aweekend fishing expedition.
Was heto get no answers? He fought and knocked down his anxiety, then dowly made hisway to the
second floor. Once in the bedroom, he felt that it really did get late early up here and undressed and got
into bed. He tossed and turned for what seemed like half the night, but the muted rumbling of the river
eventudly soothed him, and then hefdll adeep.

Sturgeon was jolted awake by the age-old barracks call, "Revelille, reveille, revellle! Drop your cocks
and grab your socks!" bellowing up the stairway. He groaned as he brushed the covers off and rolled into
agtting position on the side of hisbed. Hefdt the cold of the wood floor through the small rug under his
feet. He turned bleary eyestoward the window, saw it was till dark outside, and groaned again.

"Y ou awake up there?" Aguinaldo shouted.
"I'm awake," Sturgeon called back, hisvoice aready strong.
"Hit the head, I'll have breskfast ready in fifteen minutes."

Sturgeon couldn't hold back agrin. Fifteen minutes, the amount of time he had for head callsin Boot
Camp al those years ago. He wondered if he could still make ahead cal in fifteen minutes. A body inits
late fiftiestook alot longer to cleanseitsaf than abody initsearly twentiesdid. And then heéld till have
to get dressed.

[t took him nineteen minutes.

Breskfast was on the table in the kitchen. A plate with Canadian bacon and over-easy eggs, il
steaming from the food servo, waited for him. A mug of hot coffee stood next to the plate, dong with a
glass of what could only bered orangejuice.

Aguinaldo was dready digging in. He swallowed amouthful with agulp of coffeeand said, "I can
order up sourdough flapjacks with real maple syrup if you prefer.”

Sturgeon cocked a disbelieving eyebrow at him. He'd encountered sourdough flapjacks and maple
syrup in his American history studies, but had no idea anybody <till made them. "Redlly?

"Redly." Aguinddo shoveed another forkful of breskfast into his mouth and masticated whilelooking
achallenge at Sturgeon.

The sight and smell of the food and coffee suddenly got to Sturgeon. His stomach rumbled and saliva
flowed. Lunch and dinner the day before had been light. Abruptly, he was ravenous. "How about both?*

Aguinaldo swalowed. "You got it." Heturned to the servo and gave indtructions.

Both men wolfed, but the servo till served up two plates of flapjacks before they finished thefirst
course. They aein glence, rdishing that the taste of the food was somehow much better than the same
meal would have been in the city—or even in aflag mess on base.

No sooner did they finish eating than the servo pinged and offered up a package and alarge jug.

"Lunch and enough coffee to last us until mid-afternoon,” Aguinado said, sanding. He handed the jug
to Sturgeon and took the lunch parcel himself. "I've dready got the fishing gear sowed inthe car. It's
warm enough that we won't need our coats until thisevening. Let'smarch."”

A couple of kilometers upstream the river widened out and made a quiet pool amid ajumble of
boulders. They got into their waders, took the rods Aguinaldo had ready, and their other gear, and
waded into the water.

Even asinexperienced as he was with fishing, Sturgeon thought Aguinaldo led them into a piece of
river running too fast for fishing.



"Lousy placeto catch fish," Aguinddo said over the roar of nearby white water, confirming what
Sturgeon had thought, "but agreat place to talk without our voices being picked up by listening devices."
He cadt hisline and began fishing.

That startled Sturgeon. Listening devices? Why would anybody want to eavesdrop on them?

"| came up with someinteresting information. It seemsto be classfied so far beyond ultrasecret, it
must be rated ‘kill your source before hetellsyou this’ Ted, at least pretend like you're fishing."

"Why would anybody want to watch us?' Sturgeon asked as he made an awkward cast.

"Maybe nobodly is, but I'd rather not take any chances." Aguinaldo snorted. " Chances. Just mesting
privately with you istaking achance." He dowly reded hislinein, giving it an occasiond jerk. He cast
again. Y ou stumbled onto something even the Commandant himself isn't authorized to know."

Sturgeon pretended to concentrate on hisfishing rod, but his mind was roiling.

"Y ou know an army genera by the name of Cazombi." It was a statement, not a question. Sturgeon
flinched but didn't reply. "He's one of avery small handful of peoplein the military authorized to know a
certain secret.” Heredled in and cast into the shadow of a boulder. "It's a secret not you, not me, not
even the Commandant is cleared for. Only the Chairman and one other member of the Combined Chiefs
are cleared for it. Cazombi told you part of the secret.”

Sturgeon remembered. The information Mgor General Cazombi told him following Company L's
recent deployment to Avionia had to do with aien sentiences—Cazombi had been in overal command of
that mission. Twice, e ements of 34th FIST had encountered intelligent diens. Company L on Avionia
and, before that, Company L'sthird platoon on the research planet Society 437. Sturgeon wasn't
supposed to know about those encounters, but Cazombi had risked his career to tell him in the belief that
acommander has the absolute right to know what his people do. The army generd had told him and his
top people—and sworn them to absol ute secrecy. Illegitimate possession of that knowledge could get
them condemned to life on the pend colony Darkside.

"Therés more?' he asked.

Aguinado barked abitter laugh. "A ot more, Ted." He cast again. Y ou know, if someoneis
observing us, they'll notice you're just stlanding there while the current drags your line downstream. Do
what I'm doing." He gave hisfishing rod ajerk and reded in abit of line,

Sturgeon did his best to mimic him, saw hisline had trailed far downstream, reded it in and recast.

"Don't worry too much about watchers, I'm probably just being paranoid. But I've encountered so
many startling things over the past two days, not to mention alevel of secrecy I've never even heard of,
I'm seeing shadows.”

"Damn!" He jerked on hisline, but it was snagged. Muttering to himsdlf, he started wading toward
where the fly was stuck, reding in the line as he went. When he reached the fly, he probed underwater
for it. Inamoment it was free, and he waded back with the object it caught on in his hand.

"People used to be awful careless,”" he said as he showed the shapel ess, faintly milky object to
Sturgeon.

Sturgeon looked at it, concerned. Was it some sort of disguised listening device?

"If it waan't in such lousy shape, thiswould be amuseum piece. If it wasn't isolated in theriver, an
archeologist would wet himself over it."

Startled, Sturgeon looked at him. "What isit?"

"A plagtic beverage container.” Helooked upstream. " Centuries ago, someone on ahiking or fishing
trip finished hisdrink and discarded the container. Over the centuries, it got washed into the river and



eventudly lodged under the edge of that boulder.” Helooked at it again. "It probably got lodged more
than once. Otherwise it would have reached the Pacific Ocean along time ago. Come on. I'm not paying
enough attention to what I'm doing if | let my fly get hooked on a piece of flotsam caught under a
boulder." He waded toward the river bank. "And let's dispose of this properly.”

Aguinaldo stowed the ancient soda bottle in the car's rubbish compartment and got out the coffee jug
and two mugs. He picked aflat rock for them to st on and poured. While Sturgeon took afirst Sip,
Aguinado withdrew what looked like aminiature emergency radio transceiver from his shirt pocket.
Sturgeon asked.

"It isan emergency transceiver." Aguinado st it to the weather band "It's also awhite noise
generator.” He pressed a button on the transceiver's Sde. "This should keep any snooping devicesfrom
picking up our voices. It's more obvious if we're under observation, but we can aways clam we're
discussing classified subjects and wanted to block any casual eavesdroppers.” Helaughed. "And that's
the absolute truth.”

"So what eseisthere? And how'd you find out?"

Aguinaldo studied him for along moment, then said dowly, "I'm the Ass stant Commandant. To
answer your second question, one doesn't reach this high without making powerful friends and doing
favorsdong the way. Therere aremarkable number of people who owe me. | called in somefavors.” He
laughed at Sturgeon's pained expression. "Don't worry, | didn't cal in favors from anyone who only owed
me one. There are as many people in my debt today as there were before you arrived in Fargo.” He sat
erect, asthough coming to adecision.

"The‘skinks,” as some of your Marines caled them, and the Avionians aren't the only dien sentiences
out there. There are at least a half-dozen others within or near Human Space. None of them seem to be
technologically superior to us. Mogt of them arerdatively primitive, like the Avionians. It'spure
happenstance that it was an eement of 34th FIST that was the first military unit to encounter hostile
diens Or at least thefirgt to liveto tell thetae." He solemnly shook hishead. "It's not positive, but fairly
certain, that afew small military units or other groups of humans have encountered hostile aliens and been

wiped out."

"That's startling,” Sturgeon said in what he knew was a gross understatement, "sentient aliens. But what
doesit have to do with my Marines not getting routine rotation orders?’

"Your Marineswere thefirst military unit to survive what was once called a‘ close encounter of the
third kind,” one where actua face-to-whatever contact is made between humans and aliens. Because of
that, 34th FIST has been designated asthe officid dien-encounter force.”

Sturgeon's eyes widened. "Why haven't | been told?

Aguinado shrugged. "Because the existence of sentient aliensis a state secret. Nobody's supposed to
know about the existence of sentient diens—including you and everyone elsein your command who
hasn't personally encountered them. In order to hold the secret as close as possible, no one from 34th
FIST isto be transferred to another unit. Everyone has been involuntarily extended for ‘the duration.’
Nobody in 34th FIST will be transferred, rleased from active duty, or placed on the retired roster until
further notice." He grimaced. "Or until the politicians stop being so scared of little green men and change
their policy.”

He dghed. "On the bright side for you, you're going to remain in the most coveted position in the
Marine Corps—in command of aF ST. And, bluntly, you weren't going to be promoted anyway.” He
gavethe brigadier agentle smile. "Y ou've made more enemies than friends dong the way, my friend. And
I'm sorry to say | made some of them for you on Diamunde." He shook his head ruefully. "All my talk of
meking friends”

"I made some powerful enemiesfor mysdlf on Diamunde when Admira Wimbush relieved Generd



Han and replaced him with me. Then | made even more enemieswhen | replaced his Corps commanders
with Marines" He looked Sturgeon in the eye. "Do you know that the army high command mounted a
campaign to block my appointment as ACMC? They did. But they took too long to get organized and |
was dready inthe billet by thetimethey fired their first salvo." He shrugged. "In my case, it doesn't
matter. Thisisatermina assgnment; ACMC never gets promoted to Commandant, so the only place up
for meis Chairman of the Combined Chiefs, and you know the army and navy will never accept a
Marine as chairman.”" He snorted and shook his head again, remembering his wife's concern about his
"career advancement” the day before.

Then he 9ghed. "Even though they were too late to block my appointment, the army high command
madeit quite clear that they would take it very badly if any of the Marines placed in command of higher
ranking army generads on Diamunde were subsequently promoted. I'm truly sorry, Ted."

Sturgeon shook it off; just now he was dealing with bigger problems than when or whether held next
be promoted.

"Anyway, that'sthe big secret,” Aguinaldo continued. "Thirty-fourth FIST isthe designated dien
encounter force. Everyonein it istherefor the duration. Desth or permanently crippling injury isthe only
way out." Hisexpression turned angry. "Theres even talk of quarantining Thorsfinni's World just in case
any of your Marines|esks the word out to the civilians."

"Quarantine Thorsfinni's World? That's unconsciongble!™

"People have used many terms to describe the Confederation in the generations since it was founded.
‘Benevolent’ hasrarely been one of them.”

"But to hold secret the knowledge of sentient aliens, and quarantine an entire civilized world to keep
the knowledge secret..."

"*Humane' isaso aterm seldom used to describe government policymakers.”

"To think we servethem,” Sturgeon said, momentarily disgusted with himsdf and what hed spent his
lifedoing.

"We don't only serve the government, we help people too. Sometimes we even protect them from the
government.”

Sturgeon looked away.

"Look at what your FIST has donein the past few years. Y ou defeated a murderous power structure
on Elnedl and hel ped destroy a rapacious government on Diamunde. And how you changed the
government on Wanderjahr was nothing short of splendid. One of your companies even prevented the
disruption of the development of an dien sentience, which disruption would have had unimaginable
consequences. Y es, we do the Confederation's bidding—and we do good wherever the opportunity
aisssdongtheway.”
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"No buts. We are Marines. It's our job to fight and to kill. It'sin our nature to protect and to help. We
do both."

For long momentsthey sat in sllence broken only by theriver running past. Then Sturgeon said, "'l have
to tell my Marineswhat's being done to them.”

"Not yet." Aguinado shook his head.
"Some of my Marines are ayear overdue for rotation. | haveto tell them.”

"I'm il owed favors and gtill have influence—despite my enemies,” Aguinaldo said. "'l agree with you
that the policy iswrong. Tell your Marinesthat you've got the Assistant Commandant of the Marine



Corpsworking on the problem and that helll get it fixed"
Sturgeon looked intently at him. ™Y ou can fix it?"

"I'll do my absolute best." There was another moment of silence, then Aguinaddo said, "One more
thing. Thereésacorpord, aclerk, name of Doyle. Y ou shipped him out when he returned from Avionia"

"Doyle. Oh, yes. It was part of a settlement. General Cazombi wanted to give him ameda for coming
up with the way to make the Tweed Hull Breecher work. His company first sergeant wanted to
court-martia him for insubordination. No meda, no court-martia, and atransfer. Histour was dmost up

anyway."

"He's been interdicted; he falls under the no-transfer policy. HEsbeing held in solitary confinement at
HQMC. Y ou have to take him back with you.”

After that there wasn't anything else to say on the subject. They went back into the river and caught
enough fish for dinner and the next morning's breskfadt, after which they returned to Fargo. Corporal
Doyle was handed over to Brigadier Sturgeon and they caught aride on anavy starship headed in the
generd direction of Thorsfinni's World. But one thing kept nagging at 34th FIST's commander: Generd
Aguinado had said held do his best to change the policy. The Marineslived by an ancient adage: Don't
try it. Don't do your best. Doit.

CHAPTER TWELVE

It wasraining in Placetas when the three Marines smoothly departed the Ben Gay. All arrivasinthe
capital city were required to process through Havanagas Intourist, an officia travel agency and customs
service. Over sx hundred passengers got off the Ben Gay, and while they were waiting to have their
reservations and baggage checked, two more ships landed, with another thousand tourists each.

"Thisisnot abusy day for us," acustomsinspector remarked casualy as he conducted a perfunctory
scan of their luggage. The Intourist operation was very efficient. Each arrival'sticket was checked and he
was booked onto a suborbital flight to whatever theme city was reserved for him. Since the Marines
were scheduled to spend their stay in Placetas, hotel reservations had been made for them in advance.

The Intourist reception areawas enormous, almost the size of asmdll city. The departure areas were
a0 crowded with hundreds of happy tourists lugging bags of mementos and souvenirs, waiting patiently
for flights home. The air was charged with the exciting sound of announcementsfor flights, people being
paged, the muted roar of severd thousand persons al talking at once.

Claypoole glanced at the dome a hundred meters over their heads. "L ook at therain,”" he muttered.
"Doesit rain likethis often?’

"You bet," the customs agent responded. "'In this hemisphere in this season it rains dl thetime. Most of
the people who come here thistime of the year get reservations for an onward flight to one of the theme
citieswhere the weather is better."

"Wedidn't know," Pasguin said.

"Well, according to your tickets, you have that option if you would like to go somewhere else before
your week is up. Just contact the reservations desk over thereif you'd liketo visit another city on
Havanagas. Shameto spend dl that money and then just stick around here for aweek.”

"Ugh. | haterain." Claypoole made aface.

The customs agent looked up from his scanner as Dean's luggage went through. "I would think you
boysd be used to rain, after your time in the Corps.”

For some reason Claypoole saw thisremark asacriticism. "Hey, buddy,” he amost shouted, "1 got



moretimein the rain than you got—"

"Okay, okay, Rachman, let's get moving," Pasquin interrupted. "We gottaalot of beer to drink and
ladiestovigt.”

"—on the shitter," Claypoole muttered as Pasguin guided him toward the reservations desk.

Theticket agent was very young and very pretty. Claypool€e's attitude improved ingtantly. Y ou
gentlemen don't want to visit one of our theme cities?' she asked as she checked their tickets and made
entries on her computer.

"No, maam, we're planning on spending our timeright here, rain or not.”

"Asyou wish. But you can change your venue anytime you like. Y ou have a specia option that gives
you free choice of any of our theme cities. Y ou can fly out anytime until your stay isup. Here, take these
crysasand seeif any of our other facilitiesinterest you." Shelooked a them speculatively. "That'savery
expensve option. Y ou must've saved for along time to make thistrip.” She smiled.

"Wesuredid," Dean answered. "'l saved my whole enlissment. Of coursg, if you knew some of the
placesthe Corps has sent us, you'd know we didn't have much opportunity to spend our pay.” They al
laughed.

"Miss, wed liketo changeinto civvies," Pasquin said. "How do we get to our hotel ?*

"Go down the red ramp to Concourse A for ground transportation. Y ou're booked into a double
room at the Roya Frogmore, afive-star hotel, gentlemen. Just wait at the Frogmore platform, it's clearly
marked, and alandcar will take you there. Enjoy your stay." She returned their tickets.

TheRoya Frogmore wasindeed aposh hotdl. "I could livelikethisdl thetime," Claypoole exclamed
as he tested the bed.

"We got one week, Rachman, so better enjoy dl thiswhileyou can,” Dean said.

"Let'stake alook at these crystalsthe lady gave us, get an idea of what's available. Hey, who knows?
Maybe well up and visit one of them theme cities," Pasquin suggested.

"Not me, Raoul," Dean said from his bed where he was stretched out comfortably. "All | wanttodois
get somefirgt-class booze, play some cards, and hire me afinelady for anight or two."

There were adozen theme cities on Havanagas. The onesthat interested the Marines the most were
the Polynesian and Ancient Roman venues, but there was @ so the theme city of the ancient Greeks,
where the battle of Marathon was reenacted once aweek; and Europe in the Middle Ages, with sword
fightsin the sreets and monumenta roya feasts. "1 wonder if they have the Black Plague too,” Dean
mused sourly.

"| sortalike this Raratonga, with them little brown women dancing hulas and everyone down to his
drawers and eating roast pig on the seashore,” Pasquin said.

"Romes the place for me," Claypoole said. " Gladiators, Roman legionnaires and senators, pizza,
Chianti, and dl that stuff."

"Yeah," Dean said sourly, "and that's where—" He dmost said Agent Woods was murdered, but
caught himsdlf a the last ingtant. "—they feed Christiansto the lions every Sunday." Pasquin looked at
him sharply and shook his head briefly. Dean resolved to be more careful in the future.

They reviewed the crystals on their readers. Placetas had a permanent population of about thirty
thousand. During the tourist season thisincreased to over 100,000, but it was an off season, asthe
customs man had told them. Few people lived permanently in the downtown area. Small suburban
enclaves dotted around the outskirts of the city contained housing areas where the residents conducted
their private livesin reative comfort. Nast had told them that the mgjority of permanent residentson



Havanagas was quite happy there; the mob took care of its own. The only dissatisfied dementsin the
population were the descendants of the origind settlers, but even they were forced to make their living of f
thetourigts, and if it weren't for the mob, thered be no tourism on Havanagas.

Placetas abounded with good restaurants, casinos, bordellos, theaters, every other form of amusement
known to man, but it had no exotic theme parks. Its places of entertainment were just straightforward
business enterprisesthat catered to every human desireinitsinfinite variety.

"Therésthis casino right down the street from the Frogmore," Dean said. "1'm heading on down there,
seeif | can find an honest game of blackjack, Raoul.” He winked at Claypoole.

"Widl, shouldn't we stick together? At least have dinner together before we split up? Hdll, | thought we
was buddies,” Claypoole said.

"Weve been stuck together for yearsin the Corps and on thetrip out here," Dean answered. "I want
onefreskin' night to mysdf, if you don't mind."

"Okay," Pasguin said, "whatever. Let's meet back here tomorrow morning for breakfast and then we
can plan therest of our time." He nodded knowingly at the other two, tacitly reminding them that they had
three days on their own before they were to make contact with Culloden.

The name of the casino was The Suicide King, and itslogo was ahuge king of hearts, the king with the
sword thrust behind his head, thus the sobriquet "suicide.” The restaurant there was excellent, even
Reindeer Alewas available on tap. Wanderjahrian thule was also available, and Dean smoked severa
cigarettes with his after dinner steak—steak from rea cows, the first hed had sinceleaving Earth to join
the Corps. The steak was huge and juicy, fully as savory asthe reindeer steaks served on Thorsfinni's
World. Puffing on ahuge Fiddl, he wandered over to the blackjack table.

The dedler, ayoung woman with long, delicate fingers, was playing solitaire when Dean came up to
her table.

"Hi," shesad, "my nameis Tara. Would you liketo play?' She held out her hand and Dean took it and
queezed lightly.

"Sure. My nameis Joe. What's the bet?"
"Whatever you can afford. The house will cover any bet you wish to make."
"Sow night?' Dean asked as he took a seat opposite Tara

Her face colored dightly and she smiled. "Thisisthe off season. Y ou're my first customer of the day.”
It was aready way past eight P.M. Tarabroke out anew deck and they played for an hour.

"When do you get off duty?"
"Midnight. The casino closes at midnight thistime of the year. Why?"

Dean shrugged. "'l came here with two friends, we just got out of the Marines. They're off on their own
tonight. | wanted to ask you to dinner with me..."

Taralooked up at Dean speculatively. He noticed her eyeswere dark green. " Sure. Why not? Oh,
they call me Fingers around here, 'cause I'm such agood dedler.” She held up her long, delicate fingers
and smiled.

"Thanks, Tara, er, Fingers. But look, I'm going over to the poker table for awhile; you're too good for
me." He laughed and gathered up his chips. "Seeyou a midnight.”

Pasquin looked into Giseldals warm brown eyes. They'd been smoking thule, laughing, talking, telling
each other their lifés stories. Gisdldawas one of the most beautiful whores Pasquin had ever imagined.



Her long auburn hair perfectly complemented the delicate bones of her face. Her breasts bulged
invitingly, and when she crossed and uncrossed her snuoudy long legs the movement jolted his heart. Her
hand was cool, soft and delicate, nails perfectly manicured. All in al, Giseldawas avery classy escort.

"They cal me Jizzy," sheld announced when Pasguin asked if he could St in her booth. Pasquin smiled.

They kissed passionatdly. Pasquin did ahand inside her blouse. My God! he thought. Wonderful
endowments! She leaned back in the booth. He reached inside her skirt and gently massaged her thigh.

"Uh, um..." Pasguin sat up quickly and did to the end of the booth.

Giselda gtraightened her clothes and sighed. ™Y ou know," she said mournfully, "I can sill show you a
good timeif you'd only—"
"Ah, no, no. No thanks, Jizzy. | guess| made amistake." Pasguin's face had turned a deep red.

Nervoudy he glanced around the bar to seeif anyone had noticed. No one had. The few other patrons
were too deeply engaged in their own conversations to take note.

"Well, thanks, Jzzy. Thanksdl the same." Pasquin shuffled some banknotes onto the table. " Sorry to
take up your timelike this. See you around.” He got up to leave.

"Y ou know where to find me, honey, if you should change your mind," Gisdlda said, stuffing the notes
into her bra.

Fat fucking chance! Pasquin thought as he ssomped out of the bar. Hewaked inadriving rain al the
way back to the Roya Frogmore and straight into the lounge, where he ordered atriple whiskey on the
rocks. Goddamn! he thought as he swished the raw whiskey around in his mouth. First night on the town,
pockets full of dough, adozen whorehouses within ablock, and | gotta pick—He cursed long and
terribly.

In the dark, in hisbed waiting for the others to come back, Pasquin laughed at long last. Buddha's blue
busted balls, he thought. From the waist up she was perfect!

It was not yet light when Tararolled over and kissed Dean. "Joe?" She shook him gently. " Joe?!
"Um, ah?'

"Joe, wake up and get dressed. There's a shuttle flight to Romein one hour. We can be there by
lunchtime and back here tomorrow before noon."

"What are you talking about? | gotta meet my buddiesfor breskfast—"

"Joe, I'm off today. Y ou've got an open ticket. Y ou've paid for the trip even if you don't takeit. | can
fly free asacasino employee. Y ou can be back here by noon tomorrow. Call the Frogmore and tell your
friendsyou're taking meto Rome."

Dean hesitated amoment before placing the call.

Dean was both frightened and excited to be gtting in the Coliseum. He was very much awarethat it
was where Special Agent Woods had met aterrible death. But the gladiator contests he was watching
were just very well-staged dramas, though unbelievably redlistic.

Tarapointed to the emperor's box at the opposite Sde of the arena. It wasfull. "That fat man Stting in
the middleis Noto, head of the Draya Family," she said. Dean wished he had a blaster; he could have
ended the careers of the Havanagas families very quickly.

The crowd thundered approval asthe gladiators dashed and cast at each other. The actionin the
arenawasfurious. The clash of dloy and stedl reverberated throughout the arena. From where hewas
stting, Dean heard the heavy breathing of the contestants asthey flung themsalves at one another. He



impulsively inserted his credit card into the dot provided. "Fifty on the guy with thered hair,” hesaid. The
machine confirmed the bet and returned his card and areceipt. The odds were printed on the back of the
receipt. Dean raised an eyebrow. Six-to-one againgt the guy with thered hair. Hed have apile if hisman
won. Helooked at the clock. The betting was over. The odds would stay the same until the fight was
decided.

Taraquivered with excitement beside him. A thin rivulet of perspiration coursed down the Sde of her
face. Her fists were clutched so tightly her whole body was shaking. Her full attention was riveted on the
fight below where they sat. Dean leaned back in his seat. These people take this crap serioudy, hetold
himsdlf. And herel am, betting onit! he chided himself.

The red-haired gladiator's opponent was down. "Mohammed H. Chrigt, I've won!" Dean was exultant,
but the crowd was on its feet, roaring for blood. Dean stood so he could see what was going to happen.
He looked around the crowd. Everyone was screaming and gesturing thumbs-down. Suddenly, Lance
Corpora Joseph F. Dean, Confederation Marine Corps, was pissed off. None of those foolish people
had ever killed aman, much less seen men redly die, and there they were, screaming for blood. "Fuck
you! Fuck you!" he shouted and thrust both thumbs upward. Nobody seemed to notice. The red-haired
gladiator looked up at the emperor's box, nodded once and plunged his sword into his opponent's
somach.

The crowd quieted down immediately asthe "corpse” was unceremoniousy dragged out of the arena.

"Whew!" Taraexclamed from beside him, fanning herself with a program. "Boy, that was somefight,
huh? And Joe, you won! Y ou won!" Sheleaned over and kissed him. "What's wrong, honey, you don't

look very happy?"
"Nothing. It'sjust I've never seen people act like this before." He told her what he/d done on places

like Elneal and Diamunde. "1 mean, thisisso damned redl.” Infact, it wasred, for some people, like
Agent Woods.

"Wadl, wedl know it'snot for redl, honey. It'slike watching atrid, you know? Where you can be part
of the action? People have been enjoying spectacleslike thisfor years.”

"It'snot that, Tara. Thisisnot like that. It's the way the spectators acted. In the trids and vidsit's
always the good guys who win, so you got something to root for, but here, these people don't redlly care
who wins, so long as someone loses.”

"Settle down, Joe! After thisisover well al go back to being normal again. With what you've won we
can redlly enjoy oursalvestonight. And look at the program: next up is Christiansand liong"

Claypoole went into thefirst bar he could find and ordered abeer. He had just begun sipping the
golden brew—these people know their beers, he reflected, because Reindeer Aleisavailable on
tap!'—when ashapdly, dark-skinned woman sat down beside him. She held out her hand. "Hi, my name
isKatie Wellsand I'm awhore! Katie's not my real name; that's Keren Begemdir, but | heard an old
song once about agirl who died young, Katie Wells, and | liked that name.”

Claypoole dmost choked on his beer but he took her hand and managed to get his own name out.
"Claypooleis my name, miss. Rachman Claypoole. Cal me Rock.”

"Need someone for tonight?* she asked, smiling and tossing her head back. She regarded Claypoole
frankly. Her gpproach was so sudden and straightforward, Claypoole struggled to reply, so she went on,
"Cogt you 150 to get me out of here early, 150 for my services and whatever entertainment we decide on
afterward. I'll stay with you through breakfast tomorrow, and it'll cost you dl told maybe five hundred. If
you likeit, I'll stick around, give you areduced rate. Whadaya say?'

Claypoole regarded her cleavage. Nice legstoo. He felt area twinge of emotion as he realized she



reminded him very much of someone hed known along time ago. He shrugged, but inwardly he knew
shewasthegirl for him. How could | be so lucky? he wondered. "Okay. Sure. Who do | pay to get you
out of here?'

"The bartender. Say, | could use some steak and eggs!” Katie patted her ssomach as she spoke. "l
know anice place just down the street. We can eat and just make the first performance at the Biograph.
Y ou like Shakespeare?

"Er, asin William?'

"Y eah. They're performing Titus Andronicus al week. One of my favorites. It wasfirgt performed in
1594, did you know that? Y ou know the twentieth century poet, T. S. Eliot? He said it was one of the
Supidest plays ever written." Katie laughed. "But | likeit. It's about aguy who redly gets pissed at some
dirty bastards who screw him over, so he plots his revenge. Hoo boy, does he ever! Youll loveit!”

"What if | don't?" Katie shrugged.

"Then screw you, Rock. We do it my way until we get back to my place. Then you can screw me."”
Shelaughed. "After the play | know a place where we can have drinks, talk abit before we go back to
my pad. Come on, let'sget amove on.”

During the medl Katie never shut up. She maintained asteady monologue on avariety of subjectsthat
did not interest Claypoole in the dightest. But she was agood taker, obvioudy very intelligent and
well-read. Idly, he wondered how she could eat so much and still maintain her figure. "I get plenty of
‘exercise’ during thetourist season!™ Shelaughed, amogt asif she could read his mind.

"What happens when you get old, Katie?' Claypoole asked suddenly.

She shrugged. Around amouthful of food she said, "Then | go out with older men. We havea
retirement program here, you know? Everyone who works on Havanagas does. | figured when my tits
get down to my belly button, I'm out.” Shelaid down her fork and laughed so hard other patrons turned
to look in ther direction.

Claypoole couldn't hep himself. He started to laugh too. They laughed until tears streamed down their
cheeks.

After the play they stood on a corner waiting for a cab. "Whadjathink of the play?' Katie asked.

"Well, I'm not much on plays, Katie. Sure kept my attention, though. | can sill see those headsin that
meat pie! God'shairy bdls, | need adrink after dl that cutting and dashing." Everyonein the 34th FIST
knew the story of what had happened to Ensign vanden Hoyt and Professor Benjamin on Diamunde, and
the gridy fate of Tamoras sonsin the play came as an uncomfortable reminder of that redl-life horror.

"Oooh, don't talk likethat!" Katie chided him. "Bad luck to take God's namein vain. And you know,
when you swear by God's parts, those parts actualy hurt him?" Claypoole thought she was joking, but
when he looked at her the expression on her face was serious. "Okay, | know just the place," sherattled
on. "Thelibrary."

"What?' Claypoole asked sharply.

"The FreeLibrary. It'sabordello on the other sde of town. | know the girlsthere. The manager's
been trying to recruit me for years. If we buy drinks, they'll let usSit in the parlor. They have red books
they'll let uslook at."

A taxi pulled up. Claypoole felt atwinge of nervousness. Thelibrary! They weren't due there until day
after tomorrow. Would going early screw things up? No, he redized suddenly, just the opposite! What a
break! Now, at the appointed time, he could go back there with the others and it'd look very natural.



Hdll, hed just retain Katie's services for the rest of the week and she would go with them on Thursday. It
was perfect.

Two huge stone mythologicd beadts, hdf animd, haf human, stood beside the long flight of stepsthat
led up to the Free Library of Placetas. Enormous brass doors with huge, highly polished handles swvung
wideto let themin. The foyer was dl polished marble, ceilings twenty meters high. An enormous marble
daircase led to the upper floors. To theright and left of the foyer were huge acoves with shelves of
books reaching from floor to celling. The carrels were comfortable nooksjust big enough for two people,
where customers met the girls and made their arrangements. Drinks—and books, the Free Library wasa
red library!—could be ordered from there.

"Gerry!" Katie shouted. Her voice echoed loudly in the enormousfoyer.

An dderly man, beard neatly trimmed, somewhat stooped, and bading on the top of hishead, smiled
up at them from areception desk. "Katie, my dear!" He stood up and they embraced warmly. "Have you
changed your mind? Areyou hereto join my staff?"

Katie amiled warmly and twesked Gerry's ear playfully. "Not tonight, love, just vigting. Gerry, thisis
Rachman. He'saretired Marine."

Gerry bowed dightly and extended his hand. "Good evening, kind sir! | am Gerry Prost, head librarian
and manager of this establishment. | trust you will enjoy your evening with us. Comeright thisway."

Mr. Prost guided them to an empty carrdl. "Thisisared library, Mr. Claypoole,” Prost said as he
seated them. "We have some very rare volumes available. We have books that go way back to the dawn
of printing, incunabula, they're caled. We dso have some origina etchings by William Blake, the English
poet. They are extremely rare. If you order anything from our rare books department you will be issued
specid gloves. Please wear them when handling those volumes. Otherwise, Katie knows how things
work around here. Enjoy."

"Gerry'sared librarian, Rock," Katie said after Prost had |eft them. "He retired years and years ago
and took thisjob here. The girlslove him. He's a shrewd manager and he does not participate in what
goes on upgtairs. And he has single-handedly built up this wonderful collection. Do you read much?!

Claypoole shrugged. "Y es, novels and training manuas, mostly." Ooops! He was out of the Corps
now! "Well, when | wasin the Corps, that'swhat | read mostly," he added.

"What'll we haveto drink?' Katie asked. She activated the computer. "We're ready to order,” she
sad.

"I'd likeabig glass of Reindeer Ale and let's smoke somethule.”

"Sour mash bourbon for me, on the rocks," Katie told the computer. "And let me see the card catalog.
Therésabook | dwaysloveto look at whenever | come here," she said to Claypoole. "Give usthe
Foeght Chaucer, please,” she said after scrolling through the catalog and picking the call number.

"No drinking or smoking alowed while handling the books," the computer announced. The automated
voice was that of Mr. Progt. "Please wear the gloves when you handle thisvolume." Obediently, they put
their drinks onto sideboards.

A panel inasdewall popped open and ameta box did out. Katie dipped on the thin cotton gloves
that came with the box and opened it. Carefully, she took out alarge leather-bound volume and opened
it up. Onthefly leaf someone had written along message by hand inink. It wasto "Jack" from "Dad" and
dated April 12, 1931. Claypoole whistled; that was 522 years ago! His eyesfell on one line that stood
out. It wasin archaic English and the penmanship was difficult to decipher at first, but he puzzled it out.
"...Chaucer ‘ever ready to cheer the language of your soul, and gild the bareness of life with treasures of
bygone times —"



"Now look at this," Katie whispered as she turned to the title page. On the obverse of the first leaf was
afull-page woodcut entitled " The Progenie of Geffrey Chaucer,” and on the recto of thetitle page, "The
Workes of Our Ancient and learned English Poet, Geffrey Chaucer, newly Printed. London, Printed by
Adam Idip. An. Dom. 1602."

"Thisbook was printed in 1602?7" Claypoole asked, astonished. "Katie, thisbook is—is, good shit,
850 yearsold! I've never held any man-made thing that wasthis old! What do you think it'sworth?' he
amost whispered.

"Millions, | should think. The people who sponsor this place have money to burn. When they first hired
Gerry, he went wild on acquisitions. People come from al over Human Space just to see the books he's
collected, did you know that? Y es! Here, let me show you something.” She turned to the prologue. " See
this?' She pointed to a passage.

"What languageisthat written in?" Claypoole asked, peering at the strange black |etters on the lesf.

Katielaughed. "It'sarchaic English, but what might makeit difficult for you to read isthat it's printed in
‘black letter’ type. But rendered into modern typology, you could learn to read Chaucer's English pretty
easly. Here, let meread it for you:

"There was an Oxford student...

And he was too unworldly for employment
Insomelay office.

At his couch's head

His twenty volumes bound in black and red
Of Arigtotle's philosophy pleased him more
Than arich wardrobe or agay guitar.”

"Do you love books, Lance Corpora Rachman Claypoole, late of the Confederation Marine Corps?”
"wdl, I—"

"l do. Oh, it soundsinsincere, don't it, when awhore like metalks about love? But | think if | ever was
tofal inlovewith any man, it'd be aman who shares my love of books. A man like Gerry Prog." She
nodded toward the reception desk as she carefully put the ancient book back into its case and
commanded the computer to return it to the stacks.

"Whered you ever learn so damned much about books and plays and poets and stuff?* Claypoole
asked, atinge of wonder in hisvoice. He smiled. He was beginning to like the Havanagas scene. And
athough he would never tell Katie this—it realy would sound insincere—he thought that old book athing
of surpassing beauty, even if he couldn't read it.

Katie shrugged as she peded off the gloves; inwardly she was delighted. Sheld seen how Claypoole
reacted to the ancient book, and that pleased her no end. I'm gonnagive this guy anight hell dways
remember. "How'd | learn dl that stuff? Well, I've got plenty of timeto read in my business. Now," she
settled back and stretched her legs, "let's finish our drinks and have asmoke. And then let'sfuck.”

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The Fighters grumbled among themsalves, though they were careful to do their grumbling away from the
hearing of the Leaders. The Masters and L eaders saw complaints as a challenge to their authority and
power, and chalenges were punishable by desth. Normally, the Fighters kept unspoken any displeasure



they felt, but this planet—

The Fighters had not been told the name of the world; they weretold it was a secret. Asthough
knowing the name of the pesthole could possibly threaten the True People, much less the Emperor. They
cdleditthe"Bog" because soldiers had to call the place where they were by some name. They did not
tell the Workersthey called the planet the Bog. The Workers might have grumbled among themsalves,
but they never did it within hearing of the Fighters. The Fighters saw grumbling by the Workersasa
challengeto their superiority.

The Fighters who thought about it, few of them because Fighters were not bred to think, wondered
why the Bog was so miserable. It was not that different from Home. The air was quite Smilar, damp and
redolent with fish and vegetation. There were many swamps and much marshland. A plentitude of
duggish riversthreaded the land. There was frequent rain.

Maybeit wastherain; a Home it rained more often than not, arefreshing, cleansing rain thet |eft one
fedling rgjuvenated when the sun came out so the True People could bask initslight. On the Bog, it
raned dl thetime. They had been on the Bog for afew weeks, and there had not been abreak in the
rain. Sometimesthe rain wasllittle more than amist, sometimesit was amonsoon. And it rained every
way in between. Not once in the weeks they'd been on the planet had the sun broken through the solid
cloud cover.

Or maybe it was the mud. There were many lush forests at Home, as there were on the Bog. But the
forestsa Home glittered with dl the eight billion greens; they were speckled with flowersin al hues,
birds sang in their branches, saplings and bushes carpeted the ground under the trees. The Bog's forests
were muted in color, afew dull browns and greens, there were no flowers or birds, and only scraggly
tregling-things poked up through the mud. Home had savannas with luscious green growth for browsing
animas. The Bog had only smal, weedy clearingsin itsforests and svamps.

Or it could be the anima life. The Bog was home to hideous creatures, like things out of some
evildoer's nightmares. They walked on six legs, or climbed with them. They had no heads; instead their
eyeswere on staksthat poked out of their backs, the tops of their shoulders, and their chests. Their
mouths were snouts—some long, some short, some in between—that protruded at aforward angle from
their shoulders below the eyestalks. They breathed through tubed openings asfar behind the shoulder
eyedtalks as their snouts were before them. They were brown or black or gray, the colors of the mud on
which they lived. Only thefish looked natural, and they had too many eyesand fins.

Onekind of animad, larger than a True Person, but not nearly asbig asalLarge One, walked and
climbed with four of itslegs and used the front pair as the True People used hands and arms. Thiskind of
anima aso used primitive tools and weapons, though it went about naked and did not build houses.

For al those reasons, perhaps, the Fighters, a hundred and more of them, were grumbling among
themselvesthat day asthey dogged through the mud. Mud spattered their legs with each step, caked
their boots, seeped through the drain holes and squelched in their boots. Heavier than adrizzle, therain
pattered on them incessantly, soaked the uniformsthat clung to their skin, runneled down their arms,
trunks, legs, added itsweight to the mud that built on their legs and feet and insde their boots. The dull
colorsin theforest further deflated their spirits. And they knew what awaited them at the end of the
fatiguing march: acamp of the repulsive creatures that waked and climbed on four legs and had two
arms. Crestures had come close to the base in the past severd days sincetheir arrival. The Masters had
decided they were a nuisance that must be dedlt with.

The leader and elders and other advisers stood in acircle under the spreading branches of aforest
giant whose leaves diffused the heaviest rain so it fell on them delightfully. None of them bothered to step
out from under the cascades of water that fell from the leaves, |eaf-trapped rain that was channeled into



funnels. Hunters not admitted to the circle gathered in clumps around it so they could listen. Femaeswho
were not tending young aso edged close.

"Three hunters have gone out and not come back,” the chief hunter said angrily, his primary eyestalks
amedrigidly at theleader. "It is past time we organized a search for them.”

The leader wagged his primary eyestaks at the chief hunter, acknowledging the topic of the council he
had called for, then pointed them at the eldest.

"When hunters go out aone, sometimes they do not return,” the eldest said in acresking voice. "If we
search we will probably find no trace. If we do find anything, it will likely be afew scattered, broken
bones"

"Wemust find out why they didn't return,” the youngest elder interjected sharply.

The leader reached out and smacked the youngest €lder between the eyestalks for speaking out of
turn. The youngest elder bowed historso low but did not point his primary eyestalks at the ground. He
kept them defiantly on the leader.

"If we do not find out why they did not return, more hunterswill go out and not return.” One of the
missing hunters was the youngest elder's younger brother, and the youngest elder was till an active
hunter himsdif.

The leader pointed his primaries at the second oldest elder. That was the custom in council. The one
who called it spokefirgt, to say why council was called, then the elders spoke in order of seniority. The
leader said nothing more until dl the eders had spoken.

The second oldest extended his pectoral eyestalksto look at the semiprostrate youngest. "Get up!" he
snapped. He retracted his pectorals and aimed his primaries at the leader. "Both the oldest and the
youngest are right. Hunters sometimes go out and do not return and cannot be found and we never know
what happened. But when three hunters disappear in ashort period of time, thereis usually areason for
it, and we must dedl with that reason or hunters will keep disappearing until we move to another hunting
ground.”

