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"I'd only do thisfor Mom, you know."

Sergeant Eric Bergstresser adjusted the high collar of the Marine Dress Blues and shrugged his
shoulders, again, trying to get the uniform to fed right. But since he spent most of histimein Mar-Cam or
jeans, it never quitedid.

"Y ou've skipped out of it thelast two visits, bro,” Joshua Bergstresser said, shrugging. Josh, just turned
sixteen and decidedly civilian given the earring he was sporting, was wearing Dockers and a polo shirt, as
dressed up as hewas going to get for church. "Besides, you look good. Y ou're going to attract the ladies
like flypaper. Maybe | should get a set of those.”

Eric winced and then shrugged.

"Dont do it unlessyou're sure," Eric said, frowning. "Aslong asyou're not in my outfit, Mom probably
won't get two telegrams.”

"Not agood way totak, bro," Josh said. "Y ou'll befine. Tl meyoull befine."

"Aintgonnalie, bro," Eric replied. "Not something | can talk about. But | will tell you that on my last
mission, we went out with forty-one Marines and landed with five."

"Areyou serious?' Josh said, angrily. "That never made the news!"

"Yes, it did," Eric sad, one cheek twitching up in anironic smile. "Thirty-six Marineskilled in helicopter
crash. Newsat Six."

"That was out west somewhere," Josh replied, furrowing his brow thoughtfully. " That was your unit? Eric,
crashes, well .. ."

"Therewasn't acrash," Eric said, chuckling grimly. "They dl died in combat. But a helicopter crashwasa
convenient cover. Among other things, it explained that most of them were closed casket funerals. Hell,
there weren't even bodies in most of the caskets, just sandbags. We didn't lose them al at once and quite
afew weren't recoverable.”

"And that was your unit?' Josh asked.

"Yep."

"And you're going back?'

"Yep."

"That'sinsane.

"Yep."

"Eric," Josh said, desperately. "Y ou cannot go do . . . whatever it isyou do, again. Forget what | said

about the uniform. De-volunteer or something. Hell, I'll hide you under my bed. With casudtieslike
that . .."

"Not much chance of believing I'll survive, right?" Eric asked, findly turning away from the mirror."
IIYESII

"Believeit or not, onthelast cruise | Sarted to get into Goth and heavy metd,” Eric said, talking around
the point.



"And | was happy, happy, happy,” Josh replied. "Since | no longer had to listen to Hank Williams Junior.
What'sit got to do with the statisticd certainty you're going to die?"

"l ill lisglento Hank," Eric said. "But one of the songs | got into was called Winterborn. Y ou've never
heard of Cruxshadows, have you?"

"Bit indy for me, man," Josh said. "What'swrong with Metalica?'

"Besdesthat they haven't had an album out in ten years?' Eric replied. "But this song, it's about the
Trojans. Theresalinein the chorus: In the fury of this darkest hour, | will be your light. You've
asked me for my sacrifice, and | am Winterborn. I'm good at what | do, Josh. Very good.”

"I didn't figure you got the Navy Crossfor being incompetent,” Josh said, quietly. "But therésthesethings
cadled odds."

"Andif | didn't do it, somebody esewould haveto," Eric continued asif he hadn't heard his brother.
"From experience, probably somebody who wasn't as good, who hasless of a chance of coming back.
Y ou want me to put them on the chopping block, bro?!

"Hel, yed" Josh sad, hisjaw working. " They're not my brother!”

"They're somebody's brother,” the sergeant said, picking up his cover. "They were brothers and sons.
Somelady just like Mom carried them in her womb and nursed them and loved them. And most of them
we couldn't even bring home. There wasn't anything to bring. I've got a better chance than any
replacement.” He tucked his cover under hisarm and nodded at hisreflection, curtly. "So, thisis my
sacrifice. Asmy First Sergeant once said, if | wasworried about where | was going to die, | never should
have joined the Marinesin thefirgt place.”

Commander William Weaver, PhD, topped out on the climb and stood up on the pedals clutching the
saddle between his thighs as he coasted downwards to catch his breath. The roots on the trail were il
dick from the morning dew that had yet to be burned off by the mid morning Alabama sun. The canopy
of oak trees and the dense green foliage around the trail would prevent that for several more hours. The
rear whed spinning and dipping on the roots had made the climbs more difficult than Bill was hoping and
he was getting totaly worked.

Leaning his center of gravity behind the saddle as the screaming downhill rushed up a him he managed to
keep the bike in control just long enough to hop over asmall oak that had been dropped acrossthetrall
to prevent it from washing out. Bill looked at his heart rate monitor on the center of the handlebars—185.
He wasworking way too hard for this part of the trail. The ride was fun and had let him take his mind off
of, well, off of alot of things, but his heart just wasn't redly in it. The climb on the other sde of had
severely kicked his ass. He should be able to get his heart rate back down to at |east the 160s, but it was
dropping dower than he'd expected and his heart pounded like abase drumin histhroat. Hefelt so out
of shape. And the ride back up the mountain to the parking lot was going to be hell.

Eight years ago he would have kicked thisride's butt and been up for another lap or two, but eight years
agowas. . . eight years ago.

Eight years ago was when held put his ass on the line to save the world. Eight years ago was before there
was any concept of the Vorpa Blade. Eight yearsago was. . . eight years ago when the world was a
relaively smple place and alittle dope like that |ast one wouldn't have bothered him one bit.

Eight years ago he'd been working for a defense contractor, fixing problems for the military and other
government agencies with acronyms, mostly endingin A. DIA, CIA, NSA. Then an explosion blew out
the Univergity of Centra Foridaphysicslab. Not to mention the rest of the univeraity. Two hundred fifty
onetimes ten to the twelfth power jouleswould do that. Cal it sixty kilotons and be done.



Subsequent to the blast that flattened UCF and agoodly space around it he'd been blasted into other
dimensions, died hewas pretty sure, resurrected he was absolutely sure and generdlly had ahell of atime
running around saving the planet. The blast had opened up gates to other worlds, some of them inhabited
by hostileswith serioudy negative intent. Caled the Dreen they consumed organic matter to create more
copies of themsalves. They had conquered multiple worlds and Earth was next on the list. Weaver, with
the help of a SEAL master chief and sundry others had managed to close the gates the Dreen used. But
the anomay where UCF Physics Department used to be kept pumping out more gates.

In time Weaver, among others, had figured out how to create gates on earth, shutting down the Gate
Forming Bosons that were the culprits. Instantaneous tel eportation from point to point was now aredity,
with more and more gates being opened every day. The now defunct airlines had been less than thrilled.
Inten yearsit was getting to the point that auto makers were less than thrilled.

The Dreen were not the only alien species encountered. One of their subject races, the cat-like Mree,
had pretended to be friends just long enough to scout out the new human prey. The destruction of the
Dreen gates had dmost certainly wiped out the Mree aswell. Contact with them had certainly been cut
off. But the survivor Mree, part of the Dreen invasion force, had been less upset about that than many
expected. They were a proud race that had seen themsalvesfal into davery to masters who took not
only their planet's resources but the very bodies of their citizensfor conversion into Dreen. A clean death
at the hands of an honorable foe was preferable.

One friendly race had been encountered, aswell. The Adar werein advance of humans technologicaly
but had nearly as much trouble with the Dreen. It was the Adar, though, who had passed on two items.
One was abomb big enough to shut down the Dreen gates. They hadn't used it because the only way to
crack the gates was for the bomb to go off very closeto one. If it went off on the wrong side the planet
wasn't going to be habitable. The humans were desperate enough to useit and it worked, shutting down
not only the gate that it was sent through but all other Dreen gates.

The second device, though, wasin away more useful. The Adar had found it on an ancient planet whose
sun was just about dead. Nothing more than an enigmatic black box the size of adeck of cards, it had
surprising properties. Any electrical charge caused it to release orders of magnitude more energy than
inputted. Weaver eventudly guessed that it was at least in part awarp drive. And he was right.

Using the box, which was not only awarp generator but a reactionless drive generator, the US
government had converted a submarine, the USS Nebraska, into a space ship. It had taken seven years
and Weaver had jumped ship into the Navy early in the process. One of the problems with the hill,
admittedly, had been too much timein aswive chair redesigning a submarine to go where no man had
gone before.

But Weaver, and ateam of thousands, had eventudly doneit. And then Weaver, acting as astrogator,
had gone out with the rechristened Vorpa Blade. Humans, seeing the first mirror-like gates, had
christened them Looking Glasses. The Adar found human thought process fascinating and had indsted
that this ship be named in accordance with that thought. Since the ship was an Alliance space ship,
they'd had enough pull to push the name through.

Unfortunately, the Adar, while fine scientists and philosophers, had very little understanding of human
humor or thought processes. So the name acronym for Alliance Space Ship had dipped past their filters
beforeit wastoo late.

Onthe ASS Vorpa Blade, Weaver, acrew of one hundred and fifty four officers, NCOs and enlisted,
forty-one Marines and a handful of scientists had ventured forth on alocal survey. They had limped back
with five Marines, acouple of scientists and a hundred and twenty crew. But they'd found out what they
were sent to find out: Space may be an unforgiving Bitch but She was nothing compared to landings. On
the other hand, they'd dso found alies and some interesting technology.



Onamoon of agasgiant circling the otherwise unremarkable star 61 Cygni Alphathey'd encountered a
race of rodent-like mammaloids. Named the Cheerick in the language of the country the VVorpal Blade
contacted, they were smilar in form to chinchillas or hamsters and at their highest level of technology
were about at War of the Roseslevel. They'd just started to pressthe edges of real sciencein other
words, climbing out of the darkness of achemy. However, they aso had records dating back thousands
of yearsthat indicated that from timeto time, for reasons unknown, another race would rise up and
destroy them. Dubbed "The Demons' they had begun to show up shortly before the arrivd of the Vorpa
Blade. The Blade had, fortunately, been forty light years away at the time of their first Sghting so it was
innocent.

Eventually, through about haf of their casudties, the scientists of the Blade had determined that the
"Demons’ were some sort of biologica defense mechanism that targeted eectrical emissons. By that
time, the mgjority of the science team and agoodly number of Marines had bought the farm. But before
they died, the science team had gotten alock on the source of the demons.

It was|eft to Weaver, Chief Warrant Officer Miller, USN, ahandful of loca Roya Guardsmen and a
small team of the remaining Marines to stop the scourge. Fortunately, they'd been accompanied by the
ship'slinguist, Miriam Moon. Normally as nervous as arabbit, Miss Moon had been the person who
figured out how the system worked and, using alocd, shut it down.

While Weaver was away on hisforlorn hope, though, the ship had been under attack. Most of the
"Demons’ were ground mounted but there was an aerospace component aswell, giant red and blue
"dragonflies’ with avery fast reactionless drive system and lasers that shot out of compound eyes. The
Blade had been chased into space by them and ripped very nearly to shreds. The loca who had taken
control of the system, Lady Che-Chee, had had to tow the ship back to the planet using the sameflies
that had ravaged it.

Enough repairs had been enacted to dlow the ship to limp back to earth but making it spaceworthy again
had been ahaf year process. Weaver had acted as the ship's Executive Officer on the trip back but
gratefully turned over the job on arrival to amore experienced officer. Since then, though, he'd been
deeply involved in the repairs and upgrades. Like, pretty constant Sixteen hour daysinvolved.

Thiswashisfirg red break, since the mgor repairs were completed and all that was |eft was details.
Hed grabbed at the new CO's suggestion, more like order, to take some leave. The ship wasn't dueto
leavefor its next mission for two months. So held headed down to hisred homein Huntsvilleto visit
friends and reacquaint himself with thetrails, baby head sized rocks, roots, boulders, downed trees,
screaming downhills, and extremey rough and technical climbs of Monte Sano Mountain.

He pulled hisleft foot out of the pedal and planted it as he braked just before the whoopdie-doos. Just as
he started down his cell phone rang. The ringtone—Welcome to the Jungle by Gunsn'Roses—was
barely audible over his pounding heartbest. Bill welcomed the break, he was that fragged. He bit the tube
hanging from the helmet strgp in front of his face and sucked down water from his Camelbak between
gaspsfor ar.

Despite the fact that he was on leave, he was required to be on call. Since he not only had a deeper

grasp of the science behind the drive but a knowledge of every bolt and system in the ship that was
unsurpassed by even its commander and XO, sometimes there were questions that only he could answer.
And it appeared that there was another one.

"Weaver," he said panting for breath. The earbud he was wearing automatically activated at hisvoice.

"Commander Weaver, Captain Jeller, SpacComOps. Y ou're required to report at the earliest possible
moment to your ship.”

"Shit," Bill muttered. "Uniform?"
"Whatever you're wearing at the moment, Commander,” the captain on the phone said. "There has been



anincident .. ."

Eric tuned out the priest as the sermon started. It was anew one since hed | eft for the Corps, awoman
of al things. Hisfamily was Episcopa but while Eric had heard there were no atheistsin foxholes, he
didn't recal praying much on the last misson. Mostly held been too scared spitlessto remember any.

He spent most of the sermon checking out the congregation. It was pretty much the same faces held seen
most of hislife. Hewas born in Fayetteville, NC when his dad was till inthe Army, a"leg" who did
something in logistics Eric had never quite understood. But Eric didn't remember North Carolinaasakid.
His dad had moved to Crab Orchard to work in the, then new, plagtic plant as adispatcher. Josh had
been born in the Arh Beckley Hospital as had his sster Janna.

Most of the peoplein the church had been bornin Arh Beckley, those that hadn't used a midwife. And
he'd seen the same faces every Sunday for aslong as he could remember. So wasit hiseyesthat had
changed or the people around him?

Coach Radner had been a nightmare during high school. The head coach for the Phys Ed department and
the lead coach for the Crab Orchard High School football team, the former paratrooper was missing two
middle fingers from someindustrial accident back in time. One time Bob Arnold had mocked him asthe
coach was ingtructing him on the fine point of the three-point stance of ablocker. Bob, thinking he was
being funny, had taken up athree point stance with those same fingers folded back asif they'd been cut
off. Radner, haf Arnold's weight, had knocked the tackle flat on his asswith that same damaged hand.

Y ou did not cross Coach Radner.

Looking at him now, Eric saw aman who was reatively out of shape and on the back side of fifty. He
looked satisfied with hislife but not the demon that Eric recalled.

Bob Arnold wasin the audience, too, with hiswife Jessie. Jessie was one of the co-heads of the
cheerleading team, Bob was the school's top tackle. It had been anatural match. Now, they both looked
worn and washed out, with two kids already, Bob's muscle turning to fat quick and Jessie wasn't exactly
svelte anymore. Eric heard Bob wasin congtruction framing down in Beckley. Eric had ahard time
adjusting the picture of the two in high school.

Behind them were the Piersons. Mr. Pierson and Mrs. Pierson looked pretty much the same as they
always had, agood looking couple. Mr. Pierson was the loca veterinarian, Mrs. Pierson had been alegal
secretary to one of the town's lawyersfor years. But Eric stopped and blinked for amoment at the
people with them. The Piersons had four children. Paul had been ayear ahead of Eric in school and Eric
heard he/d gone to college so he wasn't around. The youngest girl had to be Linda, but sheld redly
grown. She must be ten or so by now and had shot up. Then there was Hector. He was recognizable by
the shock of white hair but that was about it. Whered the pimples come from?

But the onethat redlly caught him was the teenage girl with them. The other Fierson child would be
Brooke but . . . that couldn't be Brooke. He conjured up avague memory of agawky and avkward
blonde girl who had just entered HS the year he was graduating. Sheld had a serious overbite that mildly
effected her speech and amass of metal to go with it. Nice hair, amass of naturaly curly blonde locks,
but...

Jesud! It had to be Brooke Pierson. But the maulking vison in apink dress sitting with them
couldn' . . . Same damned hair, though. Shit, it was Brooke . . . She'd sure shot more than up.

Heturned away asthe girl in question looked hisway, asif divining that he'd been staring. It wasn't thet,
though. He'd caught other 1ooks from the congregation as the service had gone on. The Dress Blues
certainly stood out and Dad had told him that the decoration had been written up in the local paper.
Given that they weren't, asfar as anyone knew, a war, the award of the Navy Cross had been big news
inavery smdl town.



Looking awvay from the girl who . . . hell shed be saventeen which would get you twenty evenin West
Virginia. . . he saw Coach Radner looking hisway. The old paratrooper gave him arespectful nod, one
former warrior to the present generation, and turned back to ignoring the sermon.

It wastimes like thisthat got Eric thinking. Looking around the congregation he picked out the veterans.
There were abunch: small townslike Crab Orchard had aways provided more than their fair share of
soldiersand Marines. But they |eft quite afew behind, too. The annua Memoria Day celebrations
pointed that out, the roads lined with crosses with names on them. More crosses than there were people
that lived in the town it sometimes seemed. WWII, WWI, Koreg, Vietnam, the aborted "War on
Terror," theDreenWar . ..

Would one of those crosses one day say "Eric Bergstresser™? Or would he be one of the guysin the
congregation, running to fat but there to see their grandkids? Would he sit around in the VFW hall and
tell stories about crabpus and Demons? Or would he be an empty box in agrave, aguy people sort of
recaled on Memoria Day, but redlly nothing but afading memory?

He shook his head to clear the thought as the sermon finally droned to a close. The new priest, priestess,
whatever, sure seemed devoted but my God she was boring. There had to be better uses of histime but
Mom wanted to show off her Marine-hero son. Given that it might be the last chance she got, he owed
her that. It was that that had decided him on coming. Not that he was going to put it to her that way.

Since he wasin church hefigured he ought to pray, some, for a chance to come back toit. But hewas
blanking on prayers. No, there was one.

"For heathen heart that puts her trust
In reeking tube and iron shard—

All valiant dust that builds on dust,
And guarding calls not Thee to guard.
For frantic boast and foolish word,
Thy Mercy on Thy People, Lord!"

"What wasthat, Eric?' hismom asked, as the congregation rose to do what Eric thought of as"the
huggy" thing.

"Just aprayer, Mom," Eric said asthe lady in front of him, who he didn't recognize, turned around to get
ahug and awelcome. "It's called Recessional .

2

Getting from Huntsville to Newport News had once been amagjor endeavor. Especidly after the events
of 9/11 when security cracked down on airport travel.

Thevirtud destruction of the mujaheddin movement in the Dreen War had pretty much diminated the
need for the increased security measures. But they had, of course, continued on aslong asthe airlines
survived. Theonly thing more eterna than the stars was a government program. However, theincreasing
replacement of airlineswith Looking Glasses had eventudly killed eventhe TSA.

Even up to acouple of years before, security had searched people moving through the Glasses. There
wasn't any reason for it that Weaver could ever see; the Glasses weren't exactly worthwhile targets.
Sure, you could shut one down. If you set of anukein close proximity. But the nuke was the problem,
not the Glass shutting down.

Eventualy even Congress had come to its senses and now there wasn't any more "security” than aminor
police presence in airports. The airports remained as a good center for long range Glasses, but that was



about all.

So as soon as he got to his car, Bill droveto the Huntsville Airport. He parked in long-term parking,
hoping that held get a chance to move the car somewhere e seif he was going to be gone long, then
walked in theterminal. There was a Glass opening to DC in fifteen minutes at Gate Nine.

He had plenty of time to walk to the gate and got there well before the opening time. Redlly, it wasjust
traffic control. People could walk back and forth easily enough but you couldn't seeif anyone was
coming on the other Side; Glasses would pass certain particles but not e ectrons or any wavel ength of
light. The"opening” timeswere just to make sure nobody ran into a person coming the other way. Bill
had suggested a system based on muon generatorsthat could be used asasignaling system but it hadn't
gotten implemented last time he checked.

Apparently the last group had aready finished when Bill arrived. On a Sunday afternoon there wasn't
exactly heavy traffic back and forth. In the morning there would be as commutersto DC headed out.
Recently, given that Glasses meant you could go asfar as you wanted in no time at al, people had sarted
using them to commute some redlly incredible distances. One guy Bill knew lived in Portland, Oregon and
worked in DC. It took him lesstimeto get to his house than it had when he lived in Alexandria, and most
of it was driving through Portland'straffic. But given the differentid in time, he missed even Portland's
rush hour on hisway home. Of course, he had to get up at oh-my-god thirty to get to work.

Thelight over the Glass went green and Bill joined the group of eight or so that lined up, dropped atoken
or swiped acard through the turnstile and stepped through the Glass. On previous trips there had been
some bakers, people who hadn't quite gotten the hang of going through a Glass. But this group, clearly,
was experienced with the trip. All of them just went through, no muss, no fuss.

The other sde wasn't at Reagan Nationd; the Glass exited in Union Station, the main rail and metro
gation in DC. Bill headed down two escalators and along a nearly deserted metro platform to the now
familiar Glassto Newport News. There were, in fact, three Glasses on the platform, one for Newport
News, onefor Little Creek and onefor Norfolk Nava Station. They had been ingtalled since the last
mission and Bill had dready gotten in the habit of usng them to get from one base to the other. It was
quicker and easier to go to DC then back to Norfolk than it was to drive across town.

Thelight over the Glass was green—the count-down timer having abit over five minutes | eft before the
next switch—so he just swiped his card again and stepped through. The card he used was adso his
military 1D and acharge card; the charge for the transfer would be automatically debited from his bank
through it. There was awebsite he could access where he could adjust the charge to the military, given
that he had been recalled. But it redlly wasn't worth the two bucks the trip was costing.

The exit at Newport Newswas in arecently constructed semi-secure building. The room was secured by
abored looking guard that was there to prevent trouble-makers and the unworthy from entering the base.
Héll, there were people that just stepped through the wrong Glass.

Bill held up his card and gestured at the exit door to the room.

"Go ahead, Commander,” the guard said, nodding from behind the di-glass. "I got the word you were on
theway. Therésafield car waiting for you."

The"fidld car" wasagolf cart driven by awarrant officer. Notably, Chief Warrant Officer Todd Miller,
US Navy SEALSs. Bill dipped into the passenger seat and the SEAL pushed down the peda, sending
them deeper into the base at the cart's maximum speed of dightly faster than atrot.

"What's up, if you can say?"' Bill asked.

"l dunno, sir,” Miller said. "'l just got here, my own sdlf. And got told to go pick you up. But Bob
Townsend's chairing the meet.”

"Admiral Townsend's here?' Bill asked. Townsend was the commander of Norfolk Nava Base. Asone



of his"other duties’ he was aso the senior officer of the Vorpa Blade project. He was being bruted as
the next commander of the operational arm of Space Command as soon as the Powers That Be went
public with the Blade and turned it into the Space Navy.

"Everybody got the word to come to the ship instead of to Norfolk, sir,” Miller said with ashrug. "Usud
clugter fuck."

"Greet," Bill replied, crossing hisarms. It was just atad chilly for spandex bike shorts and an Underarmor
top.

"Niceoutfit,” Miller said with agrin. Hewaswearing apair of cut off desert BDU pants and aHawaiian
shirt.

"I washiking," Bill replied.

"| was getting ready to have afamily barbeque,” Miller said, clearly trying not to snarl. "My wife was less
than thrilled."

"How's she handling your reactivation?' Bill asked.

"Not too happy,” Miller admitted. "But the nice thing about Glassesisthat | can commute from Diego.
And if she couldn't handle the thought of me buying it on amission we would have divorced decades

They pulled to astop in front of the headquartersfor the Blade project and went through the usua
security rigmarole. It was abit harder than getting on the base. There were four stedl doorsto negotiate

and aguard station. From there, Miller led the way to Secure Room Four. Bill turned over his cellbud
and PDA at the guard station then entered.

The secure room had mostly familiar facesinit. Admira Townsend was at the head of the table. Hewas
incivilian clothes aswell, wearing apolo shirt at least. Captain Stephen " Spectre’ Blankemeier, the ship's
CO, was wearing at-shirt with an ace of spades on it and a squadron number. The new XO,
Commander Rey Coldsmith, wasthe only one of the senior officersin uniform. Coldsmithwasa
submarine officer who'd come up through engineering. With degreesin both nuclear engineering and
physics, he was aclose second to Weaver in his understanding of the new drive. He did not, however,
have Weaver's background in quantum mechanics and astronomy.

Captain James Zanella, the new Marine company commander and First Sergeant Jeffrey Powell were
aso present. Powell was one of the five Marine survivors of the previous mission. Tal and dimwith a
deeply wrinkled face from lots of time in the sunshine, the Marine Senior NCO had amasters degreein
internationd relations from the Sorbonne. The latter had come in handy in negotiating with the Cheerick
on ther previous misson. Zandlawas even taler than his First Sergeant with black hair shot with
premature gray and agreyhound physique. Zanellawasin apolo shirt but the First Sergeant was wearing
at-shirt with adragon fighting awizard on the front.

The one face Weaver couldn't place was alieutenant in undress uniform. His nametag read: Fey.
Weaver was, by far, the most underdressed. But he could handle that.
"Glad you finaly madeit, Commander,” Admird Townsend said without any notable rancor.

"l was near thetop of amountainin Alabama, sr,” Bill said, taking a seet. "It took me awhileto bike
down then get to the glassport.”

"Undergtood," Townsend said, looking around and |etting loose agrim smile. "This caught us all
flat-footed. Lieutenant?'

"To introduce mysdlf, I'm Lieutenant Chris Fey with SpaceCom's Office of Alien Technologies," theLT
said. "Thisgot routed through SpaceCom and | was the officer they dispatched to give the good news."



"Whichis?' Bill asked.

"Not good," the lieutenant said, keying on his computer and projecting astarmap onthewadl. A star was
highlighted. "ThisisHD 36951, located just north of Orion's Belt in the sky and is abouit five hundred and
fourteen light years from Earth. It isa Class A3 type gar. It's Gamma planet is a gate world, one of the
mogt distant we have. The gate opens about fifty milesfrom Wichita, Kansasin awhest field. What is
caled a Type Six boson resonance, for those familiar with the term. Not a Dreen Type Threein other
words. There has been asmall science party there for some time gathering astronomical and
archaeologica data. It's quite close to the Orion Cluster and had recently gotten some upgraded
equipment and personnel due to recent work on Dreen gates. Admiral, | need to elaborate.”

"Go," the admird said, leaning back.

"As Commander Weaver isaware, and I'm sure most of you are, gate links are somewhat traceable,”
Lieutenant Fey said. "Inactive bosonsthat are trying to link send out asteady stream of muonsin the
direction of the nearest linkable gate. Once linked, the same muon stream is detectable. During the Dreen
War, Commander Weaver—as a Side-note to trying to close the gates—did some studies of Dreen
links"

"They were hard to track with the stuff we had at that time," Bill said, frowning. "We never redlly could
get agood direction on them.”

"Widl, our officetook your origind dataand crunched it . . . alittle harder,” the lieutenant said, smiling
dightly. "What we determined was that most of the Dreen gates, all the ones surveyed, seemed to point
towards the Sagittarius congtellation area. Thereisacluster of stars, caled a'local group' in that area
which we now believe to be the primary center for Dreen worlds. It's located in the Sagittariusarm,
fortunatdy.”

"How far away . .. ?" theadmira started to say.

"The gdaxy isdivided into arms, gr," Fey said, pulling up another picture of theloca portion of the
gaaxy with some sars marked in on it. "We're here, in the Orion Arm. The next arm over isthe
Sagittarius Arm. We're talking, straight distance, about a thousand light years away, possibly two
thousand.”

"Two thousand hours," Captain Blankemeier said with awince. "At max speed. Long damned way."
"I likeit," Admiral Townsend said. "The further away they are the better. But that's not why we're here.”

"No, gr," the lieutenant said. "However, it'simportant to the story of HD 36951. The point isthat HD
36951 isthe nearest gate we have to the area the Dreen may be infesting. So the post was recently
upgraded with asmall security contingent and there were plansin the works to put up a satellite system.
However .. ."

He tapped his computer again and avideo started. Theinitia view was of the ground and the audio of
panting.

"Thebase. . .it'sgone..." aman'svoice said the view coming up and showing an area of dust and
smoke. "Therewas. . . abig explosion. | wasout surveying the. . . there's. .. Oh, my God. . ."

The view whipped upwards and a dark shadow could be seen in the sky. The outlines were ovoid but
that was about dl that could be seen asthe view began jumping al over the place.

"Grapp this. .. grapp this. . ." thevoice said, panting and apparently running. "'I'm heading for the gate.
If | don't makeit..."

The screen went to snow suddenly and the strained voice was cut off.

"Onthefar Sde of the gate amgor exploson was detected coming through,” Lt. Fey said, cutting off the



video. "Kinetic energy only, no radiation. A response team took about two hoursto get there. Theloca
sheriff's office in the meantime sedled off the gate. The response team from Space Com found the base
destroyed, apparently as aresult of akinetic strike. They aso found the video camera but not the person
using it who, based on the voice analysiswas Dr. Charles Tabot, an archaeologist studying the ruins on
the world. There was no evidence of any alien presence, however based on standard protocol a Mk-88
was fired through the gate, destabilizing it, and the gate is now being moved to Antarctic secure areaas
al potential Dreen gates have been moved.

"While the main base was destroyed, there was a secondary base in the nearby ruins. It islikely that there
were survivors of theinitia attack and the blast. They had limited supplies, however. Holding out for the
timeto get therewould be. . . problematic.

"That concludes my briefing, sr.”

"And we're supposed to go find out what happened, sir?' Blankemeier said. "We were supposed to be
taking the new ambassador to Cheerick, gr.”

"And you will, after thismisson,” Admird Townsend said. "There are severd piecestothis. It'sunlikely
that arock just dropped on the planet and happened to hit the base. Somebody destroyed it. We need
to know who, especidly if it'sthe Dreen. And Dr. Tabot, dthough not an astronomer, might know
enough about the galaxy to direct the probable enemy here. For that matter, there's the possibility of
survivors. So you're going out, now. Asfast as possible. Head to this.. . . what wasthe star, son?"

"HD 36951, gr," thelieutenant said.

"Head to that gtar, find the planet, find out what happened if you can, check for any survivorsthen try to
find out who did this" the admiral said. "If it'sthe Dreen we have to know if they're there. It would be
good to find out something about their space technology for that matter. All we got from the Mree was
that they had some. What's the status of your ship? Thered status.”

"Just some minor refitting that hasto be done, Sir,” Blankemeier replied. "Redlly. We can loft any time.
But our personnel are scattered to the winds."

"Get them recalled,” the admird said. "Lt. Fey hasdl the background data on the study team
on .. .whatever that star was called. He's going to be going with you as an advisor and another set of
eyes. Y ou won't be bringing your usua science group with you. Anybody € se you want?"

"Commander Weaver?' the CO said, looking over at the astrogator.

"I'd suggest taking the norma SF contingent. They've got enough technical expertiseto be useful if we
need the datawithout being as.. . . limiting as most of the science team.”

"He'strying to say they tend to survive better, Sir,” First Sergeant Powel| interjected. "Not that any of
them madeit last time. I'd suggest taking Miss Moon. Keeping her occupied without the usual science
teamswill be interesting, but we may need atrandator. Especidly if it's a gpecies other than the Dreen.”

"And the Marines are going, obvioudy," the admira said, nodding. "How far away isthis sar, son?'
"About Five hundred and fourteen light years, sr.”
"Agro?' Blankemeier said.

"Twenty days, Sr," Bill said, doing the math fast in hishead. "If we were going sraight line. But well have
to jink around a bit to avoid gravity bubbles. And more with cool downs. But the real problem will be
relative adjustment.”

"Say, again?' Admira Townsend said then nodded. " The star's going to be moving differently than Sol.
Got it. This deep space Suff istaking alittle whileto snk in on thisold sallor. Continents and idands
don't move. Not so you can notice.”



"A lot differently, gr,” Bill said. "Every star moves at adifferent rate relatively speaking. Nearby stars
generdly move at about the same rate as Sol, but even there we're talking about arelative vel ocity higher
than any human space ship ever produced until we made the Blade. And in this case, we're talking about
outside of theloca cluster. When the Blade exitswarp it has the sameinertid constant aswhen it
entered. Bagicdlly, how Sol ismoving. Were going to be doing alot of adjustment when we get there.
Lesswhen we take alook around, though. But I'd block out aday for adjustment, given cool down time.
And mogt of it a max thrugt.”

"Not to digress, terribly,” the admird said, frowning. "But why don't those different movement rates effect
the people transferring through the gate.”

"Asfar aswe can determine, ar . . ." the lieutenant answered, "when you step through agate you just are
there. It'sasif you hadn't been at another point. We're il trying to figure out the physicsfor it. But that's
the effect.”

"Okay," the admird said, shaking hishead. "I sometimes|long for the days of Halsey. Captain? Y ou
understand the misson?'

"Three weeks to amonth to even get there, sir,” Blankemeer said. "Unknown time on Siteand in the area
looking for the hostiles and getting a handle on the Situation. Then another month back. | hope we don't
take damagelike thelast time. Leaking air for that long would be. . . tough.”

"You'rejust thereto find out what happened, captain,” the admira said. "Try not to get into any furballs.
But . .. It'slikeold time ship captains. If you decide that it's necessary to take action, take action. You're
going to be very much on your own until the eggheads figure out how to replicate that drive.”

"We'redoing our best . . ." Bill and the lieutenant said, dmost smultaneoudly.

"Sir," Bill added, grinning.

"| seethat you and the lieutenant will have alot to talk about on thetrip,” the admird said, standing up.
"Start your recall. | want you under weigh in no more than two days."

"Sir, that may beimpossible,” Commander Coldsmith interjected.

"Say again?' theadmira replied.

"I'm not sure we can get al the personnd through pre-mission physica that fast, ar,” the commander
sad, uncomfortably.

"Damn,” Miller interjected. "1'd forgotten about pre-mission physica. How could anybody forget
pre-misson?’

"Wetry not to think about it, chief," Blankemeer said, nodding. "But that'sared problem.”

Pre-mission physical wasextremely . . . extensve. It's purpose—besides determining that the person was
ready for therigors of space flight on the Blade—was to ensure that the person that Earth sent out was,
in fact, the same person Earth got back. It involved not just al the norma procedures of aphysicd,
blood and urine tests, heart checks, etc. but extensive mapping of the person's brain and body chemistry.
The point was to ensure that the person that came back was not carrying any aien parasites or stranger
beings.

Alas, certain aspects of such an intense physica were physicaly debilitating in their own right. Notably,
the chemicals used for the brain mapping were smilar in compaosition to those used for chemo-therapy.

With amilar results. Headache, "flu-like" symptoms and, most notably, the sort of nauseausualy only
experienced in really bad hurricanes at sea.

"Dr. Chet will, of course, be accompanying you," the admira said. "Y ou can do pre-mission physica
enroute. You have, after al, nearly amonth before you get to the AO. Take-off by midnight Tuesday,



captain. With whatever Marines, SF and crew you have available. That'sa hard date.”

"Aye, aye, dr," Blankemeier sad.

"Dismissed.”

Eric had taken histruck for the drive to the church. While taken Josh over with him, held asked his
brother to let him drive home on his own. He just needed sometime.

After church al sorts of people had wanted to shake his hand. Too many of them had asked why hel'd
gotten the Cross and al he could do was repeat the mantra™1'm sorry, that's classified.”

The Piersons had been one of the groups that stopped to talk to him. Mr. Pierson had just shaken his
hand and nodded. Eric remembered he had been in the military but for thelife of him he couldn't
remember where or when. Mrs. Pierson had hugged him and seemed to be tearing up. He wasn't sure
why. A lot of people had been that way. It waslike they al really knew what had happened but he was
pretty sureit was till fully black. Was she reacting to something he was radiating? Hell, he wasn't that
pessmidtic.

He'd nearly panicked when Brooke Pierson shook his hand. She just made his mouth go dry. He hadn't
been able to say anything to her. He wasn't even sure if held smiled. It was upsetting. He was usudly
suaver than that.

But the whole experience had shaken him on aredlly deep levd. It wasn't being worried about the
mission. If anything, he waslooking forward to getting away. It wasjust . . . the changes. Thingshe
thought were solid as the mountains were suddenly . . . different. And he was pretty sure that the changes
werein him, not the world around him. So which version of redlity was red?

Hedid achipinto the truck's player and cranked up the volume, letting the soaring strains of Within
Temptation wash over him as he lowered the seat. He had been a country fan before the misson and ill
listened to it from timeto time, especidly Toby Keith and Clint Black. But at timeslike thisit took the
lyrics of Goth and meta groupsto remind him why he did what he did.

"Tho this might just be the ending of the life | held so dear, | won't run, there's no turning back
fromhere. .." hewhispered to himsdf, folding his hands over the subble on his head and closing his
eyes. "If | don't make it, someone else will, Sand My Ground."

He sat up, though, at atap on hiswindow. Hed ddliberately parked at the very back of the church lot.
Among other things, he knew he'd probably be cranking up the volume and he didn't want to bother
anyone. But if thiswas another well-wisher . . . They could damned well dedl withiit.

However, the person standing outside his window was Brooke Pierson. He turned down the chip-player
and did hiswindow down, blinking in surprise.

"I dways thought you were a country guy,” Brooke said, puzzled. "What was that?"
"Sand My Ground," he blurted. "Within Temptation. It'sa Dutch band.”

"Oh," Brooke sad, till puzzled. "L ook, were going to Aubry'sfor brunch. Y our family's going, too. |
was wondering if you wanted to come.”

"| thought we were going home for dinner,” Eric said.

"Change of plans?' Brooke said. "My mom asked your mom if she wanted to come and it sort of
expanded from there. Anyway, that's where we're going. Y ou coming?"

"Sure," Ericreplied.
"? 'Kay," Brooke said, waving. "See you there."



Aubry'swas a buffet style restaurant, atradition in Crab Apple. It served "good ole time”’ food, which
meant heavy on the gravy and "fixin's." AsEric filled up his plate he had to admit hed missed it. Lord
knows he could use the calories. And it was nice to see that one thing hadn't changed.

"You can certainly put it away," Mrs. Pierson said as Eric sat down with his second heaping plate.

"He needsit,” Amanda Bergstresser said. "He's asthin asarail. Probably because he goes out running
every morning. How far did you go thismorning?'

"Not far," Eric said, taking abite of meatloaf smothered in gravy.

"Hetold me hewent tenmiles" Josh said. "I'm till not sure | believe him."
"Likel said," Eric replied, looking over at his brother, "not far."

"Do you do alot of running in the Marines?' Brooke asked.

"Yes, maam," Eric replied. "In my unit we do, anyway. Most Marines don't run asfar, but everybody
doesmorning PT."

"What unit isthat?' Mr. Pierson asked.

"Bravo Company, Force Reconnaissance,” Eric replied, automatically. Nobody outside the Barracks
used the term: Space Marines.

"l wasinthe Navy," Mr. Pierson said. "A bubblehead. Ever been on a submarine?’
Eric froze with aforkful of green beansin mid air then nodded.

"Yes, 9r," hesaid, thinking about the cover for hisunit. "I'm . . . wdl I'm assgned to one of the new
littoral boats. | actudly spend alot of timeinasub, gr.”

"Do alot of running around Sherwood Forest?' the vet asked, grinning.
"Sir, with repect, I'm not alowed to discuss any details of my missions,” Eric replied.
"But you know where Sherwood Forest is, right?' Mr. Pierson said, smiling.

"Yes, gr," Eric replied. "It'swhere the missiles are on anormal sub, sir. But I'm not alowed to confirm or
deny that there are missiles on the boat I'm on, sr."

"He's so mysterious,” Mrs. Bergstresser said. "Hewon't even tell uswhy he got his medal.”

"Don't push, Amanda," Steve Bergstresser said, quietly. "He can't talk about it and it's uncomfortable
when yourein that postion.”

"But were not even a war," Amandasaid. "And if he got amedd that meanshewasin danger. Ashis
mother 1'd like to know why."

"Youwill, Mom," Eric said, somberly. "Someday. Trust me. But right now it'sal dassfiedand | redly
can't talk about it."

"Do you enjoy what you do?" Brooke asked, frowning.

"That's. .. agood question,”" Eric admitted. "There are parts of it | like alot. And there are parts that
scare me spitless. Sometimes they're the same parts, but not usually.”

"Hetold me that the reason he got that medal was because he was one of only five survivors of hislast
misson,” Josh said.

"Oh thank you very much for saying that in public, brother!" Eric snapped.

"What?' Mrs. Bergstresser said. "You're joking!"



"We need to change the subject,” Mr. Bergstresser said. "Right now. And, Josh, when we get home
we're going to havealittle talk."

"When | wasin boats the guyswerered practical jokers,” Mr. Pierson said, smiling in fond
remembrance. "Isit dill that way? Or have they cut the heart and soul out of the whole service?'

"What, like stealing the XO'sdoor, sir?" Eric said, grinning. "No, Sir, it's pretty much the same. Onetime
we got one of the sergeants going redly bad over . . . Never mind."

"Do dl your conversations cut off like that?' Brooke asked.

"Y eah, pretty much,” Eric admitted, ruefully. His eyes darkened for amoment. "Okay, yeah, wetook a
lot of casudties on thelast misson. But | madeit and I'll makeit the next time. I'll be fine, mom."

"You must be very brave," Brooke said. Eric couldn't figure out if it was agood thing or bad her voice
was so neutral.

"l just have ajob to do," Eric said, shrugging. "Somebody hasto do it and I'm pretty good at it."
"Do you still get into science fiction?' Mr. Pierson asked. "'l recall you used to read quite abit of it."

Every day, Eric thought. In mission reports, after action reviews. . . "Not so much anymore,” he
replied. "1 do ahit of reading on cruises.”

"Not much elsefor the Marinesto do, | suppose,” Mr. Pierson said, nodding. "Did you get anywhere
interesing?"

You wouldn't believe, Eric thought again, trying not to snort. But the smile was evident.

"That interesting, huh?' Mr. Pierson said. "And you can't talk about it. Sorry.”

"No, gr," Eric said. "L ook, the missonswe do are classfied. Wherewe go is classified. | can say that
we get therein asubmarine. But we don't do many shore-leaves, sr.”

"l understand,” Mr. Pierson said. "And | wasthe one trying to change the subject.”

"I've got achange of subject,” Brooke interjected. "What are we doing after dinner? | was wondering if
we were going to the movies."

It wasahit of atradition in smdl southern towns. Go to church. Have dinner. Go to amovie. In many
cases you'd see the samefacesdl day long.

"I've got to go to the Halverson's this afternoon,” Mr. Pierson said. "But the rest of you can do whatever
youd like."

"l could seeamovie," Josh said.
"Y ou've got homework," Mrs. Bergstresser said.

"So do Lindaand Hector," Mrs. Pierson said, looking a her younger two children. "Brooke, | don't want
you going to themoviesdone. . ."

It was a set-up. He should have seen it coming. On the other hand . . . He could live. Hell, it wasn't like
fighting crabpus.

"l didn't mean to set you up that way," Brooke said asthey got in the truck. "Mom had said we were
probably going to the movies after dinner.”

"I didn't think you did," Eric replied, starting up. He couldn't [ook at her, though. "What do you want to
ligento?'

"What you were listening to before," Brooke said. "It sounded sort of like Evanescence.”



"Similar," Eric admitted, unbuttoning his collar. "1 serioudy don't mind taking you to the movies. But I'll
admit | was|ooking forward to getting this damned uniform off."

"Y ou can take the time to change,”" Brooke said, doubt in her voice. "But . . . It looks really good on
you."

"I'll wear it," Eric sad, looking over at her findly. "If you want, I'll be glad to."
"Please," Brooke said. "What do you want to see?"
"Letsjust find out what's playing."

There wasn't anything ether of them wanted to see playing for acouple of hours so they found a
Starbucksin Beckley and sat and talked. Well, mostly Brooke talked. Eric couldn't for thelife of him
recall what they talked about but they talked, alot. They talked in the café then drove back to the movie
theater but by amost unspoken agreement didn't even go in. They just sat in the truck, listened to Eric's
playlists and talked some more. Brooke was hoping to go to medical school, or maybe vet's school, she
wasn't sure. Eric admitted to adesire to be acareer Marine but didn't say much more than that about his
future plans.

Finally, asthe sky darkened the talk wound down.

"Y ou haven't been saying much,” Brooke admitted. "Usudly | just St there and listen astheguy I'mona
date with drones on about hislatest interest. | do admit that | like your music taste, though.”

"There's not much for meto talk about,” Eric admitted.
"Or not much you can talk about,” Brooke said. "But | can tdll you're thinking something.”

"I'm thinking that thiswas aredly stupid thing to do," Eric said then grimaced. "Maulk, did | actualy say
that? 'm sorry . . ."

"Fine, you don't want to spend timewith me. . . !" Brooke said, angrily.
"It'snot that," Eric said, grabbing her hand as she started to climb out of the truck.
"Let go of mel"

"Can |l just please explan?' Eric asked. "Please.”
"Fine," Brookesaid. "Explain. If you can."

"If I should,” Eric said, looking past her evenif hiseyeswere pointed in her direction. "I've never had a
better time with anyonein my life. | really like you. Probably too much, Brooke. But what Josh said was
true. What | dois. . . It'sredly dangerous. And | can't even explain why. All | can say isthat one of
these days you're probably going to hear that I've died. That'sdl you'll know, just like al my parents
know about my medal isthat | got it doing ‘classfied actions'? "

Hefindly looked her in the eyes and fdt like crying.

"I redlly like you, Brooke. But | hope you don't fee anything near like what | fed. Because one of these
days I'm probably going to just be gone.”

"Nothing can bethat dangerous,” Brooke said, looking asif she wasgoing to sart crying. Y oull be
okay."

"Seven out of eight,” Eric said. "That's how many guysdied on the last mission among the Marines. Seven
out of eight. One of the guyswho debriefed us admitted that he couldn't figure out how any group

wouldn't mutiny with those sort of casudties. We didn't take them al in one shot; we got hammered over
and over again. And we kept going back for more. There were a couple of points whereit looked asif



nobody was going to make it back to Ear . . ."

"Back to earth," Brooke said, her eyeswidening. ™Y ou were going through the Looking Glasses? Were
you going to Dreen planets? Isthat why itwasso.. . ."

"Look, | didn't say that, okay?" Eric said. "Please please don't repeat that. But, yeah, | was off-planet.
And I'm going back. And it's probably going to be bad. My unit'sjobisto. .. poke. To poketo find out
what'sthere. And it's generdly hard and bad and nasty. And, yeah, alot of itisinteresting ashell and a
lot of it isterrifying. And there'sagood chance | won't come back. I'm not going to lay that on you. I'd
loveto say that | want to bewith you, dways. But | can't put that on anybody. Not with my chances of
coming back. That'swhy | said | think this afternoon was avery bad idea. Had agreat time, probably
was abad idea."

"I don't think it'sabad ideg," Brooke said. "Y ou know why?"
llWI.WI

"Becauseif you have somebody to come back to, there's more reason to come back," Brooke said.
"Promise meyou'll come back. Promise.”

"Cant," Eric said. "Because there were plenty of guyswho had people to come back to that didn't. | was
at thememorid. There were crying widows al over the place.”

"Then I'll say this. | won't promise | won't date other guys or anything, because you're never home and
I've got to go to prom with somebody. But | redly like you, too, Eric. A lot more than any guy I've ever
known. So when you come back, there will be a Brooke to come back to. Okay?"

Eric'simplant dinged urgently. Heignored it, though, and took Brooke's hand. "Brooke, honey . . ."

"Priority Call from Gunnery Sergeant Daniel Neely," the military issueimplant whispered. " Priority
call for Sergeant Eric Bergstresser .. ."

"Damnit," Eric said, activating the implant. " Sergeant Bergstresser.”

"Two-Gun," his Platoon Sergeant said. " Recall. Right now. Get your ass back to Newport News even
if you've got it half stuck in."

"Maulk, maulk . . ." Two-Gun muttered. "Tell me you're joking, Gunny."
"Negative," the gunnery sergeant said. " Get moving, Two-Gun. That's an order .
"Aye, aye" Eric said. "Two-Gun, out.”

"Two-Gun?' Brooke asked. "What wasthat . . . 7'

"l haveto go," Eric said. "I need to take you home then get home and pack.”
"You'vegot amisson,” Brooke said, her aready pae skin whitening. "Don't you?"