The leader wagged his primaries and looked at the third eldest. Her oldest daughter's oldest son was
oneof themissng hunters,

"My grandsonis careful,” she said in avoice so controlled it gave no indication of the anguish shefelt
at the loss. "He has never been injured on ahunt. Heisaso a careful hunter and away's brings back
food." She glanced a the chief hunter, who wagged his primariesin agreement. "Thereisanew danger
out there. We must identify it before we lose more mothers sons.”

The leader acknowledged her, then turned to the next oldest, the only elder who hadn't yet spoken.

That elder retracted his primariesin reflection. When hefindly spoke, he did so dowly, asthough he
wasn't certain hiswords should be said.

"During the night before the day the first missing hunter went out, | had to get up in the middle of the
night." Thiselder was notoriousfor hislack of control over hisexcretory functions. "Whilel wasup |
heard thunder. It was not normal thunder. It did not crack or boom, it did not roll in a succession of
booms. Instead it began almost too soft to hear, then dowly grew to the volume of middle-distance
thunder. 1t stopped suddenly. | listened, but there was no more. | decided a storm did not threaten, so |
returned to my nest and went back to deep.” He paused for so long the leader thought he wasfinished
and began to speak. But the fourth eldest flicked up alimb to indicate he wasn't through and resumed
gpesking. "There was something strange about that thunder. It wasn't dl in one place. 1t sounded,” his
primaries darted down in embarrassment, everyone knew his hearing wasfailing, "like it began very high
in the sky and came closer to the ground as it got louder.” He paused again, but resumed before the
leader opened his mouth. "It wasin the same direction the first hunter went in."



When it was obvious he was through, the leader looked at the youngest €lder.
"l have said what | haveto say.”

Before the leader could speak, the chief hunter broke in, a breach of custom; the petitioner was not
supposed to speak again until after the leader.

"All three hunterswho are missing left in the same direction.”

Theleader didn't strike the chief hunter for speaking out of turn. Instead, he withdrew his primariesin
thought. The circlewaited patiently. The surrounding centauroids also waited quietly.

After amoment the leader extended his primaries and spoke solemnly. "We must go out as scouts to
find why three hunters went in the same direction and did not return. We must be especidly careful. If
fourth-eldest's ears did not play tricks on him, the monsters may have returned.”

Eyedtalks, primary, dorsal, and pectora, popped everywhere. Everyone was artled. Thedirectionin
which the hunters disappeared, and in which the fourth el dest heard the strange thunder, was not where
the monsters had been before. But the leader was right, there was no reason the monsters should return
to the same place.

"The monsters did not kill any people when they were here before,” the second eldest said. "Why
should they kill huntersthistime, if they have returned?’

"Who knowswhat monsterswill do, or why?" the third oldest snapped. Her primaries quivered at him.
No one had an answer.

"Prepare,” the leader said to the chief hunter.

"Will you scout aswell?!

"I will."

On orders from the Leaders, the Fighters bellied themsalves on the mud and dithered in two lines that
curved away from each other, then back again until they formed acircle. The dither through the mud was
disgusting, but the lack of undergrowth in the unhealthy forest dlowed the movement to be madein
amost tota slence. The biggest problem the Fighters had was keeping the nozzles of their wesapons clear
of the mud. None of the few who thought of such things wanted to think of the consequences of firing
with clogged nozzles. Fortunately, there was little growth to snag the ammunition tanks they carried on
their backs.

On further sgnd the Fighters dithered forward until they could see into the encampment of the
headless mongtrosities. Those few among the Fighters who thought of such matters saw the camp asa
nesting ground, such asthe migratory birds of Home might use—except for one disquieting detail. The
nesting grounds of birds were raucous places, filled from dawn to dark with cries and caws, strobing with
incessant movement. These creatures moved seldom, and were amost sedate about it when they did.
Their vocalisms were restrained, and only onein agroup spoke at atime. Most of them were gathered in
one place under the dripping trees; they seemed to be listening to asmaller group in their midst, and those
inthat group spoke one at atime.

The six Leadersin the group observed; they ignored the socid structure displayed by the creatures.
They looked at the implements that might be used as wegpons, where they were scattered in the camp,
which creatures held them, which creatures that were not armed were in position to take up weapons.
The Leaders needed to know those things so when the order to attack came, they could command their
Fightersto kill the most dangerous of the creaturesfirst.

There was a Magter with the group. A very junior Master on aminor vermin-remova mission, but a



Master nonetheless. Decisions and changesin orders were his responsbility. He observed the socia
structure displayed by the centauroids. He saw the tools and understood which were weapons and which
were not. He thought deeply about such things. The way the centauroids attended each other, their
evident communication, their use of tools—at least some of which were made rather than
found—indicated to him that they had some form of intelligence. They were beasts, of course, but
intelligent beagts. Intelligent beasts could be trained to labor. The Master thought about the amount of
work to be accomplished to establish the staging base on that unpleasant world, the number of workers
available, and the time congtraints under which they worked. He came to adecision. Heimmediately
dismissed the thought of checking with the Senior Master; the Senior Master couldn't see the things he
saw. If the Senior Master didiked hisidea afterward, the Junior Master would die. If the Senior Master
did likeit, honors would be heaped on the Junior Master. He believed hisideawas one that would gain
him honors. He spoke into his communicator and instructed the Leaders to have the Fighters take
prisoners. Eradicate the nesting ground, he instructed. Kill all armed centauroids, kill al who are bigger
than people, and kill the smallest ones. But take as many of the others prisoner as possible. Kill al who
resist or attempt to escape.

The Leaders acknowledged the new command and awaited the order to attack. When the Master
saw the centra group of centauroids begin to break up, he ordered the attack.

All around the centauroid camp the Leaders jumped to their feet and screamed for their Fightersto
attack. The Fightersrose, aimed their weapons, and sprayed killing juices into the masses of mongters.
Asthe Leaders called out the changed orders the Fighters adjusted their aim accordingly.

The centauroids panicked.

Theleader and the council of elders were among the first to die horribly asthick, greenish fluid ate
deep holesin their flesh.

Only the chief hunter survived theinitia volley as he had broken from the council group to organize
scouts an instant before the firing began. When the attack began, the chief hunter ran in unpredictable jigs
and jags, changing direction and speed every step or two, as though dodging the spikes of adangerous
prey anima. Asheran he caled out to the hunters, his full-volume honking carried easily over the
panicked hooting of the females and young. A few hunters honked repliesto hisorders, too few. Ashe
paused in hisirregular movement to look for those who didn't call back, streams from three wegpons
gruck him.

The chief hunter's honking turned ghrill...

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Partly concedled by the other femaes who stood nervoudy around her, she huddled miserably ina
corner of the barn. Spatters of rain splashed through the dit they'd made in thewall behind the huddling
one. She needed the rain—they al needed rain; their skinswere dry and cracked from being kept many
hours each day under aroof that blocked the rain. The huddling female needed the rain more than the
others; her birthing time had come.

With a sudden gasp, she struggled to a crouch. Three females helped her up. Gingerly, she moved her
posterior over the pile of leaf fragments the femal es had sneaked into the barn despite the watchful
guards. One femde folded her mid and hindlimbsto lower her torso until her primary eyestalks were level
with the birther's channdl.

The birther squeezed and grunted. Fluid gushed from her channel and two tiny balls plopped onto the
pile of wet leaf fragments. She staggered from the effort and release, but the others held her up and the
one by her posterior kept her from gitting or stepping on her newborns. They aided her in moving around
until she could fold her mid and hindlimbs under herself next to the two balls that were opening up on the



pile of leaf fragmentsinto miniature, incompletely formed centauroids. Each stood on dl six wobbly limbs.
The miniatures turned about uncertainly, their eyebuds poking out, searching for their dam. Shuffling, she
did amidlimb from under hersalf and nudged the leaves. Uttering feeble squeaks, the newborns
scrabbled toward the disturbance. They found her midlimb and climbed onto it. Grasping with &l their
limbs, they struggled dong itslength, up the front of her torso to the sac dit beneath her mouth, and
dippedindde.

The new mother sghed deeply, lowered her torso, and rolled onto her sde. The small movements of
the newbornsins de the sac soothed her. She crooned softly and the irregular movements dowly matched
the rhythm of her crooning.

"Y ou should haveleft them,” said afemaewho hadn't aided in the birthing.

The new mother paid no attention; it was her first birthing, and the fed of her babesin her sac
obliterated everything from without.

" She should not have," said the one who had protected the newborns when they first fell from the birth
channdl.

"The monsterswill see and they will kill usall.”

The hel per looked a the mother. She could easily spot the dight bulge on her chest where the sac held
the newborns, but she doubted the monsters would notice. She certainly had trouble telling one monster
from another, though they instantly recognized each other.

"They won't see," she said with certainty born of hope.

The monsters worked them hard, thought them ideal pack-animals, loaded them with burdens that
weighed more than the centauroids did. Kicked them and beat them with clubs when they fell beneeth the
unbearable weight. The labor weakened them. Thefirst of them to die had been beaten to death on their
firgt full day of labor. That death taught them to struggle back to their feet asfast asthey could when they
fdll instead of trying to release their burdens.

Each day asthe sky lightened into dawn, they were fed. The food wasn't the diet of fish, leaves, and
tubersto which they were accustomed. Instead they were given agruel with bits of fish, fragments of ledf,
and strange, pulpy, white seeds of akind they'd never seen before. The pulpy seeds, not in agrud,
seemed to be the mgjor diet of the monsters, though they ate many fish and strange leaves aswell. Inthe
evening, as the ky was darkening to night, they were fed again. Theinadequate diet weakened them
even more.

Then one day more creatures were brought in; frightened, bruised, and wailing. All were females of
breeding age; no elders, no immature young. No males.

When the new group arrived, the monsters stopped the six surviving females and herded the
newcomers, about thirty of them, to them. Gabbling uninteligibly, the monsters got across what they
wanted—the six were to teach the newcomers how to be daves.

How could they do that? They didn't know how to put the burdens on themselves; the monsters
always|oaded them and fastened the straps that kept the burdens on their backs. And they never knew
when they were |oaded from the flying nest which of the other nests they were to bear their [oads to until
amongter lashed them in theright direction.

"Fallow us," the oldest of the Six called out. She staggered as she turned, but she didn't fall. Sheled the
way to the huge, strange nest to which they were carrying their burdens.

The newcomers were frightened, confused, but seeing that others of their kind were there and seemed
to know what to do, they stopped wailing and fell in line behind the six. Soon, they were sure, their



questions would be answered. Then the burdens were lifted from the six and the newcomers were filled
with horror at Sight of their oozing backs. They shrilled and cried and some of them tried to run.

The monsters beat one of them to death as an example to the others. Then the heavily laden females
followed the sx to the flying nest, amost collgpsing under their burdens. In line they moved dong to
another nest, each stumbling at least once. Each received blows, but struggled back to their feet. No
more were killed that first day. Most adapted and became too dulled by exhaustion and weaknessto
care.

The new mother was one of the third batch to be brought in. She gave birth little more than aweek
after her arrival. Her strength hadn't yet ebbed too low, and she thought she could manage. At each medl
she alowed some of her grud to dribble down from her mouth to the sac dit where her newborns lapped
it up. Shedid her best to retain food in her mouth for her babes between her own meals, but often dl she
could give them was sdiva she was barely able to work up. One of the two died severd days after its
birth, and, for awhile it seemed that the other would survive. But it lasted only six days. Deprived of her
babies, the young mother refused to rise for work the next morning. The monsters beat her to death. But
the mongters didn't find the newborns; the other femal es had hidden the tiny corpses away.

The Senior Master growled, "Y ou were right. They make very good daves. It istoo bad they are so
much weaker than their broad backs would suggest.”

The Junior Master bowed low to the Senior, uncertain whether to be pleased that the Senior Master
thought hisideawas good, or dishonored because the creatures were weaker than they looked. "Thank
you, Master," he growled back. "Y ou areright, Magter.”

Thetwo Masters stood in the lee of aporch roof, watching the centauroids struggle under thelr
burdens.

"If we had enough of them they would do nearly as much work as our tractors and we could unload
the mothershipin hdf thetime"

"Yes, Magter." The Junior bowed again.

The senior considered the daves for amoment longer, then asked, "These are al femaes?!
"Yes Mader."

"The maesarelarger and stronger?”

"They arelarger, Magter. | believe they are stronger.”

"Go out again. Bring back mdesthistime.”

"Themaesared| amed, Magter.”

"Kill any you must. Any you can disarm, bring back."

"Yes, Magter." The Junior Master bowed athird time and backed away.

Helost two Fightersin the raid, but they brought back fifty male centauroids. The Senior Master had
to laugh—the maleswere easier to bresk to the yoke than the females. And they were stronger. After
additiond raids, on which they lost only one more Fighter, they had more than two hundred male daves.
Congtruction and supplying of the staging base speeded up. The work wasfinished well ahead of
schedule. The surviving beadts, dll thirty-eight, were released.

Thoroughly disoriented aswell as weakened, the freed centauroids swam across the river and
wandered into the forest. Most of them survived the swim.

Two Junior Leaders watched the centauroids leaving, growled at each other, then went to the Senior



Master with aproposa. The Senior Master barked out alaugh at their proposa and gave his permission
for them to proceed. The two Junior Leaders stripped down to loincloths and took up swords. They
followed the centauroids across the river and began hunting them. One hour later they returned and
deposited the eyestalks they'd collected. One brought back twenty-one pair, the other seventeen.

The Senior Master peered at the eyestalks. "Did you kill them al?" he asked.
The Junior Leaders bowed.

"l think 0, Magter," said one.

"Itisdifficult to cut the heads off beasts that have no heads," the other replied.
The Senior Master laughed.

So did everyone dse within hearing.

Within the scheduled time, more Masters arrived, some senior even to the Senior Master in charge of
the staging base. These Masters brought Leaders and Fighters with them. First they camein the
thousands and then in the tens of thousands. When more than ahundred thousand had arrived, the
operation was ready to begin. The most Senior Master ordered a ship to ferry thefirst wave to the target
planet, amere three light-years away.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

It was raining—again—on Thursday asthe three Marines sat in the dining room at the Roya Frogmore,
pecking away disconsolately at their breakfast. While none would admit to it, they were dl very nervous
asthe hour of contact neared.

"Goddamn rain," Claypoole muttered, "I don't see why anybody'd want to waste his money on this
waterlogged hole. The skinkswould loveit."

Pasquin cringed at the mention of skinks and looked hard at Claypoole.

"l just don't give adamn," Claypoole responded, twirling a piece of beefsteak on the end of hisfork.
"And they can have this damned chow too." He threw hisfork down. "Reindeer steaks are better than
this cow shit stuff anyway."

"Wadll, dl thisrainisdepressing,” Dean offered. "But Rock, don't forget, you met Katie here. The place
can't bedl bad then, canit?'

Claypoole brightened at the mention of Katie. "Y eah! Hey! | wannatake you guys some place this
afternoon.”

"That library you been talking about?" Pasguin asked.

"Yeah. Let'sgo over after lunch. Hey, Raoul, maybe you can pick up agirl therel™
"Afternoon'salong way off. What do we do until then?' Dean asked.

"Get drunk?' Pasguin offered

"I'll drink to that!" Claypoole responded. Then suddenly he shot straight up in his chair and the color
drained completdly out of hisface.

"Hey, buddy, what's up?" Pasquin asked, genuinely concerned. He turned around to follow
Claypool€e's gaze but could see nothing amissin the dining room.

"Rock, what isit? Areyou sick?' Dean asked.



Claypoole swalowed, "N-No. Turn around to your left, very dowly. Three tables over. She's stting
by hersdf. See her?' As he spoke, Claypoole concentrated on the food till |eft on his plate.

Caaudly, asif gtretching, Dean looked in the direction Claypooleindicated. He saw nothing out of the
ordinary at first, two or three tables with early morning diners enjoying their food. Then he too stiffened.
"My God," hesghed, "itsasmal universe, an'tit?'

"What? What? Whadaya see?' Pasquin followed Dean's gaze and then |ooked back at him anxioudy
and shrugged his shoulders. "Whadayalooking at?"

"That middle-aged woman sitting by herself over by the waterfal. See her?
"Yegh. Sowhat?'
"That's Juanita from Wanderjahr, Raoul," Dean answered.

Pasquin regarded the two quizzicdly and then it hit him. ™Y ou mean the woman who ran that bar
where...?" Everyonein 34th FIST knew that someone had tried to assassinate Dean and Claypoole as
they sat out back of Juanita's, drinking with some girls. A woman named Maggie, gpparently someone
Claypoole had falen for, waskilled in hisarms. Hed never quite gotten over it. "Jeez, what a
coincidence," Pasquin muttered. "Do you think she dtill holdsit against you?”

Claypoole nodded.

"Ah," Pasgquin made adismissve gesture, "who gives ashit? Were here, we got money, we're havin' a
good time. No old bitch isgonnascrew that up on us, right?’

"I wonder what she's doing here?' Dean speculated aloud.
"l don't know," Claypoole said, "but let's plit. I've lost my appetite.”
Asthethree stood and gathered their rain gear, Juanitalooked up at Claypoole. Their eyes|locked.

"Oh, shit," Claypoole sighed, "she's made us. Damn, what away to start out an otherwise perfectly
awful day."

Juanitastared silently at the three. To Dean and Pasquin, it seemed she fixed Claypoolewith a
particularly icy stare. She only looked at them for an instant but to Claypoole it ssemed an hour. Then
she got up, spun on her hedl and stalked out.

"Whew!" Pasquin breathed again. " Someone just walked over my gravel™

"Aw, jeez, Raoul, | could have gone dl day without hearing aremark like that!" Claypoole muttered as
he shrugged into hisrain gear.

By the time they got outside, Juanita had disappeared. "Now what?' Pasquin asked as he stood under
the avning trying to avoid the pouring rain. Placetas boasted dl the conveniences of modern life except
the climate-controlled environment most twenty-fifth-century city planners preferred. 1t was thought
natura westher enhanced the "atmosphere’ of life on Havanagas, and for most visitorsit did. But not for
Marines. They got enough "naturd” weather in the Corps.

"Let'sgoto The Suicide King," Dean suggested.

"And let's get drunk,” Claypoole added, "but not too sautéed to pick up Taraand Katie and makeit to
the library this afternoon. Man, they got this book in there | want you guysto see—"

Dean amiled to himsdlf and winked at Pasquin. Claypoole was getting back to normdl.

It was alittle past three p.m. when the cab let them out in front of the Free Library. None of them was
fedling any pain by then. Laughing and shouting, they stumbled up the stepstoward the giant doors.



Impulsively, Katietried to climb onto one of the mythica beasts standing guard, and on unsteady legs
Claypooletried to give her aboogt, with the result that she dipped and they both rolled screaming with
laughter down the airsinto the street. They lay there, gasping and laughing, asthe rain streamed down
from the skies and traffic swerved to avoid them.

Wearily, Pasquin cameto their aid, and as he helped Katie to her feet he couldn't resist laughing at the
sight of them, soaked through and bedraggled asapair of dley cats.

Thefive of them stood, sopping, in the middle of the high-cellinged foyer, tiny puddies of rainweater
collecting on the floor about their feet. Taragiggled uncontrollably. Gerry Prost walked from behind his
desk and, rubbing his hands together warmly, greeted Katie. "WEell have to get you out of those wet
clothes" he said with asmile. "Can't have you handling our priceless books with dl that water around.”

Severd of the unoccupied girlsinside had come out to see what the commotion was al about. "Any of
you unattached?' an attractive brunette asked.

"Yeah, him." Claypoole pointed at Pasquin and laughed.
"Seeyou later, then," she said, winking broadly at Pasquin.

Prost gestured to one Side of the foyer at doors marked with the ancient achemica symbolsfor
copper and iron. "In this season we have to be prepared for things like this. Put your clothesinto the
hampers provided and they'll be returned quickly, dried, cleaned, and pressed. Please come to my desk
indgde when you're ready."

Twenty minutes later, with their dried clothes returned and themsel ves considerably sobered up, the
five stood before Prost's desk. Surreptitioudy, Pasquin glanced at the time. Good. They had afew
minutes before Culloden was due to show up. Despite himsalf, Pasquin's pulse had quickened the closer
they got to the meeting time. Nervoudy, he fingered the reader attached to his belt as Prost droned on
about the old book he had spread out before him. He glanced about the room. The brunette, sittingin a
carrel off to one side, nodded at him. A man and awoman, arms wrapped around each other, dowly
mounted the grand staircase to the upper floors. He found himself wishing he had cometo the library first
off ingtead of that dive hed wandered into that first night.

"...by Anton Koberger of Nuremberg, Germany, in 1493," Prost was saying. "Imagine! That was only
nine months after Columbus discovered Americal Koberger probably wasn't even aware of that
momentous event when he printed this copy of the Liber Chronicarum, commonly referred to asthe
Nuremberg Chronicle! And here you have before you, my dears, an origina leaf from that very same
edition. Just thisone lesf, children, but it'sa beaut, ain't it? Cost us a pure fortune!”

"Gerry, isthisanew acquisition? I've never seen it before," Katie exclaimed as she bent over Prost's
desk, peering intently at thefolio leaf in itsdipcover.

"Ah, my dear, it just arrived this afternoon! | was able to purchase it from an estate sle on
Gymnestral" What Progt didn't know is that the mob's capo on Gymnestra had put the word out that he
wanted the item, so as soon as the reserve had been met, bidding, strangely, ceased. But it was obvious
Prost wasin hiselement. "Now," herattled on, “the very interesting thing about the Chronicle isthese
woodcuts, hundreds of them. See on thisleaf for instance, we have dl the kings of Persia. In 1493 Darius
and those boys were still mighty big names. Now look down here, under Artaxerxes, thesetwo guysare
Democritus and Heraclitus, the Greek philosophers. It says, ‘ Heraclitus philosophus asianus
cognomento, —that's L atin—" Scotinus hoc tempe in—"" Prost suddenly stiffened. He shifted hisgaze to
someone who'd just come in from the foyer. "Good afternoon, Lovat," he said, hisvoice carefully neutra.
Katie and Taradid not greet the newcomer but it was evident they knew who he was and were afraid of
him, because they looked nervoudy down at the floor as he approached.

Lovat! Thethree Marinesamost whirled as one to shout "Whores, fours, and one-eyed jacks!" but by
now they'd learned to gtifle such impulses.



Lovat Culloden stood over six feet tall with achest asbroad as ahorse's and flaming red hair to
match, so red it looked orange, and Dean's own red hair looked positively dull by comparison. He stood
there silently for amoment, regarding the three Marines.

"Lovat isin charge of security in Placetas," Prost offered. "He often comes here to check on things,”" he
added dryly.

"W-WEell," Pasquin stuttered. Thiswas not tarting out asthey had expected. Not at dl! "Uh, have we
done something, sir? 1 mean—"

"Button your goddamned lip, mister. Y ou and your friends get your goddamned asses outside and into
my car, pronto." He gestured toward the door. "Y ou." He turned to Katie and Tara. "Don't wait up for
these boys." Heturned to Prost. "I'll seeyou later, Mr. Bookworm." The threst in his voice was obvious.

Outside, they climbed into Culloden's car. He was driving and there was no one dseinsde. Hefiddled
with asmal handheld device. "That'll screen usfrom surveillance,” he said, "but we've only got afew
seconds, otherwise someonéll wonder why | turned it on.” He put the device away. "Now, just what in
the ever-living hell does Nast think he's doing? Does he want to get usdl killed?'

"W-What do you mean?"

Culloden snorted. "Y ou been fingered, that'swhat! And look at it thisway: two thousand people aday
arrive here. Any one of 'em could be an agent, understand? \Who do you look for first? Mom and Pop
Blitzflick with their kids, or three bozos who stand out like sore thumbs? Y ou know the last time any
discharged Marines visited Havanages?'

The three shook their heads.

"Never. Never! | checked the records al the way back. Never. When does any Marine save enough
of hispay to vigt aplacelikethis, huh? Any Gl or any salor for that matter? What was Nast thinking?'
he pounded hiskneein frustration.

"Well, | mean—" Dean began.

Culloden silenced him with ashake of hishead. "l should have known it was you three. My office
checksdl theflight manifests. Now it looks asif I'm not doing my job and so I'm under suspicion too.
Tak about dumb!™ He smacked his pam into the side of his head.

"Who fingered us?' Pasquin asked.

Culloden shook his head. "Some old bitch, I don't know how the hell she knew who you were. Works
as an independent agent for the mob and is very respected down here." Claypoole groaned out loud.
"What?'Y ou know her?' Briefly, Dean explained, asinking sensation growing in his ssomach as he spoke.
Culloden shook hishead again. "Well, you guys better talk fast or were all dead. Try to relax and get
your stories straight. Act normd, or what passes for norma for Marines.

"Uh, gr, who isit were going to see?" Claypoole asked.

"Johnny Sticks, counsdor to the Ferris Family. He's your worst nightmare.”

Onelook at hisemaciated body and it was easy to understand why Gozo Paoli was caled Johnny
Sticks. He sat comfortably in his office—more like afortress than a place of business—in the hills some
thirty kilometers north of Placetas. Asthey drove up the mountain into Paoli's compound the Marines
ingtinctively noted checkpoints, the number of guards, their wegpons, fields of fire. Third platoon could
take the place eadlly, they concluded individudly, and al three wished fervently the rest of third platoon
waswith them.

The points of Johnny Sticks's bony knees showed clearly through the dressing gown he was wearing.



"Enjoying your stay here?' he asked the three visitors. His voice rasped, dry asthewind acrossthe
Martac Waste. His eyeswere too big for his narrow, hatchetlike face and, aside from histhinness, they
were the most remarkable thing about him.

"Wewere, until thisguy kidnapped us. Why the hdll isthis place so heavily guarded, if you run
everything so well on Havanagas?' Claypoole asked bluntly.

Sticks smiled grimly and nodded at Culloden. "Y ou're very observant, Mister, uh, Claypoole, isn't it?
Wéll, tell mewhat else you know, Mister Claypoole, lately of the Confederation Marine Corps.”

"My friends here and me, we saved up our money and paid ahdll of alot of it to enjoy ourselves herel
Thisisaonce-in-alifetime vacation for us. Goddamnit, we been through hell in the corps, you
goofy-looking sonofa—"

"Sir, were dl under some stress right now. But do you pull this sort of thing often on paying tourists?”
Pasquin said, interrupting Claypoole quickly and rushing on. "I think not, otherwise nobody in hisright
mind would come here. What do you want with us?'

"Migter, or should | say ‘ Corpora’ Pasquin, yes? Frankly, we think you might be spies.” Sticks smiled
again; it wasthin and utterly humorless, like areptile's grimace. But the word "might” was not logt on the
three Marines.

"Oh, bullshit!" Claypoole said indignantly.

"We've been watching you very closdly since you arrived,” Sticks continued, unfazed by the outburst.
"For ingtance, Migter Pasguin, you didn't enjoy your evening with Miss Gisalda, the transvestite, did
you?" At thelook of embarrassment on Pasquin's face, Sticks gave aquick laugh. "We've been following
you every moment of your stay here, gentlemen,” he told them. "We even know who snoresthe loudest.”

"Transvestite, huh?' Claypoole turned to Pasquin. "Raoul, we didn't know!" He laughed and patted
Pasquin delicately on the shoulder.

"Y ou asshole!" Pasquin shouted at Sticks. "Why the hell did you bring that up! Y ou know | ain't no—"

"Gottabe Claypoole," Dean said. "He snores like awhole battery of heavy artillery." The three |looked
at each other and laughed. Johnny Sticks watched them closdly.

"Hey, do you spy on all the people who come here?' Pasquin shouted. *Word gets out, and your
businessis gonnanosedive, buddy." He nudged Claypoolein theribs.

"Oh, Raoul! I didn't know you cared so very much!™ Claypoole simpered.

Smart as he was, Johnny Sticks had never dedt with Marines before. By demonstrating to them how
complete his knowledge of their activities was, especidly reveding the embarrassng details of Pasquin's
misencounter, he'd given them the perfect opening for the I-don't-give-a-damn, kiss-my-buttplate act
designed to convince him they redly were only discharged Marines on aspree. Sticksamost believedit.

He shrugged. "No, only on a select few, and you few were selected. | must confess, you haven't given
any indication you are here for any other purpose than to enjoy yourselves, but someone recognized you
this morning, and that someone does not like you very much. We are naturaly curious. As Mister
Culloden may have dready informed you, not many—not any, in fact—Marines ever come here.” He
gave them adesath's head grin.

"Yeah?' Claypooleinterjected. "Well, maybe someday they'll land afire team and they'll proceed to
clean your clocksfor you."

"l believe you could do that, Mr. Claypoole. But unfortunately, for the moment there are only the three
of you, and aas, you are, shall we say, naked to your enemies?'

"Wdll, Migter, uh, Paoli, don't you think if anyone wanted to spy on you they'd send someone who



didn't sand out s0 much?"

"Yes, Migter, er, Dean. Yesindeed. Y ou've hit the mark. Welook at them too, the ordinary people,
of course. Everything here is subject to surveillance. It hasto be. We don't allow cheating or any sort of
crimina activity; that'd be bad for business. But with so much money around, the temptations are very
great. But you three stood out, so naturally we are suspicious. Now, | want you to talk to someone.” He
turned to avery large man who'd been standing quietly in acorner of the room. "Bring her in, Hugo."

Juanitawalked into the room. She regarded the three baefully for amoment. "Kill them," shetold
Sticks coally. "1 don't know the stupid-looking one," she nodded at Pasquin, "but these other two, kill
them. Kill him too." She nodded back at Pasquin.

"Why, my dear? Oh," Sticksturned to the Marines, " Juanitais avery important member of our
busi ness community here on Havanagas—and e sewhere. She recruits young ladiesto work in our
various enterprises. | believe, Mr. Claypoole, your consort, Miss Wells, was specialy recruited by
Juanita. Why should we kill them, my dear?"

Claypoole bristled at the reference to Katie, but he bit histongue.

" told you whét they did on Wanderjahr, Johnny." Her voice dripped hatred. "They ruin everything
wherever they go. They destroyed my business on Wanderjahr. | don't believe they're here astourists.
Kill them now and avoid trouble |ater.”

"Miger Peoli, sir," Claypoole said, "that girl waskilled by rebels on Wanderjahr. We had nothing to
do withit. Oh, they were after us, I'm sure of that. But they hit her ingtead. In that sense maybe we were
responsible. But we didn't know they were laying for us. Now that'sway in the past, we're out of the
Corps, and we just want to enjoy oursalvesfor the rest of our stay here.”

Juanita smirked at Claypooleswords. "Y ou areincredibly stupid,” shesaid. "I don't give ashit about
that little whore. Y ou Marines ruined my business on Wanderjahr, you destroyed Kurt Arschmann's
Stadt, and Kurt was my benefactor in so many ways."

"Thank you, Juanita," Sticks said. Juanitaturned to leave.

"Hey, lady," Claypoole called after her, "you can just go fuck yoursdf! I wish to God it'd been you
they killed that day and not Maggie!" he shouted. His face had turned deep red and the veinsin his neck
stood out.

Juanitaturned back to Paoli. "Johnny, kill them. I've warned you." She turned back to Claypoole and
pointed her finger at him. "l will seeyou again, Marine," she said, turned and walked out.

The room was slent for afew moments. Then Johnny Sticks sighed and handed each of the three men
aplagtic card "I'm sorry for any inconvenience, gentlemen. Here are free passesto the library for as many
vigts asyou wish to make while you're here. Lovat, please return these good gentlemen to the city?"

Just before he let them out in front of the library, Culloden put hislips very closeto Pasquin's ear and
whispered, "Here. Tomorrow night. Eighteen hours.”

"Come on, Raoul," Claypoole shouted from the steps. Hewas elated They al were. They'd carried off
their impersonations. "L et's take these passes and make some passes!”

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Ashe strode into Brigadier Sturgeon's anteroom, Colonel Ramadan glanced at the corporal, who
snapped to attention and acknowledged him with adight nod that betrayed none of the surprise or
curiogity hefelt. He recognized the corporal, though he hadn't seen him in more than haf ayear Standard.
It was Corpora Doyle, the Company L chief clerk who had been transferred to avoid having to face a
court-martia for the same action for which he would have been awarded ameda had he remained with



34th FIST. He stopped in the open doorway to Sturgeon's office.
"Good morning, Sr," Ramadan said.

"Morning, Colond," Sturgeon replied. "Comeonin." Hesignaled for his executive officer to close the
door. Hisreds were dightly rumpled; hed made planetfal just ahaf hour earlier, at the break of dawn,
and come directly to headquarters. Hed called Ramadan on the way in and told the Chief of Staff to
meet himin hisoffice.

The door closed and Ramadan dropped al pretense of formality. He grinned broadly and stepped to
the desk with his hand outstretched. "Damn good to have you back, sir." He noticed without comment an
addition to the smdl display of photos of the chain of command—a portrait of Lieutenant Genera
Aguinado, the Ass stlant Commandant. Aguinaldo's portrait, like the one of the Commandant, was a
holo; the otherswere 2-D.

"It'sgood to be back," Sturgeon said, rising to take Ramadan’'s hand. He grinned wryly. "But I'm
surprised you're glad. With me back, you're no longer acting FIST commander. I've never known a
Marine officer towillingly givethat up.”

Ramadan laughed. "It'satougher job than | realized,” he said. "Good thing we don't have * up-or-out’
anymore. | lovethejob I've got, but now that I've doneit, | don't redly think I'm cut out to bea FIST
commander.”

Sturgeon chuckled. "Sometimes | don't think | am either.”
"You'reafineone, sr. One of the best.”
"I'm not sure you'll be so glad to have me back when you hear what | found out.”

"That'sdl right; I've got athing or two that might make you wish you'd Stayed away." Ramadan moved
avigtor'schair to the side of Sturgeon's desk and sat down. He couldn't restrain himsdlf any longer and
asked, "What's he doing back?" with anod toward the door and Corpora Doyle beyond it.

"What he's doing back hereis part of what | learned on Earth.” Sturgeon looked down at his desk and
thought for amoment. When he looked up, there was no smile on hisface; helooked as serious as
Ramadan had ever seen him. "What I'm about to tell you," he said briskly, "is so far beyond ultra-secret
that not even the Commandant is authorized to know it. It's something that no onein 34th FIST, including
you and me, is authorized to know. Y et we need to know it, and so does everybody elseinthe FIST."
He paused a best, then continued, "We have to find away to make sure al of our people know this, and
that nobody € sefinds out about it."

Ramadan's mouth thinned to aline, but he didn't say anything.

"Asyou know, | went to Earth to straighten out whatever needed fixing because my Marinesweren't
getting their normal rotation orders. Colonel, they aren't going to get orders. All transfers out of 34th
FIST have been canceled, So have retirements. Moreover, everyonein the FIST has been involuntarily
extended for ‘the duration.”"

"What!" Ramadan said, loudly enough to be heard in the anteroom. He caught himself and lowered his
voice. "What war isgoing on that requiresinvoluntary extensonsfor the duration?' he asked.

Sturgeon dowly shook hishead. "Thereis no declared war. The Confederation is doing nothing out of
the ordinary of amilitary nature. He'—he nodded toward the door and Corpora Doyle—"isback with
us because he knows something nobody is supposed to know."

Ramadan looked at him blankly.

"Y ou know about the Avionians that Company L encountered late last year. And about the skinks
Company L'sthird platoon encountered on Society 437 nearly ayear earlier.”



Understanding washed across Ramadan's face. " It's because the Confederation is keeping the
existence of the aien sentiences secret, isn't it?" He shook hishead. "That's not agood enough reason to
mess up everybody'slife.”

Sturgeon nodded agreement. "Y ou're right, it's not. But theré's more."

Ramadan's eyebrows went up.

"For reasons known only to the politicians and bureaucrats who make the decisions, knowledge of
alien sentientsisto be kept a state secret for the foreseeable future. There are at least six known sapient
species.” He held up ahand to hold off the question Ramadan obvioudy was about to ask. "I know what
you're wondering. Why haven't astronomers heard their radio broadcasts? Because five of those species
arerdaivey primitive. They haven't developed use of any part of the el ectro-magnetic spectrum for
communications beyond signd fires and ground-to-ground mirror flashing. The skinks are the only
species we've met who are even close to being our technologica equas. And some skink technology
seems to be advanced beyond ours.”

"What doesthat have to do with our rotations and involuntary extensons?”

"Since dements of 34th FIST arethe only military unitsthat have made contact with the diens, we
have been designated the officia aien-contact military force. In order to keep the secret, we are, in
effect, quarantined. Thereiseven high-leve talk of quarantining Thorsfinni's World atogether in case
civilianslearn about the diens.”

"They can't do that!" Ramadan snapped. Then, more camly, he sad, "I guessthey can. And there are
bastards in the government who would gladly stoop that low."

"And that'swhy Corpora Doyleisback. He wasintercepted on hisway to his next duty station and
taken to Earth, where he was held in solitary confinement while they figured out what to do with him.
When | showed up on Earth, someone pulled strings and he was handed over to meto bring back.”

"What are we going to do with him? I'm sure First Sergeant Myer will want to court-martia him as
soon as he finds out he's back."

"Therewill be no court-martia.” Sturgeon drummed his fingers on his desktop, then decided to put the
Doyle Question—he was beginning to think of it in capitas—aside for the moment. "Thefirg thing we
haveto dois brief my senior staff and major subordinate commanders. Would you arrange thet, plesse?”

"Certainly, sir? Ramadan rose. "How soon do you want it?!

"Right now." Sturgeon chuckled, knowing it wasn't possible. "Pull them from whatever they're doing
and get them here as soon as they can. Then come back and tell me what's happened that should make
mewish | hadn't returned.”

"Incidentally..." He stopped Ramadan before the colonel opened the door. "I saw you look at the
chain." Heindicated the portrait display. "Genera Aguinado isup there now because he cadled infavors
tofind dl theinformation | have. HEsworking on our behalf."

Ramadan nodded. He knew Aguinaldo and knew he was just about the best Marine to ever attain that
high aposition in the Corps. With Assistant Commandant Aguinado looking into their Stuation, Sturgeon
was certain the problem would be resolved aswell as possible.

The meeting with the senior staff and major subordinate commanders took only haf an hour. They
agreed with Assstant Commandant Aguinaldo that the men should be told that a problem in the Hexagon
was preventing change of station rotations and that the ACM C was working on fixing it. That would be
the officid word for the time being; if the Situation seemed likely to continue indefinitdly, or if 34th FIST
made another alien contact, the men would have to be told the truth. None of the subordinate
commanders was comfortable with the idea of telling his men they were involuntarily extended—that



could possibly create even worse morale problems than they were dready experiencing—but it wasthe
only fair thing to do. Both the infantry battalion and air squadron commanders wanted to brief their top
people. Sturgeon agreed. He was relieved when Commander Van Winkle, the infantry commander,
offered to handle the Doyle Question.

"If there are no questions, gentlemen?' Van Winkle said at the end of hisbriefing. His senior staff,
company commanders, and first sergeants looked somber and reflective, but none had anything to ask.
"Captain Conorado, First Sergeant Myer, please stay for amoment. The rest of you are dismissed.”

The assembled officers and first sergeants stood and filed out of the battalion briefing room, leaving the
commander and first sergeant of Company L in their seets. Battalion Sergeant Mgjor Parant dso
remained; he knew what Van Winkle wanted to see Conorado and Myer about and understood that he
might be needed.

When the others were gone and the briefing room door was closed again, Van Winkle walked to
where the Company L leaders were Sitting and turned a chair around so he sat dmost knee to knee with
them. Parant took up station to hisimmediate left rear.

"There's something else | have to ded with, and | wanted to talk it over with the two of you before |
decide what to do," Van Winkle said without preamble.

"Yesdr," Conorado said.
Myer looked attentive.
"Corpora Doyl€'s back."

Neither reacted for afew seconds, then cords bulged on Myer's neck and hisface turned red. "'l want
his ass court-martided!" he dmost shouted. "Nobody blackmails me and gets away with it."

"Brigadier Sturgeon was very clear that there will be no court-martia,” Van Winkle said camly.
To hisleft rear Parant patted the air in Sgnd for Myer to calm down.

"Obvioudy," Van Winkle went on, as though Myer's outburst hadn't happened, "he can't return to
Company L aschief clerk. If nothing else, you've aready got anew chief clerk, and don't need athird
cerk.”

Conorado nodded. He promoted PFC Palmer to lance corpora and gave the job to him when Doyle
|eft. PAmer was one of the men far overdue for rotation. Therewas anew PFC inthe clerk's billet.

"Unless" Van Winkle went on, "the whole matter of Doyl€'sinsubordination gets cleared up, | can't
redlly assgn him to one of the other companies either—and Headquarters has afull complement of
clerks. So, gentlemen, what do you suggest we do?"

Parant fixed Myer with his eyes, leaned back on his chair and crossed hisarms. Myer glared back and
tightened hislips over his clenched teeth so he wouldn't say anything.

"He'saclerk, dr," Conorado said dowly, his mind racing to come up with asolution.

Van Winkle waited. He knew, as the best superiors do, that usually the best solutions come from the
people who have to dedl with the problems, not from those who hand solutions down from on high.

Conorado looked at Myer, who kept his eyeslocked with Parant's. He stifled asigh and said dowly,
"Doyle'sacareer clerk, but he has experience as acombat infantryman. Maybe Charlie Bass will take
him."

Myer's head jerked toward his company commander when he heard that.

"Doylesadipshit fuckup! You can't put himin ablaster platoon.”



Conorado calmly looked at him. "Charlie Bass didn't think Doyle was a ' dipshit fuckup’ when he got
that Bronze Star. Charlie was there when Doyle earned it. He's the one who recommended him for it.”

Myer clenched histeeth but didn't respond.

Van Winkle nodded. " Sounds like an excdlent solution. Will you put it to him?' To hisleft rear
Sergeant Mgjor Parant was grinning.

"Yessr. Regardless of what he did onetime, heisaclerk, and there will be problemswith putting him
in ablaster platoon. Aslong as| have any say in the matter, | won't tell aplatoon commander he hasto
take on aproblem like that."

"Understood. That'sit, then. Let me know if Gunny Bass doesn't accept the challenge.” The battalion
commander stood; the others stood with him and turned to leave.

Parant caught up with Myer just outside the door.
"l understand how you fedl. Let Charlie deal withit. | don't believe Doyle will ever pull astunt like that

again.
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"No buts. Remember, what Doyle did worked wonderfully. Even if he had to defy you on how."