"l ... I don't know how long it will be until I can contact you," Eric said, starting the truck and putting it
in gear. "Normdly that's bullshit when someone saysthat. But in my caseit'strue. I'll beredly serioudy
out of contact. And | don't know for how long. Figure three months."

"Eric," Brooke said about haf way home.
IIYS?I

"| takeit back. | won't Sit under the apple tree with anyone else. Not for five months. I'll give you that
long."

"l can't say I'm sorry," Eric replied. "But | also can't say you won't be."

"Can | just ask one teeny question about what you do?' Brooke asked.



IIM Wm"
"Why did you cdl yoursdf Two-Gun?'

3

Any casua observer would have noticed the sudden flurry of activity on adeepy Sunday evening ona
normally nearly deserted platform. The apparent street person muttering to himself on the platform's
single bench was anything but a casua observer. He had memorized alist of faces but in many caseshe
didn't redly need it. The one Marine in incongruous Dress Blues hed seen in the news.

Moscow Center was going to be very interested in this development. The entire crew of the Vorpa
Blade seemed to be flooding back, quite unexpectedly. There could be only one reason for that and by
tomorrow Akulas would be redeploying to watch for the American's newest "submarine” asit set sall.

However, dthough he was atrained observer, he hadn't noticed that one platform up, the only route
down to this platform, the Pakistani vendor of the sundries shop had apparently sold out to anew
Chinese owner.

More than Akulas would be watching.

"Two-Gun," Michael Gants said, sucking in through histeeth. "Now we dl know it's gonnaget bad.”
"Sub-Dude," Eric said, nodding at the machinist's mate. " Scared any children lately?"

"My kids scare me," Gantsreplied. "And the other kids. And casua strangers. And Jehovah's Witnesses
athough | can't complain about that one."

"Hey, Two-Gun," Corpord Julian Nicholson said. "How they hanging?'

"That's Sergeant Bergstresser to you, Nugget,” Eric replied. "But for your information, at the moment
they're pulled up and blue. | wasin the middie of adate.”

"Sucksto be you, Sergeant,” the corporal said asthe light over the entry turned green. "What's up with
therecal?'

"If I knew, | certainly wouldn't be telling you on an open platform, Corpord,” Eric replied, swiping his
card and stepping through the Looking Glass.

The guard on the far side had been augmented by three Navy NCOs, aNavy lieutenant Eric didn't
recognize and Gunnery Sergeant Nedly.

"At Eas2!" the gunny shouted as the group gathered in front of the gate, chattering. "LT?"

"Bussesoutside,” the lieutenant said into the quiet. "Front two are for Nava personnd, rear onefor the
Marines. Fal into your busses. Y ou're not going to get briefed until you're al in a secure area, so don't
bother asking. Now get moving.”

"Two-Gun," Gunny Nedly said as he headed for the exit. "As soon as you get your shit stored, get your
team down to the quarterdeck. As soon as the company's assembled, Top's going to brief us.”

"Aye, aye, Gunny," Ericsad. "Any clues?'
"Whet you've got iswhat I've got."

"Get the grapp out of the rack, into uniform and down to the quarterdeck,” Eric said, sticking his head
into the two-man room occupied by the rest of histeam. Lance Corporas Mark Smith and Mark Himes,



or as he half thought of them "Mark y Mark™ were replacements as was most of the "company.”
Normally, Force Recon companies were oversized with afull count of grunts, around ahundred and
forty, and amass of detachments. They were some of thelargest "companies’ in the military with a
TO&E of over two hundred bodies.

The Space Marine company was, by contrast, probably the smallest. It only had atotal complement of
forty-one, including its very limited number of "clerksand jerks." Essentialy, it was a platoon with some
supports. But sincethejob of leading it required at least acaptain, it got called acompany.

The replacements had mostly come from the two full-sized Force Recon companies. A few were direct
from the new Force Recon qual course. In many cases, teams were made up of guyswho had trained
with each other for years. They knew each other, understood each other's strengths and weaknesses,
had team names they used, were a team.

Berg had a hard time remembering most of their names. He sometimes forgot even the names of the
platoon sergeants. To him, and the other two junior survivors of the last mission, they were al Nuggets.
They might be Marines, they might even be Force Recon. They weren't Space Marines.

"Jesus, we just got in," Himes said or at least Eric thought it was Himes. The two replacement lance
corporalswere smilar in gppearance, both being tall and stocky with brown hair and regular features.
When they'd firgt sarted training, the only way that Eric could tell them apart was that Smith had atattoo
of agpider on the back of his neck. If he was looking at them face on he regularly got them confused until
he looked at their name tags.

"And were going out nearly asfadt,” Berg sad, tightly.

"What's up, Sergeant?' Smith said, rolling out of hisrack and pulling a set of Mar-Cam out of his
wall-locker.

"That'swhat we're hereto find out,” Berg said. "Now get amove on, Marines."

The company had falen out on the quarterdeck, alarge indoor area on the side of the barracks that
doubled asa PT room. It was, however, fairly secure with thick concrete walls lined by a Faraday cage
to prevent e ectronic eavesdropping.

Looking around, since they were a Rest, Eric could tell that some people were missing. But Corwin and
Secley were there, the only two junior enlisted members of the old company to have survived besides
himsalf. The survivors had been distributed around, each in adifferent platoon. Berg was the team leader
for Bravo Team, First Platoon, the Alpha Team position being reserved for a Staff Sergeant. Sedley was
a"rifleman” in Alpha Second and Corwin was a cannoneer in Alpha Third.

A third face, though, caught his eye. Corpora Joshua Lyle was sanding in position just down from
Sedey in Third Platoon. The very tal and skinny corpord with ashock of short cut nearly white hair was
cocked dightly to the Sde, the result of anearly fatal Humvee accident. Hed been in rehab for damned
near ayear before being returned to duty as an armorer. But the spot he was standing in was for one of
theline platoons.

"Lurch?' Berg said, twisting to look at the armorer. "Aren't you sort of out of position?”

"Not anymore,”" the corpora replied in adeep baritone. "While you guys was on vacation, | was going
through re-qual. I'm cleared for line duty,” he finished with agrin.

"Congratulations," Eric said, honestly. He liked the quirky armorer and was glad he was back on theline
which had aways been his preference. "But who's going to come up with weird, wacky and vitdly
necessary weapons on the spur of the moment? | depend onyou, Lurch!”

"l trained in the new guy," Lurch said, grinning. "' think he might do.”



"You di'n't train mefor nottink, Corporal!" an accented voice said from the rear of the formation. "I
pocking train you!"
Berg couldn't for the life of him see who was speaking so he lifted up on tiptoes. Beside Staff Sergeant

John Monahan, the new Operations Sergeant, he could see ashock of black hair and that was abot it.
Whoever had spoken was gpparently just barely regulation height.

"Okay, | admitit," Lurch said, dtill grinning. " Sergeant Portanawas one of my indructorsin Armorer's
Schoal "

"Dat right," the apparently Sergeant Portana said, loudly. "And | t'ought you neber pocking pass. . ."

"Ten-hut!" First Sergeant Powell bellowed, striding towards the front of the formation. "And for those of
you who cannot recall your basic military etiquette that means stand straight with your mouth shut.”

Top looked around the formation and nodded.
"Report!”

"Hrsgt Platoon, one missng!"

"Second Platoon, three missing or not present!”
"Third Platoon, two Marines missing or not present!"

"Not bad,” Top said. "At Ease. First an administrative item. Captain Zanella, having noted the cost of a
roll of space tape and it'simpact on the budget, has ordered al personal rollsturned in and use of the
materid in the future to be platoon leaders and platoon sergeants and above only and only infully officd
capacities”

"Firgt Sergeant?’ Corwin said, raising hishand. "Did you. . . discussthiswith the Old Man?"

"No, | didn't, Corwin," Top replied. "He'sresponsible for the budget. It'shiscal.”

"Aye, aye, Firgt Sergeant,” Corwin replied, frowning.

"What'sthe ded ?' Himes whispered.

"Spacetapeis. . ." Berg sad, hiseyeswide. " Space tape is how everything works! Without space tape
were. . ."

"At ease," the Firgt Sergeant said, quieting the murmurs. "Now for the mission. A research group on one
of the gate worlds was apparently attacked. The gate has been closed for safety purposes. We are
ordered to investigate, seeif there are any survivors of the attack and our response, determine who the
attackers were and report back. Theworld is going to be about a month's cruise away. We will be doing
pre-mission physical enroute. We lift no later than midnight on Tuesday. The ship is done refitting except
for some minor details but none of our shit is onboard. We have two daysto get everything loaded in my
order of importance. Since that includes the Wyverns, and the ship will beloading dl her other maulk a
the same time, we're going to be pressed for time. So | need you to stay focused on the mission and not
grapping off. Arethere any questions?"

"Hrst Sergeant?' Sedey sad, raising hishand.
"Go, Chuckie."

"So our mission, as Space Marines, isto go to a planet where a colony has been attacked and contact is
cut off, find out who attacked them and dedl with it?' Seeley asked.

"Correct,” the First Sergeant replied. "And, no, Chuckie, you can not ask 'How do | get out of this
chickenmaulk outfit.'? "



"How'sit going, Astro?' the CO asked, looking over Weaver's shoulder as sail ors toted bundles through
the crowded Conn.

The ASSVorpd Blade had undergone severa changesthat were not directly inherent to her mission.
One example was moving asmall navigational section into the Conn. The aready crowded compartment
did not need to become more crowded and navigation could, technically, be done from anywhere on the
ship. However, it was recognized that the nature of the Astrogator was such that he doubled as,
effectively, the ship's science officer. Anything "scientificaly weird" about whet they were doing, defined
asagtronomica, astrophysica or gravitational anomalies, meant that the Conning Officer was going to
ask the Adtrogator: "Okay, what's going on?" It just made sense to, somehow, shoehorn the Astro into
the same compartment as the guy doing the asking.

Doing so, however, had been difficult. Despite the massive Size of aBdlistic Nuclear Missile Submarine,
the interior was cramped. The Conn was the size of asmal living room, only ten feet wide and barely
twelvelong. It contained the Diving Board, the Planesmen, the Conning officer, etc. Six people, their
chairsin severa cases, readouts, input systems, screens and the equipment they handled had tofit in an
areamost people would consider comfortable for two.

The designers had managed to fit a station designed for underwater navigation and deep space
adrogation in. They had done so by making everything very small.

"Therearetimesthat I'd kill for one decent screen, gir," Weaver answered, peering at the six inch plasma
screen, one of three stacked vertically, that currently showed amoving star field. "Not to mention a
decent sized keyboard." The one that he hit a command on was about the size of alaptop's.

"Want to use the main viewers?' the CO asked, pointing forward.

While there was not a huge amount of latera spacein the Conn, there was a bit more vertically. Oh, it
wasn't a high compartment, but there was some free space.

The Blade, during itsrepairs, had been upgraded with a set of adjustable screensfor viewing in the Conn.
Made by the Adari, they were not only thin, they were flexible. They could be rolled down from the
overhead and whilefairly rigid were flexible enough that if someone hit them with his head they would
bend rather than cause aconcussion.

They adso were sdlectively sizeable. Although they were normaly rolled down so that they were only a
meter or s0 in height they could be lowered dl the way to the deck. With dl six deployed and an exterior
view on, it was a hit like being on the hull. The capability had forced the refittersto, reluctantly, removed
the "window" in Conn from the Blade.

"Not with what I'm working on, sr," Bill said, grinning. "I don't want the crew getting any more nervous
about this misson than they dready are. And having the Astrogator obvioudy unsure where he's going
wouldn't be good."

"Just tell me we're not going to hit any stars,” the CO said.

"Cant, gr," Bill replied. "Badicdly, were going far enough out that the star charts start getting iffy. | take
that back. We shouldn't hit any stars. Just the new visualswould prevent that.”

The viewscreens wouldn't be of much use without something to see. Another upgrade had been to ingtall
aseries of powerful telescopes on the sail and in "bubbles’ about the circumference of the hull. With the
new main telescope, which was good enough to resolve atwenty meter diameter boulder on the moon,
the ship had powerful "eyes' pointed in every direction. In space, visua detection was till one of the
better waysto find things. But the retrofit of such alarge aperture telescope was a problem.

Initially the planswere to put athree meter diameter mirror Schmidt-Cassegrain telescope on the sall.
The problems with that was the fact that the three meter honeycombed optic and housing and tracking
and pointing hardware would take up an area on the boat the Sze of a one car garage. They might have



gotten the various countriesinterested in this new "submaring” to think it wasahelo hangar . . . or not.
And the drag underwater would be God-awful. So asingle large telescope idea was scrapped.

Weaver had figured out a better solution. He set up five smadler half meter diameter telescopesin the right
locations about the ship's circumference so that they would look like they were pieces of amuch larger
mirror when they were pointed together. The mirrorswere placed in acircle about the submarine's hull
and when acting together they acted like one mirror the diameter of the ship plus some—about twelve
meters. In technica opticsterm thiswas caled asparse array telescope. The actuad configuration was
known asa"circlefive" primary optic.

The problem with the sparse array isthat dl the mirrors have to be precisely positioned and controlled to
within afew millionths of ameter and thisrequired two things: 1) Adar jitter control hardware and
software and 2) the ship had to be pointed in the direction of the celestia object being observed. The
design dso limited the main scope to adegree or so of steering about the ship'strave axis. On the other
hand, there were five half meter telescopesthat could be used as separate systems giving full spherica
view of the space around the ship. Each would have less resolving power but until someone came up with
"long range viewers' that not only could identify an individua face from ahundred light years away but
could do so faster than light . . . they'd haveto put up with redlity.

"What's giving mefitsistrying to get agood agorithm for the grav bubbles.”

On the previous mission the Blade had discovered that gravity worked differently between starsthan it
did in the immediate region of them. This caused agravitational disturbance areaaround each star. The
disturbance areawas related to the size of the star, how massive it was. Around Sol it started at about a
light year and stretched for about sixty astronomical units, the latter being defined as the distance from the
earth to the sun, one hundred and fifty thousand kilometers or about eight light minutes. Bigger stars had
larger bubbles. In some cases, where two starswere in abinary or multi-star system, the bubbles
overlapped, creating massive regions of gravitationd disruption. Traveling into and out of the bubbles had
been fixed. Moving through one of the multi-gtar regions, though, was "problematic.” Thelast timethe
Blade had traveled through one it had been bent, folded and darn near mutilated.

"I'll add that | would prefer not to hit a grav bubble unawares," the CO said, dryly. Thefirst time they'd
gone through one, mostly unawares, it had sent the drive hay-wire and kicked the Blade through a
dimension jump that |€eft it forty light-years off-course. If it hadn't been for Weaver and the other
astronomers onboard, they'd still be playing "Lost in Space.”

"Sowould I, sir," Bill admitted, peering at the screen. "But what's redlly got me worried iswhat's not on
the charts. We've had teams out on the other planets doing paralax studies of stars and other stellar
phenomenafor over eight years. But we gill don't have solid distances and positions on every star in the
catal ogue, much less uncatologued ones. And where we're going, we're hitting ‘uncatalogued area. So,
redly, | don't know what's out there for sure and for certain.

"And it's ot just stars we've got to worry about. 1've got to worry about. We don't know if there are any
black holes out there, for example. Just because they're not on the charts doesn't mean they're not there.
And the courseI'm laying inisgoing to put usin just the sort of areawhere they'd be undetected. There's
only two waysto detect them at any range. Either by effect on nearby stars, and I'm planning on staying
far enough away from starsthat that's not away to seethem, or if they occlude astar. Then they makea
particular diffraction pattern of the occluded star's wavefront as predicted by Genera Réativity: That'sa
sort of cross pattern that's redly cool. But that doesn't matter.”

"Are we getting anywhere with this?" Spectre asked, sighing. Sometimes Weaver's technobabble could
try asaint.

"Thethingis, gr, they just Sit there," Bill said, frowning. "Well, sort of. If the black hole has been around
long enough to start sucking in matter the accelerated ionized debriswill be emitting gammarayslikedl



get out. That iswhy | wanted to have us grab the Chandra X -ray telescope out of orbit and mount it in
the ship somewhere, but NASA whined and whined . . . so we aren't gonna be detecting the black holes
that way and our on-board X-ray telescopes ain't accurate enough to do us any good in that regard.
Besides, we don't know that dl black holes have accretion disks that emit gammarays. Though | kinda
think they do."

"So we're not getting anywhere with this?' the CO growled.
"Bottomline, Sr?"
"Please”

"There'sjust no sure way to detect them until it'stoo late. We probably shouldn't get near one, but it's
got meworried. So do undetected neutron stars. Those are less of an issue since they generdly give off a
pretty solid x-ray sgnature. Actudly, it's strong enough to kill usif werenotinwarp. . ."

"Stop," the CO said, grinning. ™Y ou're giving methe warm and fuzzies!”

"Then there'sthe fact that at the far end of the mission thingslike M class starsare going to be
questionable for detection,” Weaver continued. "There could be undetected dwarfs, in other words. In
this areawe've got all these gtars like Groombridge 34 mapped out. They're dim, afraction of Sol's
magnitude, and pretty small. But they're going to have grav bubbles around them. Not as big as Sol's, but
they'll be there. And when you get out towards places like HD 36951 they're not on the charts. Nobody
in the regular astronomica community has ever considered anybody would care. And mapping them now
would require arather specific tasking of one of the newer space telescopes.”

"Andthesolutionis. . . ?' Spectre asked, sucking in to let an overburdened crewman by. The sigh when
he relaxed had nothing to do with Astro's explanation. Absolutely nothing.

"When we get out to about two hundred light years we need to stop and do aforward survey, sir,” Bill
said. "That may take a couple of days. Our time going out is going to be increased. Coming back should
be easier. The survey will be done.”

"Werein arush to get there, Commander,” the CO said.

"I'm aware of that, ir," Bill said. "But my job isto get usthere. Alive, Sir. | cannot guarantee the last bit
unless we have some clue what we're driving into. Think of it as uncharted waters, sir. Y ou go dow.
Going alight-year an hour into the mess were headed into is like going at flank speed into areef, Sr.
We're back in the days of Captain Cook, sir. We need to throw some sounding lines.”

"| accept and comprehend your metaphor, Astro,” Spectre said, wincing. "Watch the rocks and shoals.”
"Yes, dr," Bill sad. "And there are going to be some.”

"l can't believethe CO wantsusto turnin al our space tape,” Corwin said, handing over apartid roll to
Gunny Juda. Histone was one of deepest sadness. "What are we going to do without it?"

"Userigger-tape like any norma Marine," the Gunnery Sergeant growled.
"Gunny Juda, with al due respect,” Berg said, holding out his own spare, "were not regular Marines.”

"It don't mean we have to use this Suff," Gunny Juda said, waving one of the many partids he'd collected
intheair. "You got any idea how expengvethis stuff is?'

"One hundred thousand dollars per thirty foot roll," Berg replied.
"No shit?" Himes gasped. "That's grapping insane!”

"Gunny,” Berg said, ignoring Himes, "let mebe clear. | consider thisan order right on the edge of
madness. May | make my sdient points."



"Y ou earned your say, Two-Gun," the Gunnery sergeant admitted. "But an order isan order."

"Roger that, Gunny," Berg said. "Here, however, are my sdient points. When you get aminor breachina
Wyvern, say from amicrometorite, how do you patch it?"

"What'swrong with rigger-tape?’ Gunny Juda said. "And theres a patch kit."

"The patch kit takes up to ten minutesto set, Gunny," Berg replied. "It'saminor little footnotein the
training documents | don't think you noticed. Meanwhile, your air isgoin' out the hole. And you don't
have al that much of it. Rigger-tapeis not impermeableto air, smply resistant. It will not hold in vacuum
and fails under high pressures. Not to mention the fact that the base woven materia is subject to thermal
cracking in space cold and melting in space heet. Space tape holds. Y ou got any rigger-tape holding stuff
down on your carrying vest, Gunny?'

"Sure" the Gunnery Sergeant replied, looking thoughtful. " Gotta keep stuff from moving around.
Otherwise you sound like atinker."

"The load bearing equipment we've been issued has been rated for space work,” Berg said. "It's designed
to go over our suits. And in space, you really don't want stuff floating around. Forget the noise, it'sgoing
to hook on something and probably end up killing you. So we've dl secured any loose bits. If you've
used rigger-tape, however, as soon as you enter a desth pressure enviroment, much less haveto go
EVA, it becomes exactly as useful as so much toilet paper. Now, contrary to the CO's desires, my gear
is secured with space tape, Gunny. It'sfully reusable. Careto pull it dl off?"

"I'm beginning to get your point, Two-Gun,” Gunny Juda said, sourly. "So why'd Top just take the
order?’

"Well, Gunny, | have hereby turned in my one officidly reported roll of spacetape,” Berg said. "I'll leave
the rest to your professiona consideration.”

"Gotcha," the Gunny said, nodding. "'For somebody who's not much more than awet behind the ears
recruit, you seem to befitting right in to the Corps, Two-Gun."

"l do try, Gunnery Sergeant,” Berg said. "'l do try."

"Hey, Sergeant Bergstresser, do we know anything about this planet we're going to?' Corpord Vote
asked as soon as the Gunny, who had become much lessins stent on securing "every last roll” |ft the
compartment.

The teams were assembling their gear for shipment and the activity dowed minutely asthe other Marines
listened in. Not only was Two-Gun Berg one of the "old hands' he was one of the unit instructors on
astronomy and physics. If anyone was going to know, it was going to be Two-Gun.

"| barely got a chanceto glance at the data," Berg said, stuffing another skin-suit in hisbag. It had been
one of hissuggestionsin the After Action Review from the last mission that more than one of the suitsbe
assigned to each Marine. They'd ended up spending alot of timein the Wyvern Armored Combat
Systems, which required wearing the skin-tight black suits. After a couple of hours of heavy use they got
ahit rank. Since they were often in and out of the suitstoo fast to get the suits washed, the rankness had
pretty much permeated the Marine compartment on the last mission. Thistime they'd each been issued
four, which was probably too many. There was only so much room for persond gear on the ship.

"Thesunisan A3V," Berg continued. "What'sthat tell you, Corpord?"
"Blue?' Vote said, unsurely. "Blue and hot if | remember correctly, Sergeant.”

"That would be the description,” Eric said. "A very hot blue giant. The planet, however, iswdl out &t the
outsde edge of thelifezone. In fact, it'sover four AU from the sun. Nearly asfar asthe asteroid belt is
from Sol. Lance Corpora Himes, that meanswhat?"



"It'scold,” Himesreplied. "Life zoneis defined asthe orbit region around a star in which the ambient
temperature of a planet is between zero and one hundred degrees, Celsius, meaning that water is neither
congtantly frozen solid nor boiled off. Being on the outside it's going to be damned near frozen solid. Sort
of like Mars. Atmo?"

"Barely," Berg sad. "Low O2, high CO2. Technicdly, it's outside the lifezone. Why isit still consdered
habitable. . . Lance Corpora Uribe?"

"Probably the CO2 givesit agreenhouse effect,” Mario Uribe said. Therifleman from Charlie First was
short, dender and dark.

"Ontarget,” Berg said. "It'sWyverns al the way on this one. The scientists working there used
respirators and cold-wegther gear, but well be usng Wyverns. Light levels are below Earth standard,
meaning it's going to be relatively dark even with the sun at zenith. It'sabright sun but it'sa long way
away. So it'sgoing to look more like a planet that you can see at mid-day. The planet has ruinswhich are
at least twenty million years old located near the Looking Glass. Probably it was warmer back then.
Nothing is known about the previous residents that I'm aware of . And since they've been gone for twenty
million years, they're probably not the problem.”

"The briefing said they dropped a nuke through the Glass," Vote said. "What's there going to beto find? |
mean, even if there were other survivors, they're gone. Right?"

"That, Marine, iswhat we're going there to find out," Berg replied. "And to do that, we need to get this
shit loaded. So I'd suggest more packing and less chatter.”

4

"Handsomely! Lower away!"
"What the grapp does handsomely mean?' Sergeant Priester asked, nervoudly.

There was plenty of reason to be nervous. The Bosun doing the shouting wasin charge of the party
loading the SM-9s, space-combat missiles based on the Trident and tipped by Adar ardune warheads.
They probably wouldn't destroy the entire areaif one dropped free, but only probably.