Myer glared at the battalion sergeant mgjor, then spun about and marched after his company
commander. The muscles of hisneck and shoulders visibly bunched under hisuniform shirt.

Parant shook his head. "That man needs to calm down before hetearsamuscle," he murmured, then
looked around for his commander.

Gunnery Sergeant Charlie Bass sat a histiny desk in third platoon's minuscule office. Staff Sergeant
Wang Hyakowa, the platoon sergeant, lounged with arms crossed over his chest against thewall next to
Bassschair. Sergeant "Rabbit" Ratliff, the first squad leader, mimicked Hyakowa's posture against one
sdewall; Sergeant Tam Bladon, second squad leader, leaned againgt the other sidewall; arms akimbo
and ankles crossed. Sergeant "Hound" Kédly, the gun-squad |eader, stood against the door—there wasn't
space for him to lean back or to place hisarms anywhere, other than to let them hang straight down.

Between Kelly and the desk, Corpora Doyle stood at rigid attention. Doyle had a choice; he could
stand with his thighs pressed tightly against the desk, or with hisback against Kelly'sfront. He didn't want
to think about what Kelly might do to him later for such intimacy, so he got as closeto the desk ashe
could without tripping over it. Even with hisfeet together, the office was so smal Bladon's toe brushed
hisankle. He'd tried to will swest not to pop out of hisforehead, but sweat beaded and dripped from his
brow and dribbled down his sdesfrom his armpits.

Bass, the very image of relaxation save for the drumming of hisfingers on the desktop, looked at
Doyle with an expression that could only be described as mild curiosity. None of the other NCOsin the
room displayed any more emotion than their platoon commander did.

"Corpora Doyle..." Basss mild voice broke what had become an extended silence. "Y ou present me
with quite aquandary. All of us, for that matter.” He stopped drumming and lifted ahand to indicate the
other NCOs. That wasn't true, there was no quandary. He'd discussed the situation with these men
immediatdly after Captain Conorado's briefing with the platoon commanders and sergeants. Everyone
involved agreed with his plan, though Corpora Kerr had agreed with less enthusiasm than the others.

"Y ou've been assigned to third platoon,” Bass continued " Everybody in the company—hell, probably
the whole FI ST—knows the Top wants to court-martia you. And with good reason. Having you in my
platoon puts me at odds with the first sergeant—amost undesirable position for anyoneto bein, let me



assureyou." He chuckled softly. "But you know al about that, don't you?' He paused as Doyle
swallowed.

"Moreover, thisis ablagter platoon, and you're aclerk. On the other hand, 1've seen you in combat
and you acquitted yoursdlf quite well under the circumstances. | even seem to remember saying a some
point that if you ever decided to change MOSto real Marine, you were welcome in my command. My
word isgood, so youre welcome here. I'll deal with the Top. Under that gruff exterior he'sredlly a
Sweetheart.”

Heignored Kdly's snort, but Hyakowa shot the gun squad leader alook that said I'll deal with you
leter.

"But, Corpora Doyle, you're a corpord, and that's a problem. Y ou see, corpora isafireteam
leader'srank. Thereissmply noway | am going to entrust you with the lives of two of my Marines. You
have neither the training nor the experience to be afire team leader. That seemsto mean | have to reduce
you in rank. Which brings us back to the court-martia the Top wantsto give you.”

"But—" Doyl€e's knees wanted to break and his bowels threatened to let |oose.

Bass held up ahand. "No butsfrom you. I'm the only one who getsto say ‘but’ just now. B, if the
Top court-martias you, you'll be facing along, hard timein avery serious brig. Which in turn would
negate the welcome | just extended to you. So, do you understand my quandary?' When Doyle merely
swallowed again, he added, "It'sdl right for you to speak now."

"Gunny Bass..." Doyl€'s voice squeaked. He swallowed and tried again. "Gunny Bass, I'll do anything
you say. And | won'tingst on having the job my rank calsfor. But please, don't let the Top court-martial
me." Hisvoice cracked on "court.”

Bass decided to ease some of the pressure. "Be easy, Doyle. There won't be acourt-martial. That's
on direct order of Brigadier Sturgeon.”

Corpora Doyle sagged with relief. Sergeant Bladon flexed his knee muscles and rapped Doyles ankle
with histoe. Doyle Stiffened again.

"You'reacorporal, but the only thing | can do that doesn't unreasonably jeopardize anybody elseis
giveyou aPFC'sjob. Are you sure you're not going to be upset about that?"

"Yessr, Gunny Bass, that'sall right. | know | can't do afireteam leader'sjob.” He would have agreed
to giving away histesticles; at that moment al he could think of clearly was he wasn't going to be
court-martiaed.

"Good. The platoon's short a couple of men, sowe—" A hand wave included the other NCOs
"—came up with areorganization of the platoon. I'm putting you in Corpora Kerr'sfireteam. That's
Sergeant Bladon's second fire team.”

Bladon smiled a shark's grin, which Doyle caught out of the corner of his eye, and tapped hisankle
once more.

"l know Corpora Kerr. Hesagood Marine.”

"One of the best," Staff Sergeant Hyakowa growled.
"Any questions?' Bass asked.

Why not?"Who dseisinthefireteam?'

Bass amiled bestifically. "Lance Corpord Schultz.”

Doyle blanched and groaned. He knew Lance Corpora Schultz too. Schultz was reputed to be the
toughest man in the Marine Corps. Doyle believed it. Schultz scared him.



The room wasn't big. None of the fire team roomsin the barracks were. 1t held threesingle
beds—one aone, two stacked one above the other. The single bed and the lower of the bunk pair had a
bank of drawers under them. A narrow set of drawers climbed the foot of the bunk pair. There were
three small desks againgt available wal space. A low table centered on the floor completed the room's
furnishings. Persond items stood on the desks, and afew hanging 2-D images kept the wallsfrom being
blank. A door on one sidewall led to anot very large closet that was divided into three sections. On the
other sdewall adoor led into the head the occupants of the room shared with the occupants of the room
on the other side of the head.

Sergeant Bladon rapped on the doorjamb.
"Come," said avoice from insde the room.
Bladon poked his head inside. "Corporal Kerr. Schultz." He nodded at the two men in the room.

Corporal Kerr looked up from the Marine Corps Ingtitute course he was studying. " Sergeant Bladon,”
he replied.

Schultz glanced up from his desk and nodded, then returned to the book he was reading.
"I brought your new man," Bladon said.
Kerr stood and faced the room's entrance. "Bring himin."

Schultz gave no indication that he heard what his squad leader said. He knew who was coming, he
didn't have to show any curiosity. Evenif hedidn't aready know the identity of the new man, anew man
would be another Marine. That and the man's name wereredlly al he needed to know.

Bladon stepped in and gestured toward the corridor. Corporal Doyle stepped in and gave Kerr an
apologetic smile. His eyes darted nervoudy at Schultz, then quickly back to Kerr.

"Y ou dready know Doyle," Bladon said.

Kerr leaned againgt his desk and folded his arms across his chest. "I know more about Doyle than he
redizes”

"Well, hesyours now. Get him settled in.”
"Oh, well dothat dl right. Won't we, Hammer?"
Schultz grunted and kept reading.

Corpora Doylelet his eyes wander. He swallowed. The room was the same size as the one he used
to share with then-PFC Pamer. That room had felt crowded with two men. This one was hometo three.
He swallowed again.

"Well, hesyours now. Going on liberty tonight?*
Kerr shook his head. "Nah. I've got too much studying to do." He nodded at his course materidl.

"Good idea. That'll help you get these." Bladon salf-conscioudly tapped the rank insigniaon hiscollar,
Before Kerr had gotten amost killed, held been senior to Bladon. During Kerr's extended absence,
Bladon had been promoted and was now Kerr's squad leader. There was no particular tension, but both
men were aware that except for the wound their positions would most likely be reversed " Seeyou a
chow?'

"Sounds good. Seventeen hours?"

"I'll stop for you on my way." Bladon left, headed for the end of the corridor where the squad leaders
room was.



Doyle sood nervoudy, waiting for his new fire team leader to say something.

Ker let the slence stretch long enough for Doyl€'s nervousness to make itsdlf visible with atwitching
of oneleg before he brokeiit.

"Got your gear?'

Doylejerked at the sudden words. "Ah, yes." He scrambled out of the door and came right back in,
clumsily carrying hisissue seabag, acivilian suitcase, and afew smdler parcels.

"There's closet space,” Kerr said, "and the drawers under the bottom bunk are yours.”

"Top bunk'smine," Schultz growled without looking up from his reading. Schultz held the high ground
and nobody ever argued the point with him.

Scrabbling, amost tripping over himsdf in hisdesireto do thingsright, Doyle hung his reds and some
civilian clothesin the closet and put other itemsin the drawers. When his clothes and most other items
were put away, helooked longingly at the desks.

"The one by the head'syours," Kerr said.

Doyl€e's head bobbed severa times. Heloaded his personal comm unit, vid, library, medas—Kerr
shook his head in wonder at the Bronze Star—and afew other itemsinto the desk.

Before he was finished, Kerr came over, picked up hislibrary crystal, and popped it into hisown vid
toread thetitles.

"I'm not surprised at dl the novelsyou havein here,” Kerr said as he popped the crystal out and
handed it back, "but that's more military history than most of the Marinesin the platoon have. | might
want to borrow it sometime. Y ou've got several books | haven't read.”

"Wdll, Corpord Kerr, | may only beaclerk—"

"Belay that, Corporal Doyle," Kerr snapped. "Y ou were apogue. Y ou are now intheread Marine
Corps. Let me remind you your primary MOS was changed.”

Doylefish-mouthed for afew seconds. "Right," he got ouit.
"You weresaying," Kerr sad encouragingly.
"Well, I've dways had an interest in military history and tactics.”

Suddenly Schultz wasthere. He had his persond vid in one hand and the other extended. when Doyle
samply looked at him dumbly, Kerr picked up the library crystal and handed it over. Schultz popped the
library into hisvid and scanned thettitles.

"Y ou don't have Oberholtz's Sun Tzu: Twenty-fifth Century Relevance," he said. "Lend you mine when
| finish. Too scholarly for its own good, but some good shit init." Having spoken nearly an entire
evening'sworth of casua conversation in one burst, Schultz returned to his desk and his copy of
Oberholtz. Doyle stared after him—the thought of "Hammer" Schultz reading scholarly analyses of
classicd literature was a shock.

"Sit down," Kerr said when Doyle was finished unpacking.

Doyle pulled out his desk chair and sat onitsedge. Kerr pulled his own chair over and sat down
nearly knee-to-knee with him.

"Herésthe way it's going to work. Thisismy fireteam, I'm in command, what | say goes. When | say
jump, you wait until you're up in the air before you ask how high.”

Doyl€e's head began bobbing as though it was on aspring.
"Technicaly, you outrank Lance Corpora Schultz, but he's got more experience and knowledge than



you'll ever have. He's second.” Heignored Schultz's snort. " That means you're on the bottom of this
particular totem pole. For that matter, everybody—" His eyesflicked to the Bronze Star ribbon on
Doyl€s chest and he nearly shook hishead again. "—nearly everybody in this platoon has more
knowledge and experience than you do. Y ou need to get a couple deployments under your belt before
you can begin thinking about becoming an acting fire team leader.”

Doyle's head was till bobbing. He stopped it with visible effort.

"Corpora Kerr, | know that. Once upon atime | thought maybe | was good enough to be asalty
lance corporal inablaster squad.” That was when he won the Bronze Star. "I know more now. | don't
know nearly enough to be asdty lance corporal.” He made aface. "1 think you're right about me not
knowing as much as anybody esein the platoon. | wasonly in ared firefight one time, and that was
more than two years ago."

Kerr burst out laughing. " Great Buddha's balsl One firefight, and you got a Bronze Star out of it."
Kerr hadn't seen it; it happened when held almost gotten killed, but he'd heard about it more than once.

"Heearned it," Schultz snarled. HEd been with Doyle on that particular action.

"I know hedid, Hammer," Kerr said, still chuckling. "That doesn't mean it's not bizarre." He reached
out and clapped Doyle on the shoulder. "Keep dert and | think you'll do all right.”

Then it was 1700 hours and Sergeant Bladon was back, rapping on the doorjamb. "Chow cal!" the
squad leader shouted.

"Chow call!" Kerr shouted back. The two NCOs | eft.
Doyle dtill sat on the edge of his chair, not sure of what to do.

Schultz turned hisvid off and stood over Doyle. "Remember,” heintoned. "Thisisthe best FIST inthe
Corps. We have the best company commander. The best platoon commander. The best fire team leader.
Y ou be the best.”

Doyle swalowed. Hed heard an emphatic "or s in that.

Schultz stepped back and said, "Chow cdl." When Doyle didn't get up he jerked athumb in the
direction of the mess hall. Junior men in the samefire team usualy took their mealstogether. Schultz
wasn't going to leave Doyle out of that tradition, even if he was a corporal and wasredly apogue.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Olwyn O'Mol stood back in the shadows of adoorway across the street from the Free Library. Hewas
why Sticks's headquarters was so heavily guarded. Sticks had refused to answer Claypool e because
neither he nor any other member of the mob wanted to admit that aman like OMol existed in the
well-ordered world the crime families had crested on Havanages.

A gust of icy wind blew cold rainwater into the doorway. O'Mol stepped farther back into the recess,
tightening his cloak more securely about him. Absently, he fingered one of the severa weapons he
carried. Arms were necessary to O'Mal's surviva. He was one of the most hunted men on Havanagas.
Only hiswitsand his caution had kept him aive—and hisguns.

OMoal and his confederates had been keeping a close watch on the three Marines since they'd come
through customs at Intourist, but not for the same reasons the mob had been watching them. O'Mol
needed help.

Olwyn O'Mol was descended from one of the families that had originally settled the world now known
as Havanagas. For generations his ancestors had farmed successfully, cultivating cropsimported from
Earth which thrived in the Hanavagas soil. In time his people had become one of the mgjor landowning



families on Havanagas. Now the family holdings had shrunk to afew miserable farms. Most of their land
had been expropriated by the mob, once it got control of the loca governments. Ironicaly, most people
on the other worldsin the Confederation would have gill considered O'Mal arich man, judging just by
the property that still remained in his hands, but he smarted constantly over the forced reduction of his
family's wedth and prestige. He dreamed of getting it back.

Thefirgt colonists on Havanagas, organized by acompany based in northern Itay on Earth, had
named the place Neo Milano. They had gone there for the smple reason that they wanted a chance to
run their own lives on their own terms, the age-old motivation for moving to anew place. The population
on Neo Milano had remained small over the years, and when the crime families—calling themsdalves the
"Havanagas Conglomerate’'—started investing in the place, the natives had welcomed them with open
arms. Havanagas had brought jobs, security, and tourism. Everyone benefited. But as Havanagass
operations expanded, droves of new settlers were required to run them, and many were rootless people
recruited from al over Human Space. They owed everything to their employers. The origind inhabitants
found themsealves being absorbed into this system, and most of them did not object to that. But Olwyn
OMol did.

Life on Havanagas was good for those who did not ask questions, stayed in line, and let the crime
bosses make all the mgjor decisonsfor them. But ask for araise or apromotion? Ask where al the
money the Havanagas operations were making was going? Ask why your neighbor had suddenly
disappeared without atrace? Any of those questions—or a dozen more anybody would normally ask of
his government—got you "replaced.” The mob on Havanagas was utterly ruthlessin its enforcement of
discipline.

Worst of dl, the mob deliberately stifled its employees. For instance, Katie knew she would dways be
awhore. The mob had brought her to Havanagas to be awhore, and she would whore until she wastoo
old to whore anymore, and then and only then would she be allowed to do something else, like helpin
the management of awhorehouse. She could live along and comfortable life if shewere careful, but she
would never marry or have afamily, get into another line of work, or capitalize on her intelligence and the
firgt-class education shed managed to pick up on her own. She could never share her interests with
anyone, except maybe the john she was with for the night, and always the only thing he wanted from her
was what he had paid for.

People like Gerry Prost were alittle better off because they had careers e sewhere before being
recruited for employment on Havanagas. But now that the mob paid his sdlary and bought his precious
books for him, he was their man too, for therest of hislife. No library in the universe except the Free
Library on Havanagas had the money to build a collection like the one Prost had put together, but the
mob's pockets were bottomless and their methods effectively ruthless. Prost did not know this because
he did not care to know. For him the end—exquisitely rare books available to those who worshiped
them—judtified the means. So do decent people accommodate themselvesto evil.

Olwyn O'Mol vowed hewould die before hed live like that. So far, though, the mob had not been
ableto pin him down. Hewas rigoroudy careful about his movements, never staying in one placefor very
long, constantly on the move and never establishing a pattern to his moves. His confederates provided
safe houses and hideouts for him. He became used to living outside what passed for law on Havanages.
Thefew times he had been cornered, held shot hisway out. Supertition had grown up around him, and
there were many in the Havanagas underworld who were convinced Olwyn O'Moal lived acharmed life.
Huge amounts had been placed on his head, but no one had collected. O'Mol had discovered a great
secret: when criminas settle down, when they become so powerful they run things, when they areno
longer fugitives, relying on their wits and initiative to survive, then they become asvulnerable asthe
society upon which they once preyed.

O'Mol had been standing in this doorway for two hours now, since the agent assigned to follow the
Marines had signaled that the trio had been picked up by Culloden. He had come to the scene persondly



and relieved the agent, whom he'd sent to watch the Frogmore instead. He knew where Culloden had
taken the Marines and why. He had to know if they were alowed to return. His guesswas that since the
men had come in with women, Culloden would return them to the Free Library instead of their hotel—if
they returned at al. Wdll, hed know soon enough.

The "Havanagas Liberation Front,” as O'Mal and his associates grandly caled their tiny movement,
posed no redl threet to the mob—yet. But O'Mol had plans.

Havanagas had no army, navy, or even a police force. The mob kept control of things through avast
network of informants and agents, overseers and minor bosses, who ran and supervised every business
enterprise and government operation on the planet. When force was needed to keep someonein line,
goonswere available. If atourist was found cheating or creating disorder, the casino or park security
personnd handled the matter—usudly by putting the miscreant on the first ship off-world. If an employee
went bad, he or shewas quietly disposed of by professionals.

Theinflexible rule on Havanagas was that tourists were never cheated or molested in any way, and
while they were guests in the casinos and theme worlds on the planet, they should never be troubled by
interna disciplinary problems. Thus, to billions of people Havanagas was the most peaceful and delightful
spot in Human Space, and whole families pooled their life savingsfor aweek or two inits pleasure
palaces.

But the venery behind every aspect of Havanagas had not gone entirely unnoticed by the
Confederation of Worlds. Politicians and socid criticsregularly inveighed against the Barkspid show as
gppedling to the basest form of cupidity, enticing its millions of viewersto risk bankruptcy just to sample
the transent pleasures of afantasy world created by gangsters. But since there was absolutely no
admissble evidence of crime or corruption on Havanagas itsel f—and since Havanagas and Barkspiel had
become cultura icons—the families could only be attacked in their off-world enterprises, which would
never reach the capos themsalves, safely ensconced on Havanages.

OMoal knew he had to take out the mob leadership if he wasto break their hold on hishome. But he
was shrewd and he was patient. He had initiated several low-key and very clandestine programsto
weaken confidencein the families. Among them was a clever propaganda scheme designed to play on
the natural discontents of a population under thetotal control of the mob, and a sophisticated campaign
of cyber sabotage. His most recent coup had been wiping out al the records of acasino in Placetas,
forcing the place to close down for aweek. He had aso engineered severa successful burglaries. If you
can't hit the mobster himself, he redlized, then rob his bank.

But now he had begun to hit the mobsters, with aterror campaign againgt the lower-level family
members—the assassination of an underboss here, asoldier there. Those first-level employees of the
families were beginning to go around looking over their shoulders. That iswhy Johnny Stickss
headquarters was surrounded by armed men. O'Mol was beginning to make the mobsters understand
what it was like to be under the gun.

And now these three Marines. Marines were fighters. No matter what their jobs—clerks, supply men,
drivers—they were infantrymen and knew wegpons and tactics. Olwyn O'Mol had ajob for them.

Another gust of wind howled into the doorway. The street outside was deserted. Everything might
hinge on whether these three, or even one of the three, would accept his offer. O'Mol had money; the
robberies had been very successtul.

O'Moal began to consider, as he did congtantly, what he would do once he had broken the families
hold on Havanagas. The rudimentary forms of civil government that existed on Havanagas would have to
be expanded beyond mere caretaker Satus. Therewas avast infrastructure to handle logistics, run the
casinos and theme worlds, process the millions of tourists who visited Havanagas every year. What



Havanagas lacked was a political structure to make fair and honest decisions about how the world would
be run. OMoal had no intention of closing down the parks and casinos. They could continue to run
virtudly by themsdves. But Havanagas had no real laws or regulations, and there was no mechanism for
anew government to obtain feedback from its citizens. Before the mob, the planet had beenrun by a
loose confederation of landhol ders who remained essentidly autonomousin their own geographica aress.
That would not work in a postmob environment.

O'Mal wasthinking hewould haveto call on the Confederation of Human Worlds for assi stance and
that he would be the chief spokesman in that process, when Culloden's landcar pulled up in front of the
FreeLibrary.

Ah! OMol realized he had guessed right. He smiled as the three Marines got out of the car and
mounted the steps, laughing and dapping each other on the back Culloden drove off. Now to make
contact.

"Y ou know me, Johnny," Juanitawas saying. "Y ou how | have good intuition. Y ou adso know | don't
give adamn about that girl who waskilled, the one that fool, Claypoole, is mooning over. Y es, Johnny,
that one's an incurable romarntic, in love with the ghost of that girl."

"And your valued intuition tellsyou?'

"Therésarat in the woodpile, Johnny. Nothing happensin thislife by chance. Thereésbig troublein
gtore for your family if you don't take action right now."

"Werein danger from three Marines, Juanita?" Stickslaughed. "Now if they were four—"
"No laughing maiter, Johnny."

"I know, | know. | do trust your insgghts, Juanita. Wedl do. | couldvekilled them, but | didn't
because | want to know who their contact is. It was very fortunate that you came to me. Oh, we were
suspicious from the time they came through customs, and what you told meis very vaduable. | owe you
for that. Oh, sure, they were sent here, as you suspect. Only an idiot would fail to catch on to that. Jesus,
Nast must bedippingin hisold age.”

"Y es? He's pretty damned quick on the draw, Johnny," Juanita said, tacitly reminding him of thefailed
assassination attempt in Fargo.

Johnny nodded and pursed hislipsthoughtfully. "Well, he was lucky, Juanita, but still, he's got fast
reflexes, | hear. But our sources a the Ministry of Justice haven't dl dried up, you know. We know he's
up to something. He hasn't been seen in months, did you know that? What | can't figure iswhy he would
send in these three clowns to make contact with his agent here.”

"Maybeit'sadiverson," Juanitasuggested. "Y ou look at the left hand and the right hand isfreeto
move."

"Hmm." Stickswas silent for atime. "No. He knows were too sophigticated and dert to fall for a
subgtitution play.”

"Well, get rid of them and ther€ll be no contact.”

"I'm kegping my eye on them, Juanita, and when the time comes..." He drew afinger across histhroat
and smiled evilly. "They won't get out of heredive."

"Let me know, Johnny, before you kill them. | want to be there. | want to see their blood and hear
their screams.”

"Ooh," Sticks pretended to be frightened, "and we don't hold anything against the Marines, do we?'

Juanitas expression hardened. " Johnny, they blundered into my world and upset it. | cannot tolerate



interference. What will you do to them?' She leaned forward eagerly.

"Oh, theusud. First welll find out what they came herefor. Nobody can resist spilling his guts after
Hugo's been at them for awhile.”

Juanitasmiled. "l want to betherefor that. Will you promiseto let me watch, let me participate alittle,
even?'

Johnny nodded.
"And then what?'
"Ah, and then, my dear Juanita, ‘al roadslead to Rome,” asthey say."

Juanita Cruz, known asthe "Old Woman" on Havanagas, was a procuress for the mob. From her
headquarters on Wanderjahr she scoured al of Human Space, recruiting young women and boys for
employment in brothels, the ones she owned and the ones on Havanagas and other worlds that the mob
ran. She was akey figure in the prostitution rings the mobs ran on a dozen other worlds too. The obscure
bar near Brosigville's spaceport on Wanderjahr where Dean and Claypoole had spent aboozy afternoon
two years before was merely afront.

Juanitawas not redly that "old"; middle-aged, redlly. Nor was she that bad looking. Her stern,
bus nesdike demeanor—hair pulled back into a severe bun, no-nonsense clothes, and lack of
makeup—just made her look dumpy and grandmotherly. Johnny Sticksfound himself morethan alittle
attracted to Juanita, and she knew it. While she did not encourage his advances, she never rebuffed them
ether, Johnny, who had the pick of the most beautiful women on the planet, was used to getting any
woman he wanted. He knew he couldn't do that with Juanita, however, because she was more than his
equd in the mob hierarchy, so instead he settled for the verbal cat-and-mouse game they played.
Business, after dl, isbusiness.

"Ah, gentlemen.” Progt greeted them as they approached his desk. "Good to see you've come back.”
He smiled wanly, asif saying, Good to see anybody come back after an interview with Peoli. It was
obvious he was surprised held ever seen them again. "1'm sorry, your consorts departed long ago. They,
uh, thought you'd be retained, er, beyond areasonabletime." He gave another sickly smile. "Wdll, would
you care to spend the night with us?' Dramaticaly, like the three musketeers drawing their swords, they
presented the cards Paoli had given them. "Well," Prost exclaimed, "I am impressed, very impressed.
Johnny doesn't give these out to everyone. Take your pick.” Hewaved hisarm at the carrels.

"I don't know if | can get it up anymore, Mr. Progt, with someone listening to every little fart we
make," Claypoole sad.

"Yeah," Dean said, spesking loud enough to be sure whoever was monitoring them heard the remark.
"Some people get their jollieslistening to other peoplesfarts.” The other two laughed. That'd give Mr.
Peoli's goons something to think about.

Now that it was out that they were under surveillance—something they'd known al aong anyway—it
wasdl right to talk openly about being spied on.

Since Katie had gone home and it was too late to go after her, Claypool e had decided to spend the
night. Besides, he did not want to find her in the company of another man, which was probably just
where she would be at that hour.

Pasquin looked around for the girl who had winked at him before. Suddenly, dmost asif called, she
appeared from around the other side of the room, a bright smile on her face. He waved a her and smiled
back.



"Please 9gn our guest register, gentlemen,” Prost said He shoved an old-fashioned ledger a them.
Boldly, Pasquin picked up the antique pen, dipped it into the inkwell and signed "' John Hancock™ in huge
black letters. "That's triking ablow for liberty!" Prost exclaimed with aflourish.

The girl gave her name as Marilyn, and despite the fact that Pasquin knew the room was bugged, as
soon as she gtarted to undress he forgot al about it. Quickly, he began to shed his own clothes. He
watched her in the mirror. Suddenly, she had astrange little device in her hand, like that thing Culloden
switched on to shield their conversation in the car. In the other hand she had—Then everything went
black.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

"The Kingdom of Y ahweh and His Saintsand Their Apostles.” That was the charter name of the human
world commonly caled "Kingdom." The forma namewas used only by the theocracy initsformad
pronouncements and publications. Everyone e se, including the government of the Confederation of
Human Worldsinitsofficid pronouncements and publications, smply cdled it "Kingdom."

Sometime during the twenty-third century, when Human Space hadn't spread far enough to include the
planetary system around a particular nondescript Class G star, the leaders of anumber of small or
disregarded religious sects—and splinter groups of well-established religions—thoroughly dissatisfied
with what they saw as the rampant materialism and humanism of the day, and further convinced the day
of reckoning wasn't as near to hand as they would haveit, pooled their churches not inconsiderable
resources to purchase a starship. The starship shuttled back and forth anumber of times and eventuadly
brought some two million like-minded colonists to an Earthlike planet orbiting the non-descript,
off-the-beaten-path, star.

Thuswas founded the Kingdom of Y ahweh and His Saints and Their Apostles. It was hard going at
fird. The colonigs didn't have the full panoply of occupationsthat were normal for settlement on new
worlds. While one may find farmers, husbandmen, woodsmen, teachers, machinists, and truck drivers
among the ranks of religious fundamentalistss—meta lurgists, biologists, and medica technologiststend to
bein short supply in those ranks.

The leaders of those half-dozen sects weren't willing to surrender their dream of ashining city on ahill
to an impoverished agrarian landscape, nor were they willing to give up the benefits of modern medicine
infavor of ashort, brutish life. So they had their followers build awalled compound outside Haven, the
capitd city of Kingdom. They hired contract workers from off-world to livein Interstellar City, asthey
caled the walled compound, to provide the talents and skillsthey didn't have in their own populace and,
meanwhile, to prevent contact between the off-worlders and the Chosen People.

The attempted isolation didn't work.

The off-world metalurgists and geologists had to cooperate and coordinate with the miners, smelters,
and machinigts of Kingdom. The biologists, botanists and zoologists both, had to work with the farmers,
husbandmen, woodsmen, and hunters. The medical technol ogists had to teach the doctors, nurses, and
midwives. Etcetera

Quickly, ardigious overseer was assgned to accompany each off-worlder every time one left the
walled compound in order to assure that there would be no contamination. The citizens of Kingdom
weren't alowed into Interstellar City, not even as cooks, maids, or janitors.

At first the attendant overseers were able to prevent contamination, but that lasted only for thefirst
generation. The ruling theocrats attempted to bring up later generationsto believe theirswas the only
righteousway of life and only hereticslived off-world.

Y et somein each generation saw for themsalves that the off-world scientists and technicians with



whom they cameinto contact bore neither horns nor barbed tails. Even when the off-worlders said
nothing that was not absolutely necessary to their work, they showed there was good in other
places—and how they moved, dressed, and spoke suggested that life el sewhere could be better than it
was on Kingdom. Some of those among the common people who didn't have access to the modern
medica technologies the theocrats kept to themsalves, or to the other modern conveniences and
comforts, reasoned that anything had to be better than the short, brutish livesthey led.

Beginning with the third generation, there was at least one rebellion in each generation, somelarge
enough that the theocrats were forced to request Confederation assistance in putting them down. Thefirst
intervention convinced many in the Confederation government that Kingdom's theocracy deserved the
rebellionsit faced. After that, the Confederation intervened only when the lives of the contract workers,
most of them citizens of member worlds, were threatened.

It became a game. When the theocracy wanted help badly enough, it manufactured an incident to
blame on the rebds. The Confederation then had to intervene, however unwillingly. The Confederation
never, ever intervened before such an incident.

The shuttle blinked out of Beamspace just long enough to send out a radar pulse and get the blips
back, then popped back into Beamspace. That deep in agravity well and its attendant atmosphere, any
longer than ablink at the speed the shuttle traveled would overhest the hull. The onboard computers
analyzed the returned blipsin nanoseconds and set a course change. The shuttle blinked out of
Beamspace, fired vernier jets to make the course correction, blinked back into Beamspace. The shuttle
repeated the process. Any active radar that picked it up when it was in Space-3 would probably seethe
widdy separated blinks as unconnected anomdies.

The shuttle€'s braking jets were aready on full when it blinked out of Beamspace for the last time. It
shuddered violently before its wings extended and bit into the atmosphere, then dmost lazed onto the
ground in anear perfect landing afew kilometers from the village of Eighth Shrine. Its maw clanked open
and four vehicles of adesign not previously seen on Kingdom roared out. The vehicleswere
mud-colored, bore strange symbols, and were obvioudy armored and armed. As soon as the vehicles
were a hundred meters away from it, the shuttle lifted off and rapidly gained speed until it was able to
blink back into Beamspace, not to be seen again until it blinked back into Space-3 on its next relay to the
surface of the planet.

Flanked by abrace of Large Ones, the Over Master in command of that phase of the planetside
operations ssomped off his command vehicle and glared around the village his Fighters had just ravaged.
The bodies of Earthmen lay on the ground, many till bubbling where the acid of hisFighters weapons
hadn't yet finished eating the flesh. The houses and other buildings of Eighth Shrine were scattered debris,
struck by kinetic energy weapons designed to destroy stedl and stone congtructionsingtead of the flimsy
woodframe used by these primitives.

The Master who led the raid scampered to the Over Master and bowed deeply. The Over Master
inclined hishead in response.

"Did you alow any to escape?’ the Over Master growled.
"Yes, Magter. Three of them fled, sufficiently uninjured to live long enough to carry word of theraid.”
"Good!" the Over Master barked. "How are preparations proceeding?”

The Master in command of the raid nodded toward a hillsde haf akilometer awvay. "Construction of
the tunnel complex has begun.” In the distance, clots of mud could be seen asthey were flung from ahole
inthe sde of the hill. Thanksto hisworkers and a nearby forest, when the digging wasfinished there
would belittle trace other than the opening in the hillsde, and that would be camouflaged into invigibility.



When the Over Master grunted provisiond approva of the tunnel works, the Master said, "I have
placed squads in observation posts at these locations.” He turned on his mapper and atrue-color topo
map of the areamaterialized in front of the Over Master. Seven squad-size observation posts were
indicated. "Reaction platoons are stationed here." Three spots on the projection lit up with the symbols
that indicated platoons.

The Over Master studied the map and compared it with what he recalled from his own maps. Then,
satisfied that the observation posts and reaction platoons were stationed where he would have put them,
he grunted "Good," turned to one of the Large Ones flanking him and issued the order to set up his
command post.

"Now wewait," the Over Master said.
They waited for three days before a remote radar station reported rapidly approaching aircraft.
"Lock on and prepare to kill them on my command,” the Over Master ordered.

Two Avenging Angels of the 357th Attack Squadron of Kingdom's Aerid Defense Corps approached
the destroyed village at Mach 3. Avenging Angel was the name the Kingdomites used for the Strike
Eagle, the ground attack aircraft used by the Confederation Navy and Marine Corps before they
upgraded to the Raptor. It might be obsolete on amodern battlefield, but the Avenging Angdl was quite
deadly againgt ill-trained ground troops who lacked modern anti-aircraft weapons.

"Lead to Wing," the pilot of thelead Angel said into hisradio as soon astheir destination became
visible on the horizon. "Give me cover a angelsten, I'm going down to angels onefor acloser look."

"Roger, Lead." The wingman pointed his plane's nose up and hit the afterburners. The Avenging Angel
gouted flame and shot upward.

The leader throttled back sharply and hit hisbraking jets. The sudden deceleration dammed him
forward in his harness. The Avenging Angdl bucked and, dmost out of control, shed dtitude. It wasa
crude maneuver, but effective for making an changein velocity and dtitude. He was at atitude and four
hundred knots when he over flew the village.

"What the...?" What he saw on the ground didn't look like the aerid or satellite photos held studied
during the briefing. None of the buildings were there, though the roadways seemed to be intact. The few
structures that were standing didn't at al resemble anything he expected to seein a subtropical
agriculturd areaof Kingdom. He saw no people or farming equipment in thefields, but people were
evident in the village itsaf. Most of them seemed to be carrying tanks of some kind on their backs; none
of them waved at him when hewaggled hiswings.

"Bogie! Bogiel" the wingman suddenly screamed.

"Where?' None of the darmsin the lead's cockpit had gone off. He looked around wildly but didn't
see anything approaching. Then he looked up.

"Sacred Y ahweh," he breathed. Far above, where he should have seen hiswingman's Avenging Angd,
he saw only tumbling specks. The pilot hit the afterburner and yanked hard on the stick in case something
undetected was coming toward him. The maneuver wasin vain. Aninvisble force dammed into his
arcraft and digntegrated it.

Both aircraft went down without getting off amessage to their headquarters. Three hours after the air
reconnai ssance failed to report in, a battalion of armored infantry mounted up and headed toward the
village of Eighth Shrine.

Colonel Deacon Truthly Godsservant stood tal in the commander's hatch of his Gabrid armored
fighting vehicle. He relished the growling, clanking, and rattling of the Gabriel. He shook with therattling



of thevehicle and imagined that shaking was the trembling of God'swill filling hisbody. It gavehima
feding of power, imbued him with certainty that hisforce would easly smite the heretics who had
usurped the devine authority of the priestsin the village of Eighth Shrine and somehow managed to knock
out two Avenging Angels.

He scanned the landscape. To one side of the roadway the ground s oped upward toward the
mountains. That side was terraced for rice paddies. Golden wheat for the sacred wafers grew on the
level ground to the road's other side. Well ahead, dust rose from the churning treads of the six Gabriels
that scouted ahead of the main column of twenty-one. Far to the flanks four more churned therice
paddies, grinding the golden wheat in their protective screenings. Theloss of the rice and whest would
teach the local peasants not to harbor heretics. Ahead, the road wound through asmall range of low,
wooded hillsthat were too rocky to farm.

Godsservant's own AFV wasfifth in the main column of twenty-one vehicles. Twenty-one plusthe
scouts and flankers. Thirty-five Gabridls, righteous avengers of the Lord! And four hundred Soldiers of
the Lord rode in those blessed chariots. They were afearsome sight to the sinners on whom they brought
down the Lord's righteous wrath. A thin smile creased Godsservant's harsh face. He glanced at his map.
Ten morekilometers. His scouts should bresk through the wooded hillsinto view of Eighth Shrineina
few more minutes.

"Firg platoon, hold up,” ordered First Acolyte Loveoflord. Around him the six Gabridls of the scouting
screen clanked to ahalt just inside the trees. Loveoflord, the platoon commander, raised histelescope to
his eye and surveyed the open land ahead. " Check our position,” he ordered the gunner, who doubled as
navigetor.

"Sir," the gunner-navigator said sharply, "we are 1.4 kilometers from the heretic village, azimuth 327."
"Double-check that," Loveoflord said.

"Right away, Sr." The speed with which the navigator said, "Reading isthe same: 1.4 kilometers,
azimuth 327," told Loveoflord either the navigator had aready rechecked their position or was confident
enough of his navigation he didn't bother to.

"Then Eighth Shrineisinsght?'
"If were through the trees, yessr?

"Come up here." The gunner-navigator couldn't see outside from his navigation position, instead he had
to rely totaly on hisinstruments.

There were scrabbling noises from below, then the navigator squeezed up into the commander's hatch
next to Loveoflord The officer wordlesdy handed him the telescope. The navigator took it and looked
ahead.

"That'sodd," he murmured. He lowered the telescope from his eye and checked hiswrist compass.
Then helooked again, thistime in asweep that let him view the entire landscape beyond the woods. He
handed the telescope back and said, "'I've been here before, Sir. | recognize the land.” He looked at his
platoon commander but fear wasvisblein hiseyes. "Where did the village go? And what are those
buildings?'

Loveoflord shook his head. " Take your gun station.” Then he got on the radio and reported to Colonel
Deacon Godsservant.

At arange of two kilometers, closer where the trees obstructed their vision, thirty-five Gabriels, each
armed with two 12.7mm projectile machine guns and a 75mm cannon, ringed the place where Eighth



Shrine should have been. The four hundred infantrymen had dismounted and split into two groups before
the vehicles moved into position; two companies remained with Colond Deacon Goddservant at the
gpproach to the village, while the third swung around in awide arc to form an anvil on the other side of
the village for the main force's hammer.

Godsservant finished hisvisud ingpection of Eighth Shrine. The village's buildings—the temple, the
slos, the barns, and houses—seemed dl to be gone, though he could still see the roads and pathways. In
place of the buildings there were saven squat constructions; flimsy looking, ugly, mud-colored thingsin no
architectura stylefamiliar to him. No people werein evidence.

"Commence," he ordered.

Fifty metersto hisleft aplatoon, thirty-four men, rose from cover and trotted for the village. The
platoon moved in good order; spread out, each man with his flechette rifle held at the ready. A hundred
meters from the nearest of the strange structures the soldiers dropped to prone positions.

"Report," Godsservant ordered into hisradio.

"Sir," the second acolyte commanding the advance platoon replied ingtantly, "I detect no movement
among the structures. | hear nothing other than the wind and distant animal calls”

"Hail them."

"Yessr." Thejunior officer roseto hisfeet and spoke into the boomer he carried. "In the village of
Eighth Shrine, show yourselves! We are Soldiers of the Lord and wish no harm to any other than
snnerd" Hisvoice echoed off the low hillside behind the village. There was no other reply. He repeated
his message. Still no reply.

"Advance," Godsservant ordered.

The platoon rose again and continued its advance. The strange structures proved to be asflimsy as
they looked at adistance; they opened easily and fell gpart a ablow. In moments all seven were
knocked down.

"Sir, the place seemsto be totally abandoned.”

Colond Deacon Godsservant gave asignd to hisdriver, and his Gabriel rumbled out of the trees and
sped into the village site,

"Sir, | found some odd things," the second acolyte said when Godsservant dismounted and joined him.
"Look." He pointed at the surface of one of the village's roads.

A swath about three meters wide was swept at an angle across the road—no debris, not even a
pebble, wasin the swath, Pebbles and twigs were scattered out from its sides, as though tossed or blown
fromit.

"And over here, gr." A rectangular patch of ground cover on the edge of the village Site was crushed,
asthough something heavy had rested oniit.

Godsservant stood at one end of the crushed areaand looked into the village. "It looks," he said after
amoment, "like an off-worlder shuttle landed here and debarked hovercraft." He pointed. There were
severa swept swaths across roads. Many of them werein line with the crushed area.

"Unbdieverslanded here, Sr?' The young officer's voice cracked.

Godssarvant grunted. "Wewill find them. Wewill take them. The Collegium will find out wheat they did
tothevillage™

The second acolyte swalowed. The Collegium was the very core of Kingdom'sdisciplinary arm.
When people were caled beforeit, they might go in whole, but they always came out broken if not dead.



Godsservant ordered the battdion's officersto join him for ameeting. In afew minutesall the officers
in the battalion were gathered near the crushed area.

Suddenly, plugs of turf popped up al around the officers, and creatures stood up in the holesthat had
been concedled under the plugs. The creatures were manlike, but smdler. They held nozzled hosesin
their hands, pointed toward the officers. One of the creatures shrilled acommand, and they sprayed the
officerswith athick, greenish fluid. The officers screamed in agony asthefluid hit them and ate into their
flesh and bubbled it away.

In seconds the lead sword of the advance platoon was the senior man |eft functiond. He started
shouting ordersto the infantrymen, but astream of greenish fluid took him in the face. He couldn't scream
because the breath he drew in sucked the acid into hislungs. More turf plugs popped open and creatures
stood up in the holes. Only four soldiers managed to get off shots before they were dl down, writhing in
agony. All the shots missed.

Inside the trecline a company first sword redlized that al the battalion's officers were dead or dying, as
weredl of the soldiersin the village. Even though he was but an enlisted man, he was the senior
remaining man in the battalion. He took command and ordered the Gabrielsto open fire with their
cannons and obliterate the Site,

Lost to the men in the armored vehiclesin the blasting of their own gunswas arapid-fire cracking
aong the length of the hillsde behind the village. They saw nothing coming and their thregt darms
sounded no warning. Every one of the Gabrielswas hit by aforce equd to two tons of dynamite before
they could get off their second salvo. The force was concentrated to punch a hole through the armor. The
secondary explosions when their magazines went off tore them apart and violently flung their parts greet
distances.

Theriflemen in the two companies that formed Godsservant's planned hammer saw their officerskilled
most hideoudy and came close to panic. When the Gabriels blew up and many of them were wounded
or killed by shrapnd, they closed the short distance to panic and ran. In their flight many of them passed
near the still hidden observation posts and died as horribly astheir officers had.

The soldiersin the one company of the planned anvil didn't see the officers die, but they heard and saw
the desths of the Gabriels near them. No one rose up to take command immediately, so they dithered
fearfully, waiting for someoneto tell them what to do. Suddenly, doors opened in the hillsdein front of
them, the back side of the hill behind the village, and combat vehicles smaler than their Gabriels sped out.
The soldiers didn't have any antiarmor wegpons, they broke and ran. The smal vehiclesthat pursued
them were nimble and chased them wherever they went, spraying agreenish fluid from their cannon
nozzles whenever they came closeto afleeing soldier. All of the soldiersin the anvil died.

Before nightfal, the invaders were gone dong with al their equipment and supplies. They left behind
only the tunnelsthey dug under the hill and the holesin the village areg, dl ill well-conceded, al
booby-trapped.

The next day a specialy trained reconnai ssance team cameto investigate. Not knowing it was
unnecessary, they remained fully conceded. They retrieved fragments of one of the shattered Gabrielsto
take back for forensic examination. One of the reconnaissance soldiers, braver or more foolish than the
others, crept into the village site during the night and picked up partial remains of one of the dead to teke
back for the same reason. When the technicians of the Kingdom's Army of the Lord were unable to
determine what had killed the soldier or destroyed the Gabridl, the pieces, organic and metallic, were
handed over to off-worldersfor andlysis. The scientistsin Interstellar City were fascinated by the remains
and wanted to know where they came from so they could visit the place and gather more pieces for
anadysis. Such avist, the scientists were told, wasimpossible, and there the matter lay. For awhile,



CHAPTER NINETEEN

Gradualy, Claypoole became aware of rushing water, far away at first and then louder ashe dowly
regained consciousness. He opened hiseyes. In the dim light shining through a dirty window high above
his head, he could see that he lay on the floor of awarehouse of some kind. Boxes stood stacked in neat
rows dong onewall. He could just make out adoor at the far end of the building. The place was
enormous. He coughed and the sound echoed loudly in the damp gloom.

Thelast thing Claypoole remembered was some girl named...? He couldn't remember. What the hell
had she hit him with? Someone nearby groaned. His eyes now adjusted to the dim light, he could make
out two other figures stretched on the floor nearby.

"Oof! | fed likel been shot a and missed and shit at and hit,” one of the figures groaned. It was
Raoul!

"Raoul! How areyou?' Claypoole asked. Pasquin only grunted. The other figure had to be Dean.
Claypoole nudged him. Dean groaned. " Deano, we been zapped! How you feding?!

"You telling me?' Dean muttered. Damn, thiskind of roll job wasn't supposed to happen on
Havanaged

Pasquin sat up dowly. "Oh. Last thing | remember was Marilyn's big jugs, and then the lights went out.
Do you think that bastard Paoli did this?*

"Not at al, gentlemen!™ avoice boomed from behind them. A dark figure approached, its heds
smacking loudly on the concrete floor. A man in adripping cloak stood before them, his face obscured
by afloppy-brimmed hat pulled down low. "I gpologizefor this," the figure gestured vaguely, "but since
you are under consgtant surveillance, | couldn't risk exposing myself to invite you to be my guests herelike
agentleman." Helaughed.

"And just who in the hell are you?" Pasquin asked, red anger in hisvoice.

"Never mind for now, Corpord Pasquin. Oh, yes, | know who you are, or who you want to be
known as. We've been watching you too."

"Who'sthis'we?' Dean asked.

"Wdl, let'ssay | represent agroup opposed to the criminas who run thisworld. How's that, Lance
Corpora Dean?'

"Y ou are with the Havanagas Liberation Front?" Claypoole asked.

The figure regarded Claypoole for along moment before it answered. "Y es. Strange, three recently
discharged Marine grunts know about the existence of the Front?"

"Culloden told us about you," Pasguin said quickly. That goddamned Claypoole, he thought, should
engage brain before mouth.

"Oh?" Thefigurewas slent again for amoment. "What else do you know about the Front?"

Pasguin got shakily to hisfeet and pulled up an empty crate, which he sat on. It was marked
FERTILIZER. "We know the mob doesn't really consider you athreat." Pasquin's mind rushed. Nast
had briefed them on the Front. Thiswas awarehouse. It contained fertilizer. There was running water
nearby. Yes O'Mol. Thisguy had to be him. Somebody-or-other O'Moal, the gentleman farmer who
owned property dong ariver. He couldn't remember the full name or the name of theriver, but this had
to bethe guy.

"That's going to change, and very soon," thefigure replied. ™Y ou know Johnny Sticks doesn't believe
you'reredly three discharged Marines on aspree. Neither do |, cometo that. Just what are you three



doing here? Discharged servicemen never come here.”

Silence Thewater continued to flow outside, and far above them the rain thrummed steedily on thetin
roof. Dean and Claypoole had now gotten up and were squatting on their haunches.

"Okay," thefiguresaid at last, "l really don't care what you're doing here. | have arequest of you,
that'sdl. Will you listen to me? If you won't help, that's al right too. Y ou'll be free to return to Placetas
and | won't bother you again. Ded ?'

"Do we have achoice?' Dean asked.

"Just hear me out and then I'll take you back to the city." Pasguin nodded. Quickly, the figure stepped
over to the row of boxes and pulled one out. It was heavy and he dragged it with difficulty over to where
the Marines sat. He ripped the lid off and threw it onto the floor, whereit clattered noisily. With aknife
he took out of a pocket, he diced open the foil wrapping of a package inside and peded it back.

Thethree leaned forward to see what wasinsde. Dean emitted alow whistle of surprise. "Am |
dreaming or arethose M-1A semiautomatic miniaturized oxyhydrogen plasmashooters?!

"Blasterd" Claypoole exclaimed. He reached insde and pulled out a disassembled stock and receiver.

"Wherein the name of Mohammed's dirty fingernails did you ever get these?' Pasquin asked. "It's
againg every law on the books for anyone but legitimate military and police forcesto have these!™

O'Mol snorted derisively. "Corpord, you are on Havanagas. If you have money, you can get anything
you want here. | have money. There are Sx of these in there, each with four power packs, sixteen
hundred rounds per weapon. | need someone to teach us how to use them.”

The three began pulling out the disassembled wegpons. "Oh, jeez, | am beginning to fed likeaMarine
again!" Pasguin sighed as he pulled the wrapping off a blaster and fished around in the crate for the barrel
and sghting mechaniam.

"Gentlemen, | will pay you well to teach us how to use and maintain these wespons. I'll give you more
than enough to pay for your stay here on Havanagas, plus set you up when you get back home. With

these six weapons I'll have enough firepower to make myself heard on this planet. I'll have afighting
chanceto clean thismess up.”

"So you're going to go after the mob?”"
"YS"

"I'll drink to that," Dean said "'Y ou know, there are instruction manualsin here. Y ou don't need usto
learn how to use these weapons.”

"Yes, | do. The manudswill tell us how to assemble and disassemble them, how to maintain them and
how to clean and store them, but they won't tell us how to shoot. That's what Marines do."

"Y ou sure got that right,” Claypoole muttered.

"Look," OMoal sad, "it'll only take a couple of daysto get us off to agood start, and after that you're
freeto go."

"Oh, yeah, and the mob finds out we're working for you and | know wherewell ‘go'—to hdl ina
hand basket," Claypoole responded.

"I'll put you up hereand I'll get you off-world. | can do that."

"If we do thisfor you, | want Katie Wellsto go with us, mister,” Claypoole announced, standing up.
"What the—" Pasquin shouted.

"Rock!" Dean exclamed.



Claypoole shook his head stubbornly. "If we work for thisguy, | want Katie to go with uswhen we
leave. I'll work for you for freeif you'll do that for me, sir,” he said.

"I'll pay you and I'll get the girl out for you too, Migter Claypoole. What do you others say?"

Pasquin moved close to Claypoole and put his nose right into hisface. "Lance Corpord, we have a
job to do and we are going to do it! Y ou hear me? We are gonnado that job and | don't want to hear
any more of this shit from you, understand?' He turned to O'Mol. "No, we can't help you. Now we want
to go back to Placetas, if you please.”

Dean flexed hisfingers nervoudy, looking from Claypooleto Pasquin. "He's right, Rock,” he
whispered. "l wish you success fighting the families, sir, but Marinesfollow orders and we have our
orders." He started to put the weapons back into their crate.

"Hold on!" Claypoole shouted. "It won't take three of usto do what we came herefor! I'm staying!
Y ou guys can carry on without me.”

"Claypoole, you are deserting in the face of the enemy. Do you know what the Corpswill do to you
when you get back to 'Finni's World? Do you?' Pasquin had stepped back a pace and stood facing
Claypoolewith hisfistson hiships.

"Thisnot amilitary mission!" Claypoole shouted. "We get every shit detail in the universe and we're
supposed to lap it up and grin, right? Orders, orders, orders; cover down, dress right, dress, hup, toop,
threep, fo? Well, thistime Lance Corpora Claypoole, R, CMC 2130242L, is gonna do what he wants!
| don't care! I'm staying." He paused and stood there breathing heavily. "Fdlas, listen to me, okay?I'm
not giving thisgirl up to these fucks. Y ou know wheat they told us, once you work for the mob you're
theirsforever. Here's awoman who could go places but shelll just be awhore forever unless| do thisfor
her. Look," hewas pleading now, "ever snce Maggie—"

"Okay, okay, Rock, we get the picture," Pasquin said sarcasticaly, "you get alittle pussy and you flip
your buddiesthe bird. Y ou get alittle screw and you bring it back to the barracks and give the rest of us
ascrewing, isthat it?'Y ou worthless goddamned civilian!" Pasquin spit the word out, and it echoed
around the warehouse,

"Now listen here, you goddamned candy-assed pogue!" Claypool e shouted back.

Quickly Dean stepped between them. He remembered dl too well the fight he'd had with Claypoole
back on Wanderjahr over Hway Keutgens, and he could see another one coming on now.

"Stop! Stop! Wait asecond!” O'Mol held up hishand. "Listen! Listen!" From far away camea
metallic whooshing sound.

The door at the far end of the building dammed open with acrash and aman camerunning in. "They're
coming! We've been made, Olwyn! Get to the boat!"

"Wait! Wait! How many, how far away arethey?' OMol asked. He didn't have to ask who was
coming.

The man ran up to thelittle group, panting, his hair plastered to his head with rainwater. In one hand he
clutched abig pistol of somekind. "They're a the house! Lots of the Ferrismen! They camein three

shipsat least." From outside they could hear the sound of gunfire and explosions. "They don't know
yourein here, Olwyn, but they'll be on usany minute! They had to have seen me running thisway!"

"Oh, that's just fucking peachy," Pasquin said as he began assembling one of the blasters. "Marines,
you know what to do.”

"Hoooheee!" Claypoole sang. "We're Marines again!™
"We can assembl e these weapons in thirty seconds—in the dark,” Dean informed O'Mal, "but in here,



wdll..." He stood up, afully assembled blaster a port arms, a power pack inserted securely in the
meagazinewell.

Therain had let up for now and they could clearly hear men shouting from somewhere outside.

"l have ahydrofoil at theriver,” OMol said. "Well make a bresk through the backdoor, it opens onto
the riverbank. If you Marinesl| hold these goons off for afew minutes, I'll get her started and we can
make it to the open sea, welll be safe.”

"Y ou damned sure better be waiting there for us, mister,” Pasquin muttered as he jammed power
packsinto his pockets. "Dean, you cover the insde here. If anyone comesin through that door, you
know what to do. Rock, come with me. WEell cover the approaches from either side of the building.” He
grinned fiercely. "We got abig surprise for these bastards!™

"Not so fast!" the messenger said, stepping back afew paces, hispistol leveled at O'Mal.

Pasquin shot him from the hip. A plasmabolt punched a hole through his chest. The stench of burnt
fleshfilled the air as the man toppled. Pasquin coughed. "Y ou never know who to trust, do you?' he said
to OMal. "Okay, Marines, let's get amove on."

O'Mol picked up the carton with the remaining three blastersin it and ran for the door.

Dean lay on his somach just indgde the rear door, the muzzle of his blaster trained on the entrance at
the opposite end of the building. From outside came the hiss-crack! of Pasquin's and Claypool€e's
weapons. Dean smiled. Goddamn, were ateam! he thought. The door he was covering burst open
suddenly. Dean fired three rapid shots through the open door. Instead of the thuds of falling bodies, he
heard the excited shouts of men who found themsalves up against an unexpected wesgpon. He fired
severa shotsasfast as he could at thewall to the side of the door and dagged a hole through the metal.
Outdgde, it wasraining again. A smdl group of men was milling around, shouting and begting at their
clothing where molten meta had set it afire. Dean shot into them, one, two, three quick shots. Three of
the men spun and dropped, with charred holes where they'd been hit. The othersran, screaming. The
only emotion Dean felt as he watched them burn to desth was satisfaction. This undercover shit wasfor
the birds, but combat—he could handle that!

"Dean! Come on, we'releaving!" It was Claypoole.

Dean got up and dodged out the backdoor. About akilometer away stood what looked like a
farmhouse. Three huge jet-powered aircraft sat around the structure, their enginesrunning. A large
number of little black figures were dashing up to them and climbing on board. Off to theleft in afied of
grass he saw the unmoving bodies of men that Claypoole had killed.

"Come on!" O'Mal shouted from the hydrofoil docked at asmdl wharf on the riverbank fifty meters
bel ow the warehouse.

"Not yet! Raoul!" Dean shouted. Pasguin ran up to him from hisfiring position, afierce grin on his
face. He gave them high fives al around. "No, Raoul, we can't leave until we've taken out those aircraft!”
As Dean spokethefirst onelifted off.

"Oh, shit, Marines, taking on enemy aircraft in the open! That's great tactics” Claypoole shouted, but
he went to one knee and took steady aim at the cockpit of the lead jet. It skimmed dowly over the grass,
coming on steedy and level. It was agreet shot and Claypoole took it. His bolt flashed on the bubble of
the cockpit and the machine skittered crazily to one side, out of control, and nosed into afield of crops,
where it exploded into an enormous firebal. They could fed the concussion of the explosion and the heat
of the burning fud wherethey stood.

The other two pilots, seeing the fate of their partner, veered sharply left and right and came on quickly
from the flanks. Suddenly, the air around the Marines cracked and hissed with the deadly noise of
supersonic projectiles; bullets smacked and whacked into the meta roof and walls of the warehouse.



"Do something and do it quick!" O'Mol shouted from the riverbank.

Pasquin fired from the offhand position, using the corner of the building to brace himsdlf He snagpped
off three quick shots at the aircraft gpproaching from hisside. They al missed. He cursed, went to one
knee and fired again. Thejet exploded in a massive flash of fud, parts, and bodies. Dean'sfirst round at
theremaining jet hit it in the tail section, and smoke began to pour out of it. The pilot climbed rapidly to
gan dtitude and get out of range. At about three hundred metersthe jet suddenly went totaly verticd, its
nose pointing straight up in the air, engines screaming, and just hung therefor afull ten seconds asthe
pilot tried desperately to leve off. The Marines held their fire, watching, fascinated. Little black figures
leaped out its open passenger doors and plummeted to earth, making great splashes asthey plunged into
the wet fidds. Sowly, gracefully, the machine rolled over on its back and fell screaming into the earth,
ending itsflight in ancther hugefireball.

The whole scene went deathly quiet, except for the hissing rain. "Jeez," Claypoole said, "you know the
worgt thing about dl this? We won't even get credit for shooting those bastards down.”

CHAPTER TWENTY

With OMoal at the controls, the hydrofoil zoomed aong at sixty kph, sending up ahuge rooster tail of
Spray behind it.

"Shouldn't wetake it abit easy?' Pasquin asked. "'l mean, aren't you worried about rocks, shallows,
floating logs?'

"This part of theriver isdredged frequently,” O'Mol shouted back, "so tourists can take leisurely trips.

But we can't worry about that now; we've got to put some distance between the farm and us. Some of
those men must've survived, somebody had to have sent amessage!™

"How far to Placetas?' Dean shouted.
"Seventy-five klickd" OMol answered.

"And to the ocean?"

"Maybe another twenty-five klicks. Piece of cake!"

O'Moal sounded the klaxon. Its harsh arooo! arooo! made the Marinesjump. Directly ahead of them
was another boat.

"Goddamn, were gonna hit!" Dean screamed. O'Mol only laughed and increased his speed, At thelast
instant the boat swerved into the bank and the hydrofail roared on pagt, thoroughly soaking the
passengers on its open lower deck.

"Goddamned tourists” O'Mol shouted. "I always wanted to do that to those goggle-eyed freaks!
What the hell are those fools doing out in this weather anyway?' He sounded the klaxon several more
times. "Toooot, toooot!" he screamed. "Make way for Steamboat Willie!" O'Mol laughed delightedly,
thoroughly enjoying hisrole as captain of thetiny vessdl asthe three Marines crouched in the cabin,
wegpons covering the riverbank asit sped by.

As soon asthe light began to fade, OMol dowed the hydrofoil. After afew more minutes he pulled it
up into some reeds. "Well wait here until dark,” he said. "I have equipment to mask our Sgnaturesin
case they have more aircraft out looking for us. Well be reasonably secure onceit getsfull dark. This
river runsright by Placetas. Well cruise by quietly in the dark. I've got aboat at the mouth of the delta
We can take it to someidands out in the Ligurian Seawhere nobody'll find us. We can hole up there and
make plans.”

Sowly, carefully, OMol guided the hydrofoil into athick patch of reeds growing in the shadlows. He
cut the engines and the craft settled silently down to its gunwales. "1t'san hour to dark. The overcast and



theranll hideusfromtheair." O'Moal laughed. "Besides, there's nothing on Havanagas that can compete
with those blasters of yours anyway. But the mob'll be out looking for us; you can count onit. What I'm
counting on isthey'll be extra cautious because of what you did to them back there." Hewent into the tiny
gdley and came back with four bottles of beer.

"How come we can't stop at Placetas?' Claypoole asked.

"Too dangerous. The city'sthe mob'sterritory. It'll be crawling with agents and security goons anxious
to make abig bonus for being the first to spot us. | figure we can coast by in the dark, open her up on the
other side of the city, and make the ocean by dawn.”

"We're supposed to meet our contact at the Free Library at Six hourstonight,” Pasquin protested.
"Once our contact hands over the evidence the Ministry of Justice needs, we can call in plenty of
firepower. Put these families out of business and you'll be in business, Mister OMal."

O'Moal shook his head. "No can do. Too dangerous, | said. They'll get you for sureif you go into the
aty.”
"Not if we havethese." Dean patted his blagter.

"Migter Dean, if you go into the city, you will have to useit there. Do you redly want to take a chance
on burning up innocent bystanders with that thing?!

"Hell, they al work for the mob," Claypoole protested.

"No, they don't, Mister Claypoole," O'Mol answered forcefully. "I could have launched aterrorist
campaign al over this planet, blown up hotels and casinos, al that. The reason | didn't was because
Mom and Pop Citizen who come here for avacation may be foolsto spend their lifeés savingslikethis,
but they don't deserve to get roasted in a crossfire between the good guys and the bad guys. Y ou
understand what I'm saying?"

Claypoole looked at hisfeet. "I haveto go back in," he said quietly. Helooked up at OMoal. "I said
I'd work for you, but you promised to get Katie out of there. | won't help you unlessyou let me get her
and bring her to theidands with us."

"But the whole situation has changed! We're on the run now! Sticksll belooking for us! Claypoole,
hell round up everyone who even smiled at us and interrogate them to find out if they know our plans. It's
standard mob procedure. They probably have aready snatched the girl. And if they don't keep her,
they'll put awatch on her in case you show up.” Helooked to Dean and Pasquin for support, but they
sad nothing.

"I will not go unlessyou let me get Katie and bring her out to theidandswith us. That'sfind.”
"We haven't agreed to work with you, Mister OMal," Pasquin said.

"Y ou have to now! I'm your only chanceto get out of heredive!™

"We have to make contact with our agent in Placetas," Dean said.

OMol drained his beer and threw the bottle over the side. "1 normaly hate litterbugs,” he said,
apropos of nothing, "but screw it." He belched into the palm of his hand and regarded the threein the
semidarkness. "Boy, you guys are sure stubborn.” He shook his head. "Okay, Claypoole, I'll drop you
off at the docks. How long will it take you to find the girl and get back to the river?”

"Jesus H. Mohammed, how the hell do | know?" he protested "I know where shelives. I'll move as
quickly as| can. | suppose | can get acab at the docks?!

"Get acab!" OMoal exploded "I can't believe any of this" he moaned.
"Can't you cdl someonein the city and have them pick Rachman up at the docks?" Pasquin asked.



"Yes, | can. But | can't do that until werethere. They'll be monitoring dl telecommunications systems
now. For al | know, whoever told them | was at that safe house also compromised my people back in
Placetas. | have peoplein other citiestoo, but the Placetas cell was the strongest and mogt active. That
man you killed back there was one of my most trusted assstants. | have to assume now that my whole
organization's been infiltrated, or the reward they have out on meis so great even my best friend would
be tempted to turn mein. We may haveto fight our way out. Y ou'll just have to forget about contacting
your controller. Theré's no way you can do that without getting caught. Hell just have to wait for another
time. How do you contact him, by the way?"

"All we can doissend asignd we're ready, and hell homein on us, but we can't give him thesign
without the evidence he sent us here to get. Can you infiltrate us back into the city once things have had a
chanceto quiet down?"

"Y es. Who's your contact?'

Pasquin hesitated only briefly. "Lovat Culloden.” They were in too degply with O'Mol now to play
gameswith each other or hold things back.

"Culloden!" O'Mol whispered in amazement. "Okay, hereésthe dedl. I'll get someoneto pick
Claypoole up at the docks. Well wait for him there. If we're discovered, we have the firepower to hold
the attackers off. But it might get very, very hot. If we makeit to theidands, I'll get you back into the city
somehow—I don't know how right now—so you can get in touch with Culloden. | mean, damn, if | can
help make your mission asuccess, | win, because you'll remove the family headsfor me. Y ou Marines
areagodsend, if you don't somehow screw this up on me. Y ou agree?”

"l agree," Claypoole said at once.
"Okay, | guesswe don't have any choice," Pasquin put in. ""Dean, what do you say?"

"WEell, the man on the spot hasthetacticd initiative. Good plans alow for that and Marines haveto be
flexible. We change the plan. We have to changeit. I'm with Mister OMoal."

OMol blew out his breath and smiled. "Now that that's settled, let's drink up the rest of this beer.”

O'Mol quietly nosed the hydrofoil into adip at the marinaat the Franklin River Docks. Pasguin gave
him aquick orientation on how to use a blaster and they took up a 360-degree defensive position.

"Y ou will need something,” OMoal told Claypoole. He handed him asmdl pistal. "Thisisa
Sig-Wadther semiauto. Y ou load it by pulling back the dide and—"

Claypoole pressed the magazine catch and dropped the magazine into his hand. Quickly he thumbed
ten rounds into the palm of the other hand and pulled back the dide severa timesto be sure there wasn't
around in the chamber. "Y ou ought to carry thisthing with one up the spout, ready for immediatefire,"
he advised O'Mal. Then he reloaded the magazine, rammed it into the butt, and racked around into the
chamber. "Double action?' he asked. O'Mol nodded. "Good. I'm off." He climbed up onto the dock and
began walking toward the street.

"Where did he ever learn to handle a projectile weapon like that?* O'Mol asked, impressed.
"Mace caled Wanderjahr. It'salong story," Dean said.
A car in the gtreet flashed itslights once. O'Mol's agent was ready.

Nobody had said anything about how long they would wait for Claypoole, but Pasquin and Dean
didn't intend to leave without him. If he wasn't back by dawn, they would go into the city and get him.
OMoal knew enough not to argue about it.

A woman was driving. "Take meto 134A Bilko Strand,”" Claypoole announced as he climbed into the



passenger's seat. Claypoole glanced at her as she put the car into drive. She had ahard face, and the dim
light did not improve it much. He redlized suddenly her tight-lipped expression was one of fear, not anger
at being cdled out on anight like this. "Piece of cake," he said eadly, hoping to bresk the tenson. She
did not respond. They turned into amgjor thoroughfare leading into Center City. Claypoole redlized with
asudden twinge of fear that Kati€'s apartment was in the suburbs on the far side of the city. They'd have
to go dl theway through town and then back again. Nervoudy, hefingered the pistal in his pocket.

"You armed?' he asked the driver.
"Yes" She stared ahead at traffic, which was quite heavy at this hour, even in the rainy season.

"What do you do for aliving?" Claypoole asked the question in the hopes of getting her to relax by
talking about something familiar.

"| drivethistaxi." She shifted her position to get more comfortable. "I know where you're going, | live
in the same neighborhood, a place on Cramden Square. Who are we picking up? The message just said |
wasto drive you somewhere."

"A girl I know. Then we go back to the docks on the riverfront.”

The woman looked at Claypoole anxioudy. "That'll work if they don't make us, but if they do, well
never get back through the city."

"Yes, wewill,"” Claypoole replied with aconfidence he didn't fed. "My name's Lance Corpora
Rachman Claypoole, Confederation Marine Corps. What's yours?'

"Grace"

"Okay, Grace, we're gonna pull this off. Relax. But be prepared. | don't know if Kati€lll be home. If
sheisn't, we're gonna have to go down to where she works and get her there. Just take it easy and act
naturdly. | presume you can use whatever weapon you're carrying? Good. If we do have afight, aim at
the center of mass and squeeze off your shot.Y ou know thistown, do you?'

"Likethe back of my hand."

"W, be thinking about alternate routes and dl that, just in case we gotta get amove on. Otherwise,
you'reataxi driver and I'm your fare." He settled back in his seat and Grace grinned over at him. "Grace,
we get back to the docksin one piece, can you come with us? We need every hand we can get. Can you
jump out of here without any advance notice?'

"Damnright,” shereplied. Claypoole smiled in the dark.

Katie's gpartment was on the ground floor of atwo-story complex on a pleasant suburban street.
Claypoole had Grace park ablock from Katie's door, so he could approach on foot. "If you hear any
shooting, I'm gonnaneed your help real quick, Grace. | canrely on you, can't |7

"I'll pull up infront of the apartment and you get your assin herered quick, Marine." Now that they
werewdl into the mission, her initid anxiety had disappeared, replaced by acool professondism.

It was raining as Claypool e sauntered down the street, trying to look like he belonged. He stepped
under the overhang and tapped the Query button on the entry keypad. Nothing. He tapped again. Still
nothing. Uncertain what to do next, he stood there. Maybe K atie was working. He tapped the keypad a
third time, leaving hisfinger on the bell icon for afull ten seconds. Nothing. Heturned to go just asthe
heavens opened up and dumped water on the city.

"Yeah?' aman's voice said from behind him. Through the privacy screen in the doorway he could see
only adim outline of someone on the other Sde.

"IsMissWdlsin? " Claypoole shouted over the downpour.
"Y eah, but she'sbusy. Go 'way."



"Excuse me, but | just gotta see her! I'm her brother and we've got afamily emergency going. Just ask
her to step outside for a second, will you?'

The privacy screen turned transparent. A very big man stood there. " She ain't got no brother, you
Supid—"

"Hey hey! One question, man, okay?"
"Bequick, asshole." From insgde came amuffled scream.
"Can you run 350 metersin one second?”

"Y ou wiseass—" The man reached over to reactivate the privacy screen as Claypoole shot him
between the eyes. The shot was muffled in the roar of the downpour. The big man spun around and then
dowly fell over backward through the doorway. Claypoole stepped over him into the gpartment. Another
very large man had Katie pinned to the floor. As soon as he saw Claypoole, he dammed Katie's face
into the floor to stun her, then stood up, reaching insde his coat as he rose.

Claypoole shot the man in the center of his chest.

"Goddamn!" he exclaimed, looking down at the fist-szed dent in the vest he wore benegath his coat.
"You bastard! I'm redlly gonnakick your ass now!" He staggered toward Claypoole, who back pedaed
until hedmost fell over the corpse in the doorway. He raised the barrel and fired again, hitting the manin
the mouth, taking out his lower front teeth before exiting through his upper jaw, just in front of hisleft ear.
The man clapped ahand to hisface and grunted. He stood there, blood streaming through hisfingers.
Carefully, Claypoole aimed his gun at the center of his forehead.

Katie dammed a heavy chair onto the top of the man's head and he collapsed to the floor.
"Sonofabitch!" she swore. Her face was bloody and one eye was amost swollen shut. She was breathing
hard. "He didn't hit me hard enough,” she gasped.

Claypoole decocked the pistol and put it away. He had seven shots | eft. He grabbed Katie by the
shoulders. "We gottaleave, now, Katie! These guys were after me, weren't they?

Katie nodded. "They said they're rounding up everyone who's had anything to do with you since
you've been here. What's going on? They wouldn't tell me."

"I'll tell you later. Come on, don't bother to grab anything.” He propelled her toward the open
doorway. The rain was coming down in sheets outsde now and it hit them like ahuge hand asthey
stumbled out onto the sidewalk. At that moment two carsroared up and dammed to astop dmost in
front of them.

Claypoole pulled Katie away from where Grace was parked, because the cars blocked hisway in that
direction, and they ran asfast asthe fear of death could carry them. Something went crack! beside his
head, and Claypoolefelt avery uncomfortable sensation in the small of his back. Anticipating the hammer
blow of abullet at most any second, he looked back. They were coming on fast, stopping only to snap
off afew shots, which fortunately were going wild. Suddenly the rain stopped.

"l can't run any faster!" Katie gasped. Claypoole grabbed her by an arm and pulled her dong with him.
They reached the end of the building and, without hesitating, Claypoole ran around it, putting the edge
between them and their pursuers. Three of them doubled back to go around the opposite end of the
building and cut them off. Claypoole dragged Katie behind the building with him.

A man leaned around the edge of the building and fired three quick shots. They sounded loud, now
that the rain had stopped Could Grace have heard them? Katie crouched beside Claypoole, panting to
get her bregth. Behind them was a chain-link fence about two meters high. "What's on the other side of
that fence?"

"Another complex,” Katie gasped.



"Let'sgo!" They ran for the fence. Claypoole boosted Katie up and gave her amassive shove that sent
her sailing over the top. She plunged to the ground on the other side, splashing into an enormous puddle.
Claypoole scrambled up after her. Shouts and the thud of feet sounded behind him. Crack! Spang!
Crack! Bulletswhistled dl about him. He felt an impact through the links in the fence but none came near
him. Then, abruptly, it began to rain again. He was over now and on the ground on the other side.
Crouching as low as he could get, he pulled Katie into some nearby shrubs. They plowed through and
out the other sdeinto aquiet cul-de-sac.

Behind them someone was climbing the fence. Then al sound was drowned out in the torrentia
downpour. "Let'sgo!" Claypoole shouted into Kati€'s ear. They ran between two buildings and into the
street. Water poured through the gutters like afast mountain stream, and their feet made big splashesin
the puddles. The rain was coming down so hard now the air was full of spray, which limited visibility
amost as much asathick fog. Breathing was difficult. Gasping heavily, they sumbled up the Street.

A car roared down on them out of the roaring mi<, its headlights flowing only dimly through the curtain
of water. "Oh, hell," Claypoole muttered, and pulled out his pistol. The car dmost ran the two down
before the driver saw them and hit the brakes. The machine fishtailed and did down the street Sdeway's,
itstiresthrowing up abow wave asit came on, dewing to acomplete stop only centimeters from where
the fugitives stood frozen in their tracks.

"Get in herel" Grace screamed.

With thelagt of his strength, Claypoole shoved Katie in through the passenger's door and dived in
behind her. Grace spun the whedl and gunned the engine as she turned the car around. They roared back
up the street. She stopped before entering the main street to check traffic, and when she pressed the
accelerator, the whedls spun helplesdy on therain-dick pavement. Something went Thwank! in the back
of the car, and Grace put the car into four-whedl-drive. They shot out into traffic, narrowly missing an
oncoming truck.

"They're everywherel" Grace screamed. "1 don't know how you madeit!" A heavy object bounced off
the right fender, dammed into the windshield and thudded over the roof. In theinstant it wasvisible,
Claypoole was horrified to see they'd hit someone. " Serves the dumb shit right!" Grace shouted. They
were thrown |eft, then right, then | eft, as Grace took corners on two whesels. She reached a mgjor road
and mashed the accelerator to the floor, throwing her passengers back into their seats.

"Y ou gottadow down!" Claypoole screamed. "How can you see anything in thisrain!™
"I know where | am!™ Grace shouted over the roaring of the engine.

The rain stopped again. They were back on the main road leading into Center City. Grace braked
suddenly and swerved down aside street. "We can't go through Center City, not at this hour! Besides,
they'll have roadblocks up. Hang on!™ Skillfully, Grace guided the cab down narrow streets, more like
aleys Waves of sanding rainwater flew up from under their tires as they roared through the night. She
pumped the brakes at |ast. " Get ready!" she shouted "Thisis Franklin Boulevard coming up. It'stwo
kilometersfrom hereto theriver. I'm gonnamake it asfast asthis crat€ll fly! If they've set up
roadblocks, well haveto run ‘em!” She stopped just off the main road, revving her engine. Claypoole
looked out the back window. Way behind them he could see the bouncing lights of another vehicle,
coming on fadt.

"Okay, Grace, go for it! Were being followed! How yadoing?' Katie nodded that she was dl right.
Claypoole took her hand and kissed her. "Katie, | gotta ask you something. Will you—" His question
broke off as Grace stepped hard on the accelerator and they shot out into the early evening traffic on
Franklin Boulevard. One hundred, 110, 115, 120 kilometers per hour; the speedometer needle crept up
and to theright.

"Pray therain holds off!" Grace shouted, maneuvering around the dower vehiclesin front of them.



"Herel" She handed Claypoole alarge pistol sheld been carrying under her left armpit. "I'll drive, you
shoot!" The gun wasamuch larger version of the one OMoal had given him. Carefully, he eased back the
didejust far enough to seeif there was around in the chamber. He was rewarded by the bright gleam of
abrass cartridge. He checked for asafety. There was none, just adecocking lever. He made sure it was
inthe up pogtion.

Behind them, but not that far away, another vehicle weaved in and out of the traffic. Behind that one,
two more bobbed along at top speed.

Grace's cab boasted a sunroof over the passenger compartment. Claypoole opened it and stood up,
bracing himsdlf with hislegs. He held the big pistal in both hands and used the roof to steedy hisaim. As
soon asthe lead vehicle appeared to be within range, he squeezed the trigger. The gun went off with such
aflash, Claypoole was dmost blinded, and the recoil flung both his arms upward. He held on to the pistol
only because he was too surprised to release his grip. But that first bullet had a devastating effect asit
smashed through the driver's side of the pursuer'swindshield. The car abruptly swerved into the back of
adower vehicle, throwing it out of control too. As both spun around, other vehicles got involved, until
severd sat smoking and blocking the thoroughfare. By the time the other two following cars were through
the mess, Grace was dready severd blocks ahead of them and pulling away rapidly.

"I think well makeit!" she screamed. Claypoole, historso sticking out through the sunroof, couldn't
hear her, but it didn't make any difference. With that monster pistol in his hands, he wasn't afraid of

anyone.

Another car roared out from asde street not more than fifteen meters behind them! Bullets smacked
into Grace's cab and whizzed by Claypool€'s head. Ingtinctively, he ducked back insde. The rear
window had been shot out in the fusillade. Katie, crouched down on the floor, screamed, " Get down!
They're shooting!"

The new car managed to pull up alongside them, and ahail of bullets smashed through the right side of
the cab. Claypoole covered Katie with his own body. Then the rain came down in sheets again, and the
other car dammed at full speed into the back of atour bus that had 9 owed down because of the sudden
reductioninvighility.

"Anybody hit?" Claypoole asked. Nobody said anything.

Grace sped ahead of the wreck and flew into awall of water asthick as smoke. They could fed a
concussion behind them athough they couldn't see the wreck through therain. "Fud cdls must've
ignited!" Grace shouted. So much for keeping the tourists untroubled by "interna disciplinary matters' on
Havanagas, Claypoole thought. He pressed a button and the sunroof closed. The floor of the passenger
compartment was ankle deep in rainwater.

Suddenly, they stopped. "We're herel™ Grace shouted. "Get out and down to theriver! Quick, gimme
my gun back!" Shetook the pistol and did out of the driver's door. Claypoole dragged Katie out the
passenger's sde. Grace leaned over the hood of her cab and leveled the pistol in the direction they had
just come. "Run to the boat! I'll cover you!™

Therain stopped again. In the silence, his voice sounded loud "Y ou don't have to,” Claypoole shouted.
"We have plenty of firepower! Come on, Grace, don't stay herel” She haf turned and pointed at her
sde. Claypoole was horrified to see alarge stain spreading there. She'd been hit.

Claypoole dragged Katie down aflight of stairsto the water's edge and they ran dong the dock.
Behind them they could hear the deep-throated roar of Grace's pistol. Other shots answered it.

"Come on! Come on!" Pasguin shouted. Already O'Mol was at the helm, revving the hydrofail's
engines. Dean rushed to help Katie aboard aslittle flashes of light winked a them from the street.
Pasquin opened up with his blaster. The shooting ceased abruptly. Pasquin fired several more bursts.
Something exploded above them. In the orange glow of the fire, Pasguin could make out figures



clambering down the stairs from the street level. He flamed them with two quick shots.

OMol guided the hydrofoil out into midstream and then opened up the enginesto full throttle. Pasquin
and Dean, joined now by Claypoole with his blaster, sent boltsinto the docks as they receded behind
them. Things began exploding back there.

"Hey, lighten up!" O'Mal shouted. "I may own that property someday!"

"Weare‘lightening up’!" Dean screamed, and fired another burst back at the docks. A boat initsdip
began to burn.

"Hoohaa! If you, absolutely, positively must have it destroyed overnight,” Pasquin shouted.

Claypoole was silent, thinking about Grace. It Started raining again, and it rained dl the way to the
idands

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

The maps of the priests and bureaucrats caled it Sacred Spring Five. The farmers, husbandmen, and
tradesmen who lived there called it Hole in the Mud. The spring after which the village was named
burbled out of the rock near the base of acliff at the foot of the mountains. The water was Sweet where it
left the rock, but the land it flowed into was a shallow, flat-bottomed bowl, the remnant of an ancient
impact crater, and it had poor drainage. The spring that gave the village its name, and severa other
Springs, poured more water into the bowl than could conveniently drain away. The ground was sodden.
The central area of the bowl, abroad ring around the badly eroded centra peak, was covered with
duggish water ided for growing rice without dikes or terraces. Therest of the ten-kilometer-wide bowl
was too wet for growing other crops.

Thevillageitsdlf, forty-odd structures not counting fowl houses, was built on pilings dong the
northeastern edge of therice waters. Its "streets' were smple walkways of board that rested on top of
the mud. It was important that the Streets be easy to move. The ground was soft and soggy to such a
great depth that the pilings on which the houses and commercid buildings were erected regularly sank
and new pilings had to be placed for the houses and shops to be moved onto. No matter what the maps
of the priests and bureaucrats said, Sacred Spring Five did not have a stable layout.

The people wore smple garb cut from cloth woven in millsin other parts of Kingdom. Their shoes
were from the hides of kineraised in yet other regions. They kept their shoesin closets or chestswhere
the congtantly wet ground would not bring mildew and rot to them, and they wore the shoes only on
those rare occasions when they |eft the village.

Early initshistory, on orders from the priestly hierarchy, the farmers had vaiantly attempted to raise
sheep, but the wet ground rotted the sheeps feet. Swine might have thrived in the bog of Sacred Spring
Five, but too many of Kingdom's founders saw swine as unclean, so there were no swineto raise.
Instead, the husbandmen of Hole in the Mud raised ducks and geese. The ducks and geese required
congtant vigilance to keep them from eating the growing rice, which made it important to have agaggle of
goose-boys. The goose-boys, despite al dricturesto the contrary, found ways to turn their herding into
play rather than alow it to be the drudgery it would have been. The ducks and geese of Sacred Spring
Five were known for their high-strung natures and the piquant flavor of their mest.

So it happened that it was a ten-year-old-goose-boy named Heronymous Blessed, ddlightedly
engaged in stalking a duck that was stealing rice on the western side of the central peak, who wasthe
first resdent of Hole in the Mud to see the unexpected visitors.

Y oung Heronymous Blessed jumped when he heard anoise, acrack asif the sword of the Archangel
Raphad had rent the air. Terrified, he looked toward the sound, expecting to see the Archangd himself
coming to discipline agoose-boy for not obeying the strictures. Even the determined duck broke off its



gaking of thericeto fly from this danger, but its clipped wings prevented it from risng into the air, and all
it could do was plash dong the water, crying waack and futilely beeting its usdesswings.

Heronymous saw the Archangd's chariot speeding through the air and quailed. He wanted to duck
dawn, to hide behind something, but the grouse was too low to the ground and the fernstoo thin to offer
concealment. Wide-eyed, he watched the chariot asit dowed to touch land. The chariot was huge. If it
hadn't been that of an Archangel, he would have thought it could not possibly land without sinking without
atrace below the surface of the fen. It was only when it was close enough for him to see the chariot's
immense sizethat Heronymous redlized the chariot wasn't coming directly toward him; it was coming
down more than haf akilometer to his south.

He dared to release the bregth he hadn't realized he was holding and sucked in another. Perhaps one
of the other goose-boys had drawn the Archangdl's wrath. He offered up aquick prayer and vowed,
should he be spared, to follow the stricturesin the future.