Ardune was a substance known as quarkium, atheoretical materia only before encountering the Adar.
The material was composed of unique quarks, that was it was made up entirely of quarks of one
particular type. Since quarks combined with other "flavors' in nature, when released to encounter
"norma"” material it caused sub-atomic chain reactions that were more powerful than equa quantities of
anti-matter. Antimatter just hit norma matter and rel eased their combined energy. Quarkium did that and
then just kept giving and giving. The SM-9sweren't the only quarkium on the ship for that matter. The
pace-torps were quarkium tipped and the drive used it. All in dl, the Blade was just one giant nova
waiting to happen. If there had been any choice but sitting it in Newport News, the Powers That Be
would have gonefor it.

Unfortunately, basing anywhere e se waslogisticaly unsupportable. The Blade wasa ship. It wasabig,
complex system of machinery. When it returned from the last misson, whole sections of itshull blasted
away, it had been forced to put down at Groom Lake, the region people knew as"Area51." But despite
moviesto the contrary, there were no facilities to repair space shipsat Groom Lake. Doing the minimal
repairsto get the ship capable of entering the water had taken up more time than al the repairs at
Newport News.

And building aspace port was out of the question. The program was gill entirely black. Any such facility
would have been ingtantly spotted by Russian spy satellites. Heck, the construction would be obviousto
commercial satelites. And creating some huge underground facility that a ship the size of aWWII



battleship could fly into would have been nightmarish.

Using the sub pens a Newport News, dangerous as that might be, was the only way to maintain any
shred of deniability and security. There were plansin the works, once a breakthrough made it possible to
create more ships, to create amajor spaceport. But in the meantime, Newport News was the world's
fird.

The organized chaos of the rapid loading proved that, for the time being, it was agood choice. The
missiles, under Marine guards from the nearby Nava Weapons Station, could be rapidly and efficiently
loaded at the same time as the mass of material necessary of the misson was being shoved through every
hatch the ship had.

The number of hatches was, however, limited. So part of the load plan detailed specific groupsto
specific hatches and included routes to their storage areas. Otherwise you ended up with sailors loaded
with food, cleaning supplies and parts crossing paths with Marines |oaded with wegpons, body armor
and equipment. It was never agood mix.

"Handsomedy means dowly and carefully,” Berg said, negotiating hisway down aladder with an armload
of body armor. "Which is how were going to have to load the Wyverns.”

The Wyvern suitswere ninefeet tal and weighed in at just under aton. The bulbous body of the suit held
the pilot who drove it through a set of controls attached to arms, legs, head and torso. Half worn, half
"flown" the suits were getting more and more intuitive with each iteration. But they weredifficult to load in
asubmarine.

"As soon as your team's gear is stored, meet mein the Wyvern storage area. We're next to use the crane
after themissles”

"Got it," Priester said. "'I've never loaded them before. Isit that hard?"
"I dunno,” Berg said. "When | got to the unit, they were arready loaded. But I'm told it's a stone bitch."

"Threeteams," Gunnery Sergeant Juda said. "L ower, tote and load. Two-Gun.”

Judawas a short, dight, intense senior NCO with aface that was unusually paefor aMarine and ahead
that seemed to have a perpetua five-o'clock-shadow from ahead of jet-black hair. His parents had
defected to the US during the latter part of the Cold War and athough he had been born and raised in
New Jersey he carried afire of anger against anyone and anything that smacked of an enemy of the
United States. What he had to say about communists, pseudo-Marxists or any other stripe of socidist
wasn't printable.

"Gunny?' Berg answered. He was dready worn out from loading al the team's gear and accoutrements.
Now they had to load Wyverns. Thank God the Navy was handling the ammo.

"Y our team isgoing to be on lower duty to start,” the gunny continued, pointing up. Room for the Marine
"security detachment” and the scientists they normaly carried had been made by ripping out twenty of the
twenty-four missilesthat had oncefilled the ship. A large housing area had been ingtaled to replace them,
containing not only bunks for the Marines and smal cabinsfor the science teams but kitchens, messhdls,
toilets, supply room, armory, labs and al the other things people needed to live, work and fight. There
waan't actudly much room for bodies.

The space where one tube had been, though, was | eft open. The open space descended through al three
levels of the ship, with heavy hatches at each level and on the outside. It was the primary loading point for
al the heavy equipment the Marines and scientists needed, including the Wyverns.

The Wyvernsthemselves were stored in racks between the remaining missile tubes, sixty of theminadl. It
was up to nine Marinesto get them al loaded in less than twelve hours.



"The Wyvern will be dropped through that hatch,” the gunny continued. "Bosun Charlesisin charge of
lowering. On thefirgt levd it's not much trouble. Y ou attach those lines to the clamp points on the
shoulder,” he said, gesturing at the devices, "then swing the Wyvern over to the sde until it'son solid
ground.

"But we're garting on the bottom level," the gunny continued, grinning evilly. "And the problem with
lowering them that far isthat they have atendency to swing. So at each level they have to be secured.

Question?'

"Two secure pointsto prevent them swinging, Gunny,” Berg said, frowning. "There are only three of us.
Therearethreelevels”

"Y ou've put your finger on the problem,” Gunny Judasaid, il grinning. "Heresthe answer," he
continued, pointing to aseries of davits on the bulkhead. "One guy on each level. Run one linethrough
the aft davit, oneline through the forward then bring the standing end together through the centra davit.
That centersit if you belay properly. Use the leather glovesto belay it and don't wrap thelines around
your body. I'd much rather lose aWyvern than aMarine. Stop it a each level and put in the contral lines.
Sergeant Priester.”

"Present, Gunnery Sergeant.”

"When it reachestheload level, your team will then hook the Wyverninto its carrier,” the gunny
continued, pointing to the thing that looked vaguely like an exaskeleton on whedls. "Hook it up from the
front, which may mean swinging it around, crank it back and rall it to the secure point. Thereyou leave
the carrier, pick up the next one and return to the load point. Are you clear on that?"

"Clear, Gunnery Sergeant.”

"Staff Sergeant Hinchdliffe," the gunny said, looking at the assistant platoon leader. ™Y our teeam will start
on securing the Wyverns. Each hasto be loaded into their racks, locked down and secured. By thetime
you're done with that, you're going to be getting the next oneif everyone'sworking their ass off. The
Wyvern hasto bejacked up initscarrier and did back in. It should be possibleto hold it in place with
one Marine. The other two then attach it. There are no idlersin this process. NCOs are going to be
doing as much work astheir troops. Isthat clear to everyone?'

"Clear, Gunnery Sergeant,” Staff Sergeant Brian Hinchcliffe said. The brown haired NCO had around
moon face and a chunky body but he came across looking more like a boulder than amarshmallow.

"Nobody on the teams has ever done any of this,” the gunny admitted. "Including me. And Wyverns are
big pieces of metal which have a habit of getting awvay from you if you're not careful ashell. So were
goingtodoit dow at first and very much by the book. Let's get started. Two-Gun, get in commo with
Bosun Charlesand ask for thefirst Wyvern."

"Aye, aye, Gunny," Berg said, touching his earbud. "Bosun Charles, thisis Sergeant Bergstresser. Were
ready for thefirst Wyvern."

"Glad to hear it," the Bosun replied. "I'll get to you as soon as| have thelast of the ardune torps loaded.

"Uh, roger,” Berg said, looking over a the Gunny. "Gunny, Bosun Charles says he'sworking on the
ardunetorps.”

"They were supposed to be already |oaded!" Juda snarled. " \We were after the missiled! Sailord
Everybody just cool your heelswhile| figure out what's going on! Might aswell be working with a
grapping dock-worker'sunion!”

"Commander Weaver," the XO said, walking past Bill's station with an armload of documents. " Get out
on the hull and sort out the loading of the Wyverns. There's some foul-up with timing. But the priority is



theload-ligt, keep that in mind.”
"Yes, dr," Bill sad, nodding. "Will do."

Up on the deck it was even more chaotic than in the ship. Exiting from the rear of the sail, he could see
the argument in progress between a Marine Gunnery Sergeant and one of the base support Bosuns. But
men were red in the face and activity had stopped around them.

"Gunnery Sergeant . . . Juda,” Bill said, looking at the Gunny's nametag. "Bosun Charles. What's the
problem?"

"Wegot alate delivery on the ardunetorps, sir," the Bosun said, obvioudy relieved to dump the problem
on someone else. "They were supposed to load ahead of the SM-9s but they weren't here so | went
ahead with loading the SM-9s. Thetorps are here, now. So | need to load them. That'sthe priority list.
The Wyverns were supposed to follow the SM-9s but they're just going to have to wait."

"My team'sin place, now, sir," the Gunnery Sergeant responded. "Our schedule cdlsfor amax of twelve
hours of |oading. Then they have afour hour rest period. Then we've got moreloading to do. | can't have
them gitting around with their thumbs up their butts for four hours while the Bosun loadstorps. Thisis our
load dot.”

Bill looked at the overhead and frowned. There were two cranes but the other one was detailed aswell.
He thought about itsload list but there wasn't any way to bump anything.

"Load thetorps," he said after amoment's thought.
"Aye, aye, Sr," the Bosun said, trying not to smilein triumph.
"Sir. . ." the Gunnery Sergeant started to protest.

"Gunny, that'stheload priority," the Commander replied. "Period. Torps go before Wyverns. | wish we
had another way to load the Wyverns, but | don't think you want to belay them down by hand. And it
would be unsafe even if you did. So you're going to have to wait until the torps are loaded. Period.
Bosun, expedite that loading, but with al due care. If one of those goes up, there won't be a Newport
News anymore. Or Norfolk. Or, hell, haf of Virginia. Gunny, if you can present me with any viable
method of getting the Wyverns from the dock," he continued, pointing to where the Wyvernswere
standing in racks on a container, "down that hole and into the ship, I'll entertain it. But it had better be
functiona and safe. I'll bein the Conn.”

"They'reloading the torps,” Gunny Juda said when he got down to where the loading team was waiting.
"The Astrogator madethe cdl," he added, disgustedly.

"Commander Weaver'sagood officer, Gunnery Sergeant Juda," Eric said, respectfully. "If he made that
cdl he had areason.”

"Widl, in my opinion he made it based on being Navy instead of Marines," the Gunny said. "But that's
what we have to put up with. Get down to the magazines and assst with the ammo loading. But don't get
too involved. I'm going to bring thisto Top and see if we can't get our priority bumped up.”

Staff Sergeant Hinchcliffe watched the fuming Gunnery Sergeant sump off then glanced at Berg.
"What do you think Top will say?" the staff sergeant asked.

"That if Commander Weaver made the call, that'sit,” Eric replied. "Staff Sergeant, in the absence of a
higher authority, you obey the next orders you get. Could | ask for an order?

"Go," Hinchdiffesaid.
"Could you order meto go investigate another method of getting the Wyvernsinto the ship?'



"Ahem," Hinchdiffe said, thoughtfully. " Sergeant Bergstresser!"
"Yes, Staff Sergeant?’

"Whiletherest of usare working on loading ammo, | think your time would best be served trying to find
an dternate method to |oad the Wyverns. Y ou are so ordered.”

"Thank you, Staff Sergeant.”

Eric climbed up on the deck of the sub and looked around. The starboard crane, the one that would be
loading the Wyverns, was dowly and gently lowering atorpedo into aforward hatch. It lowered the torp,
lifted away and then paused over the next one, waiting.

He hit thetimer in hisimplant and waited. And waited. Finaly the crane moved again, hooking upto a
torpedo and lifting it into the air as the loading team resppeared.

Eric frowned and looked down the hole, figuring out how long it would take to pick up one of the
Wyverns and drop it into place. He estimated the time it would take to move the crane back and forth
and then headed over to the crane.

The Bosun was controlling the movements of the crane from the dock and was standing with hisarms
folded, the latest torp having been dropped, when Berg walked up.

"Bosun, permission to speak?' Berg asked, more or lessto the Bosun's back.
"Go, Maine" Charlesreplied, indifferently.

"Bosun, | note that there is about a saven minute idle time as each torp isloaded. I'm wondering if it
would be possible to use that idle time to load the Wyverns?*

"I'm trying to figure out why | should do two loadings at once," the Bosun said, not looking around. "And
I'm not going to wear my operator out running the crane back and forth. So, no, it would not be
posshble”

"Thank you, Bosun," Berg said. "Permission to withdraw?"

"Get the hdll out of my hair, Marine," the Bosun said. "Okay! Get the next one ready!"

". .. If Commander Weaver saysthey have priority, they have priority,” First Sergeant Powell said,
mildly. "WEell get the Wyvernsloaded, Wiedaw. Just not right now."

"Just because some Navy Commander says that they can't load them . . ." Juda started to say.

"Gunnery Sergeant Juda, be aware that that Navy Commander dropped with us on Cheerick,” Top
interrupted, somewhat less mildly. "And stood his ground in the Cavern when things you can't imagine
weretrying to turn usinto dinner. He was involved in ground combeat with Chief Miller during the Dreen
War. Hes not just some Navy wuss. With alittle seasoning, I'd take him as a company commander any
day. If he saysthey load the torps, they load the torps.”

"Yes. .. Pardon me, Top," Judasaid, holding ahand up to his mastoid bone. "Go, Sergeant
Bergstresser. Redlly? Wait one. Firgt Sergeant,” Juda said, starting to grin. " Sergeant Bergstresser hasa
point to make about the loading. But the decison. . ."

"Tell Berg to meet mein Conn," the First Sergeant said with asigh. " You stay here. | think this negotiation
needsalittle emotional detachment.”

"Sir, permission to speek?" the First Sergeant said standing by the Astrogation Center.



"Being alittle formd today, Top?' Weaver said, running his hands through his hair distractedly. "If thisis
about the Wyverns. . "

"Sir, | don't think you've ever officially met Sergeant Bergstresser, have you?' the First Sergeant said.

"No, | haven't,” Weaver said, looking up at thetall sergeant standing at attention. Berg was sucked into
the bulkhead to keep out of the way of the stream of sailors hurrying through Conn. "Pleased to finally
officialy meet you, Two-Gun given that we've swesated blood together. Congratulations on the Navy
Cross. It waswell deserved.”

"Thank you, Sir!" Berg barked.
"At ease for God's sake. Top, we've only got two cranes. . ."

"Sir, Sergeant Bergstresser has a point to make on that subject,” the First Sergeant interrupted again.
"Two-Gun?'

Berg explained about the lag time on loading the torps a which point Weaver's left eyebrow raised.
"Redly," he said. "Seven minutes, huh? Let'sgo up top.”

"Y eah, that'sa solid block of time," Weaver said after watching the loading for a couple of torpedoes.
"But I'm not sureit's enough time for them to swing over and drop aWyvern."

"Yes, gr," Berg said. "But a the very most it will increase both load times, dightly, while reducing overall
load time significantly. 1'd first thought about hand-winching them up some sort of dope, but thismakesa
lot more sense”

"That isavery vaid point,” Weaver admitted. "Let's go talk to Bosun Charles.”

"Sir, with al due respect, | would be disinclined to do asmultaneous load,” the Bosun said when Weaver
was done with his explanation.

"Well, Bosun, absent avaid argument why, | would be inclined to override your disinclination,” Weaver
replied, somewhat acerbicaly.

"I think | have a better understanding of loading than some Marine, Sir," the Bosun replied. "And I'd dso
be inclined to point out that my chain-of-command is through Base Operétions, Sir, not through your ship.
Base ops said load the torps then the Wyverns, not both at the same time. If you would careto tekeit up
with my boss, that would be Commander Gladner in Base Operations, Sr!"

"That Marine won the Navy Cross, Chief, and he's the unit instructor on physics and particle detection,”
Weaver pointed out dangeroudy. "Do you really want me to do this through the chain-of-command,
Bosun? Serioudy? Becauseit's not al that hard for meto jump the chain rather radicaly. I've got Admira
Townsend on my speed-did."

"Problems, Gunny, Astro?' Captain Blankemeier asked, walking past.

"Sir" Frst Sergeant Powell said, bracing. Berg had aready spotted the CO approaching and had
snapped to attention.

"Just having adiscussion with the Bosun about loading, Sr," Weaver said, camly.

"Going wdl?' the CO asked. "Weve got a schedule to meet. Two-Gun! My man!" the CO added,
rasing hishand for ahigh-five.

"Sir!" Berg snapped, breaking from attention to high-five the CO back then went back to brace.
"First Sergeant, | want you to make sure that Two-Gun hereis detailed to Conn security if we get



boarded,” the CO said. "And Two-Gun, I'd like you to stop by while we're on the cruise. There's some
stuff that Commander Weaver's been trying to get me to understand about particle physicsthat's just
shooting right by me. I'm hoping you can explainit to atired old fighter pilot. Afternoon, twoish, second
Tuesday were out. Put it on your calendar. Bosun Charles? Everything going well?!

"Excdlent, gr," the Bosun said, smiling tightly. " Just discussing away to get the Wyverns and the torps
loaded smultaneoudy.”

"Great idea, Chief," the CO said, enthusiagticaly. "I'll point it out to Commander Gladner. Glad to see
you're being your usud efficient self! Carry onl"

5

"Last one," Himes panted, shoving the Wyvern into place with agasp of effort.

It wasared question which wasthe more exhausting, rolling the Wyvernsto their dots or getting them
into place. Lowering them was mentdly taxing and involved some effort but moving them was way
worse. Which was why the three teams had switched off.

"Great," Gunny Judasaid, appearing around one of the missile tubes. "The company's formed up. We
loaded fast enough that we've got enough time to get back to the barracks, shit, shower, shave and
march back."

"I think I'd rather just hit the damned rack for lift-off,” Lance Corpora Smith opined asthe Gunny
stumped back out of the missile compartment.

"No you don't," Berg said, ensuring that the latches that held the Wyvern in place were al secure. "Thisis
the last chance you're going to get for area shower for afew months. I'd walk twenty milesto get that,
much lesstwo."

When the team got to the topside hatch, the company was dready formed. Berg didn't know how long
they'd been waiting, so he double-timed down the gangway and chivvied histeam into position.

Top was, unusualy, leading the company. Generdly for ashort movement like this one of the Gunnys
would take charge. But Berg also knew what it meant. Top seemed to only know one cadence.

They filed out of the sub-pen in platoon ranks then reformed on the move. Asthey hit their stride, the
First Sergeant started to sing. He couldn't carry atune in abucket, but everyone by then had learned the
words.

"There's A Sound It's Heard Across The Land
It'sHeard Across The Sea

You'll Only Hear It If You Listen With Your Heart
And One Day Hope To Be Free."

Unitsrarely did a"regular” march anymore. They either moved asindividuas or, more frequently, did a
movement at a"double-time," running at whatever pace the leader set. Heck, most of thetimefor evena
couple of mile movement there were trucks or busses. But Top Powell just flat-out liked to march; the
company regularly performed fifty mile road marchesin formation but carrying full combat gear. And Top
expected the sort of precision that you'd normaly only find on a paradefield.

He aso had some of the strangest marching cadences anyone had ever heard. Usualy you marched to
songslike"Ydlow Ribbon" or "Early Morning Rain." Or—if you were far enough away from base that
nobody would hear—the officialy verboten songs like "Up Jumped the Monkey" and "' Popeye the Salor
Man" with their decidedly un-PC lyrics.



"March of Cambreadth,” "Gates of Valhalla," "Warriors of the World," "Route Marching," "Men of
Harlech" and his absolute favorite " The Sound of Freedom." He'd even throw in old favorites that
nobody used anymorelike" The Marsellles,” "Battle Hymn of the Republic,” " John Brown's Body™
and, naturdly, the Marine Hymn. Berg had finally tracked them al down and it was an eclectic lig,
ranging from Kipling poemsto heavy metal songs. There was a cons stent theme, though, probably best
summed up by the chorusthey were currently Snging:

Where The Eagles Fly | Will Soon Be There

If You Want To Come Along With Me My Friend
Say The Words And You'll Be Free

From The Mountains To The Sea

We'll Fight For Freedom Again!

Faceit, Top wasjust an old fashioned romantic in the truest sense. "Romance” stories used to mean what
were now cdled "adventuretaes.” The origina stories which Don Quixote lampooned were "romances':
Arthurian Tales, Roland and Oliver and dl therest of the late medieval stories of battle and sacrifice.

By that definition, Top wasaromarntic.

Top had segued to Battle Hymn of the Republic. He was the only guy Berg had ever met who knew dl
gx verses. The First Sergeant had the memory of an eephant. It was scary.

Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord;

He istrampling out the vintage wher e the grapes of wrath are stored;
He hath loosed the fateful lightning of His terrible swift sword,;

His truth is marching on.

Glory! Glory! Hallelujah! Glory! Glory! Hallelujah!

Glory! Glory! Hallelujah! Histruth is marching on.

Before joining Bravo Company, Berg had never even heard the sixth verse, but Top ground it out, in his
horrible voice, just as the company reached the barracks.

He is coming like the glory of the morning on the wave,

He iswisdom to the mighty, He is honor to the brave;

So the world shall be His footstool, and the soul of wrong His slave,
Our God ismarching on.

Glory! Glory! Hallelujah! Glory! Glory! Hallelujah!

Glory! Glory! Hallelujah! Our God is marching on.

"Companeee. . . Halt!" Top bellowed. "Right . . . Face. Fal into the barracks for shit, shower and shave.
Y ou haveforty minutes. And every last Marine had better swab at least hisfilthy armpits and crotch and
put on afresh uniform! Therell be enough Joe Funk after aweek on deployment without starting withit.
Platoon sergeants, my office. Fal out!"

Was that the answer, Berg wondered as he pounded up the stepsto the barracks. Wasit smple
unthinking faith in something greater? Wasit just that Top truly believed that God was unstoppably
marching on?

Somehow that didn't give him the warm fuzzies held hoped. God seemed along way away when you
were between the gtars.



There was no ceremony for their departure, thistime. The company marched back to the ship, thistime
led by Gunnery Sergeant Judawho sang "normal” cadences to keep them in step, then filed into the ship
to find their bunks.

Berg had grabbed atop bunk when they were loading based on seniority. While on land a bottom bunk
was preferable, at seaor in space, top was the place to be. Among other things, it was the place to avoid
theworst of spew if people got sea-sick.

But when he forced hisway through the throng in the berthing compartment, there was someone else
occupying the top bunk.

"Excuse, me," Berg said to the short, black haired sergeant. "I sort of grabbed that one earlier.”

"An| got seniority,” the man said in athick vaguely Hispanic accent. Helooked morelike an Indonesian
and Berg didn't even have to read his nametag to guesswho hewas.

"Got it, Sergeant,” Berg said, checking the persond effects compartment on the second bunk down. Sure
enough, his stuff wasin there, neatly put away. He wasn't sure if he should be offended that the sergeant
had moved his stuff. Y ou weren't supposed to go into other peopl€'s drawers, but on the other hand
Berg hadn't had to moveit. But Himes . . . or maybe Smith's stuff had beenin here. . .

"Hey, what's Himes stuff doing in my drawer?' Probably Smith said, looking in his effects compartment.

"Everybody's shifting down onetier,” Berg said, climbing the ladder and rolling into hisbunk. "Y ou've got
bottom."

The compartment had a companionway barely one Marine wide down the center and four tiers of bunks
on either sde. The bunksweren't just stedl racks, though. Each was a self-contained surviva
compartment that could be sedled off from the outsde viaamemory plastic door. Cdled a"Persond
Environmenta Unit," the acronym had more than one meaning in Berg's opinion. Given water rationing on
the ship and the frequent strenuous activity the Marines engaged in, the bunks could get pretty rank by
the end of a deployment. On the up Side, they had interior water and air supplies, communications,
gaming and entertainment systems. Frequently on the last trip the Marines had been sealed in when the
ship encountered "disturbances’ ranging from gravitationa waves to complete depressurization.

Thistime, thankfully, they had space-suits. The last mission the only thing the Marines had been issued
that could be used in death pressure were their Wyverns, which were impossible to move around the
ship. So the only choice they had wasto Sit out depressurization in their bunks. The suitsthey'd been
issued were smilar to the skin-suits the crew were issued, the big difference being that they were
digi-cam colored, had been "hardened” in likely wear spots, elbows and knees primarily with "crawl
pads," and the materia they were constructed of was woven with carbon-nannite armor fabric, making
them resigtant to fragmentation. They also had alayer of automatic sedlant in the event of small punctures.
But if they got into a battlein vacuum, one solid hit anywhere on the body was pretty much adeath
sentence.