The chariot did not sink into the fen. Instead it opened its front and four smaller chariots sped out of it
and raced toward Hole in the Mud. The chariot immediately levitated and flew off from whence it came.

"No!" Heronymous shrilled. He sobbed as he ran toward his home, convinced that vengeful Y ahweh
was sending Archangels or even Dominionsto punish hisfamily for histransgressions.

Fortunately for him, he ran around the rice paddy rather than through it. By the time he camein sight of
the village of Sacred Spring Five, its buildings were just charred and shattered fragments floating on top
of the mud. All that remained of its people were pitted bones that teamed where bits of flesh exposed to
the air still bubbled. The chariots were gone. Much later Heronymous learned that, once the destruction
of the village was complete, the chariots had zigzagged back across the rice paddies seeking out and
killing what farmers and goose-boys they could find before their shuttle returned to whisk them away.

It took therest of that day for Heronymous Blessed and the three other goose-boys who were the
only survivors of the attack to come out of hiding and find each other. It was another day before the
frightened boys could accept that they truly were the only survivors. They settled down to walit for an
adult to cometo their succor.

Nearly a hundred bishops, ayatollahs, chief rabbis, and metropolitans gathered in the sanctuary of
Mount Templein the heart of Haven. It wasthe only holy place on dl of Kingdom revered by dl the
denominations that had settled the world—its site marked the landing place of thefirst sarship's
colonists. When there was a problem that affected dll, the spiritua leaders had to meet in a place none
considered aPalace of Shaitan.

Chairmanship of the Convocation of Ecumenica Leadersrotated annualy. That year it fell upon
Bishop Ralphy Bruce Preachintent, the head of the Apostolic Congregation of the Lord's Love and
Devotion. As soon as the last member of the board took his place in the rear pew, Bishop Ra phy Bruce
stepped out of the vestry and strode to the center of the chancel rail. Heraised his eyesto the abstract
sunburgt on the wal behind the dtar, the only symbol of divinity that al of the founding leaders could
agree was not blasphemous, and prayed silently for amoment.

His prayersfinished, he turned to face hisfellow leaders. His hands were clasped over the
butter-yellow necktie that bisected his starched white shirt. His silver-gray sharkskin suit shimmered with
his every movement, and patent lesther shoes flashed reflected light. A wig of office with its high-coiffed
pompadour completed histraditional vestments.

Bishop Ralphy Bruce unclasped his hands and spread them wide at shoulder height. Hiseyesrolled up
intheir sockets until only their whites showed.

"MY FRIENDS" he suddenly called out in the rhythms of the holy cadence. "We are faced with a
TRIAL sent by THE LORD to TEST usl TROUBLES abound in the hinterlands and the FAITHFUL
arebeing MARTYRED by SINNERS most foul!" As he spoke he began the sacred choreography,



briskly striding from one end of the chancd rail to the other, bent forward at the hips, half turned toward
the nave. His hands clenched and he stabbed hisindex fingers at the assembly in emphasisto hiswords.

"Strutting popinjay,” muttered a scarlet-gowned prelate to his pewmate, arigid, dour-faced manina
severe black suit of an ancient cut and aflat crowned black hat.

The black-garbed man clenched his jawsin agreement and kept his attention on Bishop Ralphy Bruce.

"Our GODLY soldiers," Bishop Raphy Bruce continued, "have gone forth to SMITE the unbelievers
who MARTY R the FAITHFUL and been MET with Satan's FIRE!" He paused in his striding, faced his
audience, looked up and flung his hands heavenward. "LORD! WHY have Y ou visited thisTRIAL on
us? HOW have we SINNED that we bring down Y OUR displeasure?’

An old man in awhite cassock and squared turban in the front pew dowly roseto his feet and cleared
histhroat.

"BROTHER!" Bishop Raphy Bruce threw an aggressvely inviting arm toward him. Do you wish to
give TESTIMONY 7'

"Bishop Raphy Bruce," the old man said in aquavery voice, "we dl know how devout you are, and
how you revere the Almighty. But now is not the time to beg answers from Him. Our followers are being
killed by rebels even aswe listen to you. We must decide, and decide quickly, how to learn the identity
of the heretics perpetrating these crimes so we can send them to the perdition they deserve." He gathered
his cassock around hislegs and gingerly sat back down.

A very tal man, whose vestments were of the same cut and materia as Bishop Ralphy Bruce's, though
their colorswerelessgladly praiseful of the Lord, stood. "Reverend Ayatollah Fatamid isright, Ralphy
Bruce," he said in avoice that sounded like it came from the depths of acrypt. "Wedl need prayersal
the time, but right now we need decisions and action more than we need invocations.”

"We never need decisions and actions more than we need prayers and meditation!" shouted an abbot
swathed in a saffron shedt.

Abruptly, haf of the assembled |eaders were on their feet taking sdeswhile the other half attempted to
slence them and pull them back into their sedts.

"MY FRIENDS!" Bishop Raphy Bruce shouted into the pandemonium. "BRETHREN! | BESEECH
you!" But hisvoice wasn't loud enough to cut through. He looked about in consternation, then stepped to
the pulpit and turned on the amplifier that Mount Temple's acoustics needed only for the feeblest
Speakers.

"MY FRIENDS" Hisamplified shout boomed through the sanctuary, rattled windows, staggered a
few who stood off balance. "We must not quarrel among ourselves™ The sheer volume of hiswords
stopped the arguments and turned faces toward him.

"PLEASE, my friends, JOIN with meinaMOMENT of slent PRAYER." He clasped hishands and
bowed his head. There were afew muted grumbles, but the others faced front and stood or sat or
knedled astheir particular beliefs required, and prayed aong with him.

"LORD!" Bishop Ra phy Bruce cried after amoment, "I beseech Y OU to guide usin our
DELIBERATIONS"

Then they made some decisions. The decisions didn't come easily or quickly, but theologica
discussion was put aside for afew hours and they were able to reach them. Even though they continued
to disagree on some particulars:

The rebels had some weapon, they had no ideawhat it was, that defested aircraft and armored
vehicles. Therefore they would instruct the Army of the Lord to send only foot soldiers after the rebels.
Theidentity of the rebels was another matter. Beyond the fact that they were unbelievers and heretics,



there was no agreement.

Therebels had destroyed adozen villagesin an area sixteen hundred kilometerslong by three hundred
wide, s0 there must be large numbers of them and several |egions needed to be sent to put them down.
There was time between attacks, plenty of time for soldiersto walk from one widely spaced village to
another between attacks, therefore it must be ardatively smal band and not more than one regiment
would be needed to destroy them once they were found.

Therebelswere led by amessianic leader who wished to wrest control of the Kingdom of Y ahweh
and His Saints and Their Apostles from God's anointed representatives for his own devil-worshiping
purposes. Clearly they were smple peasants weary of tithing and frequent worship services—which
services obvioudy weren't frequent enough.

The rebe swanted to disrupt the farming or mining or fishing or manufacturing segments of the
economy to sow discontent and bring about awider rebellion. The rebels were vandals who didn't care
what they damaged asthey destroyed villagesthat contributed to all segments of the economy.

Inthe end, till in total ignorance of who the rebels were, they decided to ring the area of destruction
with brigades and wait for the next depredation, then speed the nearest three brigades to the scene and
have them fan out in search of the rebels.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

The Egadi I1dand group, so named by the early settlers after idands off the west coast of Sicily, consisted
of hundreds of points of rock in the Ligurian Sea, stretching athousand kilometers to the south of the
continent on which Placetas was Stuated. Some were literdly just points of rock that jutted out of the
ocean floor, but many of the idands were big enough to support the plant and animd life native to
Havanagas, mostly lichens and arthropod like amphibious creatures. The seas, however, svarmed with
both vertebrate and invertebrate creatures reminiscent of the early Silurian Period of Earth's Paleozoic
Era

Over the three centuries humans had inhabited the planet, the seeds of terran flora had drifted to the
idands on the currents and established themselves. So the larger members of theidand group actudly
sported forests and other plant life that would have looked familiar to anyone sailing in the Mediterranean
Sea back on Earth.

The Egadis had never been settled. They were too remote for settlement and they boasted no minera
or animd life worth exploiting. Asaresult, they had never been adequately charted, and most of the
idands did not even have names. Severd of the larger chunks of rock served as vacation Sites or
getaways for rich Havanagasans, but essentialy the tiny oases of civilization were deserted most of the
year. If there had been pirates on Havanagas, the Egadis would have been their favorite hangout.

Nast had picked aforested but rocky, medium-sized idet about four kilometers square in the center of
the chain, about thirty minutes Mach 2 flight time from Placetas. The landing had been successful using
the stealth suite and under cover of ameteor shower and atremendous rainstorm that blanketed the
landing areaand most of the hemisphere in which Placetasitsdlf lay.

"l an't never seenrainlikethigd" Chief Riggs exclamed as he guided the second Essay to afaultless
touchdown in agrove of trees on the leeward side of theidand.

"Good navigation, Chief." Nast clgpped Riggs on the shoulder.

"Ah, | just followed the guy in front of me, sir. Mister Nast, someone's gonna have to go out in that
and set up your camp. We can't remain in here for two whole days."



"We can and we will. | can't take a chance on compromising our presence here. | know, | know,
Chief, who's gonna be conducting flyoversin this wesether, right? Nobody. I'm sure of it too. But I've
worked along time setting up this operation and I'm not leaving anything to chance. We stay buttoned up
until we get the Sgnal from Placetas. When therain lets up alittle, we can go out in shiftsto stretch and
soon.”

Chief Riggslooked glum. "l just follow orders, Sir.”

"Well, Chief, when the time comes you'll get your blood pressure up, | guarantee you. And when that
time does come to make the snatch, | want al of you to be so mad you'll be looking forward to it. Okay,
let'slook sharp. | need 360-degree surveillance out to the horizon and up to 25,000 meters. Maintain the
gedth system to mask our signature.”

"Ayeaye, Sr! Three hundred and sixty degree surveillance, horizon-to-horizon and up to 25,000
meters!” That had been agreed upon before they launched from the Wanganui . Chief Riggs had
volunteered to pilot the Essay because he smelled an adventure coming up. He was not too sure he'd
donetheright thing. "Ah, Mr. Nagt," he protested, "it's redly gonnaget funky in these Essayswith al
these guys cooped up in herefor two full days!"

Nast found it highly ironic that Chief Riggs would complain about anything “funky"” after dl thetime
hel'd spent on the Wanganui . He smiled. "Put me in touch with the other Essay. Okay, Chief, | see your
point. I'll issue an order nobody'sto fart for the next forty-eight hours.”

By the time they reached his hideout, arocky pinnacle three kilometers square in the middle of asmall
group of idets, they were dl seasick, except Olwyn O'Mol. Huge seas were breaking againgt its cliffs.
O'Mol, an accomplished seaman, wasin hiselement. "I used to race my yacht in the annua Havanagas
Cup," he shouted over the roar of the wind. He had been standing &t the helm of his small boat for hours
but seemed just asfresh asthefirst time they lay eyes on him. Huge gray-green waves surged al around
thetiny vessd, rising so high at timesthat their view of theidand was cut off. Still, OMoal kept the bow

Steadly.

Hisfour passengers dumped wearily about the cabin, their somachs empty. O'Moal laughed. "I thought
you were Marines!”

"Space going Marines, not seagoing,” Pasguin answered weakly.

"Oh." OMal laughed again. Hewasredly enjoying dl this.

"Have you—have you—urk—" Katie couldn't finish the question.

"Have | ever donethis before, you ask?' O'Mol shouted. "Y es, once. In calmer wesether, though. We
amog didn't makeit that time either!” He laughed riotoudly.

"Ohhhh," Dean groaned, "do we need this shit?"
"Hold on, children!” O'Moal shouted. "Were goingin!"

Timing his entry to match the surge of the waves, OMol expertly guided his boat between two huge
ciffsand into asmall cove encircled by sheer rock precipices. Immediately the wild pitching ceased. The
cove was about haf akilometer wide and no more than athousand meters deep, but it offered perfect
protection from the seaand aeria surveillance. At the far end was a siretch of sandy beach on which
someone had built awharf. Two ramshackle buildings stood there, nestled againgt the base of the dliffs.
The muted grumble of the boat's engine echoed loudly off the cliffs. The cove was dso protected from
therain, which instead of pouring down in sheets from above, hung suspended over it in aheavy mig, a
vadt rdief from the constant pounding they'd been receiving in the open seas.

"Who liveshere?' Katie asked, somewhat revived.



"Nobody, now. This place was only used during the summer. Too difficult getting in herein any other
season. Y ou might have noticed.”

"Well, who put up the buildings, then?"

"Cousin of mine. He's been dead two years. He used to come here to get away from hiswife. | don't
think she even knowsthis place exigts.”

"How did hedie?' Katie asked.

"Wifekilled him. Shefound out he was messing around. One of you lads jump up there and secure the
boat and well go ashore.”

Claypoole clambered up on thewharf. "Oopd" he said. "L ost my baance there.

"It'l take you afew minutesto get your land legs back,” OMol said "Don't be darmed. Hey, look at it
thisway: you get to makethe trip again in acouple of days!"

"Arewe going to be safe here, Mister O'Mol?" Katie asked.

O'Mal snorted. "Miss, no aircraft can get at us down here in this weather, and for damned sure not
even Homs Ferrishimsdf or Johnny Sticks could find anybody crazy enough to take aboat out in this
season. We're safe here for aslong as we want to stay safe. Now |et's get under cover.”

Katielooked out over the cove. The water was perfectly cam. The rain descended from aboveina
thick mist that gleamed wetly on therocksal about. "It'sredly quite beautiful in here" Katie said.

The larger of the two buildings proved to be acomfortable bungal ow, more than big enough to
accommodate the five of them. The water cisternswerefull of fresh water from the rains, and the pantries
were stocked with gourmet food and drink.

"Old cuz liked his cresture comforts,” O'Mol said asthey made a brief survey of the pantries. "He
liked his* creatures t0o." He nodded at Pasquin, who did not ask O'Mol what he/d been doing out here
the one time hed made the trip. "There's agenerator in that other shed. If one of you boys can get it
going, we can have power in here." Because the cove was so0 sheltered by the cliffsal about, the place
was dwaysin deep twilight, even on the brightest days. Pasquin went outsde and in afew minutesthe
lightsand other utilitiessprang tolife.

O'Mol rummaged about in the closets, pulling out towels and dressing gowns. "Whew! These are abit
fusty after Stting in herefor acouple of years, but they're dry and they'll fit us until we can dry out our
own clothes™

"I'm not going to complain about ‘fusty’ after that ride we just had on the open sea," Dean remarked.

Katie produced a bottle of fine brandy and some glasses. O'Mol raised hisglassfor atoast. "Here's
rea poo to my sham friends and shampoo to my red friends, which al of you could use after that long
trip we just made!"

"Y ou don't smdl very much like arose garden yoursdlf,” Katie replied

"Touché" OMoal exclamed. They sat around thetiny living room wrapped in the gowns, Spping on
the brandy, waiting for their clothesto dry.

"Everything depends on you now," O'Mal announced. "My organization, what thereis|eft of it, is
powerless to operate without me. | think now it was a mistake to exercise such tight control, but there it
is"

"Everything depends on you, Mr. O'Mol," Pasguin corrected. "Y ou don't get us back to Placetasto
contact Culloden, and Nast can't send in the cavalry to clean this shit hole out.”

OMol nodded. "Cal me Olwyn, will you?'



"How long do you think we can hold out here?' Claypoole asked.

"We can ‘hold out’ aslong asthefood and water lasts. Weeks, maybe months. But how long do you
want to stay here? That's the question.”

"We were supposed to contact Culloden Thursday, but that was delayed until yesterday and now
we've missed that meeting. So we're two days late sending the message that it's ready for Nast to come
in. We don't know where heis or how to get in touch with him to tell him what's happened. We must get
back to Placetas and get hold of Culloden.”

"Hard to do right now, with what you and Grace—" O'Mol paused for amoment. "Grace," he said
quietly, "she was one of the best. Do you think they got her?'

"Yeah," Claypoole answered. Hetook Katie'shand in his.
OMoal shook hishead asif to clear it. "How are you going to cal Nast in? And where ishe?!

Pasquin smiled. "We can't tell you how we're going to contact him. Asto where heis, somewhere here
on Havanagas. He didn't tell uswhere. Just rest assured—if you can get us back to Placetasin one piece,
we can get through to him"

"Hooboy," Claypoole exclaimed, "Mister O'Mol—OIwyn—you think we raised hell back at that
farm?You just wait'll Nast and his boys get here. The damned mob'll think an army landed on top of
their heads! Well see how tough Johnny Sticksis then!™

"I'll get you back to Placetas. Today's Saturday. We'll head back Monday, soon asit getsdark. In this
weather it'll take usten, twelve hours, put us back into the Franklin River just before dawn. | know
where Culloden lives. Well figure out how to get there once we're back in the city. Y ou up to another
voyagein thisstorm?'

"No!" they al answered at once, and laughed. They lifted their glasses and toasted O'Mal.

They talked about themsdalves for awhile. OMol admitted he'd never been married. "And what about
you?' he asked the Marines.

"We aren't dlowed to marry until we reach the grade of staff sergeant,” Dean said.
"How do you two fedl about that rule?' he asked Katie and Claypoole.

At firgt neither answered. Frankly, beyond getting Katie out of the clutches of the mob, Claypoole had
no ideawhat would become of her. "Guesswell get married," he said at last. Katie let out a gasp of
surprise. Dean and Pasguin just looked a him in wordless surprise.

This conversation was d§avu for Dean. "I remember something like this on Wanderjahr, old buddy,"
he said, "that time you told me—well, you explained how ‘unredistic’ my chanceswere of marrying
Hway. Need | go on?"'

"I'll wait for you, Rock!" Katie said. "Y ou get me out of here and I'll marry you, goddamned straight |
willl"

"You'l wait along time before thisidiot ever makes staff sergeant,” Dean said, dapping Claypoole
lightly on thetop of his head.

"| got three more years on this enlissment, Deano, and if | can't get the Commandant to give me an
exception to the regulation, I'm going back to PFC—' poor fucking civilian.” Count onit. | canwritea
letter to the Commandant and send it through channels, can't I? Regul ations can be excepted, can't they?
Itisnt that I'm abad Marine. | bet the brigadier'd gpproveit in aminute.”

Dean and Pasquin just looked at each other. "Wdl," O'Mol said at last, "this callsfor acelebration.”
He uncorked the brandy bottle and poured everyone's glass full with what remained. "Here'sto you,
Rock, Katie! I'll do my best to get you out of here and I'll dance at your wedding!"



Then they opened tins of imported Carthusian oysters and caviar harvested on Mebourne—onetin
cost alance corpora's annua salary—and ate them on salted crackers. Rummaging through the
cupboards, they found a supply of fine Davidoff Anniversario No. 1 cigars and lighted them up, Katie
too. O'Mol opened another bottle of the exquisite brandy and poured liberdly all around.

Outside, nature raged and the seas pounded the cliffs. Homs Ferris, Noto Draya, their counselors and
minions raged in thelr fortresses, casinos, and parks all across Havanagas. But down in the cove on an
uncharted idet in the vast Ligurian Seg, the five fugitives ate and drank and laughed and told storiesfar
into the night. When at last they sought refuge in dumber, it was the peaceful deep of the good and the
brave.

Thom Nast raged inwardly. "What the hell has gone wrong now?" he asked Brock. "They should have
sent the signd Thursday. Jesus, it's Saturday, and not a peep from them. | think the families got them,
Welbourne."

"Maybe they got Culloden, and your boys are stranded in some casino somewhere, drinking and
playing blackjack with the ladies. | told you we should have had some way for them to contact usif
anything went wrong. Don't we have any doughnuts around here?" Brock was a good best cop and a
good specid weapons and tactics man, but he was very short on tact. And doughnuts.

Nast did not reply. Culloden was not important to Nast's plan, so long as his deegp-cover agent was
gl operating. His Marines didn't need any way to check in with him. All he redlly needed was someone
to mash the button. If his degp-cover agent hadn't been compromised, he ill had that someone. "' Okay.
Wednesday there'sabig gladiatorial contest in the Coliseum. Noto Drayaand Homs Ferriswill be there.
They loveto bet on these events. What's the flight time to that hemisphere?”

"Four hours," Chief Riggs answered.

"The seasons down there are the reverse of up here, so the weather will be excellent. The contests
gart at noon. Well leave here at eight hours. Well ‘drop in’ on the bastards before the first match is
over, when they'll be most vulnerable. Well snatch them right out of the Coliseum, right in front of

everybody."
"What good will that do, boss, if we don't have the goods to put them away?' Brock asked, aways

the honest street cop. Back home held never stop a citizen on the street without probable cause. Now, of
course, he was under the orders of the Ministry of Justice.

"I'll haveit," Nast said with confidence. Well, then again, he thought, maybe | won't. Heredly didn't
care.

In the Bavarian city of Wirzburg under the reign of Bishop von Ehrenberg (1623-163l), nine hundred
people, including persons of high standing, were burned &t the stake for the crime of witchcraft. Those
who admitted their guilt and repented were strangled first and then burned; the others were burned aive.

The Renaissance theme park on Havanagas featured a burning every day, Monday through Sunday, at
noon, weather permitting. In that hemispherein that season the weather usualy permitted, but if it turned
inclement, the trids, which were held indoors, emphasized torture so the tourists would fed they'd gotten
some of their money'sworth. The crowd that morning was small, about two hundred people. They sat
around a huge gdlery, in the center of which was adaisfor the judges, witness boxes, the usua
appointments of a courtroom. Off to one side stood the executioner and his ass stants, masked and
gripped to thewai s, their insruments ready. In theredl historical setting the tortures were administered
else-where, but the Renai ssance theme park collocated them so the tourists would not have to move to
another location. Oncethetria was over the victim went right to the stake, which was just outside.

The program for that morning'stria announced the woman would not admit her guilt or repent, so the



Spectators sat in anticipation of witnessing alive burning before lunch.

A young woman in chains stood before the court. Asthetrid unfolded awell-modulated voice,
supplied through individua headsets the tourists could rent, commented quietly on the action, likea
sportscaster at agolf tournament. The spectatorsin their gallery boxes could clearly see what was going
on below.

Witnesses were brought in who swore they saw the woman flying through the air. One said she had
been present at a sabbat in the forest and saw the accused having intercourse with ademon. The accused
hystericaly denied her guilt and called upon the audience to intervene and help her. "I'm not awitch!" she
screamed. "Thisisred! Murder! Murder! They're murdering me!™

Shewas then bound tightly into an iron chair studded dl over with sharp points. "Thisis caled the
witch chair," the commentator intoned softly. The accused witch screamed piteoudy asthe guards
tightened her bonds, pressing her flesh onto the points. At anod from the presiding judge, the executioner
stepped up and with pincersripped off afingernail and into the bleeding flesh he drove ared-hot pin. The
victim's shrieks reverberated throughout the gdlery, and some of the tourists shifted uncomfortably in
their seats. Questioned again, she babbled about how someone was trying to punish her. Severd more
fingernails were removed.

Released at last from the chair, the accused was hauled, literaly supported between two guards,
before the judges and questioned by severa men dressed in clerical robes. More witnesses were called.
Onetedtified to how the accused had killed her cattle by pronouncing strange words as she passed by
their fields. Another accused her of poisoning her husband with aspell because of an argument they'd had
in the market about the price of vegetable she was sdlling.

"She shdl now be given the ladder,”" the commentator announced. The ladder had rungs studded with
sharp wooden points. Armstwisted over her head, the accused was hoisted up on this device and
suddenly dropped, hoisted up again and dropped, and so on for severa repetitions.

"Gosh," atwelve-year-old from Sisyphus vigting with his parents exclamed, "thisisso rea! Dad, do
you think they're redlly going to burn that |ady?"

"Wdll, that's why people come here, son, because on Havanagas they know how to recreate the past.
Just watch carefully. Thisisavauable lesson for you. Back athousand years ago they really did torture
and burn people at the stake for being witches. Thisll give you ared appreciation for the civilization we
liveintoday."

"Now the court has ordered application of the Bamberg torture,”" the commentator intoned. "This
conssts of aseries of varied and prolonged scourgings. It is so called because it wasinvented by a
bishop of the German city of Bamberg over athousand years ago." During the Bamberg torture severa
tourists got up and left. The accused fainted severa times during her ordeal and had to be revived with
the gpplication of cold water. At aquarter to twelve the presiding judge announced their decision: death
by burning.

Everyone filed out into the courtyard where the stake and faggots had already been set up. The
accused, barely conscious after her ordeal, was stripped and chained to the stake. While priestsinvoked
God's blessing and solace, burning brands were applied to the faggots. The flamesrose quickly and the
victim began to scream. Although the onlookers stood back fifty paces or more from the pyre, they could
fed the heat of the flames on their faces. The girl's skin began to burn and her hair flared up like atorch.

"Thisisso redigtic you can actudly smdl the burning flesh,” the mother of the boy from Sisyphus
exclaimed. "I read in the brochure where sometimes people get sick at these shows."

"It sureis," the son agreed, shifting uncomfortably. Burning flesh! Wow! Hed have something to tell
the kids back home after thiswas over! "Phew, isthat stink her burning?”



"I think it'sher hair," hisfather answered. "She had alot of it. But you can smell burned mest too, can't
you?'

"Goddamn you! Goddamn you dl to hell!" the girl screamed asthe flamesrose and increased in
intengty. Her head dumped forward and then the flames completely surrounded her and the screaming
ceased.

"Ohh," the boy's mother exclamed, shivering, "I think acat just walked over my grave!™

"Careful, Mother," her husband chided playfully, "around here they might consider that evidence of
witchcraft!" The three laughed nervoudly.

The crowd lingered until the fire died down. All that was | €ft of the girl by then was a blackened,
doubled-up skeleton secured to the stake by the iron manacles about itswrists and fest.

"Wow, Dad, that was really something!" the boy said as the crowd gradualy dispersed into the cafés
about the square. "How'd they do that?"

"Specid effects” hismother said.

"W, you think that was good, Darryl? The best is yet to come, son. Wednesday were going to
Rometo watch gladiators fight! Anybody want alatte?"

Out in the square workmen cut Tara's blackened corpse from the stake.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Sword Simon Cherub was asquad leader in Heaven's Vision. His job was neither to fight nor to lead
fightersin holy battle, though both he and the men heled were highly trained fighterswho had fought
fiercely in their previous units. The regiment named Heaven's Vison wasthe eyes of the Army of the
Lord. The regiment supplied a platoon to each of the twelve brigades assigned to Operation Cleansing
Flame—Sword Cherub's platoon was attached to Thaddeus Brigade. The squad, one of four inits
platoon, was divided into two teams for the opening phase of the operation, as was each of the Heaven's
Vision squads assigned to the operation. Each of the ninety-six teams prowled a grid approximately
ninety kilometers on aside, an extremely difficult areafor five men onfoot to cover, especidly sincethey
had to move about unseen. Nobody serioudy expected the Heaven's Vision reconnai ssance teams to
locate the rebdl base before the rebels struck again. Archdeacon Genera Lambsblood, who wasin
overal command of Operation Cleansing Hame, did however expect them to spot the rebel swhen they
made their next raid and then track them to where they went, so the Army of the Lord could follow and
amite

Sword Cherub's squad was assigned to ranchland. He chose to lead the team with the most difficult
terrain: scrub fit only for grazing by widdly scattered kine. The scrubland gave the great advantage of
longer sight linesthan were usudly possiblein orchard farms or through the rows of windbreak trees
found on grain farms, but there was the disadvantage of poor concealment. The herdsmen roaming about
on thelookout for dangersto their charges could easily spot the team if its members weren't vigilant.
Nobody had any way of knowing whether those herdsmen were with the rebels, so it wasimperative that
the soldiers of Heaven's Vision not be seen by them. That was why Sword Cherub, the most
experienced and skilled member of his squad, choseto lead the team himsdf.

They had been out for aweek and ahaf, and Sword Cherub was beginning to fed unclean. Not dirty.
Asasoldier he was often dirty and was used to it. Unclean. The need for unobtrusiveness and constant
vigilance had kept him and the team away from Sunday's church service. In two more days they would
miss a second church service. Cherub was not particularly devout; asoldier could not afford to be so
devout that he could not bear to miss Sunday service. But he was devout enough that missing two
servicesin arow gave him serious pause.



Because of the chance of being seen, the team did most of its moving a night. At dawn that day they'd
settled into a shalow, boulder-bordered hollow near the top of arock-strewn low hill. When the sun
came up, Cherub had found the location to be even better than held originally thought—it gave clear view
of avillage and the herdsmen between it and the village. His map told him they were twelve kilometers
from the village called Twelfth Station of Jerusdem. Two twelves, most auspicious, he thought, and felt
dightly less unclean. Perhaps today the rebelswould launch their next attack. The operation, or at least
his team's part of it, might well be over before the coming Sunday, and he and his men would be gble to
gotosarvice.

The bouldersthat bordered the hollow were sufficiently jumbled that men lying or Sitting still could peer
between them without being seen unless someone came very close. They were large enough to cast
shade sufficient to keep the soldiers from baking in the harsh sun. The gaps between the boulders
alowed dight breezesto waft through the hollow, enough to keep the flying gnats that were the bane of
men in the scrubland from congregating too densely on them. Sword Cherub assigned his men to watch
and deep by twosin three-hour shifts. He himsaf would watch and deep at irregular intervasto ensure
that each of the men had the advantage of his experiencefor at least part of hiswatch.

The morning passed without incident. On the land stretched out below, herdsmen wandered about
checking on the smal bandsinto which the kine gathered for grazing. The forage was too thin for the herd
to graze together, but the kine were too strongly herd animasfor many of them to wander about alonein
search of fodder. Those few who did wander alone were more likely to be brought down by predators,
removing them from the gene pool, decreasing over generationsthe willingness for solitary pursuits among
the kine. Once, the soldiers were entertained by watching three herdsmen chase away awalf, a
predatory lizardlike anima somewhat smdler than its Earthly namesake.

"That wolf isfortunate," one of the watching soldiers said. "Had it been me down there, we would dine
on fresh meat." He patted hisflechetterifle.

The other watching soldier snorted. "Had it been you down there, the wolf would have been in apack
and they would dine on fresh mesat." He waiched the wolf asit dunk away, and shivered at the thought of
the pack the wolves normally hunted in. His entire team could be in danger if there were awolf pack
nearby. Heincreased hisvigilance and vowed to tell the other soldiers about the wolf when they were
awakened for their turn at watch.

High above, flying scavengers glided away on thermds, their attention dready diverted from the wolf,
which was not going to bring down amed for them.

The sun was near its zenith and the herdsmen were finding shady spots near their kine when asonic
boom shattered the peace.

Sword Cherub bolted awake and dove for agap in the rocks in the direction he thought the sound
came from. Without conscious thought he grabbed his flechette rifle as he moved. The other deeping
soldiers moved dmost as sharply into defensive positions ashe did.

"Do you see anything?' he asked.

"No, Sword," replied one of the soldiers who was on watch.

The other watching soldier grunted that neither did he.

The boom continued for severa seconds, rattling into ahigher register. Then it aoruptly broke.
"Therel" asoldier shouted, and pointed.

Cherub saw it a the same ingtant, afast-flying aircraft in what looked like alanding approach, except
it wasflying entirely too fast for alanding. Wasit possible that the rebels had aircraft, and that thisone
had been damaged in an aeria fight and gone supersonic to make its escape? It was too far away for
Cherub to identify. He groped for histelescope and put it to his eye. The blocky thing with stubby wings



that he saw speeding like aflung brick wasn't an aircraft, it was a shuttle! He'd seen a shuttle once when
he was briefly assigned to duty in Haven. It had descended from its severa degenerating orbitsto spira
gently down onto the landing pad inside Interstelar City. It did not come down on astraight, fast
glidepath like thisone. If hismemory wasright, it had also looked different than thisone aswell.

Sword Cherub braced his arms and the barrel of the telescope itsdlf against rocks to keep the field of
view as seady as possible as he swiveled the telescope to track the shuttle. Still the shuttle stuttered and
jittered in hisview astheair it dammed through buffeted it. He saw flame shoot from itsfront and the
shuttle stagger more violently, and then, suddenly, it wasn't where he waslooking. He swung the
telescope back and found it again, moving much dower now. The stubby wings appeared to grow, and
the shuttle seemed to stagger again asthe wings bit into the air. Within seconds the shuttlewas clearly in
controlled flight.

Cherub removed the telescope from his eye to get aview of the shuttle's path. He estimated that unless
it dtered its course, it would touch down three kilometers from Twelfth Station of Jerusalem. He picked
up hisradio.

"Heaven's Vision Seventeen to Host. Heaven's Vision Seventeen to Host. Over,” hesaidintoit. "A
shuttleisabout to land a..." He gave the map coordinates when Host acknowledged hiscall. "That is
right," he said when the incredul ous radioman at Host questioned him. "An orbit-to-surface shuttle. Y es,
I'm looking at it right now. Y es, I've seen ashuttle before, | know what I'm looking at." He waited while
the Host radioman called for the watch officer, then repeated hisinformation to the officer and added, "It
just touched down." He propped his tel escope on aboulder and looked at the shuttle through it. "It's
disgorging something that looks like armored personnel carriers, looks like four. They're headed into
Twdfth Station of Jerusdem. Y es, four of them, headed toward the village."

Heflinched at the crack of another sonic boom and turned his tel escope toward it.

"Sir, that boom was another shuttle. Sir, | have no ideawhere they came from. We didn't see anything
before the sonic booms told us whereto look. Y essir, I'm sorry, Sr. Thisonelooksto bein the same
landing pattern asthe previous one. If S0, it will be maybe thirty seconds beforeit lands. Y essir, wait
one." He shifted histelescope back toward the landed shuttle and scanned the scrub for the APCs. " Sir,
thefirg shuttleis Stting there. The APCsit dismounted are about to enter Twelfth Shrine of Jerusalem.
Yesgr, that'sright, it'sjust Stting there.” He turned to one of his men. "Use your GPS and get afix on that
shuttle's pogtion.”

The soldier looked through the scope of the GPS spotter he carried. "I can't get aprecise reading,” he
reported. "The GPS doesn't have asize match for that shuttle.”

"Giveit to meashear asyou can." The soldier did, and Cherub relayed it to the officer. "Understood,
gr. Wewill standby to guide the Avenging Angels.”

The watch officer at Host signed off.

"Avenging Angels are being scrambled to strike the shuttle whileit's still on the ground,” hetold his
men.

They grinned. Watching an air strike from asafe distance was exciting.

The second shuttle didn't follow the path of the first dl the way down, it altered its course and landed
midway between the Heaven's Vision soldiers and the village. Three of the vehiclesit debarked followed
the first wave to the village. The fourth turned about and sped for the low hill.

"They can't know were here," Cherub assured his men. "It's scouting, and it's mere chance that it
began scouting in our direction.”

But the armored and armed vehicle wasn't scouting and it wasn't chance that sent it toward the low hill
any more than it was chance that had its shuttle alter its path and land closer to the hill. Sword Cherub's



radio transmissions had been picked up and his position pinpointed, and now he and his men had held
their positionstoo long to have any chance of getting away.

They didn't live long enough to see the carnage in the village, or to seethe four Avenging Angels
disntegrate before they could get off their first missles. They barely had time to hear the sonic boom of
the third shuttle. They completely missed the way the twelve nimble land vehicles chased down and
daughtered the herdsmen and dl the kine they could not carry off. Sword Cherub's last thought was a
sncere prayer that hed be forgiven his uncleanliness.

Bishop Ralphy Bruce Preachintent again stood before the Convocation of Ecumenica Leaders. His
eyes were downcast on his hands, clasped in front of the pale rose necktie that bisected his starched
white shirt. Hismain vestment was asuit of silver-gray sharkskin picked with addicate gold pingripe.
When the herald finished reading the report, Bishop Raphy Bruce raised his head and spoke in the holy
cadences.

"BRETHREN! You havedl HEARD the herdd's REPORT." Today he didn't strut back and forth
along the chancel rail in the sacred choreography, nor did he stab fingers at hislisteners. Hismood was
entirely too somber for such joyousness. But nothing could remove the sacred cadences from his speech.
"Itisquite CLEAR that the HERETICS who PLAGUE our hinterlands and MARTY R our blessed
PEOPLE are not APOSTATES from among us! Rather, they are GODLESS ones come from AFAR to
launch aCRUSADE againgt the PEOPLE of THE LORD!*

Y es, the assembled |eaders had heard the herald's report. At least, those of them who hadn't dozed
through it, or hadn't been otherwise occupied in conversation with their neighbors or engrossed in their
own thoughts. They had dl read the report before assembling, and discussed it with their highest staffs
and advisers. Many of them had other reports aswell, made by their own agents within the Army of the
Lord. Thereport of the attack on Twelfth Station of Jerusalem was far the most gppalling they'd heard,
even without cond dering the off-world implications of the shuttles.

"MY FRIENDS! Archbishop Genera Lambsblood has CONFESSED to methat the ARMY of the
L ORD does not know what weapon this FOE has that can so SMITE our aircraft from the SKY! YEA,
the archbishop genera TREMBLED when he made this CONFESSION! | do not know whether his
FEAR wasfrom hislack of KNOWLEDGE or if it was righteous FEAR of the LORD'SWRATH for
his FAILURE!

"Archbishop Generd Lambsblood was so CONTRITE over hisFAILURE that he offered his
RESIGNATION." He dropped hisvoice. "Of course, | refused it.

"BRETHREN!" He flung his head and hands heavenward. "What are we to DO with HERETICS
descending UPON usfrom AFAR!"

The same aged cleric in white cassock and squared turban who spokefirgt the last time the
convocation met rose dowly from his position in the front pew.

"BROTHER!" Bishop Ra phy Bruce threw ahand toward him. "Do you WISH to give
TESTIMONY?'

"Bishop Raphy Bruce," the old man said in his quavery voice, "I have been amember of this
convocation longer than anybody else. | have stood where you stand more often than anybody else. |
have seen more heretica movements come and be put down than anyone else here.”

"Do you have apoint to make, Ayatollah Fatamid?' Bishop Ralphy Bruce asked impatiently.
The old man cocked arheumy eye at him. "If you will be patient for amoment, young man."
Bishop Ralphy Bruce took a half step back. For al the grandiosity of his speech and gestures, hefully



understood the ddlicate balance he was responsible for maintaining among the powers of Kingdom.
"Forgive me, Ayatollah Fatamid, | beg you."

Ayatollah Fatamid stared a him amoment longer, then spoke again. "'l have seen more heretica
movements come and be put down—I think | aready said that. It does not matter who the hereticsare
or whence they come. The righteous people of the Lord will dways prevail, even if we must contract with
off-world mercenariesto take jihad to the home world of these heretics. Allah akbar."

Someone gasped at the old man's use of an invocation specific to one religion, but was quickly hushed
by those nearest him. Ayatollah Fatamid might have breached protocol with hislast words, but he was
widely respected among his peers. Besides, most of them knew he was somewhat senile and shouldn't be
held responsible for everything he said. But his mention of hiring mercenariesto take jihad to the home
world of the unbelieverswho were raiding the Kingdom of Y ahweh and His Saints and Their Apostles,
that bore discussion.

The only outcome of the meeting was the gppointment of adelegation to Interstelar City for the
purpose of enligting the aid of the off-world unbdlieversin learning whence came the heretics. Maybe the
Confederation would send its military there to teach them alesson. After al, Kingdom was afull member
of the Confederation of Human Worlds, and it was aviolation of the Confederation's congtitution for one
member world to attack another without approva of the centra government on Earth. Even then, the
attacked world had to be served notice of the coming invasion. Violation of that section of the
Condtitution merited swift punitive action.

Dr. Friendly Credence, a career diplomat, was the ambassador to Kingdom from the Confederation
of Human Worlds. Before hisarriva on Kingdom, held thought the reports he'd read and heard about the
local government were somewhat exaggerated, if not downright hyperbolic. During the year and ahalf
since he'd arrived to take over as the Confederation's primary representative to the theocracy, hed come
to the conclusion that those reports were understated most to the point of crimina irresponsibility. The
theocrats, in hisview, were as vile as the worst despot on any other human world. In hisentire thirty
years as a Confederation diplomat, he had never seen so much repression in the name of religious
freedom. So hewasn't in the least pleased when a del egation arrived to request Confederation assistance
with what sounded to him like arebellion that raged out in the countryside.

"But we are not asking for assstance in putting down a‘rebdlion,’”
"Oh...?" Creadence asked dowly. "Then—" He held out ahand pam up.

"We bdieve we are being invaded by off-worlders. What we ask is assistance in discovering the
identity of those off-worlders and where they come from."

inssted Metropolitan Eleison.

Creadence | ooked to his chief-of-station, an engineer by the name of Harly Thorogood.

Thorogood looked surprised. "But Metropolitan, the only starships that have entered Kingdom's space
in the past—well, since Kingdom joined the Confederation of Human Worlds more than a.century
ago—have been scheduled trade ships or Confederation Navy vessels on routine patrol.”

"Their base must be hidden on the far sde of our moon, and they are coming down when you aren't
looking. That would account for theirregularity of their raids.”

Thorogood shook his head. "Not possible. We have agtation of our own on the moon'sfar side; it
would have noticed. And we have constant satellite surveillance dl around Kingdom."

Metropolitan Eleison bit off agrimace. The string-of-pearls satdllites the Confederation Navy had put
in place a generation earlier was a sore point with the theocracy—they believed the ring of satellites spied
on them despite the Confederation's assurances that the satellites were restricted to weather forecasting,
geologica surveys, and watching the approaches to Kingdom.



"Besdes," Thorogood continued, "ships leaving Beamspace are quite distinct. Believe me, we'd pot
anyone coming here.”

Metropolitan Eleison looked thunder and lightening at the two Confederation representatives. " Then
you are saying you need proof that orbit-to-surface shuttles are bringing in men and weapons before you
will give usthe aid we request, asis our right as a Confederation member?”

"That would help," Creadence said.
"Will you help us get that evidence?'
Creadence dmogt sdivated at the opportunity to put more people—and observation equipment—in

Kingdom'srurd areas. There was no telling what they might learn about how the theocracy operated
whereit couldn't be seen from Interstellar City, He appeared to consider the request, then said:

"| think some form of assistance can be arranged.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

"Okay, candyass, I'll see your damned pair of fivesand raise,” Klink said. He shoved a handful of coins
into the pot. Klink was a burly man with powerful, hairy forearms and aclosdly cropped bullet-shaped
head. He had not bothered to shavein severd days. In hisyounger days he had spent alot of timein
prison, hence"Klink." He sat at the table in his undershirt, a huge pistol tucked into a holster under hisleft
am.

Bug, who was sitting to Klink'seft, hesitated. Five stud, one more card and he couldn't begt the fives.
"Playing three-handed isfor the tourists," he said disgustedly, throwing in his hand. Bug was short and
thin with anarrow face and a prominent hooked nose. It was difficult for him to st till very long. Hewas
aways crossing and uncrossing hislegs, moving his hands, twitching. Hence "Bug.”

"Y ou trying to bluff me outtamy pot, Klinker?' the man with the fives showing, whom everyone called
Fader, accused Klink. "Okay, buddy, | cal and—" He pretended to be counting his money. "—raise you
back. How'sthat for balls?' Fader was squat, unshaven, hishair thin and graying; an unlit cigar stub stuck
out of one corner of hismouth. Every now and then held spit masticated cigar fragments onto thefloor.
Hewas very fast with his hands and a dangerous opponent on hisfeet, thus the nickname Fader. Like
Klink, he carried apistol in ashoulder holgter.

"If you got any, you won't have them for long," Klink replied, but he only called. "Whatchagot besdes
them fives?'

"Two pair," Fader replied, flipping over ajack in the hole to match the one face up.

Klink swore mightily and threw his hole card down. Held been betting on apair of kings. Fader
whistled merrily as hetook in the pot.

"Hey, fdlas" Bug said, "don't you think we should be out looking around?'

"Shaddup, Buggy! Y ou want to check, go check, but it'sraining like hell out there. Besides, they ain't
coming to thishole, so rdax,” Klink said.

Johnny Sticks had dispersed many of his men aong the coast. Klink, Fader, and Bug had been
assigned to keep an eye on the coast from Royale, in case O'Mol and the Marinestried alanding. They
were heavily armed and ruthless, but Klink and Fader saw no reason to get wet on what they considered
the very remote possibility that the fugitives might come back through the village of Royale.

"These people don't like us," Bug sniffed. "Bastards. | bet they're dl rebds. The place stinkstoo, like
goddamned fish."

"Fish smell, like something else | could mention, ain't bad, once you get used toit." Fader laughed,



winking broadly at Klink.

A powerful gust of wind rattled the inn'swindows. Bug got up nervoudy and looked out into the
main—and only—street. Nothing moved out there. Windblown gusts of rain swirled over the stones. It
was nearly noon but aready lights showed in the windows of some of the homes along the street. In such
bad westher, the fishermen could not go out. Normally in that season they spent their days at theinn,
drinking and socidizing, but the three men from Placetas had taken over theinn astheir "headquarters’
and madeit clear no one was welcome until their businesswas done.

"Hey, Buggy, go out back and tell that bitch to make us up some sandwiches and bring in some beer,"
Klink said. "Goddamn woman must think she's on vacation or sumptin'. | hate these freaking hicks dmost
as much asthe freaking tourists. Come on, come on, Fader, deal.”

"Moveyour ass, Buggy, I'm thirsty!" Fader ydlled. Reluctantly, Bug turned from the window and
waked dowly into the kitchen.

Klink swore. "The guy's useless, Fader. Okay, just two of us? How 'bout some blackjack? Cut to see
who dedls."

Someone knocked at the door.

Fighting strong headwinds and very high seas, OMoal and his passengers reached the mainland coast
just before dawn on Tuesday. There was no sun that day, just rain and dense fog. He guided the boat
into the mouth of alittle bay fed by several streams. He anchored in the middle of the bay.

"WEell hold up here until full dark,” hetold Pasquin. "Royaeis about five kilometersfrom here. It'sa
fishing village but we should be able to commandeer ground transport once we get there. Then welll pay
Lovat Culloden acal and wrap this adventure up. How'sthat st with you?"

"How many peoplelivein thisvillage—Royae, did you cal it?' Dean asked.

O'Mol shrugged. "Maybe a hundred or so. The mob never used to keep an eye on the place, so we
should be able to pass through there undetected.”

"Wait aminute, Olwyn," Claypooleinterjected. "Y ou said ‘ never used to keep an eye on the place’
Does that mean now they will be keeping an eye onit?’

OMoal paused beforereplying. "Maybe," he admitted. "Look. They know we fled Placetas on the
river. They know the river opensinto the sea. It'sagood possibility they've put awatch aong the
Franklin aswell asadong the coast. | think we have the eement of surprise on our sde. We disappeared
for two days. They won't be looking for usto come back so soon, if at dl. If there are watchersin
Royde..." he drew afinger across histhroat.

"Y ou mean wekill them?' Katie exclamed.
"Yes, Katig, that'sjust what | mean, and that's what well do.”

She looked imploringly at Claypoole, who just nodded. "Katie, it'skill or bekilled," Pasquin said.
"We're on the very thin edge of adisaster here. Weve got to act quickly and decisively or well dl die.
Itsthat smple.”

"Olwyn, why wait until dark?' Dean asked. The boat rocked gently in the water asthewind drove
sheets of rain against the cabin windows.

"Better cover traveling at night.”
"I don't think we'd better wait, Olwyn," Pasquin said.
"Well..." O'Mal thought. "Okay, Raoul, thisisyour mission. I'll guide you. The westher's bad enough



S0 we can travel overland on foot to Roya e without being seen.”
"What's the countryside surrounding Royae like?' Dean asked.

"Open grassy fields, some forestation. It's been awhile since | was up there, | don't quite remember
how theland lies”

"Got maps, acompass?"

O'Mal consulted his onboard computer and called up a 1:25,000 scale map of the area. Thethree
Marines crowded around the screen and studied it. Pasquin looked out the cabin window at the steep
bank on the north side of the bay. At the top was an opening through the trees. In the shifting mist and
fog he could see that it had been used frequently; evidently this spot was used for recreationa purposes
in good westher.

Pasguin took a compassreading. " That's the path that leadsto the village," he said.
"We can't use the path," Dean remarked.
"Why not?' Katie asked, apained look of disbelief on her face.

"Because it could be under surveillance" O'Mal replied. Hed spent enough of hislifein hiding to
know that much about basic infantry tacticsin enemy territory.

"This big patch of forest dong the south side will screen usfor about two klicks," Calypoole pointed
out.

"And then we cross this open space.” Pasquin put hisfinger on the screen. ™Y ou know how that'l
work. Then more trees up to about two hundred meters from the first housein thevillage." He amiled. "I
think that'll be a pretty easy cross-country march—for Marines." He looked at O'Mol and Katie. "Well
have to do some low crawling. Areyou uptoit?'

"If my lifedependsonit, | can do anything," Katie replied.
O'Mol just nodded.

"Okay," Pasquin said, "load up. Katie, here's ablaster and some extra power packs. Before we get
off the boat I'll show you how to load and fire the thing. We may need dl the firepower we can get
before thisday is over. Olwyn, you and Joe take point. Rock, you're rear point. Katieand I'll stay inthe
middle. Keep five-meter intervas on the march. | think that'sal we can afford in thisfog. No talking, use
standard hand signas. Olwyn, run thisthing to shore. Oh, yeah, deep six thelast blaster in that crate. We
don't want some citizen ssumbling onto your boat and faling in love with thething.”

They had not penetrated more than two hundred meters into the woods when Dean signaled a halt.
Before them was awide firebreak. "This goddamned thing wasn't on the map!" he whispered into
OMol'sear.

"It gets hot and very dry out herein the summer and fall, so forest firesare ared threat. Thismust've
been cut recently, that'swhy it's not on the maps yet. By the way, why are you whispering?' OMal
whispered back. "Nobody can hear usin here.”

"Because I've got laryngitis,” Dean whispered back as he signaled Pasquin to come forward. Dean
shook hishead. OMol was arare breed for acivilian, but he'd never make agood infantryman.

Pasquin took in the Situation with one glance. He motioned for Katie and Claypoole to come forward
and join them just insgde the fringe of undergrowth bordering the firebreak. "Lineup,” he whispered.
"When | givethesign, we all walk acrosstogether asfast aswe can. Everybody, check the safeties on
your blasters.” It was the third time held had them do that since they | eft the boat.



Katie's blaster went off with aloud hiss-crack! The bolt arced into the trees across the firebreak and
flashed briefly but brightly. Thefoliage was so wet it did not catch fire, but the flash and the sound of the
exploson caused fliersto take wing in dl directions despite the driving rain.

"Wall, that did it," Pasquin said in hisnormal voice.
"l just forgot!" Katie protested, near tears.

Pasquin sighed. "Don't worry about it, Katie. Rock, show her again," he said patiently. He Sighed
again. "Okay, everybody, move out, same formation, and make it quick. Well know soon enough if that
gave us away. Be prepared to deliver immediate fire if we're chalenged.”

It took them another hour to get to the other side of the woods. They crouched insde the tredline,
scanning the wide open space between them and the next concealing patch of woodland. The open field
was deep in swaying grass about ameter high. It took them another hour to get across. By then each was
thoroughly soaked and K atie had begun to shiver from the exposure. "We have to get under cover soon,"
Claypoole said, histeeth chattering, “or well dl drop from hypothermia.”

Pasguin remained sllent, staring at something in the woods. Claypoole nervoudy followed his gaze but
there was nothing to be seen. "Raoul,” Claypoole said, "did you hear me?' Pasguin did not acknowledge.

Dean stepped forward and laid his hand gently on the corporal’s shoulder. When Pasguin was with
Force Recon in the 25th FIST on Adak Tanagahed lost men in his patrol because he got careless. That
was the reason held been assigned to 34th FIST in thefirst place, to get rid of him. But everyonein the
34th knew Pasquin was neither ascrew-up nor acoward. "Raoul,”" Dean said quietly, "weredl counting
on you." Pasquin did not respond. "Raoul, come on, we need you, buddy. Snap out of it."

Pasquin shook himsdf. "Uh, | was just thinkin', this has happened to me before, you know, Joe?" he
said quietly. The others watched them with concern on their faces asthe two talked in low voices.
Pasquin smiled weakly and shook his head. "Thanks, Joe. Okay," he turned to the others, "as|
remember from the map, this woods extends about two klicksto the village. |'s there anyone who doesn't
think he can makeit th-that far? Oooh." He shook himsdlf. "It's getting to me too, Rock." Hewas
shivering. "Let's get moving, if we move we can k-keep w-warm.”

It was nearing 11 hours when the village at last came in sight. Pasquin made them stop just inside the
tredine again. They had to get inside one of the houses and get warm, but Pasquin knew it would be
auicideif watcherswerein thevillage.

"Come on, Raoul,” O'Mol urged, "let's run to the nearest house and get under—" He shook his head.
Histeeth were chattering so violently he couldn't get the words out.

"No," Pasguin answered. "We do this by the numbers. Olwyn and | will go to the nearest house with a
light on and check it out." He paused briefly asabout of shivering took hold. The others ssamped their
feet and flexed their arms, their faces white and eyes staring. Pasguin wasn't sure he could keep them
from bolting, despite the possibility of danger. "The rest of you stay under cover. Huddle close together
to preserve your body heat. We won't belong." They took off at alope across the narrow strip of grass
and through the winter-dead gardens that separated the woods from the nearest house.

Dean, Claypoole, and Katie huddled shivering insde thetredine. It was raining so hard they could
barely make out the house with the light on in the window. Dean and Claypoole put their arms around
Katie and drew their own bodies as close to her asthey could get.

"Thisisred togetherness, isn't it?' Claypoole said. "'l hatethisrain!”

"Do that again,” Katie said. She was shivering so badly now it was hard to understand her.
"What, whisper in your ear?' Claypoole asked.

"No, breathe on me! At least my ear won't freezel” The three of them began to laugh despite their



desperate condition.

It seemed an hour had passed but it was only minutes before O'Mol returned carrying three
fisherman'sdickers. "Put these on! Be careful, there are watchers at the inn, but the people in that house
arevery glad to see us, | can assureyou,” he smiled. "We are going to kick somebody's assrea good
beforethisday isout!”

"Go 'way!" Klink shouted at the knocking. "Nobody'sin!" He laughed and dedlt another hand of
blackjack. The knocking persisted, louder and more insistent.

"Better seewho it is" Fader said.
"Y ou see, then. I'm busy.”
Fader got up and went to the door, drew his pistol and, standing to one side, caled out, "Who isit?

"I've seen strangers!" amuffled voice called from the other side. Fader glanced back at Klink, who
nodded and drew hisown pistol.

Fader fumbled with the unfamiliar brass key and pulled the door open after severd tries. OMal
stepped in, his blaster held underneath his dicker. "Good afternoon, gents.” He smiled and shot Feder,
with the barrdl |ess than one meter from his belly button. The bolt seared a hole straight through Fader's
midsection. Klink wasfast. OMol swung the muzzle toward him, firing severd boltsin quick succession.
Klink legped away from two bolts and had leveled his gun at O'Mol when the third bolt struck hisgun
arm, searing through flesh and bone, and the arm below the hit flopped down limply. A fourth bolt burned
through historso. He screeched and stumbled away from the table, then crumpled to the floor.

Dean and Claypoole rushed in, seized the two bodies by their feet and dragged them swiftly outside.
Pasquin, covered by O'Mol, ran back toward the kitchen. The residentsin the first house had described
the layout of theinn and the three watchers there, besides the widow woman who ran the place.

Bug stood in the center of the large, old-fashioned kitchen, agun to the head of the hostess, who he
held tightly with astranglehold around her neck. "Don't come any closer!" he shouted.

"Hey, okay, okay! We won't shoot," Pasquin said soothingly, but the muzzle of his blaster never
wavered.

OMoal crept to the sde aong awall. Seeing him, Bug didn't know which way to turn, so he ground the
pistal into thewoman's head dl the harder. "Back off or I'll kill thisbitch!™ he screamed.

The kitchen was full of the smell of scorched flesh from the bar, where Dean and Claypoole, asssted
by the villagers, were busy putting out the fires.

"Y ou hurt that woman and you die," Pasquin said. "Drop the gun, let her go, and you live. It'sthat
ample”

"|—I cdled for hep!" Bug screamed. "The boysl| be here any minute now! Y ou ain't got afucking
chance.”

Pasquin had no doubt the rat-faced little man had sent adistress signal. But how far away were his
reinforcements? The fight in the bar had been over in about six seconds; give him another fiveto get to
the kitchen, and they'd been talking maybe ten seconds dready. Lessthan aminute. They'd haveto
defuse the guy and get moving pronto.

"I'll count to three," Pasquin said, holding up afreefinger.

"Okay! Okay!" Bug dropped the pistal to the floor and shoved the hostage toward Pasquin. As soon
as shewas clear, O'Mal flamed thelittle man. He screamed and O'Mal hit him two moretimes.



O'Mol looked at Pasguin and shrugged. "We can't take prisoners. If wed left him here, héld have
implicated the villagers. Besides, | owe these bagtards akilling or two."

Pasquin nodded. That'sthe way it would haveto be. "Maam," he said to the landlady, "we will pay for
the damage to your place."

"Pay, hell!" she shouted. "Goddamn, it's | who should pay you boys! Y ou cleaned these bastards up
for me!"

Outside, the entire village had gathered in the street despite the rain. When Pasquin and O'Mol
emerged, arousing cheer went up.

"Listen, people!" Pasguin shouted. "We don't have much time. How far isit to Placetas from here by
road?"

"Fifty kilometers" someone answered. Severd men volunteered to drive them but Pasquin shook his
head.

"Isthere any other road to Placetas except the main highway?" Pasquin turned to O'Mol, who shook
his head. " Any sde roads, back roads where somebody could get here without using the main highway?"

"No, gr," agrizzled fisherman answered. "We sedom use the road. It's only one lane. We take our
fish to market up the Franklin instead.”

"Onelane?' Pasquin grinned at O'Mol, who saw immediately what the corporal had in mind and
grinned back "Listen, people. One of those men got a message off to Placests before he was kil led.
More men are on their way here. Go back to your homes! Stay indoors! There will be more fighting
today, and soon! But with any luck, these guyswill al be out of business by thistime tomorrow.”

"Let ushelp!" severd of the men cried out.

"Y ou can help by lending usalorry. But let metdl you up front, you may not get it back. Whenwe
leave, everybody get under cover.”

A man raised hishand. "I have just the thing. Follow me." Behind one of the houses he pulled alarge
tarpaulin off aground-effect car. "Had avery good catch a couple of years ago—and some luck at the
casinos—and bought thisthing. Wife thought | was crazy, but dways wanted one. Haven't used it much.
It'sno good for hauling fish to market. Takeit."

OMoal let out agasp. "You'd let ustake this?' The man nodded. "Sir, if | come through this| promise
to make everything up to you!"

The man shook his head. "Take the damned thing and go. Y ou've done enough for this village by
getting rid of those three bastards.”

"Okay, people," Pasquin shouted, "let's mount up and move out!™

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

OMol drove. About akilometer outside Roya e, where stone walls closed in on the highway from both
sdes, Pasguin had him stop in the middle of the road. " El-shaped ambush, one hundred meters from
here. Katieand | will form the base of the d, on the |eft Sde of the road where | can ddliver enfiladefire
and stop the front vehicle dead. Y ou three take the flanking ambush, down the right side of the road.
Claypoole, you take out therear vehicle, if there're more than one. Nobody fire until | do, and then pour
everything you've got into them. I'm betting these guyslI be coming on like the wind, no security. If we
can stop 'em here, we can kill them dl before they can even get out of their vehicles.

"If they're smart and come down both sides of the road through the fields, we've got a problem and
well just haveto fight it out. Weve got the firepower advantage. If that happens, use what cover you can



get and fight your way back to our car. Well makearunfor it. But | don't think they're that smart. Set
yourselves up at about ten-meter intervals.”

OMol, Dean, and Claypoole took up the flanking ambush along the long side of the dl.

Katie and Pasguin jogged aong the stone wall to a point about one hundred meters from their parked
car. Pasguin picked it because hedges grew up there and would give them cover. Across the road the
three crouched behind the wall, their weapons ready.

"I'll tell you when to take the safety off your weapon, Katie," Pasquin told her as he checked her
weapon's safety visualy and by fed. He smiled. "Don't worry, thistime you can shoot al you want to.
But remember, finger off the safety until | start shooting, okay? All you haveto do is point the muzzlein
the direction of the oncoming vehicles and squeeze thefiring lever. Don't worry about hitting anything, just
gtart shooting when | do. If you forget at first to remove the safety and your weapon doesn't fire, don't
panic, just flip 'er down and shoot.” He checked the power magazine to be sure it was properly sested
and then patted K atie reassuringly on the shoulder.

"Raoul, | wanted to go with Claypoole,”" she said suddenly.

"No. I brought you with me for avery good reason, Katie. Rock loves you. Hismind has got to be on
his weapon, not on you. That'swhy you're here with meinstead. Hey, once you get to know me, youll
likeme"

Katie laughed. Very careful to make sure the safety was till on, she pointed the muzzle of her blaster
over thewal and aimed it experimentally down the road.

They waited twenty minutes before the sound of speeding vehicles reached them at last. Everyone
tensed. Pasquin smiled grimly. "Get ready.” From around abend in the road about a thousand meters
away thefirgt vehicle cameinto sght, barreling along at about a hundred kilometers per hour. Water flew
in aspray from beneath it. There were four of them.

The column dowed when the lead driver spotted the landcar standing in the middle of theroad. He
came on dowly. None of the vehicles stopped to dismount troops. The men were professona criminals,
not infantrymen, and Pasquin was counting on that. He wasright. When the lead vehicle waswell into the
kill zone, he stood up suddenly and fired a quick succession of boltsinto the cab. The windshield
exploded and fire broke out in the interior. Then Pasquin raked the left sde of the column with aquick
volley. Katie started shooting at the same time. Some of her bolts hit the wall, others bounced harmlessy
into the nearby fields, but enough hit the vehicles to add to the devastating effect that Pasquin'samed fire
was having.

Thethreein the flanking ambush, firing a point-blank range, poured awithering fireinto the stalled
vehicles. Claypoolesfirs bolt killed the driver of thelast car, then he methodicaly pumped boltsinto it
until itsinterior was set ablaze. The other two vehicles were unable to maneuver, trapped between the
stone wals on either side and the burning vehiclesin front and behind. It was a perfect ambush.
Screaming men burning like torches ssumbled out of the vehicles and ran about crazily until they collapsed
inthe road. In seconds al four vehicleswerefiercely blazing wrecks. Thefire was so intense the three
along thelong side of the & had to retreat into the fields to escape the heat. Then fud cdlls began to cook
off, turning the road into adeadly inferno.

A man, weaponless, hishair and clothing burned away, plunged over thewall and ran sumbling
toward Dean. Without thinking about it, Dean killed him with one bolt. No one else emerged from the
conflagration.

Pasquin whistled loudly from the road and waved the three back to their car. O'Mol was breathing
heavily. His face was flushed and his eyes glittered with excitement. He was dso laughing. "We did some
damage, by God, we hurt them!™



"That'sfor sure," Claypoole muttered. While the shooting had been going on hed fired hisweaponin
thefull rage of combat, but now that it was over and men were frying in the road, criminasor not, they
were men, and he felt sick. "It-1t was like daughtering animals," he said, "not asingle shot was fired back
aus”

"How many do you think we got?' Dean asked. Personaly, he wished dl thefights held ever beenin
had been so one-sided.

"All of them!" O'Mol exclaimed happily.

"Between these here and the ones at the farm, we sure made adent in their numbers,” Pasquin said "l
won't forget this piece of work anytime soon."

"I'll never forget those screamd” Katie said.

The one-lane highway from Royale eventudly led into a beltway complex on the outskirts of Placetas.
This modern highway network was necessary for such asmall city because tourists used it to get to
resorts situated in the nearby mountains. During the tourist season the road network was heavily used,
but that day not another vehicle wasto be seen.

Taking advantage of the city's Sde streets, O'Mal guided them into the suburbs. He explained that
Culloden'shome wasin an exclusive neighborhood with its own el aborate security system. "Well never
makeit in unless Culloden gives us the clearance or agreesto meet us somewheredse.”

"How do we make contact, then?' Pasquin asked. "Origindly he wasto meet uslast Thursday at the
Free Library. He hasto know what happened at the farm and now at Royale. What if he goesto
ground? Maybe he considersit too dangerous to have any contact with us now."

"Y ou may beright. The only way to find out isto contact him. But | think thisisthe ided timeto make
contact. Frankly, the mob's never been dedlt ablow like we've given them these past few days, and I'm
betting they're confused as hell right now. And well make contact by calling him on your comm unit. Y ou
wouldn't have his number, would you?'

Culloden's telephone number? The three Marineslooked at one another. It wasthe last thing they ever
thought they'd need on thismission.

"Ofteninlife surviva boils down to something very insgnificant like anail, abullet, atelephone
number,” OMoal said. "I'll get him through the central computer.” O'Mol pulled the telephone from its
dashboard recess, picked up the handset and pressed 0. "L ovat Culloden, Chief of Security,” he said.

Almogt immediately amae voice answered, "Please identify yoursdf and state your busness”
"I mugt talk to Lovat Culloden.”

"That isimpossble, sr. Heisout. May | help you?"

"Tdl him that hiswhore and hisfour jacks arein town," Pasquin whispered.

OMol winked broadly and said, "No. | must talk to him personaly. Thisisamatter of the most urgent
nature. Kindly inform him that hiswhore and four jacks arein town."

The line went sllent for amoment. " Culloden here." Pasquin nodded. That was Culloden'svoice.
"We need to seeyou,” O'Mol said.

"Who the hell are you?' Culloden said, but he knew who they were and wasjust saying that to cover
himsdf.

"We have the information you hired usto get for you."
"My place, fifteen minutes." The line went deed.



"Katie, Katie, Katie," Claypoole murmured, "in alittlewhilethisll dl be over.”
"Look sharp, Rock, we aren't out of the woods yet," Pasquin warned.

"Well, were getting there, were getting there,” OMol said. "'l can seethe‘light at the end of the
tunnel.”" It wasfull dark when he pulled up to ahuge iron gate set in ahigh sonewall. "Tel Mr. Culloden
thewhore and four jacks are here," hetold the hard-faced men in a shack behind the gate. One of them
nodded and the gate did open dowly. They drove up awinding drive bordered on both sides by large
trees. At the top of the drive, straddling a steep ridge, sat Culloden'svilla.

"All right, stick together," Pasquin said. "Got your readers?”’

O'Mol snapped hisfingers. "Now | seewhy you guys were aways fiddling with those things! Thereis
acode in there that activates atransmitter, right? Christ on ahandcar, | should have known."

"All we've been through, we gotta be sure the innards haven't been screwed up,” Dean said. Thereit
was, Knivesin the Night, anove that'd been on the Commandant's reading list forever. Even now, on
the cusp of the most dangerous dilemmaheld ever faced, the opening lines stirred him: "The sunrising
over the South China Sea cast long shadows..." He smiled. Like those Marinesin the ancient story of a
war nobody even remembered anymore, they were ateam on Havanagas, just like they always were,
Pasquin, Claypoole, and himself, and no goddamned civilians could touch them! He clipped the reader
back on his belt, checked his blaster. He was ready.

They dismounted and walked into the foyer in atight group, weapons held casualy but ready. Their
footsteps echoed loudly on the flagstone floor. Culloden stood in the center of the living room, off to one
Sde

They marched in and stood facing him. "Well?' OMol demanded. He exchanged glanceswith
Pasquin.

"Well, what?' Culloden smiled. Suddenly the room was swarming with armed men. They burst in from
every direction. Before any of the fugitives could get off ashot they went down in atangle of wildly

flailing arms and legs. "Thank you! Thank you for being so naive!” Culloden shouted above the uproar. In
seconds the five were hoisted to their feet, bound and manacled.

Johnny Stickswalked in. "Thank you, Lovat, thank you very much."
"Y ou arewedcome, Sr.”

"Wh-What the hell's going on, Culloden?' Pasguin raged, struggling against the manacles. Dean and
Claypoole screamed defiance and rage at Culloden, who just smiled calmly.

"Surviva, Migter Pasguin,” Culloden answered. "Who do you think betrayed the pitiful Mister
Woods? I've been working for Johnny all dong. We didn't kill you at once because we thought you'd
lead usto the real undercover agent. We know al about your readers.” He motioned to one of the men
standing by, who stepped forward and plucked them from the Marines belts. Culloden hefted them.
"You'll never send any messages on these things now." He threw one to the floor and crushed it under his
foot. The second one followed. He tossed the third one to Sticks.

Sticks approached the small group of prisoners. "1 must admit, gentlemen, you certainly have caused
usalot of trouble, ahundred of my men killed, three aircraft destroyed, four—or isit five?—expensve
landcars up in smoke. Good thing Nast didn't send afull squad of Marines or your lives might have
turned out differently. Asitis, Mister Ferrisis not happy, not happy at dl. He's prepared specid treats
for dl of you."

"And what might they be, you ugly little shit?* OMol asked.



"Ah, yes, OMal! Freedom fighter O'Mol! Y ou are an unexpected prize. Y ou'll make anoisein the
world when you die.”

"Look, Miger Sticks," Claypoole said, "let Katie go. She had nothing to do with any of this. | got her
into thismess! For Christ's sake, please don't hurt her!”

"Ah-hal A love affair here, en?I'll tell you what, Mr. Claypoole. Y ou tell me where Nast isand who
his deep undercover agentisand I'll not only let her go, I'll let you and your friends go. Y ou are nothing
to us. Y ou are entertainment to us. What do you say, Marine?'

"Aw, go fuck yoursdlf! | wouldn't tell youif | knew!"

"Tut tut, Mister Claypoole. Make your goodbyes." He nodded to the men holding Katie and they
dragged her out of the room. "Sheisgoing to light up the world abit, Mister Claypoole. She'sgoing to
Wirzburg."

"No!" O'Mol shouted. "Not the girl, Johnny! For the love of God, not her!™
Sticks only laughed. "My, my, gentlemen, have we gotten religion? All this calling upon the deity?"

"What? What?' Claypoole shouted. He saw the look on O'Moal's face at the mention of Wiirzburg.
"What ishe going to do to Katie?'

"Y ou don't want to know, Rock," O'Mol muttered.

"Oh, yeshe doed!" Sticks gloated. "He shdl know the truth because if you know the truth, well, you
shall be—dead.” Helaughed. "Wirzburg was an ancient city in the country of Germany, and athousand
years ago they tortured, tried, and burned people at the stake as witches there. Y our girl isgoing to be
burned at the stake asawitch.” He chortled. "Shell be onetruly hot piece of pussy when they get done
with her.” Claypoole cursed Sticks. "Oh," he pouted, "such avile temper! Ah, Migter Dean! | am truly
sorry I'veignored you! Your girl? Miss Tara? She's already been there, and | must say, she made a
complete ash of hersdlf!" Helaughed so hard he began to cough. Dean just glared.

"'l kill you! I'll kill you!" Claypoole raged impotently.

"Oh, yes, you, freedom fighter." He turned to O'Mol. "Y ou're going with the girl. Take him away."

The guards dragged O'Mol ouit.

"Oh, one morething." Sticks held up hishand. "An old friend wants to say something to you. Juanita?"
hecdled.

Juanita camein from an anteroom. "What an artful display, Johnny. Get anything out of them yet?"
"Not yet, my dear. The interrogations come later. Y ou wish to address these gentlemen?”

Juanita stepped close to the three Marines and dapped Dean and Claypoole hard. The sound of her
hand echoed like a shot in the room. Pasquin saw what was coming for him so helifted hisleg and
blocked the kick to his groin. Unbaanced, Juanita staggered. "Y ou'll regret that, you bastard!" she
hissed. "I'll seeyou three again,” shewarned, "and when | do, you'll wish you'd never been born.”

"I'm scared shitless, lady," Pasquin told her. He turned his attention to Sticks. "Wdll, needle-dick,
what'sthetreat in store for us?"

"Ah, for you, Corpora Pasguin, and your two friends here, why, al roadslead to Rome."

CHAPTER TWENTY-S X

The surveillance techs had probably Iessto do than anybody elsein Interstellar City. Thetreaty that had
admitted Kingdom to the Confederation of Human Worlds expresdy prohibited Confederation



representatives and agents from performing any and dl manner of covert surveillance on theloca
population. Weather, geological, and geographic surveys were alowed so long as they were required for
programs designed to aid the popul ation. The theocracy made find determination of what programs
alded the popul ation and banned any that would allow the Confederation to peek into their operations or
view thelives of their people. For its part, the Confederation did not reved to the theocracy the
capabilitiesit had on hand out of fear the theocracy would demand to use them for its own purposes. The
theocracy's purposes, the residents of Interstellar City were convinced, were largely geared toward
spying on the population so it could be more completely repressed.

Theonly variation in belief the theocrats dlowed was between their various sects, not within them.
Attempts a prosdytizing across sects had caused great problems during Kingdom's first couple of
generations. The only solution, the theocrats decided, wasto ban proselytizing al together. Not
everybody found that solution acceptable. Prominent among those who found it unacceptable were
Mormons, Seventh Day Adventists, and the followers of Sun Myung Moon. Which waswhy there were
no longer any Mormons, Seventh Day Adventigts, or followers of Sun Myung Moon on Kingdom.
Conversion from onereligious belief to another was a capita offense. Proselytizing was punishable by
burning at the stake. It took alot of burnings-at-stake to convince the surviving Mormons and Seventh
Day Adventigsto leave. The followers of Sun Myung Moon were more tractable and had | eft after only
afew of their members wereimmolated.

Naturally, the theocracy didn't tell the Confederation about the penalties for conversion; there wastoo
great achance that the unbelieversin the Confederation would try to make them stop. Public executions
for religious transgressions were too important aform of education to alow off-worlders, no matter who
they were, to put an end to them.

When the theocracy asked for assstance in locating and identifying purported off-world raiders, it was
too rich an opportunity for the surveillance techniciansto pass up. They were like children on Midwinter's
Day morning. Except they weren't opening gifts, they were planting them.

Thefirg thing they did was turn on an unused geosync satdllite that included in its broad range of view
the area of the purported off-world raids. It wasn't their fault, they reasoned, that the satellite had sat idle
for so long that the mechanism that would normally focusit strictly on one specific areahad died and it
would take, oh, six monthsto ayear Standard to get areplacement part.

The ground surveillance techs just about cackled with glee as they went through—and beyond, if the
truth be known—the area the theocracy said would provide the needed proof of the off-worldersthe
next time they launched one of their murderousraids. They ingtalled camerasthat did such agood job of
mimicking birds nests that birds sometimes added to them and claimed them as their own. Motion
detectors were planted in such overlapping profusion that alarge, dung-eating beetlelike creature
endemic to the scrub could be tracked to within millimeters throughout its range. Listening devices sprang
up al about, except "sprang” was not quite the word. Some of them were disguised as burlson tree
trunks, others as pebbles that dmost miraculoudy didn't wash away in aheavy rain.

And they didn't stop there. Findly released to play with their toys, they instdled infrared detectors, UV
viewers, and myriad other devicesthat covered most of the range of the el ectromagnetic spectrum.
Nothing would appear, move, or make a noise without the surveillance techs knowing abot it.

They'd worry about how to sft through dl that data after they started getting it. In the meanwhile, Oh
joy! What fun smply ingtaling dl those deviced

They ingaled so many things that nobody could blame them if some were inadvertently left behind
when they picked them up again at the end of the authorized surveillance, could they?

Surveillance Tech (15th grade) Morley Christopher scratched his neck as he peered at the bank of



monitors he was supposed to watch over.

"Think we overdid it abit?' he asked. There was no way he was going to stay on top of the data being
andyzed and laid out for him by the thirty computers feeding data from six hundred surveillance devices
into thefifty monitorsin front of him.

"Not achance," replied his partner, Surveillance Tech (14th grade) Elizabeth Rice.

Christopher screwed up hisface and tried to count how many monitors he could clearly see without
moving his head. Not enough. "Areyou sure, Beity?"

Rice laughed. "Mor, we only have afew months, maybe only one or two, before we haveto bring it dl
back in. We're getting enough data to keep us busy andyzing for years."
"But we're being inundated with so much we probably won't be able to spot the raiders when they hit

again.

Shesmiled a him. "Mor, you've been stuck herein Insanity too long. Y ou sound like you believe the
theocrats nonsense about off-world raiders.”

"Wel—"

"Comeon, Mor. You know better than that." She went happily back to the OlympiaMons of data
building up in front of her. The next raid would come, the theocracy would demand the identity and
location of the off-worlders who made it, the techs would check the data for that time and location, and
Ambassador Creadence would duly report that they'd found no sign of off-worlders and their shuttles.
Evenif they had to break down dl their surveillance devicesimmediately afterward, they'd till have
mountains of deatato plow through.

The mullahs had told them about theinfidel crusaders who came from ademon world to rapine and
burn the faithful, so when the people of Almedina heard the distant thunder on aday when the sun shone
and the sky was clear, they fled to predetermined hiding places.

Hetman Mohammet paused before he fled to turn on the village's radio, its sole communication with
the digtrict capitdl, to inform his superior, Pasha Alaziz, of the matter. The radios given to the villages
were of an ancient design, necessary to redtrict villages communicationsto their own digtrict capitas.
Open communication between villages or, far worse, with theinfides of Interstellar City, was deliberately
made o difficult asto be nearly impossible. Hetman Mohammet had to wait amoment before the radio
was ready to tranamit. Then he had to fiddle with the didsto bring the district radioman's voice in clearly
enough that he could understand the man's responses to what he said. Findly, his communication
complete, he turned the radio off and went outside to where his donkey waited. He mounted the beast,
kicked and geed it into motion, and began the briskly clopping journey to his hiding place some three
kilometersto the northwest. But it had taken too long to establish communications with the district
capital, and the makers of the distant thunder traveled very fast.

Hetman Mohammet hadn't even reached thelast housein the village when thefirgt infide fighting
machine roared in and began blasting the houses to cinders. He cried out a prayer and heeled his donkey.
Thefrightened beast didn't need the urging, it had broken into a gallop even before Mohammet's hedls
touched itsflanks. They ran into another fighting machine that was entering from the northwest, its snout
dready firing at the first house it encountered.

When the mullahs said the infidels came from a demon world, Hetman Mohammet had thought they
gpokein areligious sense; he hadn't redlized they meant the infidels were truly demons. But that was most
assuredly the ugliest djinn hedd ever heard of standing in the cupolaof the fighting machine. Its skin, where
he could seeit, was ajaundice yelow. Its eyeswere danted and its teeth pointed in its sharply convex
face. When it saw him, the demon's eyes grew wide and its mouth curved in ascimitar smile.



Hetman Mohammet wailed out prayersto Allah, and bent over his donkey's neck to make asmaller
target when he saw the demon point what must be awespon at him. He pointlessly kicked his beast to
induce greater speed; the donkey was dready at its fastest gallop.

Far too dow. A greenish fluid shot out of the nozzle of the demon's wegpon and splashed on both
rider and steed...

It took mere momentsfor the eight fighting vehiclesthat converged on Almedinato reduce al of its
structuresto cinders and charred briquettes.

Then they set out in pursuit of the fleeing villagers and their hiding places.

"l beg your pardon?' Ambassador Friendly Creadence said.
"YOU FAILED!"

Creadence thought Metropolitan Eleison looked and sounded like a prophet from the Old Testament,
one condemning hisfollowers for worshiping agolden caf or something.

IIH :' AL n
"The off-worlders came again and you have not yet told uswho they arel”

Creadence had been adiplomat for entirely too long to let any reaction show on hisface at the
stunning news. In his peripherd vison he saw Harley Thorogood murmuring into his persona comm unit.

"Tdl mewhen they came and where."

"Had you done as you agreed, instead of planting thingsto spy on our faithful, you would betelling me
not only when and where, but who they were and whence they came!™

"Sirs, if I may speak?' Thorogood said as he dipped his comm unit into his pocket.

"Yessr, | candothat,” Surveillance Tech Morley Christopher said into his headset as hisfingers
tapped arapid staccato of commands on hiskeyboard. "I'll haveit for you in amoment—if there's

anything to have.”

At the next workgtation Elizabeth Rice was entering the same string of commands. Locate: sonic
boom. Locate: unscheduled aircraft. Locate: explosions. Locate: fires larger than cooking.
L ocate:screams other than children at play.

"Blessed Mothers,” Rice whispered as the flick-flick-flick on her main monitor resolved into an
unidentified orbit-to-surface shuttle on what looked like a crash-landing glide path.

Christopher was slent save for the heavy breathing coming from his gaping mouth. He hit the rapid
forward to peed the action on his main monitor.

The shuttle didn't crash land. It fired braking rockets and made a safe touchdown. Four armored
vehiclesrushed out of it and sped toward what ascrolling legend identified asthe village of Almedina. A
second shuttle landed near the first and spewed out four more vehicles which sped after thefirst quartet.
A third let out four that went elsawhere.

The picture jerked as Christopher gave the command to follow the groups of vehicles. The monitor
focus changed to the outskirts of the village and showed eight vehicles burning everything to the ground.
Thenit jerked to adifferent view, thistime of wildsthe legend identified aswithin akilometer and ahdf
of thevillage. The vehicles started killing people in amanner neither Christopher nor Rice had ever heard
of.

Chrigtopher found hisvoice again. "Sir," he said, hisvoice strained, "it's aplace cdled Almedina. Some
kind of fighting vehicles came off shuttles and attacked ...Y essir, that's right, orbit-to-surface shuttles.”



Hisfingers worked the keyboard again. "1've got the computer doing a search now to identify the shuttles
and vehicles A new window opened on his monitor. Automaticaly, he expanded the window to take up
the entire screen; held dready seen enough of the carnage to give him nightmares.

Thewindow gaveits search results. Shuttle: unidentified. Armored vehicles: unidentified.

"Sir, the computer doesn't recognize them. ...Right. As soon aswe have more I'll notify you.”

He glanced a Rice. Shewas till watching the Visuas on her monitor. Then she jumped. He heard her
exdam:

"That'simpossiblel” Her fingers hit Playback so she could seeit again.

"Metropolitan,” Thorogood said soothingly, "our technicians are working at this very moment to
identify those who attacked Almedina. | am fully confident wewill have their identity shortly, when we
do, wewill notify you."

It took afew more minutes, but Metropolitan Eleison finaly left with hisentourage, only dightly less
angry than he had been when he arrived.

Thorogood swiveled his chair to face Creadence. " Shuittles, unidentified manufacture or place of origin,
three of them," he said soberly. "Each carried four unidentified armored fighting vehicles. The AFVswent
into the village of Almedinaand destroyed it. Then they went hunting for the people who fled before they
arrived. It seemsthey found most of the people and killed them. Maybe dl of them.”

"My God," Creadence murmured.

"I doubt any god," Thorogood |ooked at the door through which the religious delegation had just
departed, "had anything to do with it." He stood. "I think we need to look at the pictures.”

Creadence agreed. They went to look at the pictures.

"Can't you show them before the sonic boom?" Creadence asked.

"I'msorry, dr," Rice sad. "When we planted our devices, weredly didn't think anything would come
from above, so we didn't set anything to watch the sky.”

"The only reason we have the visuas of the shuttles on gpproach,” Christopher added, "is some
cameras were st to turn to and focus on the sources of loud, unexpected noises.”

"At that,” Rice picked up, "there's agood fifteen or twenty second gap between when the shuttles
broke the sound barrier and when our cameras picked them up.”

"Mostly because of thelength of timeit took for the sound to reach the receptors,” Christopher added.
He had to try to salvage something from what might well turn into a debacle. Who'd have thought they
actualy needed to watch the sky? Nobody except the nuts who ran that asylum had believed they were
being hit by someone from off-world.

"All right, let it run. Show me what happened when they touched down.” Creadence let the visudsrun
while the shuttles off-loaded their AFV's, dl till unidentified, even though he had them run through the
computers on whatever navy starship that was in orbit on some routine patrol, or whatever it was navy
starships occasiondly did that brought them into Kingdom's planetary space. He didn't have the visuas
pause until one showed agood image of an AFV commander.

"Stop there. Focus on the vehicle commander and enlarge, then let me see some movement.”

Creadence did, and swallowed at theimage on his monitor. He stared at it for along moment. Hed
seen afew genetically engineered modifications to the basic human, made to suit the needs of afew



worlds, but he'd never seen—or heard of—modifications that extreme. If he hadn't known humanity was
aone, hed have sworn the AFV commander was an dien. Why, that man even seemed to have nictating
membranes on hiseyed

"Continue," hesad.