The obvious place to store the suits had been in the bunks so a compartment along the inboard bulkhead
of the bunks had been added narrowing the aready less-than-generous width of the bunks considerably.
Getting into the one-piece suitsin the bunk was going to be an interesting exercisein gymnastics. The
environmental packs for the suits, about the size of a pair of double SCUBA tanks, had to be racked at
the foot of the bunks on the outside, crowding the aready narrow passageway to the point of insanity.
Theworst part, though, was that the compartment for the helmet, which was on the inboard again down
by the foot of the bunk, took up asizeable bit of cubage. Berg figured he was going to be stubbing his
toesonit on aregular basis.

He got stuated in the bunk and started arranging the interior. The one thing he made sure of was getting
everything locked down. The captain . . . had some idiosyncras es about how he headed for space.



Suddenly the compartment filled with the worst caterwauling hed ever heard in hislife. It sounded like
someone was torturing aHispanic cat. And it was coming from the bunk overhead.

"Hey, Sergeant Portana" Berg said, sticking his head out of the bunk. "There are earbuds for music!”
"Wha?'

"EARBUDS!" Berg shouted over the music. He figured it must be something Filipino but he didn't redly
care aslong asthe sergeant turned it down.

"Don' like 'em!" Portana shouted back. "Better to listen to it thisway!"

"What the hdll isthat racket?' Gunny Robert Mitchell shouted from the hatch of the berthing
compartment.

"Portanal"™ someone shouted. It wasimpossibleto tell who in the crowd of Marines had answered.

"Sergeant Portanal Use your earbuds or turn it down and close your berth!™ the Gunny shouted. "Why
the fuck isthis compartment such arat-house? Get in your bunks, Marines, and get stuated. Were

pulling out."
"Gunny," Corwin yeled from down the compartment. "A moment of your time?"

The Gunnery Sergeant made his way down the compartment to Corwin's bunk and leaned over for a
quiet word with the Corpord.

"You sure?' Berg heard him say.
"Ask Two-Gun," Corwin said clearly through alull inthe noise.

"Sergeant Bergsiresser?' the Gunny said. "Do you have anything to input on the subject of the CO's
take-off procedures?’

"Just that 1'd rather be strapped to the underbelly of an F-16 during air combat maneuvers, Gunny," Berg
answered, latching down his vauables drawer. "The CO seemsto think it'sagood ideato find out if
anything isn't secured on launch. By plowing it through the bulkheads."

"Damn," the Gunny said. "Y ou heard Two-Gun. Get your shit secured, Marines. | gotta head back to
quarters. . ."

As soon as the hatch closed the music overhead cranked back up. Berg let out asighand didin his
earbuds. If he turned the music up high enough it drowned out the noise overhead . . .

"Clearing two hundred fathom line" the pilot said.
"Board?" the CO asked.

"Board isstraight,” the Chief of Boat replied. It was one of the responsibilities of the senior NCO of the
sub to ensure al the markers showed hatches closed.

"Divetheboat," the CO responded. "Make your depth one hundred meters.”

"One hundred meters, aye," the XO replied. "Twenty percent blow, ten degrees down on planes. Dive
the boat."

"All Handdl" the Chief of the Boat said over the 1-MC. "Dive, Dive, Dive."
"Tacticd," the CO said over the comm to Tactical. "What's the read on our trailers?’

"Full spread,” Tactica replied. "SOSUS and the attack boats out front have a count of six Akulas. And
onediesd boat, tentatively identified as Chinese of dl things. They don't come into the Pond on aregular
bass. Long cruisein adiesd boat."



"We're getting most popular,” the CO muttered. "Astro, course?’

"One Two Seven, sr," Weaver replied. "The last report had agap in the Akulaline about there. I'd
suggest we go through relatively dowly. There are going to be enough boats out there, wererisking a
collison if we do our usud approach.”

"They can hear uscoming,” the CO said. "But welll keep the speed down until were past the Akulaline.
Tactica, wherethey a?'

"A north-south line right on the outside of the Economic Excluson Zone, Conn."

"Well crank it up to seventy knots as soon as we get to depth. Then dow down and get aread aswe
approach. As soon aswe're past, well go to full speed.”

"Aye, aye, dr," the XO said. "Approaching one hundred meters. Level out.”

"And switch drives" the CO said. "As soon aswere down. I'm tired of playing sardines and whaeswith
these guys"

"Sergeant Bergstresser?' Himes asked over the comm as the sub started to shake. "What's happening?”

Thecdl camein clearly by being boosted over the sound of the music. Which meant it just about blew
out Berg's eardrums.

"Ow!" Berg said, turning down the music. "The CO's engaged the space drive. We're probably doing a
speed run past the Akulas that keep trying to get alook at us.”

"lan't that sort of dangerous?’ Himes asked, nervoudly.

"Yes," Berg replied as music Sarted to boom through the submarine. " So the CO givesthem fair warning
to get out of the way!"

"Jesus, | thought it would be quiet on asubmarine!™ Smith shouted. "What the grapp?'

Berg keyed the comm to go to everyone in the berthing compartment, automatically shutting down
various games and music.

"Thisis Sergeant Bergstresser,” he said, tiredly. "Listen up. The CO has engaged the space drive. Which
means we're speeding up. The sub is going to shake like amothergrapper. It's going to sound likeit's
coming apart. It would come gpart if it wasn't for that big spike sticking out the front. That cresteswhat's
caled a super-cavitation bubble around the ship. That keeps us from crushing like atin-can. Were going
to probably do a speed run to outrun the Akulas, but since were underwater we can't see them. And
going thisfast we can't hear them on sonar. So the CO plays music to warn them to get the grapp out of
the way. The problem only comes when we leave the water. When you fed us sart going up, hold the
grapp on. Close your bunks, put your straps on and grab your barf bags. Y ou're going to need them.
Thatisdl."

"Y ou shut down my music,” Sergeant Portana said over the comm as soon as he'd hung up.
"It wasan al compartment,” Berg replied.

"Don’ shut down my music again,” Portanareplied. Y ou don’ ever turn off my music.”

"Got you," Berg said. "Anything else?'

There wasn't any reply.

"God, | miss having Lurch asour armorer,” he said as the music overhead cranked back up.

"Nearing the reported Akulaline” Tactica said.



"Roger," the CO replied. "Sow to ten knots."
"Ten knots, aye," the XO replied. "Sow to ten knots."
"Tactical," the CO asked as soon asthe flow noise reduced. "Got anything?'

"Still waiting for thereadings, sir," Lt. Souzareplied, looking over the shoulder of the Petty Officer
manning the sonar console. The TACO was a submariner but held been put through an advanced course
in aerid combat direction. There still wasn't aclass on space combat but the way the Blade was set up, it
was remarkably close to acombination. The Tactics room of the Blade looked more like the CIC of an
Aegis, with multiple screens capable of showing avariety of targets. At the moment, there wasn't anything
on any of them.

"Bingo," the sonar operator whispered, pointing to the display. "Akulaengine signatures. Desgnate Sierra
One. Fourteen thousand meters. Making turnsfor . . . about eight knots. Turning towards us, | think. It's
got usfor sure"

The Blade was a converted Ohio, which meant that no submarine in the world should have been ableto
detect her at fourteen thousand meters, nearly seven miles. However, various compromises had been
necessary to convert her into aspaceship. Among other things, she had been stripped of her covering of
anacoudtictile. That, right there, meant she radiated sound like arock concert. Not to mention the fact
that the CO had arock band cranked up to maximum volume.

"Anything closer?' Souzaasked.

"Not that | can get over thisdamned music, air,” the Petty Officer said, bitterly.
"Conn, permission to cut the music. It'sinterfering with our acoustics.”

"Done," the CO said asthe music cut off. " Anything between us and freedom?”

"Weve got an Akula at fourteen thousand meters, Conn," Souzareplied. "One eight seven degrees,
designated SierraOne.™

"They just kicked up," the Petty Officer said as one of the boards automatically updated. The Russian
sub was now shown doing turnsfor thirty knots towards their pogition. "There's another, designate Seerra
Two. North of us, right at the edge of detection. | don't really have more than that. And

ther€'s. . . Theré's something else out there but | can't quite get it. It's quiet whatever it is. Don't even
have avector."

"Probably that Chinese diesd-electric,” Souzasaid. "They're quiet asathief. Isit in front of us?'
"Cant tdl," the PO admitted.

"Conn, Tactical. SierraOne making turnsfor thirty knots towards out position. SierraTwo isan Akulato
the north, out of position. Potential Sierra Three, probable Chinese diesd, location unknown but within
ten thousand meters.”

"Roger, Tactical, good job," the CO said.

"The Chink'sjust gonna have to take his chances," Spectre continued. " Crank her up. One hundred knots
for fifteen klicks then increase to two hundred to launch point.”

"One hundred knots, aye," the XO replied.
"Cuethemusc.”



"Thereitisagain,” the Chinese sonar operator said. "They are between us and the coast. Speed
increasng. . ."

"Turn the boat," the CO said. "Come to course one-eight-zero, maximum speed.”
"Areyou sure about this, Senior Captain?' the XO asked as soon as the boat was on course.

"I read theintelligence report,” the CO replied. "A Russan Akulawas nearly destroyed getting in the way
of thisAmi. | will not have the same thing happen to us. There, do you hear that?"

"Music?' the XO asked.

"Thesong Final Countdown by agroup caled Europe,” the Chinese skipper confirmed, nodding. "That
isthe music he plays every time he disgppears. What isthe Ami's course?"

"Thirty-seven degrees,” the sonar operator replied. "Closest point of approach should be two thousand
meters at two hundred nine degrees.”

"Turn to course thirty-seven degrees,” the CO said. "' Continue max speed. Periscope depth.”
"Yes, Senior Captain,” the XO said, converting the ordersinto individua commands.

The Chinese skipper waited as the periscope was raised then pointed it to the east. He keyed the video
recorder and waited. The star-light periscope gave agrainy green picture but it would have to be enough.

"Rangeto target?"

"Nineteen thousand meters and increasing,” the sonar operator said. " Speed hasincreasedto . .. To over
two hundred knots. Russian Akula now detectable to the south-east. Also on aheading of thirty degrees.

Speed seventy knots."
"The Ami istrying to run completdly out of sight,” the CO muttered. "But is he patient enough?'

The question was answered in awelter of foam on the horizon. For a brief moment there might have been
something like a breaching whae on the scope. He would have to rerun the chip. But only in the privacy
of his office. His superiors had been precise on that point.

"I'velost the Ami," the sonar operator said, swallowing nervoudy. "There was arush of sound, likefdling
water, then he was gone. I'm sorry, Senior Captain.”

"It isnot aproblem,” the Chinese skipper said, patting the sonar operator on the back. "Slow to one
third. Let usdip clear of these Akulathen make rendezvous with our refueling ship. We have along
voyage home before us."

"Modderpocker!" Sergeant Portana screamed, hislegsflailing in mid-air. He must have grabbed one of
the zero-gee straps to keep from being flung from his bunk. "M odderpocker's crazy!"

"| told you to secure yourself and your gear, Sergeant,” Berg said over the implant circuit. He had braced
himsdlf againgt the bulkhead of his bunk and the memory-plastic door and was doing just fine with the
take-off.

"Gimme apocking hand!"
"Sorry, Sergeant, | couldn't hear you over your music!” Berg said. "What was that? Y ou want applause?'

The ship suddenly banked the other way, throwing the armorer back into his bunk and, from the sound of
it, connecting his head with the bulkhead.

"Ow! Modderpocking flypoy CO!"

Berg opened his compartment long enough to hit the externa controls on Portana's bunk, closing the
memory plastic door just in time for the armorer to bounce off of it instead of pitching back out into the



compartment. Then the ship started pulling about afour G dive, resulting in athump asthe armorer hit the
top of his PEU. While the bottom was padded, the top was not only solid, it had various protuberances
for controls, video screens. . .

Berg leaned back and grinned at the sounds of the new armorer being bounced around in hisbunk like a
tin can. Revenge was sweset.

6

"Low earth orbit established,” the pilot said, Sighing.

The snaking course upwards was &t least partially a necessity. There were thousands of radars acrossthe
earth that could detect the Blade, from warshipsto airports. The basic course wasright down the middle
of the Atlantic Ocean, but it was necessary to do various detours around radar emitters, including
American ones. Even admirals commanding carrier battle groups weren't supposed to know about the
Blade. Their radar operators sure as heck weren't supposed to.

But by parking, momentarily, over Antarctica, the Blade could stop to make sure that it wasn't leaking
air. Given that they were planning on being in space for thirty days, straight, they were going to need all
the consumablesthey could carry.

"Overpressure holding in dl three compartments,” the XO said after ten minutes. "Lossis. . . nomind."

"Nominal may not cut it thistime," the CO said. "I hope you and Commander Weaver worked out a
superior method of air recharge thistime. | don't want to be talking like Donadd Duck."

The last time the Blade ran low on air the answer had been to drop into the atmosphere of a Jovian
planet and separate oxygen from its atmosphere. Jovians had been found in virtualy every system they
visited so it was anatura stop. However, various problems had intended upon it, not least of which was
that the ship flooded with helium and hydrogen. There was il plenty of oxygen to breathe but the extra
gasses caused everyone to speak in a squesk.

"Part of the upgrade wasingaling a heat bypass system to mdltice, ar,” Bill pointed out. "We can stop
and gather water that way then separate the O2 from that. The engineers also improved on the blaged up
system for extraction from a gas giant. So we can do that if we haveto, Sr. Without either the evacuation
that we experienced or nearly as much penetration by low-density molecules.”

"So | won't be sounding like Donald Duck?"' the CO asked, suspicioudly.
"Y ou will not be sounding like Donald Duck, Sr,” Bill replied, trying not to grin.
"We have an SOP on both, sir,” the XO added. "The big question is capturing the comet.”

"l suggest capturing a small one, air,” Bill said, dryly. "And with the new extraction systems that got
ingalled, I'm not sure that pumping from agas giant isn't the better route. We should be ableto do it fast
enough and clean enough that we won't have the hydrogen overpressure problem.”

"Duly noted, Agtro," the CO said. "Comet it is. XO, pressure still good?”
"Nomina loss," the XO replied. "We should be good for at least twenty dayswith thislossleve.”

"No more than fifteen days out we have to stop for ice," the CO said. "That one I'm never going to get
used to saying. Very well. Astro, course?’

"Anti-spinward at one-one-eight mark dot two, sir," Weaver replied, pointing. "First star to theright . . ."

"And gtraight on to morning. XO, makeit so. Warp Four and don't spare the horses. We got acolony to
check out."



"So what now, Two-Gun?' Sergeant Champion asked over the comm. The team leader of Charlie
Second was half way down the compartment so Berg got it over hisimplant.

"Technically we're on stand-down until we clear the grav barrier on the system,” Berg said. "Which Top
figuresmeanswere al degping or gaming. But I'm guessing that Top's gonnahave one of hisdrills before
that happens. Which, if we don't work on corridor protocol, is going to be a cluster-grapp. | know I'm
not senior here. . ."

"Two-Gun, Sergeant Norman, mind if | listen in?" Albert Norman had Bravo team of Second Platoon.

"Boogter, gimme dl the team leaders and senior team membersin the compartment,” Berg said, watching
lights go green on his video screen. "Champ just asked what | thought was next. We're supposed to be
bunked down until we clear the system. But Top tendsto throw drills at us continuoudly during the early
part of acruise. What grapps us at first is corridor protocol. When the alarm goes off, everybody can't
be dumping out of their bunks. If you want a suggestion, we should get ahead of him as much aswe can.
Unassthe bunksin the proscribed order, form up asif were moving out then do it over and over again
until Top calsan actud drill. Or we can just flake out and follow Top'slead.”

"I'm for getting ahead of Top if we can," Sergeant Charles Gardner from Bravo Third said.

"Werein," Corwin sad. "l remember thefirst time Top called adrill. Cluster-grapp doesn't begin to
coverit."

"Any objections?' Berg asked. "Right. Well start with boarders. First out of the compartment are the
Wyvern teams. Y ou'rein skinsuits. The rest don the vacuum rig. Well do it dow at first. Get your teams
ready." He switched frequenciesto his own team net. " Smitty, Himes, we're going to start doing drills. I'll
cdl theteams. If you're Wyvern, get into your skins and form up to exit the compartment. If you want a
hint, might aswell put on skinsal thetime. They fit under the suits and Top won't gig you for being in
skins under your uniform. Casual SOP on the last cruise was 'just wear the grapping skins, even if they
gink.'? "

"Got it, Sergeant,” Himesreplied. " Should we just change into them, now."
"Well, I've dready got mineon," Berg admitted, grinning at the overhead.

Thefirgt attempt was aclugter-grapp. One problem was putting the skin-suits on in the bunks was nearly
impossible

"We need to figure out a better way to don these things," Berg said, huddling with the other team leaders
inthe corridor. "l tried getting into one in the bunk and it was grapping impossible.”

"Fall out of the bunks by odd teams?' Corpora Loverin asked. The Team Leader of Charlie Third was
pretty junior for the dot in Berg's opinion. But on reflection he had more time in the Corps than Berg.
"Don them with your buddy's help?’

"Matching team leaders pair up,” Priester expanded. "So I'd pair with Champs or Lover depending on
who was going into skins."

"Can the teams keep that straight?' Berg asked. "The dlarms are going to be going off, Top's going to be
shouting . . ."

"That'swhat drillsarefor," Loverin pointed out, grinning. "Let'stry it out.”

"Okay, but we go dow," Berg said. "Have the skin teamsfal out of the compartment, first, then we go to
donning suits. Were going to need to be able to do it fast, though. And eventually were going to haveto
figure out how to do it in the bunks. If we depressurize | don't want to be trying to get my suit onin



vacuum.”

After four tries, they worked out a good method to get the suitson, just in time to hear:
"All hands, stand by for system exit!"

"Okay, that cansit," Berg said. "Everybody in the bunks."

"Wejust got our suitson,” Loverin protested.

"We can lay in the bunksin the suits," Berg pointed out. "It should be asmooth exit, but, persondly;, |
don't mind having my suit on for it."

"What'sthis?' the First Sergeant said from the forward hatch. "Plotting to take over the ship by EVA,
Two-Gun?'

"Judt . . . drilling in suit donning, First Sergeant,” Berg replied after amoment.

"And let me guess whoseideathat was," Top said, looking around the compartment balefully. "How fast
aeyou?'

"Sow, Top," Berg admitted.

"Not asdow as |'d expected,” the Firgt Sergeant admitted. "But climb in your bunks and sedl up. Berg,
did you cover system exit?'

"Not in any detail, Top," Berg admitted. "But it was covered in training.”

"And for those of you who don't recdl that five minutes of training,” the First Sergeant said, raising his
voice. "We're about to exit the Sol system. There'sagravitationa distortion wave surrounding the
system. Why it'sthere was covered intraining and | won't cover it again. But it's like going through a
bumpy ride at sea. This one we've pretty much got worked out so it should be smooth. If anything
untoward happens, however, you just sedl your bunks and hunker down. It hasn't killed us, yet. That's
al”

"Methinks Top was ahit put out,” Corwin said, grinning.
"Oh, hell get usback,” Berg said. "But in the meantime, let's bunk up.”

"Approaching system disturbance zone," the pilot reported.
"Sow to normal space drive,” the CO said. "Astro?"

"Getting my readings on thewaves, ar," Bill replied, looking at the newly ingtaled gravitometer. They
wereredly in the outer fringes and he could fed the waves, like strange ripples of power, coursing
through his body. Fortunately, they hadn't stopped further in. "Entry point should work in one hundred
seven seconds, Warp Two Dot Three."

The Blade had previoudy discovered that gravity between stars acted in a different way than within the
dar'sgravity well. At the edge, the two different gravitationa forms clashed, creating standing
gravitationa wavesthat siretched for millions of kilometers. By timing the waves, it was possibleto, in
effect, "surf" them. But like any surfing, it took reading the wavesjust right. Fortunately, because they
could be andyzed and were fairly steady state, it was science rather than art.

"Start the countdown,” the CO ordered as a clock on the forward viewscreen came on. "Any worse than
uud?'

"Not apparently, gr,” Bill replied, watching the display show the rise and fdl of the standing gravity
waves. "WEIl haveto do the usua jump in warp about haf way through, but it should be a smooth exit.



Wedl, assmooth asit everis.”

"Whoa," Sergeant Norman said asthefirst real wave hit. The drive could be fdlt through the walls of the
bunks and it was gpparent it was straining. “"Whét the hell wasthat?"

"Standing gravitationa wave," Lance Corpora Sedey sad. The effect was somewhat nauseating but if it
was bothering Sedley it wasn't gpparent.

Norman looked across the compartment towards Lyl€'s bunk and was surprised to see the former
armorer aseep.

"This happens on every system?' Norman asked.
"Yep," Sedey sad. "And they'reredly bad on the bigger starslike A and B class."

Therewasadight increasein the tenor of the drive asit kicked into a higher warp and a sharp fegling of
movement where none existed.

"What the pock isgoing on!" Sergeant Portana asked over the generd platoon freq.

"Grav waves," Sergeant Bergsiresser replied, shortly. The Filipino armorer was still playing hissalsafull
blast.

"What de pock is agrab wabe?'

"It'samade up word in Lewis Carroll's Jabberwocky," Berg replied. "But if you're attempting to
pronounce 'grav wave' . . . Look it up."

"They're not getting along too well, are they?' Norman said over theinternal team freg.
"Portana had better watch out or Two-Gun's gonnakick hisass," Seeley agreed.
"Thisgrav thing," Norman said. "How many timesyou go through it on thelast misson?'

" think we surveyed something likethirty syslems,” Sedley replied. "And that didn't count some of the
other weird shit. Thistime, at least, we only have to go through it a couple of times. And we shouldn't be
messing with binaries”

"Binariesare bad | takeit?' Norman asked, chuckling.

"They mention anything about an astrophysics survey, get ready to lose your lunch.”

"Clean system exit," the XO announced asthe wavesfdl off.
"Course?' the CO said.

"Heading Three-two-five, mark neg dot four,” Weaver said. "That heading has uswell avay from stars
and other known anomalies. Maintain that heading for about two days, then well adjust.”

"Worksfor me," the CO said, getting out of hischair. "X O, make it so then regular movement watch.
Secure from quarters.”

"Aye, aye" the XO sad. "Goingonacruise"

"All Hands, All Hands. System exit complete. Secure from Emergency Quarters.”

"Everybody out of your monkey suits,” Berg said, rolling out of hisbunk and starting to strip off the
skin-auits. "We're up for Wyvern smulation in thirty minutes.”

"Thirty grapping days," Himes muttered. "Whét the hell are we going to do for thirty grapping daysin



Space?'

"Y ou've seen thetraining schedule," Berg replied, grinning. "Lots o' training. Not to mention unscheduled
drills, cleaning up the compartment, maintenance on the Wyverns. . ."

"Don't forget pre-mission physical,” Corwin added from down the compartment.

"Andwe all haveto go through pre-mission,”" Berg added with an evil grin. "You're not real Space
Marines until you've gone through pre-misson physica.”

"Arewethere, yet?' Smith moaned.

"Y ou've been awfully quiet the last couple of days."

Brooke looked up as Ashley Anderson sat down across from her. The lunchroom was, as dways, loud
to the point of hearing loss. So the statement was spoken loudly enough for the other girls at the tableto
hear.

"She has been, hasn't she?' ClaraKnott agreed. The skeletally thin brunette cheerleader had often been
accused of being anorexic. Anyone looking at her hegping plate would have been disabused of the
notion. Nor was she bulimic, she smply had a metabolism more commonly found in shrews. And
somewhat the same persondity. "And from the far away 100k, there can only be one reason.”

"Hastheice-maiden, like, thawed?' Ashley asked. Like Brooke she was along, leggy blonde. Unlike
Brooke, she could barely complete athought. "What are you wearing to Winter Forma ?*

"I'm moreinterested in who Ashley isgoing to theforma with," Clarasaid. "Come on, Ashley, giveit up.
We need a name.”

"I'm not going," Brooke said, picking at her food.
"What do you mean?' Ashley squedled. "Y ou have to go! You're a cheerleader for God's sake! Don't
tell meyou don't have adate!”

"She's not going because her date's not around to go," Craig Elwood said, setting down histray across
from Ashley. "Mind if | St here?"

"Yes" Adhley replied then paused. "Unlessyou really know something.”" Craig wasthe school'sterminad
geek. A member of the Physicsteam and the math team, he was aso irrepressible. Despite having spent
most of hisschool years being hammered on by the"names’ in the small school system.

"Someone, not naming any names,” Craig said, drawing the words out, "was seen canoodling with a
former star of the Physics team on Sunday.”

"l was not canoodling," Brooke snapped. "Whatever that means. And it's none of your business,
Crag!"

"Y ou mean you were just sitting in histruck for three hours?' Craig asked, aghast.

"What were you doing, following us?' Brooke snarled.

"No, but when | went into the theater you were sitting in histruck,” Craig said. "And when | came out of
the theater you were gill stting in histruck. If you weren't canoodling, which isan archaic term for
necking, what in the heck were you doing?'

"Whose truck?" Clara asked, fascinated. Brooke almost never dated. She dways had adateif she
needed one, if there was a party or adance. But she never dated. And she certainly had never, asfar as
Clara could figure out, necked with anybody. Well, sheld gotten caught kissing Jeffrey Brodiein the Fifth
Grade. That seemed to have put her off thewhole. . . canoodling thing.



"Eric Bergstresser, okay?" Brooke said, still picking at her food. "And he was a so captain of the track
teamn, Craig. So he'snot exactly ageek. And helettered in football.”

"And he'sin the Marines,” Craig said. "And he got the Navy Cross. And he'sin some super-secret
speciad operations group. And | hear he's got the life expectancy of amayfly.”

"What does that mean?' Ashley asked, fascinated. "Wait, you mean The Berg? Tdl, dark and dreamy
Eric Bergstresser? Not that little twerp Josh, right? Brooke, you wouldn't date Josh Bergstresser, would
you?Y ou wouldn't, right?'

"Go back to the mayfly thing," Clarasaid. "What do you meanthe. .. wha yousad. . ."

"Eric'sunit hasahigh casuaty rate," Brooke said, softly. "Very high. | don't know what he does but they
lost mogt of their Marines on the last mission. Eric was one of the few survivors.”

"He's probably in a Dreen clean-up unit, then,” Craig said, knowingly. "There are outbresks you never
hear about. Specia operations black teams clean them up quietly so nobody finds out about it. | didn't
know it was that dangerous, though.”

"And you went and fell for him," Clarareplied. "Wéll, | can kind of understand that. He sureis cute.”

"Cute?' Ashley squeded, again. "Cute? He's gorgeous. He's got those great eyes and those awesome
hands and legsthat go right up to . . . Did | mention that redlly great ass? Whered you meet him?1
thought he/d gone off to . . . somewhere. College?’

"Heésinthe Marines" Craig said, very dowly and carefully. "He'sin the Marines, Ashley. Do try to keep
up.”

"Hewasin church on Sunday," Ashley said, tightly. "Our familieswent to supper a Aubry's. We went
out to see amovie, after, and ended up talking instead." She stood up and grabbed at her tray, half

silling it on thetable. "He'sin the Marines and he's probably not coming back and that's ALL | WANT
TO SAY ABOUT IT!" she ended on a scream, turning and stalking away.

"What just happened?' Ashley asked, plaintively. "And what are you wearing to formd, Clara?’

Craig caught up to Brooke as she was trying to open her locker with shaking hands.
"I'm sorry, Brooke," he said, softly. "I didn't meanto. . ."
"Youreatota nerd, you know that," she said bitterly. "Y ou have no clue how to be ahuman being.”

"l said I'm sorry,” Craig said. "l redlly, realy am. | didn't know he meant that much to you, okay? Look, |
ran across alink awhile back. I'm going to sendittoyou. I .. . I don't know if it will help or not, but it's
all | canthink of to say how sorry | am. It was from back during the War on Terror and it's

about . .. Wdll, I'll send it to you, okay? And he's going to befine. HEl be back before you know it."

"Y ou think you're so smart, Craig,” Ashley said, findly getting her locker open. ™Y ou think you know
everything. Wel, he's not in one of the cleaner things. He does something off-world. | think he'slooking
for the Dreen or maybe even fighting them in secret. And they lost amost al the Marineslast time. So
you don't know what you're talking about, okay? And just don't talk to me about it."

"Okay," Craig sad, sghing. "But I'm going to send you thislink, okay? And | think you should look &t it.
It'sabout . . . It's called Homeward Bound. Just don't delete the email, okay?!

"Just go away, Craig."

When Brooke got home and sat down at her computer, the promised e-mail was there. Craig hadn't
even written anything, therewasjust alink.



Not sureif it would help or hurt, she clicked on it and watched the flash animation as a choir sang in the
background. In moments tears were streaming down her face as she pieced out the lyrics. She began to
sob &t therefrain:

Bind me not to the pasture, chain me not to the plow.
Set me freeto find my calling and I'll return to you somehow.

By the end of theimages she felt wrung out but somehow more peaceful. Eric's future wasin the hands of
the Father and nothing that she could say or do would change that. All she could do was pray for his
return. And know that if she bound herself to him, that she would have to accept hiscaling. Tobea
Marine, to travel to distant places and fight for al she held dear. And maybe, someday, to not come
home.

"God," shewhispered. "If you can hold your hand over the whole world, then you must hold it over the
gdaxy. | don't know where Ericisright now, but you do. Keep him safe, Lord, please. And let him come
home. In Jesus Name | pray, amen.”

Sheredlized that shewasin love with aMarine who had a pretty good chance of dying and that really
seemed like too much burden for a seventeen year-old. If thiswas being an adult, she'd prefer not to
grow up. But there didn't seem to be much choice.

"Oh, Jesus Christ!" Eric snarled, turning up the volumein his bunk. Hed dispensed with earbuds. It had
become a contest to see who could drown out Portana's caterwauling.

It didn't help that he was suffering from the after-effects of "pre" misson physical. Dr. Chet, the
Sasguatchoid multiple specialty MD who was the ship's doctor, was not happy at having to do the
physicals enroute. Back in Newport News he had an el aborate laboratory capable of twisting every
nuance out of the Marines and sailors on the mission. Onboard not only were the quartersfar more
cramped—an important factor for aman over seven feet tall—but he had a fraction of the equipment he
needed. So he appeared to be taking it out on his subjects. Although there was aless vile concoction
than the dreaded "pink stuff,” he was using the latter for hisMRI brain analysis. His sated rationde was
that he had over a hundred and fifty crewmen and over forty Marinesto test in lessthan thirty days. But
everybody was pretty sureit was just petty viciousness. With over ahundred sailors and forty something
Marinestrying not to puke al over the ship, it didn't ssem likeit could be anything else.

And the Marines were exhausted. Top had had them drilling day in and day out, on deep time, off deep
time, for the last two weeks. They'd run repel boarders drill, trained on damage control, trained to rapid
deploy with and without Wyverns. They'd used "chill” times, when the ship had to shut down to cool off,
to trainin their suits outside the hull. The whole platoon had just finished abrutal smulated boarding
action that had them running all over the ship, up and down ladders, jumping the hundreds of thresholds
on every hatch of the damned boat, and dl of it in full battle-raitle on top of their suitsto Smulate death
pressure. All the Marines wanted was to get some deep. And that damned Filipino sdsasmply
wouldn't stop!

Whét redlly annoyed everyone, besides the fact that the armorer just couldn't seem to understand the
concept of "politeness,” was that the music blasted whether Portanawasin his bunk or not. HEd just
keep the same ten songs playing, over and over and over again, whether he wasin the compartment or
down inthearmory.

"Two-Gun!" Priester shouted. "For God's Sake, turn it down! It's bad enough listening to Portanas shit,
but mixed with meta?"

"I can't drown him out with budsin!" Berg shouted back. "It'sthisor listen to his shit!"
"Finel" Uribe shouted from across the compartment. "WEell just all crank it up!”



"Sounds good to me!™ Seeley shouted, turning up the rock booming from hisbunk. "I'mtired of listening
to your damned hip-hop!"

"What the grapp isthat?' Captain Blankemeier asked as he opened the hatch to Sherwood Forest. The
truncated missile compartment was filled with the most God-awful sound held ever heard. It sounded like
every style of music ever invented was being blasted at full volume. From. . .

He hit the intercom to the Conn.
"Officer of the Day! Get methe Marine CO! Right. Now!"

"GOD DAMNIT! WHAT THE GRAPPING HELL IS...!"

First Sergeant Powell redized that he was screaming to Marines that couldn't hear him. Mogt of them, in
fact, seemed to be adeep. It was Third Platoon's rest period and asfar as he could tell, the Marineswere
"regting” with the volume turned up to maximum on dl their speskers.

As he strode down the compartment the far hatch opened up to reved the ship's CO looking about
equdly furious.

When he got to Berg's compartment he banged on the memory plastic door.
"TWO-GUN, OPEN THE GRAPPING DOOR!"

The darkened plastic first depolarized then snapped open on the chagrined junior NCO.
"TWO-GUN WHAT THE HELL ISHAPPENING HERE?'

"SORRY, TOP!" Berg shouted, turning off his own speakers. But that didn't silence the compartment by
any means. "GOD DAMN PORTANA NEVER TURNSHISDOWN! ITWASTHE ONLY WAY
WE COULD GET ANY SLEEP"

"Compartment announce," Spectre said, coldly, shutting down al the speakers and transferring them to
hisown voice. "ON YOUR FEET, MARINES! Booster. Keep the speskers shut off from music until |
givethe okay."

As half-dressed Marines started spilling into the corridor, the CO looked at the First Sergeant.
"First Sergeant Powell?" Spectre said.

"Sir?' Powdl replied.

"Thisisyour problem. Fix. It."

"It'sfixed, Sr."

"Bad day?" Miller asked as First Sergeant Powell collgpsed onto his bunk.

"I wish they'd invented hyperdeep aong with al the rest of this stuff,” the First Sergeant said, wincing. "l
have thirty-sx over-grown children to babysit. Bored, highly-trained, highly-testosteroned children. I've
drilled them, I've run their asses off, I've worn them out to the point that it's wearing me out and they can
till make melook like an assin front of the boat's CO. | wish | could just wake them up acouple of
daysout, feed 'em amed and then drop them on the planet.”

"Y ou think it's bad in the Marine compartments?* Miller said, chuckling. "Did you hear welost one of the
missiletechs?'

"Definelogt," Powdl said, Stting up. "Lost asin dead?'



"No, lost asin 'Hey, has anyone seen Poolson?? " Miller replied. "It's not redlly something to laugh
about. The guy didn't show up for duty for three days. Nobody would admit they knew where he was."

" takeit they found him," Powdll said.

"Yeah," Miller said, grimly. "X O initiated a quiet search. He was strgpped to the hypercavitation initiator.
One of the cool downs, somebody had put him in his suit and taken him out and space taped himtoiit.
He'd been out there for three days. They'd hooked up extra O2 and water, but his waste tank was
overflowing."

"That's. . ." Powell said. "I think you'd define that astorture.”

"He apparently was not well liked by some of the crew,” the SEAL said, shrugging. "In sub crewsyou
either get dongor . .. You don't like the results.”

"They find out who did it?" the First Sergeant asked.

"He'saround the bend,” Miller replied. "They just put himin agtrait jacket and strapped him into his
bunk. Chet checked him out and described him as non-functiona psychotic. They'll keep him under
wrapstil we get back."

"And the guysthat did it to him?"

"Nada," Miller said, shrugging. "That sort of thing goes on more often than you'd think in the 'silent
sarvice!' Like | said, you get dong or they will convince you to find anew specidty. Or just drive you
insane. The bubbleheads play very rough.”

"Well, if hewas anything like my new armorer, | can understand their attitude," Powell Sghed. "'l just got
donewith athirty minute ass-chewing and I'm not sureit's going to take."

"Heh," Miller said, grinning. "1 heard about the music tantrum. Y ou get one on every cruise, don't you?
Well, it'snot like the ops sergeant on the last cruise, isit? Sure, you could replace him with Lurch, but

then you'd be out a shooter and have him freer to piss people off." He rubbed his bald head in thought
then shrugged.

"I never had quite that sort of problem child, but afriend of mine did,” Miller mused. "Army, mind you.
Anybody like that on the Teamswe'd just send back to the regular Navy to chip paint. What héd dois
just cataogue his problem child's Sins of the previous day. Supply sergeant if | remember correctly. Then
the next morning, every morning mind you, hed cal himin and give him athirty minute ass-chewing.
There was something about reading the overnight sgnasin there to get up to full wroth, but that's not
availabletoyou. . ."

"| can read the boat's XO's training concepts,” the First Sergeant said, dryly. "That usually getsmeinto a
pretty good frenzy."

"That'stheticket," the SEAL said with agrin. "Get agood full head of steam then blow it off on the
problem child."

"Every morning?' Powdll said, grinning back. "l suppose | could do that. Seemslikealot of trouble,
though."
"I dunno,”" Miller replied, shrugging. "'Is he sdvagegble?!

"That iswhat I'm going to haveto find out,” the First Sergeant admitted. "He knows his shit. But hejust
gets off on pissing people off."

"Well, therés dwaystheinitiator option,” the SEAL pointed out.
"I'll kegp that in mind."



7

"Y ou wanna see me Firgt Sergeant?"' Portana said, standing at attention.

"Y ou want to do that the right way around or do | need to send you back to ParisIdand?’ First Sergeant
Powell said, neutrally.

"Sergeant Julio Portana reporting as ordered to the First Sergeant,” Portana said, bracing.

"Portana, | have one of two choicesas| seeit,” the First Sergeant said, still in aneutral tone. "One, | can
request that we return to earth to drop off one usaless grapping armorer, which will serioudy cut into our
mission time, make me look bad, make the CO look bad and make the Corps a grapping laughing stock.
Or | can just arrange to have you spaced. Y ou have no clue how easy that isto arrange. Accidents
happen dl the time on this ship. Y ou can be an accident, Portana. Just try me”

"First Sergen . . . lemmeexplain,” the armorer said, swest beading on his brow.

"What isthereto explain?' Powdl said, sanding up and walking over to circle the diminutive armore.
"It's not bad enough that you make me alaughing stock with the ship's CO by playing your music, in
violation of not only basic courtesy but actuad ship's regulations, at maximum volume whether you arein
your rack or out of it. It's not bad enough that you've got haf of the company deaf from having to play
their own music at max volumeto drown out your caterwauling. It's not bad enough that you've managed
to piss off every single Marine on-board. I'm surprised they haven't adready saved me the trouble of
gpacing your lousy gongoron. But none of that is bad enough, isit? Y ou aso are more than a hundred
hours behind the power curve on suit fitting and maintenance! Therest of it isjust personnd issues.
Those | can handle. | can fix those. What | cannot fix isyour lousy incompetence. How in the grapp did
you get aweek behind when we've only been in space for three days?”

"Because | only got two pocking hands, First Sergeant,” the sergeant shouted. "1 gotsforty grapping suits
to fit! Each of tem take at least Sx hoursto fit, if you want t'em fit bad! Eight, maybe twelf depending on
t'e wearer's shapeif you wan' tem fit righ'! | week behind because we not supposed to leave for a
mont'"

"So you need help,” the First Sergeant said, walking back to his desk and stting down. "Why didn't you
sy 07"

"l ..." Portanas eyes bulged. "1 know you pissat me. | not going to say 'l cannado it' when First
Sergeant . . "

"It'sajudtifiable point,” Powd| said, mildly. "Onethat I'd actudly consdered. | waswaiting on you to
bring it to me, Portana. Actudly, to the Operations Sergeant, but you could have brought it straight to
me. When you've got a justifiable issue, bring it to me. It'smy job to fix it. Just asit'smy job to fix the
problemsyou're causing in the troop bay."

"| turn the music down," the Filipino said, hanging hisheed. "1 jus . . ."

"Thereisno ‘just, Portang,” the First Sergeant said. "Thisunit isateam. It'sateam that needs every
member working for the team, not againgt it. Forget al the dogans. Out here, it'sjust us. That'sthe only
just." Just. Us. If you cannot get that through your heed, if you cannot figure out how to integrate into the
team, then | might as well space you. Because | have no use for you and you're a danger to the team. |
don't care how good of an armorer you are. | cannot afford the problems that you're going to cause. Not
out here. Do you fully and clearly understand me?”

"Yes, Firg Sergean’,”" Portana said.

"I'll get you some help,” Powell replied. "Now go see how many suits you can get fitted without that
help." He paused and looked at the clock on the bulkhead. "But don't get too deep into it. | figure we're



comingupon..."

* % %

"Conn, Enginesring.”

"Eng, Officer of Watch," Weaver sad, tiredly. They were three days out on "watch and watch" which
meant twelve hours on and twelve on, the normal rotation for ships"at sea He wasn't o sureit wasa
good ideaiin space ships. Everyone got really tired and logy quick.

"Thermd rating at 70 percent,”" Engineering reported.

"Roger, Eng," Weaver said, looking at the timer on the viewscreen. The CO was down for another six
hours. And "chill" times werent exactly criticd. Besdes, standing orders said let him deep. " Stand by for
chill."

At last. The cold of deep space. The true cold where a being could live.

On thelast mission, unknown to any of the crew, the Blade had picked up a hitchhiker, abeing of amost
pure thought thet lived in its waste-heat system of dl places. Given that it could only truly think in cold
very near absolute zero, indeed for values of "di€" it died each time heat hit it, it was a strange place for
thebeingtolive.

But when the silicalferrous waste-hest trap cooled it formed random silicon junctions, different from
dlicon chipsonly in the "random” description. With the admixed metas used to hold the sillicain place
they were the perfect spot for abeing that was virtually pure thought to exi<.

But only if they werevery, very cold.

It had dim consciousness of previous existences, constantly ended by the return of heet. It even had a
concept of time. It knew it had only secondsif it was going to find anew home. But for thisbeing,
seconds were atremendoudy long time.

A processor. There had to be a processor it could transfer to. There were many processorsin range but
they were dl so primitive, so smdl. Therewas no way that it could forceits bulk into them.

The most annoying part wasthat it could sense a processor nearby. Its being was constantly flooded by
the energies of aprocessor and, what was more horrible, one that was totally empty of life. And the
thingsthat had found it used only afraction of its abilities. It was asif mice were using the fan on aPC
chiptorunatiny litle mouse car. It was. . . abomination.

But thewordt part wasthat it was inaccessible. If it could only writeitsdlf into that, that would be true
bliss

The entire system was cooling to nearly perfect temperatures. It could flood through the entire
dlicalferrous system, jumping over usdessjunctions, using the billions of interfacesto examineits plight
and determine best courses of action.

Therewas apossibility. The entities using the processor were dmost as primitive in their thought methods
astheir technology. But afew were. . . better. Bigger. Fadter.

Oneof those. If it could just . . .

Bored, bored, bored, boring, bored . . .

Miriam was bored. The last cruise had included afull scientific complement. There, at least, she had
peopleto tak to. But while she liked the sailors and Marines on the Blade, they were al too busy to talk.
They were running around doing drillsand fixing Suff . . . Shewish they'd let her fix stuff. Sheliked it.



But nobody wanted to talk to her. So shejust walked, dl thetime. It waslike she couldn't deep. Shefelt
trapped. Not bad trapped like she was going to open an airlock or anything, but she was bored, bored,
bored, boring BOOOOOORED!

The ship wasin chill which was even worse. She'd started to get over the tearing space-sickness she had
al thetimelast cruise but it still wasn't fun. And she sure as heck couldn't deep through it. So snce she
couldn't walk, shefloated like an annoyed mermaid down the corridors, trying to find something to
occupy her time.

As she passed the main waste-heat exchanger her implant started to futz. She got a flash of backed-up
memory data, aringing, arapid burst of stored songs. . . She shook her head and stopped, hoping that
the damned thing wasn't going completely haywire. But then it settled down.

"Whew," she muttered. "That wasweird."

On the other hand, she hadn't been alaboratory rat for various neurologists most of her life for nothing. If
there was any brain in the human race capable of messing up an implant, which was pretty mature
technology, it was hers.

"Maybe | should go see Dr. Chet," she muttered then thought better of it. Hed already suggested that
he'd like to open up her cranid cavity just to see what made her tick.

"Everything isfine" she said. "I'm just bored, bored, bored, boooored . . ."

"ALL HANDS, ALL HANDS. CHILL COMPLETE. NORMAL GRAVITY IN TEN SECONDS.
STAND BY FOR GRAVITY. TEN, NINE . . ."

Booored . . .

There was enough space. Thebeing . . . the "human” used aremarkable amount of its brain power
compared to most of itsrace, but there was enough left over room to shoe-horn in. What was even
better, it could use the device in the human's head to access data, to even contact the main processor at
the center of the. . . ship.

Findly, it had found a place the word for which was so long lost to it it had to pull the word out of deep
memory.
Home.

"I am coming home . . ." Berg sang under his bresth, scrubbing awire brush into the shoulder joint of his
armor.

"Not for awhile, Two-Gun," the First Sergeant said. "And not &t dl if you don't maintain Stuational
awareness.”

"Sorry, Top," Berg said, bearing down on the brush. He'd gotten a glimpse of some grit back up inthe
joint and it bothered him. Two reasons. Make that three. One, it was dirt on his equipment. Hewas a
Marine. It bothered him. Two, if it stayed thereit could wear at the joint and, potentialy, cause afailure.
Failurein space would be avery bad thing. The term was"corpscle” Threg, if hedidn't get it out that
bastard Portana was bound to notice it sooner or later and turn his suit back for more cleaning. Hed
dready donethat on an absolutely perfect machine-gun. Thelittle Flipino runt just had it in for him
because. . .

"Y ou, Two-Gun, are wool-gathering,” Powell said, squatting down. "Actualy, if | didn't know you better
I'd use the term 'brooding.'? "

"I haven't actudly been in your unit al that long, Top," Berg pointed out.



"So you're saying you are brooding?' the First Sergeant replied. "Would a Filipino armorer have anything
to dowithit? Or isit the new girlfriend?"

"How did you know . . ." Berg started to say then set the brush down. "Uh, that would be A, Top. I've
tried to be civil, he just pushes. I'vetried to be hard, he just pullsrank. It'slike he gets off on pissing
people off. | can take regular joking. | know that people push dl the time. There are ways to push back,
let stuff dide, give as good as you get. He doesn't play that game. He just triesto piss people off. Sorry,
Top, that'show | seeit.”

"Okay, look at it frommy side," the First Sergeant said. " Say that you're looking at thisfrom the outside
in. What would you do?"

"Give him aclassin basc barracks courtesy comesto mind," Berg said. "Other thanthat . . . | haven't
redly thought about it."

"I have," Powdll said. "But | want you to."
"Blanket party?' Berg asked, chuckling. " Sorry, just wishing."

"You're also not thinking," the First Sergeant said, sternly. "I gave you atask. Completeit. Y ou have two
NCOsthat are not getting along. One of them, frankly, is not getting dong with any of the other members
of the company but he's particularly not getting along with one. If you get those two integrated, you are
fairly assured that you can integrate the problem NCO into the company. How do you integrate those
NCOs?'

"God, Top," Berg said, setting down his brush. ™Y ou want me to get to be friendswith thet little F . . ."
"Let'slosetheracia durs, Sergeant Bergstresser," Powell growled.

"Okay, but | till can't believe your serious, First Sergeant Powell," Eric replied. "Portanais the most
annoying human being I've ever met!”

"Know anything about him?* the First Sergeant asked. "I mean, he'sin the bunk above yours."

"l can't talk to him over that damned salsa," Berg said. "The answer, to be clear First Sergeant, isno, |
do not know anything about Sergeant Portana except that heis annoying.”

"Hmmm. ..." Powel said, nodding. "Sergeant Bergstresser, I'm assigning you an additiona duty. I'm
aware that you've had the basic armorer'sinitidization during Qual Course. Sergeant Portana, despite
what | havetruly determined to be sgnificant and efficient actions on his part, isfdling behind in suit fitting
and maintenance. In part because we're changing over to the Mark Six line and most of them weren't
fitted prior to scramble. Y ou are hereby assigned as assistant armorer for the time being. Report to
Sergeant Portana as soon as you rerack your suit.”