He didn't spesk again until the visuals showed vehicle commanders spraying people with some kind of
greenish fluid from ahose attached to tanks mounted on their backs. Then it was again focus, enlarge,
show movement. He turned to Thorogood.

"Have you ever heard of aweapon likethat?"

Thorogood, looking somewhat greenish himsalf, smply shook his head.

Then it wasforward again until the point where Rice had exclaimed, "That'simpossible!™
"What happened?' Creadence demanded. "Why'd the visua cut off then?"

"It didn't," Rice said. She pointed with a shaky finger at adot on the screen. She focused on it and
enlarged. It was aflying scavenger gliding on thermals, clearly in maotion. The picture hadn't Sopped.

"Whered the shuttle go?'

"Sir, I've run that sequence severd times. | have noidea.”

"Run it through again,” Thorogood said. "Stop it at the instant the shuttle vanishes." Shedid.
Shedid.

Thorogood studied the frozen frame for along moment The sSky seemed to ripple a bit into different
shades of blue, violet, and green, some of them not quite possible.

"I've never seen—" He stopped and snorted. "Hell, nobody's ever seen anything shift into Beamspace
in an atmosphere. But | read ablue-sky paper on it once. The author hypothesized it would look
something likethat."

"But you can't shift into Beamspace in an atmosphere. Or deep in agravity well.”

"And ashuttle can't vanish into thin air either. But we just saw one do exactly that. Do you have a
better explanation for what we just watched?'

Creadence didn't have a better idea, but he did have a disquieting thought.
"Do we have infrared images of any of the raiders?' he asked.

Christopher and Rice both tapped commands. Aninfrared view of two of the AFVs pursuing villagers
popped up on their main monitors. The four sudied the images, then read the scrolling legend. There was
nothing unusud in theinfrared about the AFV's. The pursued villagers had dightly eevated temperatures,
aswas to be expected under the circumstances. Thetwo AFV commanders had body temperatures not
far above the ambient air temperature.

Thorogood and his boss exchanged haunted glances. Christopher and Rice looked at them and
shivered.

"I don't give adamn about thetreaty," Creadence croaked. "Full planetary surveillance as of now. |
want to know where those shuttles are coming from."

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

"Wdl, well, well, wel," Noto Draya rumbled, hisvoice echoing hollowly off the dripping wals of the
dungeon. It was very early in the morning, so the Coliseum was empty except for the prisoners and their
guards.



On theflight from Placetas the three Marines had been thrown together with Mr. Prost, who, like
everyone ese who'd had more than just casua contact with them, had been arrested on suspicion and
tortured. Now they dl lay chained to the walls, awaiting more torture and then deeth. During the flight,
guards had taken turns beating them with their fists and clubs, not enough to injure them permanently, just
to pass the time, Ferris had ordered his men to go easy on the captives because he had specia plansfor
them.

Homs Ferris, hisbulk rolling along behind Draya's, put a hand to his mouth and yawned. "Too damned
early for me, Noto. Big day today, so let's have our fun and get some rest before the games.” It was
three A.M. Wednesday.

It was Wednesday, and a huge gladiatoria contest was scheduled to begin at noon. It would be
kicked off by the daughter of thefour menin chains.

"| rather like the effect of thesetorches,”" Ferris said.

"We only use them when the tourists are let in here before the games,” Sd Richter, counselor to the
Ferris Family, responded. The actors who played the roles of gladiators and prisoners scheduled for
sacrifice in the arenawere mustered in that cavernous prison before the start of the games so the tourists
could gape at them. "Y ou ought to visit us more often.”

"He'sright, Homs," Drayawheezed, "you ain't madeit down herein awhile. Y ou ought to take a
week off, especialy thistime of the year, when the weather's so bad up there, and spend it with us.”

"Weve had businessto take care of recently,” Johnny Sticksreplied for his boss. Avoiding the
puddles, hewaked carefully through the dirty straw covering the stone floor. Juanitaclung to hisarm, her
eyesglittering with anticipation.

A guard clanked open the iron gate to the cells and the party stepped through.

"Well, if it ain't the goddamn Tons of Fun!" Claypoole croaked. His face was swollen and atooth had
been pried loose in the front of his mouth as punishment for just such wisecracks. One of Stickss goons
had done it with aknife. The gap was still bleeding.

In acorner two huge men, stripped to the waist, stood next to an array of torture instruments.

"l see what you mean about this one, Johnny," Ferris said. "He does have a smart mouth. Noto, which
oneshdl we gart on?'

Draya put his hand on his chin and thought for amoment. "The librarian. | hate books. Put that
scrawny old fart into the boot for awhile." The "boot" was an iron shoe that could befilled with boiling
water or hot coaswhile it was fastened to aperson'sfoot. "Uh-uh, just onefoot, boys," Draya cautioned
the guards. "He's got to be able to do some maneuvering later this morning, when we put himin the
arena." Drayas body rumbled with laughter.

Two guards unchained Prost and dragged him to the torturers.
"Mr. Ferris" he shouted, "thisisunfair! | had nothing to do with these spies! Please, Sir, please!”
Ferrislaughed. "Y ou eat with the crows, you get eaten with the crows!”

Prost was strapped into a chair and then theiron boot was fixed to hisright foot. He still did not
believe any of thiswas redly happening to him. One of the men took apot of boiling water off thefire
and inserted its spout into a hole near the top of the boot. Prost screamed and pulled against his bonds.
Hekicked hisright foot against the inside of the boot—it could be heard thumping hollowly againgt the
meta, but his struggles were useless. The torturer paused and looked up at Draya. Prost groaned and
thrashed about in the chair.

"More?' Drayaasked his companions.



"My dear Noto, of course more." He nodded. The executioner began pouring more scalding water
into the boot. Prost's screams echoed off the stonewalls. As the executioner looked up for instructions,
Ferris continued nodding, until the pot was empty. Tendrils of steam seeped out the top of the device and
the room filled with the stench of parboiled flesh.

"How much longer to breskfast?' Johnny Sticks asked, and everyone shook with laughter, even the
torturers. Prost had passed out from the agony and sat limply in the chair.

"You didn't ask him any questions,” Draya said with apout. "I was hoping we could get information
out of the old bastard.”

"He don't know nothing,” Ferris answered. "He's usaless. Time we got areal manager to run that
place. He overspent his budget like crazy! He was supposed to get more girls through Juanita, but
instead he went out and bought all these expensive goddamned books! Books! Who the hell needs that
shit in afucking cathouse?' He shrugged. What was done was done. "WEell use the books for decoration.
| just brought him along to get things started. Let him loose." He gestured at the guards, who unstrapped
Prost's bonds and unfastened the boot. Hot water spilled out onto the floor. "Oh," Ferris exclaimed when
they could see Prost'sfoot, "cook spoiled theroast again, | guess.” His companions smiled heartily. The
guards dragged Prost's unconscious body back to the wall and chained him there.

"Make you hot?" Johnny Sticks whispered into Juanitals ear.

She nibbled playfully at Johnny's earlobe. "I'll get hot when we start on them.” She gestured at the
Marines. "Especidly that one." She pointed a Claypoole.

"Hey, boss," Sticksturned to Ferris, "take that one," he pointed at Claypoole, "and ask him how this
thing works." He held up the last of the readers his men had taken from the Marines. " Also, maybe he
knows who the degp-cover agent is. Be useful to know that."

Ferris shrugged. "Whadaya think, Noto? | don't think Nast told these guys. He didn't tell Culloden,
and we know Nast trusted him. | think he sent us these three dummiesto distract us. If we had thetime
we could drag 'em over to Doc's and get the truth out of them.”

"Hah," Drayaanswered. "We don't havethetime. | think you'reright." He turned to the Marines.
"How doesit fed to be Nast's patsies?' And back to the others, said, "And who careswhere Nast is
hiding out? We got our security up, and without the proof he needs, he can raid us until Sunday and it
won't do him any good. Besides, torturing these guysis morefun. | liketo see my victims squirm. Let's
take these Marinesin turn, by 1Q. Takethe corpord first."

"They don't promote by 1Q in the Marines! We're smarter than he ever will bel” Claypoole and Dean
shouted at once.

"Y ou made the right decision,” Pasquin said through his split lip. "These two are too stupid to fed
pan."

Sticks was disappointed. He knew how much Juanita hated Claypoole, and he was hoping that

torturing Claypoole would excite her to the point where he might be able to coax her into amoreintimate
relaionship in thetime left before the contest.

"Givehimanail job," Drayarumbled. "Only one hand, though, and not hisfighting hand either. Hell
need that later, to makeit look good.”

Guards unchained Pasquin and dragged him over to the torturers, where he was strapped into the
chair just by Progt. "Y ou left or right-handed, boy?' one of the torturers asked.

"Fuck you, asshole! I've killed better men than you!”

The executioner looked at Draya. "Take achance. Left hand. If he's left-handed, too bad." The capo
chuckled. In one swift motion the man ripped the nail off Pasquin's|eft forefinger. His assstant



immediately plunged ared-hot pin into the flesh.

Pasquin heaved againgt the straps holding him and groaned. Perspiration broke out on hisforehead.
He grunted and sucked breath through his clenched teeth but he did not scream.

Dean and Claypoole screamed curses at the gangsters.

"Another?' the torturer asked. Draya nodded, and he plucked the nail on Pasguin's middlefinger. The
corpora gasped thistime and grunted. When another needle was plunged in, he let out a short bark of a
shout. Blood trickled out the side of his mouth where held bitten himself to keep from screaming. He
breathed heavily and his eyes flashed hatred at the gangsters but still he did not scream.

"Give him the boot," Ferrissaid.

"Don't look, fellasl Don't look!" Pasquin gasped at Dean and Claypoole as his right foot was placed
into the boot. When thefirgt trickle of scalding water dribbled down the outside of hislower foot he gave
ashout of pain and anger. Asthe boot dowly filled, hisagony increased until he could hold it in no longer
and screamed until he was hoarse. Findly he dumped forward, exhausted and overcome with pain.

"It'samogt four inthemorning," Drayasaid as he yawned. "l gottahave at least eight hours of deep a
night or I'm worthlessin the morning. Let'sleave these birds. They'll get theirs at the show later. Come
on, let's head back to our rooms," Drayatold the others.

"Noto, Noto..." Therewas anote of desperation in Juanita's voice. "Let me stay for awhile? | havea
score to settle with these two." Sheindicated Dean and Claypoole.

Drayashrugged. "Never deny alady her pleasures. Okay, I'm outta here," he said.
"Juanita, come on along with us," Johnny Sticks urged.

She pecked him on the cheek. ™Y ou run dong, Johnny. I'll join you in alittle while."” She patted himin
an intimate spot.

Johnny's eyebrows rose and he smiled. He turned quickly and joined the bosses as they plodded
down thetorchlit passageway.

The guards and torturers stood waiting for the woman's instructions. " Stand aside and let me work on
them for awhile,” she commanded. Obediently, the guards retregted into the passageway, where they lit
up smokes and the torturers settled down among their instruments with cold drinks.

She pulled down Claypool€'s trousers and grabbed him by the crotch. " Scream,” she Whispered, "this
has got to look redl.”

"Fuck you," Claypoole muttered.
"Goddamnit, haller, you idiot!" shewhigpered. "l want them to think I'm redlly hurting you."
"Eat shit, you old bitch," Claypoole shouted.

Juanitayanked on hisjewe s and Claypoole grunted. "Isthat al you can do?' he asked through
clenched teeth.

She leaned close and bit his earlobe so hard her lips came away stained with blood. One of the guards
watching from the passageway laughed. "l work for Nast, you idiot," she whispered, wiping the blood
from her mouth. "Give methe codeand I'll call for help.”

Claypoole snickered. "Get onwithit," he said.

"No, no, you goddamned fool, | am Nast's secret agent, Claypoole! Give me the goddamned code!
I'll get your reader and cal himin!"

Claypoole gtared at Juanita. She yanked hisjewels again, harder thistime.



"You...?'

The other prisoners were chained far enough away from where Claypoole was lying they could not
hear what Juanita had been saying. "Rock, what the hdll's going on?" Dean whispered.

"Shut up!" Juanita screamed. She jumped up and kicked Dean in the head. He cursed foully but she
turned back to Claypoole. She leaned over him, bracing herself on both arms. "Now Claypoole, listen to
me," shewhispered, her voiceintense. "I don't blame you for not believing me." She brought her knee up
between his legs to make the guards think she was whispering her hatred to the chained Marine. "But you
have got to believe me! | am your only chance! | know Nast is somewhere on Havanagas, waiting for
your signd. Tell me how to send it! I've got what he needsto put these bastards away forever.” She
leaned forward as she spoke, punctuating her whispered words with forceful dapsto Claypoolesface.

Claypoole thought fagt. It made sense. But if Juanita was the deep-cover agent ...? A nasty thought
began to form in hismind. What wasit that fat bastard had said? Sending the Marinesherewas a
diversion of somekind? Anger surged through Rachman Claypoole. If thiswas a setup—

"Knivesin the Night, chieu hoi—"
"Wha?'
"C-h-i-e-u-h-0-i, chieu hoi," Claypoole whispered.

Juanita stood up and signaled the guards. "1'm going to see Johnny," she said. " Get these fools ready
for the show." Sheturned and walked out.

"What was that all about?' Dean asked.

Claypoole was not ready to tell anyone what had passed between him and Juanita. If he were wrong...
"Shelikesme," wasdl Claypoole would say. Dean grunted and lay back againgt the stones.

"I'm dll fucked up,” Pasquin groaned from his corner of the cdll. "Oh, God, I'm no good with only one
foot, guys. Youll haveto carry me out in themorning." Helay back and groaned again.

"We're going to stand together and go down together,” Dean said. "Us and Mr. Prost there, if he can
get up on hisgood leg. Were going down fighting, like Marines.

"Guessthismight beit for us, eh Joe? What away to go!" Claypoole whispered. He lay back againgt
the cold stone. Was Juanitatelling the truth? If she were—a quick surge of hope flared up in his breast,
but he suppressed it immediately. No, thered be no last minute rescue on thismission. Why did Nast
pick us? he asked himsalf angrily. Why did he put usinto this shit? Marineswould never do thisto
anyone. He shook hishead. | gottastop feding sorry for mysdlf, he thought.

"I may only have oneleg to stand on," Pasquin said with effort through the red cloud of pain
enveloping him, "but were ateam, we're going out stlanding up and—oh, Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, it
fucking hurts, guys" Hisvoice shook and he was breathing heavily and soaked in perspiration. The
othersdid not even darelook at hisleg.

One of the guards approached them. No, it was Hugo, Johnny Stickss man. He carried asmall case
and apitcher of water. "Mr. Ferris wants you guysto look good tomorrow," he announced without
preamble. "I'm gonnagive your buddy and the bookman there a shot to knock them out and then apply
these compressesto thelir feet. At least they'll be able to stand up tomorrow." He gave them dl adrink
from the pitcher and then plunged a syringe into Pasquin's good leg.

"I don't need no goddamn—oh, Jesus, oh—" He dumped unconscious to the stones. Hugo did the
samething for Prost, who had not regained consciousness. Then he applied what looked like ashoeto
the foot that had been broiled.

"These compresses will harden so they can stand on their feet, and they're impregnated with a



powerful anagesic that'll help deaden the pain,” Hugo explained.
"What'sthe plan?' Dean asked.

Hugo hesitated and looked around. "Y ou're going up againgt jackels, you know, dinosaur-like
raptors? Y ou know what happened to Nast's last agent? Prost is going first, on hisown, to get the crowd
gtirred up. Then you three go. If by some miracle you should win, then professiona gladiators will be sent
intokill you."

"When?" Claypoole asked.
Again Hugo hesitated. "Hdf past deven, five hoursfrom now."
"Should we thank you?' Claypoole asked cynicaly.

"No. I've made my bed. | follow orders, whatever they might be. But you guys don't deserve to go out
likethis, no man does. Go for their snouts. Good luck tomorrow,” he whispered, and he was gone.

Johnny Stickswas naked under his robe, throbbing with anticipation as Juanita stepped into his suite.
"Did you enjoy your little sesson with the boys downgtairs?' he asked.

Shewalked over to where he was standing. " Of course, Johnny. | fedl much better now.” Sticks
grabbed her and pressed himself up againgt her. She could fed him underneath hisrobe. "Johnny," she
whispered into hisear, "I know how to send the signa to Nast."

"What? They told you? How?"
"Give methereader and I'll show you," she whispered.

Her hand touched him ever so lightly under hisrobe. Johnny was so wild he would have given Juanita
his pistal. "It's over on the dresser," he croaked.

She stepped to the dresser, and there among Johnny's personal items sat the reader. She picked it up
and turned it on. Johnny came up behind her and pressed himself into her back. She whirled around and
drove the blade of atiny gtiletto between hisribs. Johnny grunted in surprise and staggered backward.
Juanitafollowed and stabbed him twice more. "Urk! Y ou—" Johnny doubled over and grasped his
stomach. The blood flowed between hisfingers. He went to his knees, gasping and choking. ™Y ou—Y ou
goddamned—" He pitched forward on the floor.

Absently, Juanitawiped her hand on her skirt. She scrolled through the table of contents. Ah, thereit
was, Knives in the Night. She smiled. Just what you'd expect a Marine to be reading. She activated the
search function and punched in ¢-h-i-e-u-h-o-i. She wondered what the words chieu hoi meant. She
never felt the bullet that crashed into the back of her skull. Poor Johnny Sticks was not as naked under
that robe as she had thought.

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Theiron gateto their prison cell dammed open with atremendous crash, snapping Dean out of the
semicomatose state he had been in, not fully awake but not quite adeep ether. He thought he had been
dreaming, talking to his mother. She had been dive, in perfect hedth, and he was aboy again, looking up
at her as she spoke. "Joseph,” she had told him, "your Honor isin Fidelity."

"All right, boys, your time has come," one of the guards grunted as he kicked the four men into upright
positions from where they lay on the cold stonefloor. "Look lively, look lively. In lessthan three hours
now you won't be anymore." He and his severa companions laughed harshly. They hauled each man to
hisfest, taking off the manacles and chains asthey did.



"I ain't worth adamn in the mornings without a cup of coffee," Claypoole said, stretching. Severd of
the guards laughed. They admired his pluck. Dean looked at him in admiration too. They werein
desperate trouble and Claypoole was cracking jokes! A sudden wave of affection for hisfriend brought
moisture to his eyes. Claypoole thought to himself, Where the hell isNast!

"Damn!" Pasquin said, "I can actualy walk on thisthing!" He tested hisweight on hisinjured foot and it
held, with little pain. "Remember," hetold the others as the guards unchained him, "were in thistogether.”

"Not him," aguard gestured to Progt. "He'sgoing in first dl by himsalf."

Already people were gathering in the Coliseum stands above, taking their seatsin the early morning
freshness, relaxing, buying their breakfasts from the vendors who plied the aides. Out in the arenaiitslf,
clownsinitiated mock battles for the amusement of the early crowd. Even in their subterranean prison the
Marines could hear the muted laughter, like the audio from avid being played two rooms over.

"Gate receipts are gonna top the record today,” one of the guards remarked. "All right, into the
showerswith you birds."

Held by three guards each, the four men were hustled into a modem shower facility adjoining the mock
dungeon. The warm water revived them somewnhat after their orded. "We can't jump them,” Claypoole
observed, standing under the cascading water. " Too many of ‘em.”

"Listen," Claypooletold Prog, "the rgptors hamstrings have been cut, so they can't jJump. Weve
encountered these things before. Y ou do have achance! Attack! Catch them off balance! They're only
animdd"

"Go for the snouts," Dean advised.
"No talking, damnit!" one of the guards shouted.
"I'm very afraid, gentlemen,” Prost whispered.

"So arewe," Pasquin admitted, "but we're Marines, we've been shot at and shit at and thisisthe worst
scrape any of us have ever been in, but we are not giving up! We are not going out quietly. Don't you
givethem that satisfaction, Mister Prog.”

"Actudly," Claypoole said, "the worst scrape | ever been in was on Elnedl, when wewerelogt in the
Martac. Remember, Joe? We were—" He shut up when the other two looked at him very strangely.
Well, they didn't know what he knew. "I got a score to settle with these bastards,” he went on, "and no
Wanderjahrian jackals and no gladiators are going to stop me. They got afight on their hands today, by
God, and we are gonnawinit!" Hisvoice rang off thewalls, causng the guardsto look at the four men
suspicioudy.

"| told you guysto shut up!" aguard hollered.

Claypoole's companions regarded him asif thinking, What the hdll's gotten into him? Then they broke
into cheers. "Kill! Kill! Kill!" they shouted and gave high fives dl around. Dean, Pasquin, and even Prost
felt a sudden surge of hope, so infectious was Claypool€e's defiance. Claypoole thought, If Juanita's sent
the message—But still he dared not tell his companions, in case the hope of their rescue proved fase. He
gill didn't know if he could trust Juanita, if he'd done the right thing by giving her the code. Who can you
trust? Claypoole asked himself. He looked at the other three and he knew.

Nast had findly agreed to set up a shelter between the two Essays, o he could get al his men together
for apreflight briefing. An aeria blowup of the coliseum had been projected onto ascreen so dl of them
could seeit. They had been studying smaller versonsfor three days and knew the place by heart. But
Nast ingsted on one more rehearsal.



"They won't be expecting us," Nast said. "I'm going to bein the lead Essay. Well land right here.” He
pointed to aspot in the arenajust in front of the emperor's box "The bosses will be seated there, with
their whole menagerie. Those walls are about four meters high. From the roof of an Essay that'll be an
easy climb. Well assault the mob bosses directly from the Essays. Number two will follow usin and
provide security for the snatch. Do not fire unless you have to. We don't want to harm any of the
spectators. But if you'refired on or if anyonetriesto interfere with this operation, shoot to kill." They'd dl
heard that before too.

"Any word from our Marines?' Chief Riggs asked.

"No," Nast answered quickly. "Nothing. We have to assume they've been compromised So have my
agents.”
"Then how're you going to get the evidence you need to put these rats away?' Brock asked.

Nast paused for only an ingtant before he said, "I have enough evidence from their operationson a
dozen worldsto extradite them from Havanages.”

If he already had what he needed, then why—Chief Riggs asked himsdf. A sudden thought occurred
to the old navy chief that made him start but he dared not give voiceto it. "Well snatch Draya, Ferris,
and their henchmen and trangport them to the Wanganui . She should be in orbit by now. | know, |
know, customswill have queried Perizitteswhy he's here, and helll tell them it'sto effect emergency
repairsto their Beam drive. | anticipated something like this might happen. We're off schedule, | know.
But we have the dement of surprise and welll get them by the balls"”

Brock and severa other policemen looked dubious.

"Brock, you and your team'll be on the lead Essay with me. Soon as we're down, up you go and into
the box. Y ou al know what our targetslook like; any doubt, secure or disable everyone. Don't let
anyone get out of the boxes. Isthat clear? If you have to shoot anyone to stop him from getting away,
shoot him. Well sort out who's who when we get back to the Wanganui .

Brock looked at the officer gitting next to him and they exchanged glances. Wasthisalicenseto kill?

"Chief," Nast turned to Riggs, "we go in asif thiswere awartime combat assault. Y ou know how to
do that. When the prisoners are secure, you take off for the Wanganui immediately. Therest of uswill
remain on the ground until you can get back for us. Gentlemen, it might be a very hot hour down there for
those of uswho stay behind. Make sure you have plenty of ammunition. Chief,” again he turned back to
Riggs, who then briefed the men on how an assault landing would go, despite the fact they'd practiced
dry runs many times over the previous days.

Riggs explained again that they would go in at wave-top level a supersonic speed When they
approached the coast of the continent where Rome was situated, they would rise to treetop level. That
way they should be able to avoid any surveillance radars the mob might have in operation. Nast was not
worried about armed interference while they were airborne, just that their quarry might get advance
warning and get away.

"Okay, men, thirty minutesto 8 hours," Nast announced when Riggs was done. " Team leaders, review
your assignments with your men. Once were away you can catch some deep.”

Nast turned to go but Brock stopped him. "How're we gonna make an arrest that'll hold up in court if
you don't have that evidence your agent was supposed to get for you?'

Nast regarded Brock for amoment. Still the dumb street cop from back in, where wasiit, someplace
cdled Fairfax County?"Welbourne, look at it thisway. I'm the number two man in the Ministry of
Jugtice. | have aphaanx of lawyersjust waiting to go into action, and besides, the President of the
Confederation bought into this operation months ago. But if that's not enough for you, there won't be any
tria for these swine. They're going straight to Darkside, those who survivetheraid. It's not thefirst time



and it won't be the last. Now get with your men and get them ready. And Welbourne, the fewer of those
ratsthat survive the assault, the better it'll be for the taxpayers.”

The four prisoners sat chained to awall just inside the staging area. From outs de came the hubbub of
the crowd waiting impatiently for the gamesto begin. There was asudden burst of laughter.

"What timeisit?' Claypoole asked one of the guards.

"Eleven twenty-two. Eight minutes to show time." He laughed and came over to where the four st.
"Look. Were only following orders. Were not responsible for this. Therell be at least two jackals out
there. You've got achanceif you stick together and cooperate.” He glanced Sideways at Prost. "But he
doesn't,”" the man whispered.

"Where the hell are the cops when you need them most?* Claypoole muttered. The others laughed
briefly, thinking it was Claypool€'s dogged sense of humor, but he really meant what he said. Wherethe
hell was Nast, anyway? On the other side of the planet? What could be taking him so long? Now he had
serious doubts Juanita had ever sent the message. He could see her now, schmoozing with Johnny Sticks,
laughing at how easy it wasto get the code. More laughter from the crowd. "Jesus," he muttered, "don't
any of those fools redize what's redlly going on down here?"

"No, they think it'sal done by specid effects,” Dean answered. "When Taraand I—" he stopped
short. Tara. Burned at the stake. Anger bordering on madness swept through him. He got control of
himsdf after amoment. "They don't think these fights are any morered than thevids dl of uswetch,” he
sadinatired voice.

A very bigman in gladiatoriad armor came up to them. "If you survive the raptors, and you just might,
you'll haveto ded with us" he said "Well kill you quickly, if you cooperate. That'sal | can promise.
Quick and clean.”

"I'm sorry to disappoint you, Sir," Pasguin replied, "but you kill usand you'll know you've had a
goddamned fight on your hands."

The gladiator stared silently at the Marines, shrugged and touched ahand to his helmet's visor. "We
who are about to die salute you," he whispered.

"These guys take this stuff awful serious" Dean whispered. He thought the remark sounded extremely
nonchaant and he was proud of himsdlf for saying it. Claypoole wasn't the only one with asense of
humor.

Pasquin had to laugh. "I'll missyou fools," he whispered to histwo teammates. There weretearsin his
eyes as he spoke.

"No! No!" Prost protested as two guards unchained him and hauled him to hisfest.

"Thesethings never start ontime," one guard said, grinning. "Y our life has been extended by
approximately two minutes. Hope you used the time to good advantage.”

It was precisaly 11:32.

Dressed in aloosdly fitting togathat came to just below his knees, and armed with only a short sword,
Gerry Progt was thrust unceremonioudly into the arena. The door dammed shut behind him. The sun was
blinding! As hiseyes adjusted, he saw thousands of people looking down at him from their seatsin the
gdleries. The arenawas empty. He staggered forward and then stopped. From the opposite wall another
door opened and out hopped two of the most horrible creatures he'd ever seen. His heart pounded
wildly in his chest asthe animals stood blinded by the strong sunlight, seeking their bearings. The crowd
erupted in an enormous shout of delight.



Bent low to the ground, sniffing the sand as they came on, the jackas advanced cautioudy to the
center of the arena. Prost stood rooted to the spot, unable to move, his sword dangling uselessly from his
hand. They saw their prey at last and scuttled forward rapidly in short hops.

Thefaster of the two jackals skidded to a halt inches from where Prost stood. Suddenly, asurvival
ingtinct took over and the old man swung his sword and brought it straight down onto the creature's
snout. It gave apiercing skree! and reared back on its haunches. Prost dashed around to one side asthe
second monster lunged at him, itsfangs bared and dripping. Dodging nimbly under its neck, he whacked
it on the side with hissword. To his horror the weapon bounced harmlesdly off the thing's hide and out of
his hand into the sand.

The crowd was on itsfeet, screaming and cheering, but Prost could've been aonein the world for al
the notice he took of the noise. Thefirst jacka fastened itsjaws upon hisinjured leg and lifted him bodily
off the ground asit got back on its hind legs. Prost screamed in agony as the beast began shaking him like
arag doll. Hisleg separated just below the knee and hefdll heavily into the sand, rich red blood spurting
from the arteriesin his severed limb. The jacka tossed back its head and swallowed the leg. The second
cresture leaped upon him. Prost had just enough time to turn face down on the ground. The thing gripped
him firmly with its short upper arms and raked him vicioudy with its hind claws. Prost screamed in agony
asthe razor-sharp talons shredded his back and buttocks. Attracted by the source of the screams, it
dipped its head quickly and decapitated Prost with one bite. The two then went to work on what was | eft
of their victim.

It was 11:34.

"Jeez, Dad, that was great!" the young lad from Sisyphus enthused, sitting in the gdlery between his
parents. "Firg that witch thing and now thisl Boy, | can't wait until the gladiators come on!™

The crowd shrieked as one of the jackals ripped the intestines out of its victim and gulped them down
like dimy red sausages. "Oh, that's disgusting!” The boy's mother said, and laughed.

"Animd entrails™ her husband said knowingly. "But wonderful specid effects. I've read wherethey use
severa hundred pounds of raw mest here each day, to smulate human body parts.”

"Look! Look!" their son shouted, getting to hisfeet in his excitement, "Three guys! Now ther€'s gonna
beared fight!"

"Siddown up front! Siddown!" afat man sitting behind the family from Sisyphus shouted around a
mouthful of hamburger.

It was 11:39.

The jackals looked up from their meal asthe three men entered the arena. They were dressed like
Prost and dso armed with the short gladius swords.

Something red and stringy dangled from one of the jackd's jaws. "Oh, Chrigt," Dean groaned when he
realized what it was. The sand around where the two creatures crouched was stained dark red; chunks
of meat lay scattered about.

"Ah, goddamn, they're gonna pay for this" Claypoole shouted, and started toward the jackals.

"Hold it, Rock! We stick together." Pasguin grabbed Claypool €'s shoulder and restrained him. "We
gtand here and let them cometo us. Save our energy.”

The jackals seemed in no hurry. The crowd began to jeer and throw thingsinto the arena. "' Fuck you!™
Dean shouted as a hdf-eaten piece of fruit bounced off his shoulder.

"Steady, steady,” Pasguin muttered. More fruit, half-eaten sandwiches, even a shoe or two, pelted
them from the gdleries. The corpora laughed. "We can take thisfor another six months.”



A third jackal suddenly skittered into the arena.
It was 11:44.
"Uh-oh, that one hasn't been fed thismorning,” Claypoole said.

The beast hobbled forward, snarling. The crowd cheered wildly. The three Marines arranged
themsalvesin atight triangle and faced it. As soon asit lunged, Pasquin stepped backward quickly while
Claypoole and Dean attacked it from the flanks, banging their swords on its snout. A look amost of
surprise came over thething'sface asit reared back to get away from the pounding. At that moment
Pasquin lunged forward and plunged thetip of his sword into one of itseyes. Thejacka skreeked shrilly
and shook its head. Dean and Claypoole closed in on it from the flanks and, holding their swordsin both
hands, rained fierce blows on its head. The blades were too dull to cut but the heavy blows opened its
hide and blood spurted out. Dean managed to close the thing's other eye.

Blinded, the jackal whirled about and staggered off toward the other two, which jumped on it and
began tearing it gpart. The three Marines withdrew and reformed their little group, panting and catching
their breath. The spectators went wild.

It was 11:48.

"What the hell'sgoing on?" Noto Drayarumbled. He and Ferris, their aides and guards, sat in the
emperor's box. The two capos were decked out in purple togas fringed in gold; golden coronets graced
their heads. They drank wine from silver goblets and puffed on Davidoff Anniversarios No. 1.

"They won't last alot longer, Noto," Ferrissaid. He held out his goblet and anubile serving girl poured
morewine. He laughed. "Man, they disposed of my librarianinnotimeat al!"

Drayalaughed "Hey, sorry to hear about Johnny and that bitch, Juanita. Goddamned women are more
trouble than most men can handle”

Ferrismade adismissive gesture with hiscigar. "I'll miss Johnny but he should have known better than
to messwith that bitch. He went down shooting, though. One bullet right in the back of her head, and him
lying dying on the floor when he did it. Pretty cool, Johnny, right up to the end.”

"' Shoulda sent the whole crowd to Wirzburg," Draya rumbled.

"Ah, yes, but then we wouldn't have a chance to see them tortured—and this spectaclel” Ferris
laughed "On with the show! On with the show!" he shouted Those nearby took up the chant, and soon
the entire Coliseum rocked with the roar of thousands of voices.

"Did you see how they fought him off?" thelad from Sisyphus hollered in hisfather's ear. "Boy, was
that somefight, eh, Dad? Just three guys with those little swords! Wow, thisis great, Dad! The grestest
vacation ever!"

"Keep your eye on theoneinthemiddle, son. | think he'sin charge.”

The screaming of the crowd, the sscomping of thousands of pairs of feet, was so powerful it seemed a
physica force, like the concussion of an artillery barrage.

The three Marines stood together, watching the jackals. The sweat streaming off their bodies mixed
with the dust from the arena floor to cake them in brown mud. They wiped the swesat from their pdmson
their togas and they turned brown too.

"Maybe they'll take anap when they're done," Claypoole said.

"Nah, you remember Wanderjahr. Those things don't kill just to eet, they kill because they likeit,"
Dean responded. "They'll be at us soon enough.”



Pasquin's foot was beginning to hurt again. "'l can't last much longer," he confessed, "and I'll be on one
leg. If | fdl, leave methere. WEll closein on the first one to come within range of our swords. Y ou two
hack away at its head, I'll try to keep the second one at bay. If he getsme, I'll try to distract him until you
canfinish his partner. Then you'l have afighting chance.”

"Then we only have to worry about armored gladiators,” Claypoole said.
"WEell crossthat bridge when we get to it," Pasquin answered. "Uh-oh, here they come!"
It was 11:50.

"All hands securefor landing!" Chief Riggs announced.

Nast flicked his comm unit to the command channdl. "Heads up, just S0 you haven't forgotten, here's
the drill one more time: soon aswe're down, get out and into the stands. Secure your weapons until were
completely sopped and Chief gives usthe green light to dismount. Y ou guys carrying the scaling ladders,
get them in place fast. Covering team, give them avolley of grenades as soon as you're topside and be
prepared to suppress any fire from the boxes. The grenades won't have the same effect asin aroom, but
they'll stun them long enough for you to get up there and among them. Brock, I'll lead and you follow with
your men. Shoot anyone who—"

"Mr. Nast," Chief Riggsinterrupted, "the second Essay bosun reports hel's losing power fast. Shal we
abort?'

"Negative! Negativel" Nagt yelled without hesitation. "We will proceed as planned! Men," he turned
back to the command net, "be prepared for ahard landing. Anyone gets sick, hewearsit." Hedidn't
bother to tell them they were on their own now. He had no ideawhat he would do. Once on the ground
held figure things out. "Chief, takeusonin."

It was 11:52.

Beforeit could even get its mouth open to let out aroar, Dean and Claypoole were hacking away at
thefirst jacka's head. It ducked and weaved, trying to avoid the blows. The second creature warily
stalked around the smal group and tried coming at them from the rear, but Pasquin was on guard. He
shouted, waved hisword and stomped his good foot in the dust. His bad foot was an agonizing ball of
pain but he could not afford to ease up.

Thefirst jackd let out ashriek of agony as Claypoole put out itsright eye. Dean stepped in from the
other side and plunged the point of his sword into the monster's other eye. Blood spurted out and
coursed down hisarm. Thejacka backed away and squatted back, emitting long shrieks.

Pasguin'sleg gave out at last and he went down hard. The second jackd was on him instantly. It
grabbed the corpora’s head between its short arms, but Pasquin brought hislegs up to his chest, soits
deadly hind claws were not able to reach hisvita parts. He pounded the side of its head with the edge of
hissword in hisright hand and managed to keep itsjaws up with hisleft arm. Claypoole, in afrenzy of
blood lugt, straddled the thing's back and began hammering powerful blows down upon the top of its
head. The spectatorsin the stands could clearly hear the hollow thunk of the blade striking through the
skin and hitting the bone of the anima's skull. Each blow elicited ashout of gpprova from the crowd. The
blinded jacka stumbled and staggered about the arena. Eventudly it crouched on the far side of the field,
breething heavily, refusing to move,

Pandemonium reigned in the Coliseum. The crowd was on its feet screaming for the men. The sound
washed over them like awave. Claypool€e'sjackal managed to fling him off its back. It staggered toits
feet and hobbled away from the trio as quickly asit could. When it reached its companion it began esting



him. The skreeks and shrieks of the dying animal penetrated even the victorious howling of the crowd.

Dean helped Pasguin to hisfeet; he could not stand unassi sted because both legs had been so severely
lacerated by the jackal's hind claws. Pasquin sank to a sitting position. Claypoolejoined them. The roar
of the crowd enfolded them. Thousands of people were standing in the gdleries now, screaming and
holding their thumbs up. Claypoole raised hisarms over his head, his sword gripped firmly in hisright
hand. He turned around dowly, so everyone could see him. Dean did the same. Pasquin clenched hisfigs
and raised them over his head.

"We beat them! We beat them!" Claypool e screamed triumphantly. "We beat them, goddamn you dl,
we beat them!" He had never in hislife felt such power. It seemed now that he was leading the crowd in
itswild enthusiasm. There was nothing he couldn't do! He looked to the emperor's box. Ferrisand Draya
were clearly visible from where he stood, standing out in their purple robes. He shook his bloody sword
inther direction. Y ou're next, you fucking pigs" he screamed. "Come on,” he shouted a Dean, "we can
scaethat wall and get into their box! Let's get them!™ Dragging Pasguin between them, they Sarted
running toward the box.

Itwas 11:57.

They stopped abruptly. Blocking their way was aline of gladiators rapidly trotting out of the staging
area. Claypoole counted a dozen of them, heavily armored and bristling with nasty looking weapons.

"Drop me!" Pasquin shouted, ™Y ou can't fight and hold onto me! Drop me, | said!” Theline beganto
advance on them. The crowd went wild again. Without aword, the two released Pasquin and took up a
defensive stance over the corpora’s prostrate form.

Suddenly, the advancing line of gladiators sopped. The men stood silently. The crowd aso went
slent. After dl the screaming and shouting an eerie calm descended over the arena. The three Marines
could clearly hear themsdlves panting. A big, heavily armored man stepped out from the center of the
line. He carried along sword. He stood facing the Marines. Slowly, the sword held vertica in one hand,
he raised the hilt to his chin, the blade standing straight up in the air, flashing brightly in the sunlight.

"Get onwith it!" areedy, angry voice shouted from the emperor's box. Otherwise the Coliseum was
plunged into tota silence, al eyesfastened on thelone gladiator.

"We sdute you!" the gladiator shouted in avoice that carried to the far reaches of the Coliseum. The
other gladiators raised their wegpons and shouted, "We saute you!™

"Wdl, I'll be goddamned!" Claypoole exclamed.

It was noon.

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Homs Ferris waddled to the front of the emperor's box, hisvast bulk jiggling obscendly. "Get on withiit!
Get on! You are dl dead menif you don't!" he shouted, hisface as purple as hisrobe. The big man
standing in front of the line of gladiators did not even bother to ook up at the box. " Get that man's name!”
Ferris screamed at an aide. Obediently, the man scurried off to find out who the gladiator was. Ferris
turned to Draya, who lolled in his enormous chair, a huge goblet of winein one hand. The sunlight
gparkled brightly off the diamondsin the rings on his sausage-like fingers.

"Sumbitches gettin' beyond themsalves," Drayarumbled. He shifted hiscigar from theright to the left
side of his mouth. An expression of annoyance came over hisface. He removed the cigar and probed in
his mouth with afinger, extracting a masticated wad of tobacco. Heflipped it away. It landed on Johnny
Stickssformer aide, Hugo. The men sitting around him laughed. Embarrassed, Hugo surreptitioudy
removed the messwith anapkin.



"Noto, I'll tell you what—" Ferris began.

Drayasat forward in his chair and held up ahand. "Ligten." From far off to the northwest of the
Coliseum therewas arumble. Draya sat back in his chair. " Goddamn storm coming! Are we gonna have
to St hereintherain?' he asked an aide.

The aide shrugged. "Weather report says clear and hot through the end of the week."

"We ought to build one of them domes, you know," Draya said, ""so we could have climate control in
here. Thisfirg-century Roman shit'sfine oncein awhile, but goddamn, thisis the twenty-fifth century and
we oughta be able to Sit in here without swestin' our jewe s off."

"We could build aspecid box, boss, just for the emperor,” the aide offered.

"Nah." He waved a huge hand dismissively. "Then they'll want them too.” He gestured at the thousands
of gpectators. "Buddhas prick on astick, that thing's moving fast!" He gestured off to the northwest,
where the distant rumbling had now risen in volume and intensity. "It's gettin' closer!” Therewasasmall
tinge of darmin Drayasvoice. "If | wasn't so damned comfortable I'd get under cover.” A woman sitting
beside him put her hand between hislegs and smiled. "What's alittlerain?' Drayalaughed.

But now others had taken note of the approaching storm. People began looking up apprehensively a
the sky, but it was cloudless. The rumble turned to a splitting roar, and suddenly, over the roof of the
stadium, amassive black object appeared, spitting fire. Panic seized the spectators.

"Mom! Dad! It'sa Confederation Navy Mark 1V Essay!" the lad from Sisyphus shouted. " See, the
forward stabilizer is mounted &t aforty-five-degree angle instead of fifty-five, like onthe Mark VI's!
Goddamn, Dad, thisisthe greatest fucking vacation since the beginning of theworld!"

"Sonny!" hismother exclamed. "Wheredid you learn to talk like that?'

"He'sright, Mother!" the father shouted, also on hisfeet. "Holy jumping shit, they'reraiding the
emperor's box! God-damn, thisis so real, goddamn, how do they do this stuff? Goddamn, lookit that,
lookit that! What a goddamned surprisethisis! Arewe getting our money's worth or are we?”

The mother shook her head. Then shelaughed. "Am | going to have atalk with you two when we get
back to our hotel!"