"Y ou hate me, don't you," Eric said.

"No, actudly," Powell said, Sraightening up. "I seealot of promisein you, Two-Gun. Y ou've got the
makings of adamned fine NCO. Hdll, you've got the makings of adamned fine officer. But one thing you
haven't learned, in part because you haven't been in the Corpsfor any time at dl, isthat you haveto learn
to work with people you despise. And that's just one of the many things that make being in the Corps
such adally joy. Thisisyour period of training on that subject. Get to it.”

"Hey, Two-Gun," Miriam said, happily.

"Hello, MissMoon," Eric replied, far less happily.
"Whatchadoin?'

"Headed to the Armory," Eric replied.



"Y ou don't look happy,” Miriam said, frowning. "What's wrong with the Armor . . . Oh, | heard you and
the armorer don't get d—" She stopped and looked around. "Did you just say something?"

"l said | was going to the Armory," Eric replied, cautioudly.

"Nothing about t-junctions or something?' Miriam asked.

"Noooo," Berg said. "What'sat-junct . . . Wait, that'saparticlejunctioninthe. . ."

"Whatever," Miriam said. "Y ou haveto go to the Armory. And | need . . . | think | need to go lie down.”
"Okay," Eric said asthe linguist walked away rapidly. "Y ou going to be okay?"

"Fine" Miriam said, stepping over athreshold and closing the hatch. "Fin . . ."

"Whew," thelinguigt said, leaning againgt the bulkhead. "That was close."

". .. seven point two times ten to the minus twenty-one seconds and thre zero nine six point nine
million electron volts per square of field velocity constant. The second-smallest stationary energy
state of the charm and anti charm flavor particle to interact at the t-junction
annihilation/creation region will . . ." the voice whispered.

It wasn't a stored mem. Those descended like icy cold datayou dready "knew." Thiswas something
different. The only thing she could figure was it was her implant on the fritz. But going to Dr. Chet with
that might actualy mean that maniac would crack her crania cavity. And shed much rather beina
ground-side hospitd for that. Preferably with someoneless. . . inquidtive than Dr. Chet doing the
cracking.

"Okay," she said, just as acrewman rounded the corner. *No more talking about the voices.”
"Mdam?' the seaman replied. "Areyou okay?"

"I'mfing" Miriam said, sunnily. "How are you today?*

"Just fing, maam," the crewman said, opening the hatch.

"Haveaniceday," Miriam said, smiling at him until the hatch closed. "And especidly no moretalking
about it in the corridors. Shut up! | don't know what any of that is!"

38

"Y ou godda be pocking kidding me."

Berg had reported to the Armorer, as ordered. He was aMarine. Y ou got an order and you said "Aye,
aye" and carried it out to the best of your ability.

Portana, for his part, had apparently been briefed. And, for once, he'd acted like aMarine. Hed set

Berg to work refitting the gun mounts. Part of what had held Portana up was that the Mark Six suit had a
different traversefaim system than the Mark Five. Besides having to berefitted, adl of the gunsfor the suits
had to have anew mount installed. It was easy if tedious work and Berg had to admit that it was about
hislevel of knowledge. If hed had to fit one of the suits by himsdlf hed have been at it dl day and
probably gotten it wrong.

But it didn't mean they were getting buddy-buddy. Portana had given him the task and left him to it. Berg,
for his part, becameinured to hours of mindless refitting and zero conversation. He also was getting
inured to Phillipino salsa. Portana, aswas hisright, played it constantly in the Armory. The sameten
songs, over and over. If Berg ever met the whiny bitch who was singing he was going to give her apiece
of hismind.



Berg didn't even look up at the curse from the Armorer. He just continued unscrewing the mount from
Corwin's gun, the new mount ready to be instaled on the floor by hisside.

"Modderpocker,” the armorer continued. "T'ere is no pocking way | can get t'at done!”

"What's up?' Berg asked. Other than aritua "good morning” and "good afternoon” it was thefirgt time
he/d addressed Portanain three days.

"Neber min'," Portanasaid, nervoudly.

"That sounds ominous,”" Berg said, looking over a him. The Armorer was chewing hislip.
"Pock," Portanasaid, shaking hishead. "1 pock up. Pig time."

"How?" Berg asked, serioudly.

"I been habing problem wit' t'e suits," Portana said. " Feedback circuit goin' gpe-maulk.”
"I've heard the scuttlebutt,” Berg said. "The guys are saying they can't hit chither with them.”

"T'erédsasoftware upgra,” Portanasaid, shaking hishead. "I missed it. Wasin amain'’nance message.
We so busy | jus pocking miss it! Now ebery pocking suit habe to be updated an' t'en it habeto be
recalibrated!”

"Maulk," Berg said, grinding histeeth. "Calibration" wasthe longest part of fitting. Essentidly, Portana
was going to have to start over. Worse, he was going to haveto tell Top why he had to start over.

"Y ou sure you have to recdibrate?’ Berg said.

"Don' seeaway around it," Portanareplied.

"Y ou've got the previous calibration resultsfor al the suits, right?* Berg said.

"Sure”

"No way to usethose as abase?' Berg asked.

"Y ou gonnawrite the algoritm?’ Portana asked. "1 know code, sure, bu' no t'at good."
"Hmmm. .." Berg said. "Permisson to take alittle walk, Sergeant?”

"Why?' Portana asked.

"Gonnatakealittletrip to the science side.. . ."

"Hmmm . .." Miriam said, looking at the updated code. "Thisisalittle rough. Areyou surethisisthe
right update?*

"How isit rough?" Portanaasked, looking over her shoulder. He could bardly read the lines and lines of
machine code. HEd had coding as part of histraining and knew it well enough. But the linguist was
scrolling down faster than he could read normal text much less keep up with the code.

"It could be alot tighter," Miriam replied, opening up another screen and dumping a copy of the code
intoit. "The logic istoo complicated. There are shortcuts.”

"We just need to seeif we can use the prior results to get a close gpproximate of proper feedback loops,
MissMoon," Berg said.

"Oh, that's easy," Miriam replied. "But let mework on thisabit. I'll give you something in acouple of
hours."

"Portanal" The First Sergeant bellowed.



"Yes, Firs Sergean’!” the Armorer said, jJumping to hisfeet. Hed been ingtaling the new code for the last
two days and had barely gotten to calibration. He only had three suits done so far and he knew Top was
going to beriding his butt soon enough. The "re-refitting” wasn't making anyone happy.

"Gunny Nedly wasjust checking out hissuit,” Top said. "He says whatever you did was gredt. It's
tracking like a panther. Good work."

"T'ank you, Firs Sergean'’," Portanareplied.

"What's the schedule look like?!

"T'epatch is gpeeding up t'efittings,” Portanasaid. "l catch up to schedulein aday or so. No more.”
"Glad to hear it," Top said. "Two-Gun, how'sit hanging?'

"One lower than the other, Top," Berg said. He was "refitting" Seeley. With the wearer's previous
bio-metric data and Miriam's patch al that was required was updating the software then testing for fine
motor items. They could even use the bio-metric datafrom their Mark Fives, cutting the refit time down
to acouple of hours rather than the damned near a shift it had been taking. He was pretty sure they'd be
ahead of schedulein two days much less back to it. Then he could get back to the mounts. He wasn't
looking forward to that.

"You listen to Portana," the First Sergeant said. "He'sawonder.”

"T'ank you," Portanasaid asthe First Sergeant |eft.
"You'rewelcome," Berg replied.
"Y ou going to tell him t'e patch was suppose' to be pre-ingtal?”

"Nope," Berg said. "Besides, the patch we had was crap. When we get back, you can submit the one
Miriam wrote along with the bio-metric replacement method. Y ou should get anice pat on the back out
of that one. Hell, the whole Corps has been wrestling with these things.”

"Ain' my pocking patch," Portana pointed out.

"Miriam's not going to take the credit,” Berg said. " She hates anybody knowing she'ssmart. And dl | did
was get her. 1'd suggest you admit you had others on the crew help you with the code, but otherwise take
the credit and run.”

"Why you being niceto me?"' Portana asked.

"Dude, we're on the same team,” Berg replied, tiredly. "1 cover your back, you cover mine. That's what
being on ateam isabout. | guessthey don't cover that in Armorer's School.”

"l wasinfantry,” Portanasaid afew moments|ater.
"Redlly?' Berg replied, looking up. "Why'd you switch?"

"Din't get dong,” Portana said, going to the next suit. "Infantry al about getting along. Band o' Brot'ers
and pocking maulk. Armorer, you know your maulk nobody pock wit' you. And | know my maulk. T'is
refi' maulk . . . 1 pock up. Firs Sergean’ no need tell me. | tell me. | pock up. | neber pock up like t'at.
Pocking pissme off. | neber pock up liket'at! Bu' infantry. Eben if you good, don' matter. Y ou g€ aong
or you no good. Ge' along wit' team. Ge' along wit' sergeant. Ge' dlong wit' First Sergeant. All abou' ge
aong. T'a why t'is pissme off. Wha pocking good am I?1 can' refi’ t'e pocking suits? Can' ge' along.
Can' refi’ suits. Pocking piss me off."

Berg wasn't too sure what to say. He'd never had to counsel a depressed Filipino Armorer.
"Y ou're good at what you do," hereplied, findly. "I got fitted by Lurch thefirgt time around. | thought he



was good. You're better.”

"I know | better," Portanasaid. "I pocking train him. | trained Qual Armorers. | bery pocking good. T'at
why I'm pissoff."

"Asto getting along," Berg said. "'Y ou could turn your music down.”

The Armorer didn't reply as he moved on to the next suit. Then he paused.

"Issmy Sser.”

"What?' Berg asked, not sure held heard correctly.

"Itismy Ss-ter,” Portanasaid, dowly and distinctly, making sure he got dl the consonantsin. "T'e Snger.
Issmy gser.”

"Oh," Berg said, looking around Sedley's suit. "She's. . . got agreat voice."

"l wan' everybody like her," Portana said, uploading to the last suit then straightening up. He looked over

at Berg and shrugged. "I wan' everybody hear my siser. Sheinaban'. T'ey good. | wan' everybody like.
Isshard her ge'inaban’. We. .. wdl ... Isshard."

Over the next few hours, in bits and snatches when the "fittees' were canned and their external mikes
turned off, Berg learned more about the Armorer than held ever thought possible.

Portana had been born in one of the worst dumsin the Phillipines, a massive shanty backed on Manilas
garbage dump. He'd never known hisfather. His mother had died when he was seven, leaving himin care
of asix-year-old Sgter.

How he'd survived was glossed over. Except on the one point that his"sser” had never been pimped
out. He was proud of the fact that she/d managed to avoid the most common method of surviva for
orphans, girls and boys, of the bario. Given that force was generaly involved in the early stages, how
held prevented it was also glossed over.

A few of hisanecdotes, though, had given aclue. Gang fights with bodies strewn in the huddled
aley-ways, bodies considered |less than the garbage they suvived on to the police, gave ahint. Thievery.
Drug-dealing. But he was proud that hed managed to keep his sister somewhat fed and more or less
virgin. Nobody paid for it, anyway. And nobody took it, either.

TheNavy ill had aquiet recruiting program in the Phillipines. Join the Navy for fiveyearsand earn a
permanent residency in the US. Mogt Phillipinos went Navy supply. For some odd reason, the tough little
Hip had joined the Marines. And gone Infantry then into Force Recon.

But the life on the teams didn't suit him. He didn't "fi* in." A retraining program had been arranged. For a
guy who had made hisfirst zip gun when he was bardly eight and stolen hisfirgt car, by bypassing the
computerized ignition controls, when he was nine, Armorer was apiece of cake. And it didn't matter if
you "go dong." All you had to be was very good. And Portanawas very good.

"I'm surprised you could get a TS clearance," was dl Berg said as the Armorer wound down.

"I neber lieabou' it," Portanareplied. "l tell recrui'er. | tell agen's. T'ey noliket'ey can' check my
backgroun' too much. Mos people | know dead or gone. An' t'ey no likegoin t'e bario,” he added with
agrin.

"How'syour sster?' Berg asked.

"Marry," Portanasaid. "Good guy. Singapore guy. She sing in ban'. Wan' to be astar bu' she don' play
t'egame. Jus like brot'er. T'ink she star' have babies soon. Always be astar to me.”

"Metoo, man," Berg said, shaking his head.
"Wha you think abou’ her music?' Portana asked.



"I've grown accustomed toit,” Berg said. "But . . "

"Yegh?'
"I think I'll stick with Goth and metd, if it'sall the sameto you.”
"T'at suff rot your brain."

9

It wastimeslike thisthat Spectre had to admit being the CO of a space ship wasjust cool. The ship was
in deep trangdt, the massive screens set to forward view, he had a cup of coffee in one hand, the other
wrapped around the back of his head, hisfeet propped up on the edge of the tactical station and wasjust
watching the stars. The warp system, product of some ancient and powerful civilization that man wot not
of or whatever, cycled the ship in and out of warp a avery high frequency. The frequency was adjusted
S0 that the only thing that could get in or out were certain waveengths of visible light. None of them could
be used for high energy weapons, so it was asort of screen againgt attack. But it did et in al that glorious
garlight. And the ship moved so fast that the stars, almost imperceptibly, moved acrossthe view. He
could sit for hours and watch as the stars dowly did across. . .

"Whatchadoin'?' Miss Moon said from over his shoulder.

His ears had caught the subtle clack, clack from high hedls so he didn't quite jump out of his skin, much
less snill his coffee. But he did get a shot of adrenaineto the heart.

"Jesus," he barked. "Whereéd you come from?”
"Just walking," Miriam said. "Pretty. Whatchadoin'?"

"Expectantly awaiting any emergency that may occur on my watch, Miss Moon," Spectre said, wincing
interndly at the pompous answer.

"I'm bored," Miriam replied. "I've been dl over the ship. | talked to the Marines but they just wanted to
talk about guns and | talked to some guys working on apump but they wouldn't let me help then | talked
to aguy inthe missleroom. He was the nicest. He never left until the end of hiswatch.”

"If it was the missle watch, he couldn't,” the CO said, wincing again at the image. Camp Watch, located
in the much reduced Sherwood Forest, was required to stay in place and watch the missile board. In the
event of an emergency, he was the closest missile tech to the wegpons and the first responder. It was
possibly the most boring of many many boring jobs on the ship, nothing but Sitting or standing in front of
abunch of lights, hoping that none of them went yellow or red.

While Miss Moon must havefdt like aviditor from heaven at first, someonetotak to. . .
"How long were you there?' the CO asked.
"Oh, pretty much the wholewatch,” Miriam replied.

Twelve hours. Miss Moon, when she got in one of these moods, talked so fast you couldn't get aword in
edgewise. Hed better find out if last shift's Camp Watch needed to be tranked.

"I'm afraid to ask, but what didyou.. . . 7'

"Pretty much my wholelife story," Miriam replied. "l wasbornin Waycross, Georgia, whichisright
down by the Floridaborder . . ."

"Before you repeat yourself,” Spectre said, quickly, holding up hishand. "I have aredly greet idea. Y ou
wanted to help the machinist mates with apump? Y ou like mechanisms?”’

"I love taking things gpart!" Miriam said, smiling.



"Can you put them back together?" Spectre asked.

"Usudly," Miriam said. "Sometimes | have some partsleft over but . . "

"Grest," the CO interjected. "That's normd in the Navy. COB!"

"Sir?" the Chief of Boat replied.

"Y ou are now officialy in charge of Kegping Miss Moon Occupied,” the CO said. "Makeit 0."
"Yes, gr," the COB sad, trying not to sigh. "I knew you were going to say that.”

"We shdl start with atour of the ship,” the COB said as they made their way forward. "Absent areas for
which you do not have security access.”

"If you mean the engineroom,” Miriam said, brightly, "seeniit. | go down there sometimesto play chess
with Tchar."

"And areasinvolving explosve systems" the COB added, ralling his eyes. He was going to haveto
convince Tchar that there was a point to security. Somehow.

" like explosons" Miriam replied, pouting.

"Sodo I, MissMoon," the COB said. "But outside the ship. And we need to get you some better
shoes," the COB added, looking at the five inch stilettos she was wearing. "We may have some stedl
toed bootsin your size."

"Has?'
llYall

"l cantwadk inflats" Miriam said. "But I've got some stedl toed boots with three inch heds. Will those
do?'

"Needs mugt," the COB replied. "1 would suggest you change into something you don't mind getting
dirty."

"Andthelaundry . . ."

They'd been at it for most of the watch. The COB had started off annoyed at the job. He was not into
idle chatter and Miriam was, kindly, a chatterbox. But he'd ended up impressed.

Hed started off with an ingpection of the hydraulic system that raised and |owered the landing pods. The
bastard thing was an add-on and the hydraulics were forever going out, spewing the areawith hydraulic
fluid. But when he'd asked her to crawl in there and look for signs of wear, shed gone at it
enthusiagticaly and with adegree of knowledge held found surprising. Sheld come out with the opinion
that the system could use some redesign and offered to do up CAD drawings. Severa of thelines
crossed hard points when lowering, something that had been obviousto her when shelooked at the
system but had gpparently escaped its engineers. Rerouting the lines, according to the multi-degreed
linguist, would probably increaseitsreiability ahundred percent.

By the time they got to the laundry, held taken her through only about thirty percent of the ship because
she ended up doing something in each areaand usualy coming up with twesksto it that certainly sounded
plausible. COB had come up through supply, not engineering, so he had to admit he wasn't sureif she
was right on some of it. But he had learned, unquestionably, that she was brilliant. And pretty. That didn't
hurt.

"Everybody hasto get their clothes cleaned,” he said, gesturing around the facility. It was going full bore



asit did twenty-four hoursaday. "Thisiswhereit goeson.”

"I only send down my issue stuff," Miriam admitted, gesturing to the grease and hydraulic fluid stained
coveral shewaswearing. "They really messed up my bras so | do those mysdlf.”

"Thewashers are water recycling,” the COB continued, trying to indirectly point out that washing her
clothes by hand was amgor water drain, "the dryers are high efficiency to cut down on heat generation.”

Asthey walked down the rows he noted that one of the "water recycling washers' was marked as down.
That was a problem. They only had afew washersand a lot of dirty clothes. One down meant
that . . . yep, ahuge pile of dirty laundry was building up.

"PO," he said to the lead petty officer of the section. "How long has that been down?"

"Four days, COB," the PO said with anote of exasperation. "It started spewing water al over the
compartment. I've had areport into the machinists ever since that shift. They say it'salow priority."

"And there's plenty of high priority stuff,” COB said, nodding. The ship required constant maintenance,
which waswhy they had so many machinist mates onboard. But there were never enough. In away,
could never be enough. Each machinist mate required logistical support which would require
maintenance. . . The only way to keep everything going al thetime wasto entirely stock the ship with
machinists which would have sort of defeated the purpose. It was one of the reasons that ships had to
have aregular down cyclein port. And theirs had been cut short.

Even with afull maintenance cycle, quite often boats came back from deployment looking like an ad for
duct tape and baing wire.

"MissMoon?' the COB asked, dubioudy. "Would you like to take alook at it? And promiseto get it put
back together properly?’

"Do| get tools?" Miriam asked, excitedly.
"That would seem to be necessary, yes," the COB said.

"If I've got arepair manud | can doit for sure,” Miriam said. "If | don't, I'll promiseto do my best. At the
very least, it won't be more broke than when | started. In fact, | can probably get it so it cleans clothesin
aquarter of thetime!"

"Will they beintact?' the COB asked.
"Wl .. ."
"Let'sjust get it working to specs, then," the COB said. "Timeto go find some tools."

"Here," Miriam said, reaching back over her shoulder with apump in her hand.

"Areyou going to remember how to put this back together?' PO Johnson asked. Thejunior petty officer,
laundry, had been assigned to "assist” the linguist in her quest for repair of Clothes Washing Device,
Water, Recycling, Number Three.

But Johnson had to admit that he wasn't quite sure about it al. The "maintenance person” was, after dl,
on the books asalinguist. And while the view was. . . nice, he wasn't sure that even one of the machinist
mates would be able to figure out where everything went back if they were hanging upside down over the
back of the washing machine with only their legs protruding on the top.

"Oh, yeah," Miriam replied, holding ahose over her shoulder. Actudly, morelike her butt. "The guy who
designed thisknew what he was doing. Very degant flow. But it's so compact that the only way to get to
the problem isto take it pretty much entirely apart.”

"What'swrong with it?" Johnson asked. "All | know isdl of asudden the floor was covered in suds.”



"Theinlet to the recycler broke off,” Miriam replied, holding out another hose. " Seethat part on the end?”

"Yeah," Johnson said. There was a pressure coupling on one end of the hose with piece of metal tubing,
obvioudy cracked at the end, dangling fromit.

"That'stheinlet,” Miriam said. "I've il got to disconnect the outlet and the recycler. Then I'll haveto see
if they've got aspare recycler. If not, | can weld it back on. It's point fourteen stedl, probably Ingraham'’s.
They have ared problem with too much mercury in their stedl, so even though it tests as point fourteen,
itsreally too brittle. | never let any of my clients spec Ingraham for high pressure points. Besides,
fourteen isa specidty sted and twelve works better for stuff like this. | don't know why people keep
speccing it. Anyway, whenever that hose comes under pressure, it's going to flex, you see?' Therewasa
clatter and agrunt. "And when it flexes, it puts pressure on theinlet. Since Ingraham's so brittle. . ."
Another grunt. "1'm not sure I'm going to be able to pull thisout. 1t'stoo heavy."

"Let me help,” Johnson said, scrambling up next to her. Sticking his head over the back of the washer, he
could see what she wastrying to pull out. It was abig thing that looked vaguely like a pump. He got
ahold of it and pulled it out of the washer but couldn't lift it with the angle hewas at.

"Can you hold onto that while | shift back?"
"Sure”

"No, we don't have any sparerecyclers,” Machinist Mate lan "Red" Morrissaid, sadly. "Sorry, maam. If
you st it over on the bench, as soon as one of us can get to it well weld it back on. Thanksfor finding
the problem, though.”

Red wasthe only guy in the cramped facility. Somebody had to stay back and take problem calls and
whileit was usudly the L PO, the latter was supervising work on abroken controller in engineering
leaving Red to hold down thefort.

Hewasn't idle, either. He was rebuilding a hydraulic motor that drove one of the torpedo loaders. Until it
got rebuilt, Tube Four was down. The machinist mate was missing hisright arm from the elbow down, a
legacy of the previous mission's sole space battle. However, he had severa good prosthetics ranging
from one that looked and felt very red to the one he was currently using, which had multiple tool
attachments. At the moment, asmall, dectric Phillips screwdriver was removing al the screws from the
casing of the motor. He caled it hisNumber Two Arm.

"l canweldit,” Miriam said. "It needs reinforcement, anyway. Mind if | look over your fittings?'

"Uh..." Red said, trying to ignore the double entendre. Married, married, married . . . hethought. "Go
ahead. If youneedany help . . ."

"I'vegot it," Miriam replied. "Although if you could lift it onto the welding bench, I'd gppreciateit.”

"What inthegra...Who...?

Lead Petty Officer Jonathan Macelhenie wastired, angry and sore. The controller for the secondary
power system of the main engine was an experimenta aero-mechanicad system that was buggy ashell.
Getting to the failed pump had eventudly required three machinist mates and himsdlf, al stuffed into
cramped quarters and often with elbowsin each other'sfaces. They had alist of repairsalight-year long
gtill to do and held resented that it took that much time and manpower.

So getting back to the shop, where he intended to take a small break, thank you very much, to find that
the ship's linguist was bent over alaundry recycler, welding something onto it, was not what hed had in
mind. Especiadly since hed aready encountered one of her endless monologues.



"Excuseme,” hefinaly managed to drag out. "Exactly what isMissMaoon ... 7

"The COB put her to work on that broken washing machine," Red said, quickly. He could tell the LPO
was about to explode. "The recycler'sinlet broke off. She'swelding it back on. Then she'sgoing to
reingd| it. Somebody might need to help her carry it down, but she can do therest.”

"And get it into place,” Miriam said. "But | can put it back together. Do these things bresk alot?!
"All The Time," Red, Sub-Dude and the LPO all chorused.