Chief Riggs guided the Essay to a perfect landing directly behind the gladiators and only ameter from
thewdl. While the dust was il inthe air, its rear ramp dropped and armed men raced out of it. The
gladiators threw down their wegpons.

"Y ou take care of Raoul!" Claypoole shouted. "I've got work to do!" He ran unopposed through the
gladiators, hopped nimbly onto the skirts of the Essay and hoisted himsdlf topside. Two men in protective
armor where putting up a short ladder to the emperor's box. Severa others crouched nearby, firing stun
grenades. To the utter amazement of the assault team, Claypoole dashed between them and flung himself
up the ladder.

"Claypoole!" someone shouted behind him, but he paid no attention.

Two men wielding hand-blasters were trying to shepherd Homs Ferristo safety. Noto Draya sat
dazed and confused in his seet, temporarily stunned by the grenades. Claypoole screamed and brought
his sword down on Ferriss head with al his strength. Bone crunched and blood spurted from the wound.
Claypoole dodged under one man's arm and his gun went off with aharmless crack! He drove hisknee
into the other's groin, and as the man doubled over, he rammed the hilt of his sword down onto the top of
his head. Executing a perfect pirouette, he smashed the blade of his sword into the first man'sface,



sending him backward in an explosion of blood.

Homs Ferrislay unprotected, groaning, blood flowing from his head wound. Claypoole descended on
him like St. George on the dragon, raining a quick succession of terrible blows onto the fat man's skull.
He stopped only when he saw pieces of brain on the blade of his sword. Behind him big men in black
body armor were climbing into the box, firing wegpons. It was pandemonium. Claypoole leaped over the
seats and fell on Draya. A woman with agun, blood running from her nose, sood in front of him. He
broke her gun arm with ablow from his sword and body-blocked her into the next row of sests, but his
sword flew out of hisgrip on impact and skittered under the seets, where he couldn't reach it. He dived
on Draya, asavage scream welling up from somewhere degp inside his soul. Lance Corpora Rachman
Claypoole, Confederation Marine Corps, was not aman at that ingtant but an avenging devil. At least
that iswhat Noto Draya thought he saw thundering down on him.

Drayascreamed in prima fear as Claypoole grabbed his throat, threw him bodily between the seats
and began smashing his head on the floor... He smashed Draya's head again and again.

The next thing Rachman Claypoole knew, severd men were holding him. Someone wastaking to him.
Gradually the red haze obscuring his senses cleared.

"Rock! Rock! For God's sake, are you al right?" It was Dean. Over Dean's shoulder he recognized
Chief Riggs, and beside him that big cop, Brock. And there was Nast!

"They burned Katie!" Claypoole gasped. "They burned her.” It was the only explanation he could give
for what hed just done. It was the only one he needed. He looked into the faces surrounding him. " Good
old Juanita got the word off, didn't she? | was right to give her the password, then.”

"Let him go," Nast sgned to the policemen. "Clean thismess up here.” He laid ahand on Claypoole's
shoulder. "Rock, Juanita never sent me amessage. | came today because | knew the bosses would be
here

"Then—Then—" Claypoole stuttered.

"Y es, shewas my acein the hole, Claypoole. Y ou say you gave her the code? Y ou were supposed to,
but | couldn't tell you that. Thisthing had to go down a certain way or it would never have worked.
But—" He hesitated. "I knew Ferris and Draya attended these games every Wednesday, so my fal-back
wasto raid them hereif anything went wrong."

"Whereisthat Sticks bastard anyway?' Dean asked.

"Dead," Nast replied. "That'swhat the survivors here told us anyway. We haven't had a chance yet to
recover the bodies. Juanitakilled him, but apparently before he died he was able to put abullet into her.”

"But—" Claypoole was not sure he understood, or that he wanted to understand "Patsies’ iswhat
they'd been called down in the dungeons. Patsies?

Nast saw the confusion on hisface. "'l had to have away to get the evidence Juanita had accumul ated.
She sat in on many of the mob's most secret meetings and recorded them. But she had no way to get
them off-world. The mob doesn't trust anyone that much to let them get out of here without afull scan.
So | had to get the recordings from her here, on Havanagas. | couldn't take a chance on giving her a
device when we met on Wanderjahr two years ago either. | knew what happened in her bar when you
were deployed there. That'swhy | picked you two, and | told her to watch out for you. | wanted
someone she could recognize easily, and someone it would be convincing for her to pretend to hate.”

"But you don't have the recordings!™ Brock interjected.

"Maybe we can find them. But | really don't need them. There never wasto be any tria for these guys.
Y ou, Claypoole, you too, Dean, know what | mean." He was referring to the men Nast had sent to
Darkside for poaching on Avionia



"Wewere bait! We were your bagmen!" Dean exclaimed.

"Yes, you could put it that way. | knew Culloden had been turned. But | couldn't take a chance on
compromising Juanita. She was my last hope to get these guys. | needed the authority first to mount this
operation, and by promising to get the evidence to put these guys away, | got it. Oh, Juanita hid the
recordings somewhere, and well find them. Y ou know how evil these men were. Y ou know al thiswas
worthit."

"Worth our lives?' Claypoole shouted. "Worth the lives of O'Mol and Grace and Tara? Worth Katie's
life? They killed Prost too, the librarian! He never did anything to anybody. Y ou got al those people
killed! And al you had to do was just come here yoursdlf and get Juanital They burned Katie, you
bastard!" Claypoole shouted. "They burned her a this Worstburg, Wrstberg place! Burned her so you
could get your worthless 'evidence!"”

"We don't need the evidence now, Claypoole! Y ou killed the capos! Y ou killed them with your bare
hands. That evens up the score, doesn't it?"

Claypool€e's mouth fell open. He was not proud of what he had just done, even though those men
deserved degath; he was not proud to have been turned into an animal by this officious, arrogant police
bureaucrat. Trading Katie'slife for those two fat dobs didn't even up the score, he thought.

Claypoole swung hisarm in a 180-degree arc then, and brought hisfist sharply onto the bridge of
Nast's nose. The snap of the cartilage breaking echoed loudly in the emperor's box. Blood spurted from
Nast's nose and he staggered backward. As Claypoole stepped forward to deliver another blow, Brock
stopped him.

Nast stood with one hand over his broken nose. "Dad's okay! Dad's okay!" he muttered. "Led imb
go, Brock. Led imb go. | deserbed dad. I'mb sorry, Caypoole, I'mb sorry."

Claypoole hit him again, thistime over theright eye. Brock made no effort to restrain him. "I oughta
smack you for everyone you got killed on this operation, you worthless, manipulating bastard!" he
shouted. Claypoole was dmost in tears he was so mad. He couldn't believe they'd been used like that,
and worse, that innocent peopl€'s lives had been sacrificed by Nast. This man was not the Special Agent
Nast he remembered from the operation on Avionia

Nast raised his hands. "Okay, dad'sid, Caypoole! Y ou god yur shot. No more shit oudda you,
Maing"

Claypoole clenched hisfidts, trying to get control of himsdlf. All around them the members of the
assault team were securing prisoners. One of them was Hugo, Johnny Stickssaide. "I need to tell you
something,” he hollered a the Marines.

Brock sgndled that the officer securing him should bring him over.
"That'sHugo," Dean said. "Hetried to help uslast night. Go easy on him, will you?"

"Look," Hugo said, but before he could finish, the second Essay roared over the Coliseum and
gracefully landed amid acloud of dust and flame. "Look," hetried again, "they took your girl to
Wirzburg. That's about three hours from here by suborbital aircraft.”

"I know that." Chief Riggs had just joined the group. "Wannago to Wiirzburg, boss?' he asked Nag,
then did a double take when he noticed his broken nose.

"Y eah? Why do we need to know dad?' Nast asked, speaking carefully now, to be better
understood.

"Well, the burnings only take place when westher permits, because they're held outside. It's been
raining heavily in Wirzburg these last three days. | know 'cause Sticks was concerned about losing
money on the event."



"Thank God for therain!" Claypoole shouted at the top of hisvoice. "Nast?"

"Brock, take ten men and these two Marines. Chief, you drive. Take our Essay to Wirzburg. You
should makeit before dark. 1've got to stay here and tie up loose ends. WEell have Pasquin on board the
Wanganui and in stasisin just afew minutes, so don't worry about him. Come on, get amove on!"

Claypoole seized Nast's hand and shook it. "Thank you! Thank you! And thank God for therain! I'll
never complain about rain again aslong asl livel"

Olwyn O'Moal, flanked in the prisoners dock by Grace and Katie, both of whom were still weak from
the scourging that had just been administered—to the indifferent response of the touristsin the
gallery—stood as straight as the burden of his chainswould permit. Grace wasin particularly bad
condition since the bullet wounds she'd sustained in the fight at the docks had never been attended to.

Outside, the rain poured down in sheets. O'Mol was awarethat if it hadn't been for therain, they'd all
be dead. But then again, now they were facing further ordeals at the hands of the torturersinstead.

"Olwyn O'Mol, how do you answer to the charge of witchcraft?' the presiding judge bellowed

OMol hesitated. If he pled guilty and repented, the sentence of strangulation would have to be carried
out immediately, rain or not. In that regard, the rules of the Renaissance park would prevail. If he denied
hisguilt, he'd live until the rain stopped and things dried out a bit, but that would mean moretorture. He
had no more fingernailsto lose, but there was aways the boot, the witch's chair, the ladder, red-hot
scourging, and cagtration. Was continued life worth it at that price?

"Olwyn O'Mol, we have sworn testimony that you are awarlock and these detestable whores are
your accomplices. Confess, divulge the names of the othersin your coven and repent your sins, and your
desth will be merciful.”

OMoal remained silent. Therain pounded on the roof above. He wondered idly what the westher
report said about the storm. How long would it last? And what of the three Marines? He thought back to
that night on the idand. God, they should've stayed there! Claypoole announced he would marry Kétie,
beside him now, barely able to stand, her body wracked by steaming iron pincers. How victorious they'd
been that night! But now look at us, he thought mournfully. And those three good men were no doubt
dead by now, probably alot quicker and cleaner than the way he was going to die. No! They would've

gone down fighting!

"Fuck you!" O'Mal shouted. He turned to the spectatorsin the gdlery, no more than a hundred bored
tourigts, going through the motions because they'd paid to seeashow. "You fools! Thisisred! Were
being murdered by the men who run this world because we dared to oppose them!™ The judge motioned
for the torturersto slence O'Mol. They were big men, masked, bare-chested. OMol swung his
manacled hands into the face of the first man, bringing them down on hisnose, which brokewith a
sickening crunch. He staggered back into the second man, who shoved him aside and advanced. Grace,
swiftly recovering from afeigned coma, drove her kneeinto his crotch, and as he doubled over, OMol
brought both hands down on the back of his head.

"Guards Guardd!" the judges screamed.

Three men in jumpsuits, carrying modern wegpons, ran out of thewings. That was abig mistake.
"Hey!" one of the tourists shouted. "They aren't wearing the right costumes! What the hell's going on
here?' The other spectators murmured excitedly among themselves, and awoman shouted, "They must
redlly be hurting those people!™

The three guards kept O'Moal at bay with their weapons. Redlizing they'd broken the harmless
Renaissanceilluson by coming out in modern dress, they looked at the judges for indtructions. But
Johnny Sticks himself had told them to make sure those people were burned. That's what the guards



weretherefor.

The judges |ooked at each other in bewilderment. People in the gallery were beginning to shout at
them. Then, from the top of the gallery, an old-fashioned glass bottle, something atourist had picked up
in agift shop on the town square, hurtled out into the courtroom and shattered in front of the judges
bench. That wasadl it took. The tourists, on edge because of the bad weather and the delay in the
executions they'd come hundreds of light-years and spent afortune to see, began ripping up the wooden
benchesin the gdlery and tossing them down into the courtroom. A large chunk of wood struck one of
the judges on the head. A look of surprise on hisface, he stood frozen for an instant, then hiseyesrolled
back into hishead and dowly, gracefully, he rotated halfway around and did fluidly to thefloor, ending
with an audible thud as his head struck the cobbles. The peoplein the gdlery laughed, and continued
ripping up benches and throwing chunks of wood, al dignity, caution, and pure common sense
evgporating.

A panicked guard fired hisweapon into the air and alarge section of the roof disintegrated. A torrent
of rainwater poured down on guards, judges, torturers, and prisoners. Fragments of wooden benches,
brassfittings, miscellaneous persond items, rained down on them from the gallery. Dragging the two
women with him, O'Mal surged out of the dock and threw himsdlf onto the guards. They al went down
inatangle of ams and legs. People began climbing down out of the gallery and rushing into the fray.

Theremaining "judges’ fled through aback door. Over the sound of therioting touristsand therain,
there was aroaring noise.

"| don't dare st this baby down in thetown,” Chief Riggs said as he circled Wirzburg in his Essay.
"The town squareé'stoo small with that goddamned fountain in the center, and the buildings are too close
together. There's an open field on the north side. I'll set down there, but you'll have to find your friendson
your own." Chief Riggs clutched acigar butt between histeeth. He wore adirty bandanna around his
head, hadn't shaved in days, and around his neck dangled a gaudy necklace made of animal teeth he'd
picked up somewhere on acruise. To anyone e se he would have looked like a pirate, but to the two
Marines, no man had ever looked more professiond and reliable than he did just then.

"Okay, theré'stwelve of us, counting thetwo Marines," Brock said. " Split up into six, two-man teams
and spread out. Keep in touch on the squad net. Uh, Claypoole? Y ou come with me.”

As soon asthey ran down the ramp they were engulfed in the rain. The town wasjust an indistinct blur
about three hundred meters from the soggy field Riggs had used as alanding zone. Claypoole, ill
wearing the toga he'd been dressed in at the Coliseum, took off down the road toward the center of
town, running as fast as he could. When the sandals he was wearing began to dip on hisfeet, heripped
them off and ran barefoot. Brock, hisweapon at port arms, ran behind, trying to keep up with
Claypoole, shouting for him to dow down, but nothing could stop Lance Corpord Rachman Claypoole
at that point!

He ran into the town square and stopped. There were lights on in the shops around the square, but not
asoul wasin evidence. The rain hissed down steadily. From behind him, up one of the narrow side
dtreets, he heard the pounding of fest.

Where...? He looked around in despair. Then from straight ahead, across the square, he heard a
tumult of voices coming down astreet that led to alarge building with abell tower. The voices codesced
into acrowd of people. They were shouting something. The crowd poured into the square, about a
hundred people, soaked to the skin, some drinking from bottles, dl of them singing and shouting and
dancing in therain. They were carrying people on their shoulders.

Brock ran up behind Claypoole, breathing heavily. "What the—" Seconds later the rest of the assault
party joined them. The twelve men stood in atight formation, wegpons ready, facing the crowd.



Abruptly, therain stopped. There, in the front of the crowd, hoisted on the shoulders of several men,
was—

"Olwyn!" Dean shouted. "Olwyn! It's Dean! It's Claypoole! Were hereto rescue you!"
"Rescue him, hell! WheresKatie?' Claypoole ydled.

Utterly bedraggled from the rain, weak from torture and confinement but standing erect, K atie stepped
out from the crowd. "Rock!" she shouted. The crowd broke into loud applause.

Claypoole started forward but Dean restrained him with a hand on his shoulder. "Better get rid of
that," he said, gesturing at Claypoolesright side.

Claypoolelooked down in surprise. He was still carrying the sword from the Coliseum! He grinned at
Dean and threw the weapon onto the cobbl estones.

Dean reached down and retrieved it. "Make a good souvenir.” He looked up at Brock and grinned. "I
guesswe will dance at that dumb shit'swedding after dl,” he said.

CHAPTER THIRTY

The Convocation of Ecumenica Leaders assembled in Mount Templefor itsthird consecutive day snce
the off-worlders of Interstellar City had analyzed their data and confessed they couldn't identify who the
raiders were or where they came from. Bishop Ral phy Bruce Preachintent's hands were folded in front of
histie and shirt in the same manner he always folded them when he first faced the assembly. Thetiewas
askew and a stain showed on the shirtfront. Hisiridescent lavender vestment, though fresh, was rumpled,
asthough hed dept init. Hiseyes, which normdly glowed with the fervor of hiscaling, were sunken and
digant.

The hereticswho sporadically rebelled in outlying areas had never been more than aminor nuisanceto
Bishop Ralphy Bruce. HEd never even thought of the more serious heretical rebellions, which occurred
about once ageneration, to be any true threet to the theocratic rulers of the Kingdom of Y ahweh and His
Saints and Their Apostles. Not even on those few occasions when the aid of the Confederation had been
called upon to put down arebellion had the theocracy been truly in jeopardy of overthrow.

Asthe current chairman of the convocation, hed just been to Interstellar City for amore detailed
briefing on what the off-worlders had found than the one they'd given to Metropolitan Eleison and his
delegation. What he'd seen on the monitors had horrified him. That the off-worlders couldn't identify the
shuttles or ground vehiclesterrified him. The possibility that the strange-looking creaturesin the vehicles
might not be of thisflesh nearly traumatized him. He'd raised no objections when the ambassador told
him held ordered aviolation of the treaty, that he had the entire planet under close surveillanceto find
where the shuttles came from; instead, held agreed to it.

In adifferent time and place Bishop Ralphy Bruce would have been solidly in control. But right here
and now, hewasin way over hishead—and he knew it.

"My friends..." he said, hisvoice strained to keep it from cracking. Today he was unableto spegk in
the sacred cadences of the saver-of-souls, much less dance the holy choreography. "I have just come
from Interstellar City. They told me everything they know, showed me all the evidence they have. Itis
mog..." What word should he use to describe hisreaction? Terrifying? Horrifying? Neither fdt as
soul-wrenching as the blow he had felt when he realized what he most probably waslooking &. "...most
disquieting." The word was thoroughly inadequate, but the somber expression on the faces of the leaders
who watched him so closdly assured him he touched them in asoul-felt place.

"It was with great pain that | authorized—" He couldn't keep his voice from cracking on the word.
"—planetwide surveillance in order for them to locate the, uh, unholy raiders.” How unholy, he didn't say.



He'd promised Creadence he wouldn't divulge what they al suspected about the nature of the raiders.
Surprisingly, hisrevelation of the unprecedented surveillance raised no more than afew muted murmurs
of protest. Encouraged by that, he continued with somewhat more strength in hisvoice, "Itismy
exceedingly strong belief that this extraordinary step was necessary in order to protect the faithful from
these—these visitors from somewhere else. The off-world unbdievers aso fed threatened by them. They
will give ustheinformation we need for the Army of the Lord to root them out, or they will cal for
assigtance from the Confederation of Human Worldsif we cannot do it oursalves. Ambassador
Creadence gave me hismost solemn word on this. Unbeliever though heis, | trust hisword on this
metter.

"Y es, brother," he said as Ayatollah Fatamid dowly roseto hisfeet. "Do you wish to give testimony?"

The aged cleric stared silently at Bishop Raphy Bruce for so long, only the harshness of hislook
showed he was aware of where hewas.

"Ralphy Bruce," hefindly said in hisquavery, old man'svoice, "I have sometimes suspected your heart
might harbor thoughts and ideas that run counter to the precepts upon which the Kingdom of Y ahweh
and His Saints and Their Apostleswas founded. If you are wrong in this deep belief about the truth of the
off-worlders, you will regret the day you choseto betray usin favor of theinfidel!" Theslenceashe
resumed his seat was papable. Never in the memory of any member of the convocation had one of them
made so thinly veiled an accusation against another, nor so serious athrest.

"Y ou are righteous in what you say, brother,” Bishop Raphy Bruce said so softly hisvoice barely
carried to thefar end of the sanctuary. "But | am equdly righteousin my belief in the depth of the threat
we face and the earnestness of the off-world unbdlievers when they say they will giveusal theaid
possiblein defense againgt it.”

Someonein the room applauded. A few cheered.

"BRETHREN!" Thereaction of thefew to hisresponse to Ayatollah Fatamid so encouraged him that
Bishop Ralphy Bruce suddenly felt the strength to sing the sacred cadences. "When they toil for the sake
of HIM and hisfathful, THE LORD will give strength even unto UNBELIEVERS!" His shoulders pulled
back and he stood straight, his arms flung toward heaven. "Even as OUR LORD," he dropped his eyes
to Ayatollah Fatamid, "or Prophet, as some cal him, washed the FEET of the Snners, so may we
TREAT with the unbdieverswhenitisin HIS cause! Let uspray!"

Four divisions quietly moved into place to encircle the swamp lands below the Mountains of Abraham.
Twenty-four squadrons of Avenging Angels assembled at three widdy spaced and hadtily built airfields a
hundred kilometers from the swamps. The raiders had obliterated another remote village—and laid waste
toasmal Army of the Lord patrol base since Bishop Raphy Bruce Preachintent gave his after-the-fact
gpprovd of the planetwide surveillance. The surveillance paid off. Following each of theraids, the
vanished shuttles had reappeared low in the air above the swampland below the Mountains of Abraham
and disappeared into them.

Nobody had any idea how large the off-world unbeliever force was, but except for the first raid—the
one on Eighth Shrine, where no one could know how many there had been—there were no reports of
more than three shuttles and twelve of the samdl, nimble AFVsin any oneraid. The markings on the
shuttles seen in the survelllance images were identical in each raid, which strongly suggested they might
represent most or, with the Lord's blessing, all of the force the enemy had. If that intelligence was correct,
the Army of the Lord was sending one regiment of infantry or light armor plus one squadron of attack
arcraft againgt each of thetwelve AFVs.

It was aratio Archdeacon Genera Lambsblood found comforting. He'd seen the devastation wrought
by the offworld raiders and wasn't in the least sanguine about their destructive power. Only afool, he



believed, would go up againgt them with anything less than absolutdly overwheming numbersand
strength. Even with the odds so grestly in favor of the Army of the Lord forces under his command, he
expected heavy casualties.

Every hovercraft and water-skimmer on the planet was commandeered for the operation. There
weren't enough, so the Army of the Lord borrowed more from Interstellar City. There still weretoo few.
Chief Adminigtrator Creadence used his authority to have the CNSS Douglas County, then in orbit
around Kingdom, lend its Six Essays and twelve Dragons to the operation. He was so wrapped up with
watching the coming operation unfold it didn't occur to him to wonder why an old troop ship was plying
the spaceways without aload of combat-ready Marines.

Aswdl-equipped asthey could get with vehicles capable of negotiating the swamp, the four divisons
gplit into their regiments, the infantry regimentsinto battalions, and dithered into the miasmatic morass.
The light armor regiments sent their vehicles as deep into the swamp as they could find ground solid
enough to support their weight. A hundred kilometers away, twenty squadrons of Avenging Angelsrose
into the air and halved the distance from their bases to the swamp, where they orbited in holding patterns.
If needed—the pilots kept hoping "when" they were needed—they were mere minutes away from
griking.

Hourswent by, then haf aday, with neither contact nor sign of any life not indigenous to the swamp.
Then one of the regiments|ost contact with one of its battalions. Scouts sent frantically to itslocation
found a surprising and horrible sight: swamp scavengers and opportunists writhing in agony as acid ate
away their bodies from theingde out. Of the missing five hundred soldiers, dl they found were afew
wegpons and acid-scarred scraps of uniform cloth.

Archdeacon General Lambsblood knew what must have happened. The unbelievers had weapons that
acted slently, and they had attacked so quickly the Soldiers of the Lord hadn't had timeto fire their own
wegpons before they werekilled or captured. The swamp scavengers and opportunists devoured the
remains of some before the acid of the enemy weapons dissipated. The remains of others sunk into the
murky waters or were sucked into the mud and quicksand. Many, perhaps most, of their weapons went
the same way.

Archdeacon Genera Lambsblood was glad his battalions were converging. The closer they wereto
each other, the less chance another could be attacked without the next one knowing intimeto
counterattack.

Fifty kilometers away the Avenging Angd pilots chaffed. They had been orbiting for hours and hed
grown impatient for targetsto attack.

By then thefour divisions, less one battalion, had penetrated three-quarters of the way to the heart of
the siwvamp.

"What'sthat?' Soldier Augustian asked in apanicky voice.

"Where?' Sword L utherson demanded. His eyes scanned the foliage, his hands keeping hisflechette
rifle pointed where he scanned. His squad occupied the rear half of the skimmer.

"Inthewater. | saw something, maybe aman svimming under the surface.”

Sword L utherson looked at the water, his hands automaticaly shifting hisrifleésam. The water was
murky, as though tainted with the devil'sown urine. It certainly smelled thusto Lutherson.

"Nothing'sthere. Y our fear ismaking you see things. Nothing but the vile beasts of the swamp can be
in that water."

"But, Sword, | swear | saw aman under there."



Sword L utherson snorted and returned his attention to the foliage that edged and overlapped the
waterway their skimmer floated along, foliage that appeared to rot even asit grew. He did hisbest to
ignore the insects that buzzed about his ears and crawled on hisflesh. Therank vegetation grew densein
that part of the swamp and sight lineswere short. Twenty meters ahead of the skimmer he saw a
hovercraft following abend in the channd. Another skimmer was bardly visible through the foliage an
equa distanceto therear.

Something thunked the skimmer's bottom. It jolted.

"Watch where you're going!" L utherson shouted at the boatman operating the skimmer. "Y oull run us
aground.”

The boatman didn't bother to reply. His wide eyes probed the waters to the front and sides of the
skimmer. He didn't know what it was that hit his skimmer, but he hadn't run it aground or hit asunken
log, of that he was positive.

There was another thunk against the bottom of the skimmer's hull.
Seconds later asoldier fired off aburst from hisrifleinto the water abeam of the skimmer.
L utherson open-handed him across the back of his head, hard.

"Stop that! Don't fire unlessyou have ared target. You'l give usaway if anyoneis close enough to
hear. And don't waste your ammunition on the water, the flechettes |ose their energy within inches. Even
if there was something to shoot at, you wouldn't hit it underwa—"

A dud explosion torethe skimmer in two.

The nearest soldiers were shredded by shards of shattered hull. Those near them screamed as splinters
toreinto their flesh. Uninjured soldiers yelled a each other asthey fdll into the vile water and grappled for
something that would keep them afloat. Some of them retained enough of their sensesto reach for
wounded comradesto pull them to safety, but hardly any thought to ook for an enemy to fight. And none
of them looked far enough into the distance to see that the hovercraft before them was aso broken, as
was the skimmer to their rear.

So hardly any of the soldiers saw the things that ooked like deformed men rise, dripping, from the
water and aim hosesin their direction. Those few who got off quick bursts riddled two or three of the
horrid gpparitions before the viscous green fluid coated their flesh and sent them into the agonies of the
damned.

The scene was repeated throughout the area of operation, eighty of the five hundred skimmers and
hovercraft in the operation shattered by explosives attached to their hulls; 160 of the thousand infantry
squads were killed, 10 percent of the force was wiped out. Theinitial loosing of the minions of hell lasted
lessthan two minutes.

Before dl the reports of deeth and destruction of his soldiers even reached Archdeacon Lambsblood's
headquarters, skillfully hidden doors, set into the more solid portions of ground less deep into the swamp
than the infantry had gone, opened. Wegpons of unfamiliar design rose on platforms from the holes. The
weapons crackled when they fired, and each crackle sent an invisible crushing force into the Gabriel s that
couldn't penetrate the swvamp as deeply asthe infantry had. Their work donein seconds, the weapons
were|lowered and the doors closed over them, once more hiding them from any but the most carefully
searching eyes. Behind them they |eft one-third of the operation's armored force shattered, fragments of
exploded Gabriels Sizzling where they landed in the mud and water.

Lessthan aminute after the first Gabriel exploded, orders were issued to Six of the orbiting Avenging
Angel squadronsto obliterate the areas around the killed vehicles. Filled with righteousjoy, ninety pilots
banked out of their holding patterns and sped toward the svamp, dropping as they went so they would
be at attack dtitude when they arrived on target. The pilots of the other eighteen squadrons envioudy



watched them leave.

Asthe Avenging Angels neared the swamp, skillfully hidden doorsin the ground just inside the wetland
opened and weapons similar to those that had killed the Gabrids rose on platforms, aready aimed
heavenward. They crackled.

Every Avenging Angd of two squadrons disintegrated.

The three Avenging Angels of one squadron that weren't destroyed in the opening volley spun about
and sped away; one didn't get out of range fast enough.

Five Avenging Angels of another squadron managed to escape, and the commander of atrailing
squadron spontaneoudy ordered hispilotsto fire all their missiles where he spotted the strange weapons.
The commander's instinct was good; his squadron destroyed two of the wegpons. Nine of that
squadron'sfifteen pilots paid for the victory with their lives.

Eight Avenging Angdls of thefinal squadron made it through the protectivefireto their designated
target. They totally obliterated the ground in the vicinity of one of the killed Gabriels and destroyed one of
the enemy's weapons. Then they sped on and were lucky enough to exit the swvamp through an area not
covered by the invader's remaining antiaircraft defenses.

"Everybody, into the water!" Second Acolyte Ta as screamed when the skimmer to his hovercraft's
rear exploded; he realized boats had suddenly become unsafe placesto be. Hewasthefirst soldier to
leave theillusory safety of the hovercraft and drop into the scummy, waist-deep water. His soldiers,
having seen or heard the skimmer explode, scrambled into the water behind him. Even the boatman
jumped ship.

Theturgid water was dmost as difficult to wade through as it had looked from the deck of the boat. It
felt thicker than water had any business being. Sodden clumps of rotting leaves drifted init, asdid fragile
waterlogged twigs. Things the men didn't want to think about bumped or wriggled againgt them asthey
followed their officer to the edge of the watercourse. The durry of muck on the bottom of the water
sucked at their feet and more than one boot was |eft behind. Intent on their officer, the men didn't see
anything rise up behind them.

Second Acolyte Tdas, il crying out "Follow me," reached the vegetation aong the bank of the
watercourse and broke hisway into it. When he felt the mud under his boots begin to rise, he grasped a
buttress root and stepped upward. Hisfoot found precarious purchase on adick root and he pulled
himsdlf out of the water. There, lessthan a meter avay, was land. It wasjust amore-solid mud and didn't
look very inviting, but it did appear capable of supporting aman. Watchful of his balance on the root,
Taas stepped across the narrow gap and soon had both feet on the ground. Only then did he turn about
to see how hismen were doing.

Behind them the hovercraft was still making itsway againg the current; unguided, it was angling
toward the opposite bank of the watercourse. But of his men, he saw none.

"Lead Sword," he shouted, "report.”

Theindignant scream of aswamp creature afew meters away was the only response.

"Squad Swords, report!"

Not even the swamp creature replied.

"Anybody infirgt platoon, sound off!" Second Acolyte Taass voice climbed the register toward panic.

Somewhere, aswamp flier cawed, an amphibian croaked, another creature cried. Flying insectoids
buzzed about, water drip-dripped, clumps of rotted leaves heavy with moisture plopped into the water.
But not one soldier from first platoon sounded off.



Second Acolyte Taass breath came in shalow, rapid pants. He dowly lowered himself to acrouch.
His officer's sdearm shook in his swesty grip.

He dowly became aware of a different sound, one that was neither made by the swamp creatures nor
rotted matter falling into the water. It was alow-pitched, dow huffing, as though something was bresthing
nearby. Slowly, heturned his head to look behind him.

A creature stood afew meters away. Manlike in its overal appearance, itsface was sharply convex
and it had fluttering dits on its nictating membrane swept across the cregture's eyes from the inner sdeto
the outer. The teeth exposed by itsevil grin were pointed. It had tanks mounted on its back. A hoseled
from the tanks to anozzle in the cresture's hands. Then agreenish fluid shot out from the nozzle.

Second Acolyte Taas screamed briefly.

Ambassador Friendly Creadence listened to the report of the battle with mounting horror. When
Archdeacon General Lambsblood finished, the ambassador got control of himself and thought briefly.

"Archdeacon Generd, | thank you," hefinally said. "L et me be sure of what you are asking. Y ou lost
nearly athird of your forcein abattle that |asted less than ten minutes. Y ou then withdrew from the
swamp without opposition.”

Lambsblood didn't reply; that was what held told the off-world ambassador.

"Itisyour studied professona opinion that the armed forces of Kingdom are not powerful enough to
defeat theseintruders.”

Lambshblood nodded. The disgrace of hisfailure had him so tense that his neck audibly cresked when
he bent it.

"Y ou believe that the only way to defeet the intrudersiswith the aid of the Confederation military."
"Yes" Theword wasdmogt unintelligible.

Creadence turned to Bishop Ralphy Bruce Preachintent.

"Bishop, do you concur with the Archdeacon Genera ?'

Bishop Ralphy Bruce nodded weekly. ™Y es, Mister Ambassador. Asmuch asit painsme, | formally
request military assstance from the Confederation of Human Worldsin rooting out whoever it isthat has
invaded." Hetook a deep breath. "May | remind the ambassador, as amember world of the
Confederation of Human Worlds, the Kingdom of Y ahweh and His Saints and Their Apostles has every
right to make thisrequest. And asthe foe we face is obvioudy from off-world, the Confederation of
Human Worldsis obligated to come to our assistance.”

Creadence nodded. "That istrue, Bishop. It ismy opinion that, in accordance with law and treaty, you
have the right to request military assistance, and in thisinstance we have the obligation to provideit. | will
dispatch an urgent request today.”

"Thank you, Mr. Ambassador."

They rose and shook hands al around. Bishop Ralphy Bruce led his delegation out of the
ambassador's meeting room.

When they were gone, Creadence said to Thorogood, "Thisis definitely serious enough to send for the
Marines"
Thorogood smply nodded.

Despite hisyearsin the diplomatic service, Ambassador Creadence had never had to send for military
assigtance and didn't know what details he should put in hisreport. Since they only had asuspicion of the



nonhuman nature of the invaders, the urgent request for Marines was vague on that point; it was
necessarily vague on the size and strength of the force the Marineswould face.

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Navy doctors determined that Pasguin's leg would have to come off below the knee. "No problem,” the
orthopedic surgeon at the Bethesdan Naval Medical Center's Dahlgren Surgica Clinic told him the first
day hewas out of stasis. "WElIl have you back on active serviceinnotime at al.”

"Médam," he grinned up at the lieutenant commander surgeon, "I've got nowhere e seto go right now.”
Hed been in stasisfor two months before arriving at Bethesdan. Dean and Claypoole were aready back
on Thorsfinni's World spreading lies. He wondered what 34th FIST had been doing while they were
away. Training, asusua. Thethree of them had been gone long enough that there might well have been a
deployment. He vowed never again to complain about Marine Corpsfield problems.

The doctor studied his chart for amoment. "Y ou have an infantry MOS," she said, "but you wereon a
survey ship, the Wanganui ? That's an odd assignment for agrunt.”

"Something new, maam,” Pasquin answered. "They were going into a sector where pirates have been
operating, and we went along as Marine security for the crew and the scientists.”

The doctor raised her eyebrows. "Never heard of such athing. | wouldn't think asurvey ship would
have roomfor al your Marines.

"There were only three of us, malam.”
"Only three, to ded with pirates?’
"Well, maam, if therewere alot of pirates, they'd have sent four of usto deal with them.”

The doctor laughed and patted Pasguin's good leg. " Corpora, Marines make the best orthopedic
patients. Y ou don't et the bad stuff get you down. Y ou and | are going to be seeing quite abit of each
other these next few days.”

Pasquin grinned. He wouldn't mind that at al. She was not bad looking for a Squid pill pusher.

Katie had decided to remain on Havanagas. "'I'm used to life here," she explained to Claypoole, "and
now that the mob's no longer in control, | think 1 can make something of myself. They'll need someoneto
run the Free Library now that Mister Prost is gone. Who's better qudified than me? I'm awhoreand |
know books." She shrugged "But Rock, you know where | am when you're ready. All you havetodois
let me know and I'm on my way."

"It may beawhile" hewarned her.

"| don't care, take your time. But you know, | sort of wish you'd wait until you're promoted to staff
sergeant. If | haveto leave here, | wouldn't mind being aMarinéswife."

"When we get married, whether I'm till in the Corps or out, you'l <till beaMaringswife, Katie."

Nast had many detailsto take care of on Havanagas, shutting down the families control of operations,
s0 held agreed to let Dean and Claypool e spend the time in port rather than on the Wanganui. They
wereto leave the next day. Claypoole was of two minds. He wanted to stay with Katie, but he knew his
place was back with 34th FIST. Already, he was|ooking forward to drinking beer in Big Barb's and
swapping seastorieswith hisfellow Marines.

Nast had given them their cover story about providing security for the Wanganui and warned them
they must stick to it. Pasquin had been injured in ashipboard accident. Lieutenant Perizittes had filed the



officid accident report, and Pasquin's records would reflect injury in the line of duty. There could be no
mention that they had ever been on Havanagas. ™Y ou know what happens to people who talk too much,”
Nast reminded them ominoudy.

Claypoole had taken that serioudy—for awhile. Then he went over the details of the fight at the farm,
his rescue of Katiein Placetas, the fight in the Coliseum. Well, fuck you, Mr. Nast! hetold himsdlf. After
what Nast had pulled on them, Claypoole resolved that as soon as he was back on Thorsfinni's World,
the Marines of third platoon were going to hear about their adventures. He wastired of peopletelling him
to shut up; hewas good at performing the impaossible missions nobody € se would dream of taking on.

"Hey," he said, holding up areader, "look at what I've got here!™ he handed Katie the reader. A look
of surprise and then deep pleasure came over her face. Sheleaned over and planted avery long kisson
Claypool€eslips. He was reading Canterbury Tdes.

"Wedll, if itisn't the prodigal sond” Top Myer exclaimed as Dean and Claypoole reported back into the
Company L office at Camp Ellis. "Where the hell have you been, and where's Corpord Pasquin?'

"Security duty on asurvey ship, First Sergeant!” Dean responded.

"Corpora Pasquin'sin the hospita, First Sergeant! Shipboard accident. Hell be back soon, though,”
Claypoole sad.

"Security duty on asurvey ship?' The First Sergeant looked askance at the two Marines standing
before hisdesk. "I never heard such crap in my lifel The Commandant of the Confederation Marine
Corpsisgoing to reach al theway down to 34th FIST and pick two birdslike you for god-damned
‘security duty’ on agoddamned survey ship?' He held out his hand, and they handed over the crystals
that contained their reassignment orders. He popped Dean'sinto areader. Sure enough, there it was,
aong with astrong letter of commendation from the captain of the Wanganui .

"It was crap, Top. Dullest duty | ever pulled. Never fired ashot,” Claypoole said.

Top Myer glared at the two lance corporals. He screwed up hisright eyebrow. He took a cigar out of
his pocket and lit it. He leaned back in his chair and blew out a cloud of smoke through which he
regarded the two baefully. There was something mighty fishy there; held get to the bottom of it sooner or
later. "Wdll," he said at last, studying the glowing end of hiscigar, "next goddamned time they need
someone for * security duty’ they damned well kin get ‘'em from M Company.”

EPILOGUE

The Great Magter sat cross-legged on athick mat behind the low, lacquer table at the back of alarge
room. The rectangular gold plates that shimmered softly on his robe were worthless as armor, but that
didn't matter, the ancient form of armor was ceremonial. A sword, sheathed in preciouswood that
curved with the blade, lay across hislap. Two Large Ones sat closeto hisrear, oneto either sde. A third
Large One sat with his back to the Great Master's back. The armor the bodyguards wore was fully
functiona, as were the unsheethed swordsthey held. A diminutive female kndlt at hisknee and ddlicately
poured asteaming liquid into the small, handleless cup that sat in easy reach of the Great Master.
Finished pouring, she set the pot on asmall mat on the table and bowed as low as she could in the small
space between the table and her master's knee.

In front of the table, opposite the Great Master and his bodyguards, the Over Masters sat in open
ranks on thinner mats. Their armor, like the armor of the bodyguards, was functiond; their swords, like
that of the Great Master, were sheathed. Ten more Large Ones sat around the sides of the room,
unsheathed swords across their |aps, facing in toward the Over Masters. No acid-guns were visible, but
from the tops of the walls four were trained on the Over Masters.



For the moment, the Great Master ignored his subordinates. He lifted the small cup and brought it to
hislips. He spped the steaming liquid and his eyes closed in ecstasy. He gently replaced the cup on the
table and spoke briefly to the female. His voice was agrowl that invoked the rumbling of water crashing
at thefoot of amountain cliff. The female murmured afew words of reply, her voice the sound of agently
babbling brook, then rose gracefully and backed from the room, her eyes cast downward. A moment
later severd femaes entered the room. The tightness of the ankle-length skirts of their robes made them
shuffle. Each carried asmall, stub-legged table. Each table bore two small cups and a pot. Steam rose
from the pot spouts.

Thefemaes gracefully knelt, each between two Over Masters, and set the tables down where the
Over Magter to either side could easily reach it. They poured from the pot into the cups, rose gracefully,
and exited. The female who served the Great Master returned and knelt between his knee and the table,
her head bowed low.

The Great Master picked up his cup and sipped again. A rolling bark of contentment came from
somewhere deep in his chest. He put the cup back down. Only then did he look out at the assembled
Over Magters. Asthough in response to acommand only they could hear, they bowed so their foreheads
nearly touched the matsin front of their folded legs.

"The Earthmen of thisdirtball have sent a message to their so-called Confederation,” the Great Master
growled liquidly. "The Confederation will send their Marines, asthey have done before.”

"Rise!" he barked.

The Over Magters raised themsalves from their bows and looked with grimly eager faces at the Great
Madter.

"The Grand Master's plan isfor usto severdly damage the Earth Marines when they come. Then,
when they think they have defeated us and are beginning to relax and lick their wounds, he will sendin
the second wave to defeet them.

"I have adifferent plan." He chuckled with the sound of gravel washing down aduice. "Thelast time
we fought their Marines, we fought from well-prepared positions, but we were spread too thinly and they
defeated usin detail. Thistime, we will make our preparations to spread them out. And we will then
defest their Marinesin detail." He grinned. "When the second division arrives, they can help us celebrate
our victory."

With aflourish, helifted his cup and held it high in salute. The Over Masters picked up their cupsand
returned the salute.

"My gaff will give you each copies of the plans when you leave here. Using the Earthman prisoners as
daves, some of you will seeto the preparation of our positions. Others of you will continueto kill or
endave the pond-scum Earthmen who inhabit thisworld. If any of them remain aive and uncaptured
when the Marines arrive, they will be too demordized to give the Marines any aid." He grinned again.
The nearing fulfillment of aholy mission shonein hiseyes. He brought the cup to his mouth and tossed
back its contents. The Over Masters did the same.

"Victory will beourd™”
The Over Masters roared out cheers.
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