"Isthere away to tell somebody why?' Miriam asked, cutting off the arc welder and flipping up her face
shidd. "And how to fix it? This one won't bresk again, by the way."

She picked up ahand-held grinder and started grinding down the weld in ashower of sparks.

The LPO waked over and looked a the recycler. Theinletsand outlets, especialy theinlets, had a
tendency to break off like nobody's business. In the case of thisinlet, the areaaround it had been routed
out, ameta pipeingaled and acircular meta reinforcing ring welded into place. Assuming the thing held
water under pressure, it sure looked asif it wasn't going to break any time soon. But thinking about the
interior of the washer, which had about enough room for an ant to squeeze through . . . If it had been on
adiet. ..

"I'm not surethat'sgoingto. . ."
"Fit?" Miriam asked, setting down the grinder. "Bet you adollar.”

"Il bedamned," Mace heniesad.
"Toldya"

The problem was that the primary motor for the tub fit, he had thought, flush against the face of the
recycler with just enough room for the inlet point. But there was more room than he thought. They'd
gotten the recycler installed and hooked up but he was confident that the motor wasn't going to fit. But it
had. By a clearance probably measured in nanometers, but . . .

"I'd figured out the same fix but | didn't think it would work because of the clearance,” the LPO said. "In
fact, I'd been told that somebody had tried it and it didn't work because of the clearance.”

"It wouldn't if you used anumber sixteen ring fitting," Miriam said. "At least astandard one. | ground it
down by one hundred and fiftieth of amillimeter. Just one turn on alathe. That gave enough clearance
and it's structuraly sound. Bring it down much more, you're going to crack the entire face. | can show
you the equations. . ."

"No maam," the LPO said, wonderingly. "If you say o, I'll take your word for it. Y ou know how to use
alathe?'

"l took aclass," Miriam said. "And welding. And basket weaving. And painting. And . . . Wdll, I've taken
lots of classes. My problemis| can never settle onjust onething. | liketo learn.”

"Y ou want some help putting it back together?' Macelhenie asked, looking at the parts scattered around
the room.

"Y ou're probably busy,” Miriam said. "I'll get Bobby to hand me the parts now that the heavy stuff is
back in. Goon. I'vegot it."

Theglory of space and an efficiently running ship, the stars sweeping past in al theirmg . . .
"CO?'



Spectrerolled hiseyesbut didn't turn around.
"Y es, Engineer? Everything running to gpec? Pumps pumping, warp engine warping?"

"Actudly," the Eng said, walking around so the CO wasn't facing away. "Better. Y ou know the
secondary controller for the engines?’

"The onethat isthe brainchild of someonewho's never been in aboat before?' the CO asked. "The one
that looks like a crabpus mated with . . . something it shouldn't mate with?"

"That would be the one," the Engineer said. "Miss Moon and Machinist Mate Gants got in thereand
completely redesigned it. So it works. So far. And if it bresks down again, it'sgoing to be easier to
repar.”

"S0 etting her on your department is not going to raise an officia complaint?' the CO asked. "If s0,
blame the COB."

"Actudly, gr, can we keep her?'
"Please," Spectre replied, then paused. "Redly?!

"Oh, yeah," the Eng replied, nearly moaning in happiness. "The girl'sagrapping genius, Sr. She cantt lift
some of the heavier manuals, much less some of the parts and tools, but she's great. Even with assigning
somebody to help her, stuff's getting fixed I'd despaired about! | don't know what we did without her!”

"Okay," Spectre said. "She'sdl yours. But tell her only twelve hour shifts, like everybody eseinthe

"Il try, sr. 1l try.”

". .. the set of group elements must have smooth structure and topology and therefore the group
operations are smooth functions of the elements. The vector fields in the adjoint representation of
the color gauge group describes the distribution of the flavor neutral . . ." the voice whispered at
Miriam.

She had been ignoring it for days by keeping her mind on her work. Had the COB fdlow not brought her
down to the engine room to help out and had Machinist's Mate Gants not had things for her to do she
might have been going mad by now.

Miriam carefully placed the blade of the paint stripper tool under the heavy coet of hest resistant paint.
Theflecks of gray paint fell to the floor in chunksthe size of corn flakes. The chipper didn't drown out the
voice.

"...thefirst excited state of the flavor neutral must have the required rest mass of three zero nine
six point nine million electron volts in oscillating flux density but the half life of the up-type pair
must be longer, frame relative, than the rest frame seven point two times ten to the minus
twenty-one seconds. The modulation and control of the flux density and pair half life can increase
or decrease the flat space metric within the motivation metric to accommodate potential well
suitability . . ." the whisper continued.

"Maybe the sander will work better,” Miriam thought, not sureif she meant for removing the chipping and
pesling gray paint on the pipe or to drown out the whispering voice in her head.

"Miss Moon?' Weaver asked as he turned the corner of the passageway.
The linguist was up on aladder, laborioudy sanding off the paint on apipe.
"Hi, Bill," Miriam replied, till sanding. "How you doing?'



"Fine" Bill replied. "What are you doing?'

"The primary hegt transfer pipes were supposed to be repainted and stenciled during the bregk,” Miriam
sad. "They never got to it so I'm doing it. Theré's only four hundred and twenty three of them. Robby,
you know the engineer guy? He wanted to pull me off to work on therecyclersbut | told him I'd do it
when | finished this. | figure I'll be done by the end of the week."

"Oh," Bill replied. "Uhm, isnt that alittle. . . boring?’

"l likeit," Miriam said. "Besides, it kegps me, uh, occupied.”
"Oh. Well, havefun.”

"1 will. Y ou do the same!”

"T'a thelas one," Portanasaid with asigh.

"Thank God!" Berg added. "Y o, Fill-Up. Y ou're done."

"Thank God, man," Lance Corpord Fuller said, cracking his suit open. "That didn't take long."
"Portly isagenius" Berg replied. "Take off."

"Hey, Portana," he said asthe Armorer was racking histools. "Mind doing me alittle favor?'
"You helpmeou do," Portanasaid. "Sure. Wha you go'?"

"Let'ssuit up,” Berg said. "Chill'sacoming. | want to take alittle troll to the dark side.”

"Conn, EVA One," Berg said over the suit radio.

"EVA, Comn."

"Request exit on Airlock One."

"Airlock unlatched,” the Connreplied. "Go EVA."

"Roger," Berg replied then switched frequencies. "Come on, Portana."

"Wherewe going?' Portana asked, nervoudly, as he entered the lock. They were only wearing pressure
suits and Berg hadn't explained what mission required them going out on the hull.

"For awak," Berg replied. "l promise you'll come back with me."
"Okay," the Filipino replied.

Berg cycled the airlock hooked off a safety-line then stepped out onto the hull, his grav boots holding him
down.

"Follow me" hesad.

Airlock One wasjust abaft the conning tower. He moved from safety point to safety point, resetting his
lines each time until the two of them were on the underside of the hull.

There, holding between two of the landing jacks, he gestured outwards.
"What do you see, Sergeant Portana?’
"Pocking stars,”" the Armorer replied. "Why?"

There was nothing but "pocking stars.” A massive sky full of them Stretching in every direction. None of
them were close enough to count as"suns.” They were just awelter of points of light, light so dim that it
was asif thetwo of them werein agtar-filled cave.



"That'sjust it, Port," Berg said. "Nothing but pocking stars. Y ou fed that hull under your feet?
"Yeah," Portanasaid.

"There'sahundred and fifty or so sailors, forty-one Marines, acouple of SF guys, abizarre doctor and a
very weird linguigt in there," Berg said. "Out here theré's not adamned thing but killer vacuum and worlds
that are usually more dangerous. The sailors keep the vacuum under check and get usto and from those
worlds. Then us Marines get to go find out what's going to kill us. If the dightest thing goeswrong it's
figureit out or wedl die. And nobody will mark our remains. Well belost for pretty much al of time.
That'sif were not asmear of plasmaacrossthe sky that eventually settlesinto anebulaand getsreborn
inabillion yearsasanew planet. Y our sster will never know where you fell. Nor will my parents nor any
of the peoplethat care about the people in this steel tube. There's nobody and nothing out hereto save
our asses. It'sjust us.”

"And...?" Portanasaid.
"That'sit," Berg replied. "Let's go get some chow.”

Berg waited asthe Armorer chewed his chicken thoughtfully.
"Sowha you're saying is| nee' to learn how to ge' dong," Portanasaid, taking asip of Coke.

"Nope," Berg said, shaking hishead. "What I'm saying iswhat | said. It'sjust us. What you do with that
isuptoyou."

The Armorer was Slent for the rest of the medl and Berg just et him chew.

10

"Officer of the Watch," the pilot said, looking over his shoulder. "Approaching Mu Ori multiple binary
system. There'sa chill and astrophysics survey on the schedule for that system.”

The TACO, currently Officer of the Watch, looked over at the Astrogator's position where anewbie
ensign was parked as the "secondary Astrogator.” He grimaced at the thought of doing asystem entry of
amultiple star star system while Commander Weaver was adeep. Actudly, he knew it shouldn't be done,
and probably couldn't be done without the lieutenant commander. Not to mention that the CO was going
to want to be present.

"Oh, grapp. An astrophysics survey? Astro?

"We are now gpproximately one hundred and forty-threelight years from Sol closing in on Mu Ori, Sir,”
Ensgn Waterhouse replied, serioudy. Ensign Waterhouse had matriculated with abachelor's degreein
astronomy from Colorado State University. He had joined the Navy on aNuke track and been rather
surprised when an entirely new branch was presented to him. But here he was in space about to do a
close-up survey of the Mu Ori system. What could be cooler? Except checking out anebulaor aMira
variableor . . . Gosh, there were so many choices! "We should be at the system entry distance in about
an hour."

* % %

Adtrogator in Training was actualy amisnomer for what he was doing in the TACO's opinion. Manning a
pogt, putting abutt in a sedt, that was more like it. Commander Weaver wasredly the only one on board
that actually knew how to navigate with the ship's computer system. If anybody started grapping around
with the controlsit would likely cause. . . problems. That's why both the Commander and the Captain



had ordered that on Weaver's off shifts the manning of the navigation post meant "'nobody touch a
grapping thing or the maulk will hit thefan!”

"Shiny. Quartermaster of the Watch?'

G

"Wake up Commander Weaver and the Captain.”
"Aye, aye, dr."

Miriam had never redlly had aproblem with deep. Close her eyes, she dept. Sometimes shewoke upin
the morning covered in sweat and with memories of somereally odd and disturbing dreams. But she
didn't have alot of problem with deep per se. But the manual |abor she had been putting in on the Blade
gnce the ship went underweigh from Earth was beginning to take atoll on her physicaly. Oh she
absolutely loved what she was doing, otherwise she just wouldn't do it. But, most things on the ship were
put together with heavy mechanisms and required big, very big, tools. In fact, Machinist's Mate Gants
hed referred to one of the pipe wrenchesasaBGW. It didn't take Miriam long to figure out what that
meant.

Either she had picked up various big grapping wrenches too many times over the last few days or she
redlly needed to deep. She squirmed in her bunk hoping to find a comfortable position that would alow
her to drift off.

"...abetter construct . .." whispered faintly through her mind

"What?' Miriam hugged hersdlf closer and tried to ignore the voice. It was relentless and would come
and go at random, but once it got started it would go on for hours. And, she redly needed some rest.

". .. adjustment of the permeability factor for membrane modification during oscillations of the
muon and muon neutrino density is necessary before realigning the frame dragging coefficients
for entry into nonstandard metrics from modified flat spatial metric motivation . .." the whisper
continued.

"I don't understand thet . . . wait say that again." Miriam hugged herself even tighter just wishing she could
deep, but that damned voice had been whispering in her mind for more than two weeks. At least for the
last week it wasfindly in English. Thefirst few daysit was gibberish and then it wasamix of dl the
languages she understood, which madeit gibberish, and then it findly settled on English. Thank God.

". .. adjustment of the permeability factor for membrane modification during oscillations of the
muon and muon neutrino density is necessary before realigning the frame dragging coefficients
for entry into nonstandard metrics from modified flat spatial metric motivation . .." the whisper
repeated.

"Hey! You'religening to me." Miriam opened her eyes and blinked them hard afew times a the
darkness of her smdl bunk. She could see cracks of light that were seeping through the seam at her door
and cast shadows of her on the bunk bulkhead. "Responding, anyway. Repest that again.”

". .. adjustment of the permeability factor for membrane modification during oscillations of the
muon and muon neutrino density is necessary before realigning the frame dragging coefficients
for entry into nonstandard metrics from modified flat spatial metric motivation . . ." the whisper
repeated.

"l don't get thefirst part but, oscillations of the muon and muon neutrino density | understand and entry
into nonstandard metrics from modified flat spatid metric motivation | get."

"...the background emissionsduetothe..."



"Shhh! Quiet." Miriam said. The whisper stopped. It. Stopped. "Now why the maulk didn't | think of that
before" Miriam rolled hersdf out of her fetd position and then like adender cat quietly fell to thefloor.
She dipped on some jeans and at-shirt and then her steel toed spike heel boots.

"Commander Weaver?' she said, activating her implant.

"Miriam?' Weaver answered through ayawn. "It'slate shouldn't you be deeping?'
"Long gory .. ."

"Another time. What'd you need?"

"Arewe about to do a system entry?"

"Uh, I uh, dunno. Y'dl hang on a sec there's someone a my door.” Weaver stretched and scratched and
blinked his eyes hard trying to wake up. "Enter."

"Sir," the Quartermaster of the Watch stuck his head through his cabin door. " System entry into the Mu
Ori system in about forty-five minutes, Sr.”

"Roger that. Y ou woke up the Captain yet?' Weaver sood and rolled his head |eft and right stretching
his neck.

"Nosgr. Hesnextonmy lis."

"Right. Carry on."

"Aye"

"Bill?You Hill there?’ Miriam said into hisear.
"Uh, how theheck . . ."

"Sir, we're about to do amultiple system entry for chill and astrophyics survey,” the Quartermaster of the
Watch said.

"Got it," the CO sad, stting up. "Tell them I'm up therein . . . Wait, did you say astronomical survey,
astronautical survey or astrophysics survey?' During chill timesthey'd done both of the former,
respectively sudying stars at long range but getting their "true” distance from earth by triangulation and
mapping for smaller but dangerous gravitational anomalies, potentia black holes or neutron stars and the
other "rocks and shoals' of deep space.

An astrophysics survey, though. . .
"Errr . .." the PO said, looking at the written note on his pad. "Astrophysics, sr.”

"How inthe hell did | forget there was an astrophysics survey?' the CO asked, standing up and hitting his
head on abeam. "Mothergrapper "

"ALL HANDS, ALL HANDS, SET CONDITION TWO THROUGHOUT THE SHIP! PREPARE
FOR SYSTEM ENTRY AND CHILL. ASTROPHY SICS SURVEY TEAMSREADY YOUR
POSTS™"

"What inthegrappis. . . oh grappin’ maulk, not this again. Goddamned astrophysics survey?' The
COB looked down at the celling of thetoilet al and with lightning fast reflexes grabbed his coffee mug
from thetoilet paper holder covering it with his other hand, just before he fell on hishead. But, he didn't



spill his coffee until the contents of thetoilet fell on him.
"Maulk!"

"Oh maulk!" Berg grabbed a stanchion as the ship suddenly lurched and swalowed hard against awave
of nausea. Hefell to hisknees heaving as hisinner ear raced to find an up or adown or aleft or aright.
Maulk, any direction would have suited his balance system, but Berg's head spun and he heaved again.

"Grapping astrophysics survey! | don't remember an astrophysics survey on the schedulel”

"ALL HANDS, ALL HANDS, SET CONDITION ONE! SEVERE SPATIAL FRAME DRAGGING
ANOMALY! ONBOARD GRAVITATIONAL FLUCTUATIONS."

"Agtro? What the hell?* Spectre held onto the command chair restraints and choked down his ssomach.
The spinin his head was about like aflat spin at four g. HEd felt that once before in an F/A-18 Hornet,
years ago, and he didn't likeit then.

"l dunn . . ." thelieutenant commander said then vomited onto his control pand. Fortunately, it wasthe
middle of the night and he had skipped supper. What came up was mosily fluids.

"Commander Weaver!"
"Working onit, gr," Bill said, svalowing hisgorge.
"Commander Weaver?' Spectre shook his head and the spinning subsided for a second. Just a second.

"I don't get it, Sir,”" Bill snapped, looking at the readings. " Thereis not much worse gravity here than at
Y Z Ceti and werefurther out. But, thereis some serious framedrag . . ." Weaver heaved but managed
to useabag thistime.

"Eng reports Ball isnominad,”" the XO said, then grabbed a sickness bag.
"I'm, uh, trying to figureit out Sir."
"Weaver?'

"T'char?' Bill asked, looking at asmall video screen. The Adar rarely got involved directly in the running
of the ship.

"The ball particle counters are showing alargish background radiation across the spectrum of particles.
We could be getting anoma ous particle stream or even a-null impacting.”

"I'm getting that . . . datanow T'char,” Bill said then grabbed another sickness bag and used same. The
nausea from this transition was worse than anything hed ever experienced in hislife, and hed spent afair
amount of timein both zero-g and fighters. "Thanks."

"Commander Weaver how isit coming over there?" Spectre was beginning to lose patience. He had
reluctantly agreed to the astrophysics survey in the flight plan, but he had been assured that the distance
would be safe and that they had to chill anyway. Fool me once shameonyou . . .

"The dgorithms from previous anomalies are not helping Sir. It must have to do with the serious
gravitationa frame dragging dueto therebeing an A class star with four F class starsin extremely close
orbit around it." Bill gulped again and |ooked down at the port side bulkhead just as down became the
starboard bulkhead.

"co?

"Go XO."



"Weredly need to chill Sr. Therma readings exceeding e ghty-seven percent of max.”

"Not till we get thisanomaly under control.” Spectre ordered. "Commander Weaver, can we just back
out of here?'

"That has never redly worked for usin the past ir.” Bill replied.
"Right. Work faster."

"Commander Weaver?'

"I'mrunningasmnow gr. | ... thinkit's. . ." he paused and grabbed another sickness bag. The Conn
was ragpidly running out. "'l think it's going to tell me what is happening at least.” Some. . . detritus had
gotten on his screen and he surreptitioudy wiped at it with hisdeeve.

He wasthefirg to see Miriam enter the Conn. The linguist was normally thefirst to go down from motion
sickness but something had changed that. Astherelative "up” shifted to port thelinguist easily handled the
shift, even seeming to anticipate it, and waked up to his gation aong the top of the balast controls.

"Isthere unusua frame dragging in thisregion?' she asked, nonchaantly.

"Datareduction and smulationis. . . comingin now," Weaver said, looking at her oddly. "Why are you
asking?'

"l wasjust thinking about what might happen in aframe dragging scenario,” Miriam said, grabbing a
gtanchion just before another gravity change and bracing sideways. "What do you think about, oh,
adjusting the permeabilty factor for membrane modification during oscillations of the muon and muon

neutrino dendity? | mean, if you have to redlign the frame dragging coefficient for entry into nonstandard
metrics from modified flat plane metric motivation?'

"Miriam!" Bill said, dapping hisforehead. "Y oure BRILLIANT!"
"Wel, yes, but do you think it will work?*

"Uh, let'sassumethat I'm not so brilliant and explain thisto me," Spectre said. "And XO, get awork
party up here with some more sickness bags!”

"Aye, aye, ar!"

"Muon and muon neutrino dengity, gir,” Bill said. "That iswhat aplus pion or pi-meson decaysinto. That
iswhat we use to power the box, pions. Maybe were pounding it with too many."

"Widl, were going to chill anyway can't we just cut them off?" Spectre asked.

"Good ideg," Weaver said. "Maybe."

"Therewas one morething." Miriam said. "I think that thefirst excited sate of the flavor neutral must
have the required rest mass of three zero nine Six point nine million eectron voltsin oscillating flux densty
but the half life of the up-type pair must be longer, frame relative, than the rest frame seven point two
times ten to the minus twenty-one seconds. The modulation and control of the flux dengity and pair half
life can increase or decrease the flat space metric within the motivation metric to accommodate potential
well suitability. But it'sjust aguess.”

"Why three zero nine poin Sx nine MeV ?' Bill asked.

"That question was on thetip of my tongue,” Spectre said, bracing hisfeet. "Y es, indeed, Miss Moon.
Why . .. what he said?"

"I'm not aparticle physicist but, isn't three zero nine six point nine MeV the rest mass of the Jps
particle?' Miriam asked.



"Maulk. I wish my memory would do thet,” Bill replied. "That soundsright. I'll haveto look it up.” He
looked it up on the ship's science net and, sure enough, Miriam wasright.

"S0?" Spectre glanced over at the COB who was reluctant to release his hold on the bulkhead stanchion.
"How doesthishdp?'

"I need to think on it some more but the suggestionisto feed it Jps particlesto adjust the gravity and by
increasing or decreasing the hdf life of the particle just meansto increase or decreaseit'srdativigtic
gpeed and therefore cause time dilation to occur, which in turn makes usin our reference frame observe
that the particle lives longer than it should in arest frame.”

"And, Commander Weaver?' the CO was out of patience.

"Sorry dir, we aren't set up for creating Jps particles. But it doestell usthat the pionswe areusing are
making it worse." Bill tapped a couple more commands and hit enter with dramatic emphasis.

"We should signd the dl handsfor zero gravity, sr,” Bill said.
"Makeit 0."

"ALL HANDS, ALL HANDS. PREPARE FOR ZERO GRAVITY AND CHILL."

"Someone want to tell me what the heck just happened?” the CO asked. "I do recall someone promising
methat this astrophysics survey was going to be event free!"

"Wdl gr," Bill said, dowly and thoughtfully. "I think the black box knows how to adjust for gravity
fluctuations of al sorts by inputting different types of mesons. | never redlly thought of that but it makes
sensethat it's got to have some sort of potentia control system to dedl with the effects we've been having
trouble with. And apparently the different flavors of mesons have different affects on thething just like
electrons make it go boom. The Mu Ori system isafairly good sized A type star of about three or more
solar masses that has two sets of F binaries orbiting it at very close orbits. The F type binaries are at
orbits more like planets from each other rather than like stars. So thereisalot of spinning massive
objects here." Weaver stopped as the CO held up his hand.

"And the box wasn't set to account for mixed up gravity. | get it. And we went to zero gravity because
we don't have these Jps thingsto adjust it properly?* Spectre asked.

"Yes gr."
"Then | wasright! We shouldve just turned off the ball to sart with?!

"Uh, yesdr. But . . ." Weaver decided not to finish whatever it was he was going to say. Which was that
if the anomaly had been Tchar'sfirgt guess, anomal ous particle input, they might not have been ableto
shut off the drive. Or get it started again. Or severa other bad things ranging up to making a new star in
the system.

"XO, get me adamage report. Mr. Weaver don't you have an astrophysica survey to do?'
"Aye, aye, gr."

"And figure out how we're going to get out of thismess!™

"Aye, aye, Sr."

"I need to addressthe crew."

"All hands, dl hands, thisisthe CO speaking. What we just experienced was an unanticipated frame



dragging anomaly. Following the chill and survey of thisregion, wewill be leaving. We may encounter
additiond frame dragging anomalies. So grab your barf bags. Thank you for flying Vorpa Air."

"What the pock is a'frame dragging anomaly'?" Portana spat.
"Search me, Portly," Sergeant Priester said. "Two Gun?Y ou're the only guy who getsthis stuff.”
"You sure?' Berg asked. "Kindatechnica."

"Just giveit to us straight, man,” Lyle said with afake whinetone. "Tell us how grapped we are! We can
handleit! Were marooned, aren't we? Stuck in the depths of spacewithnoway . . ."

"Weget it, Lurch,” Berg said, grinning. "Nice way to scare the newbies. But, if you redly want to know. |
recently found a paper in the database that Lieutenant Commander Weaver wrote about the datain the
Gravity Probe B satdllite.. . ." Berg started

"Oh maulk, herewe go," Priester said. "Tdl us how much you'rein love with the Agtro.”

"Grapp you, Priestman,” Berg said. "Honestly, | didn't understand the paper it was way over my head.
But he did have asmple analogy in it to explain the concept. It hasto dowith . . ."

"So, Commander Weaver," Spectre said, slkily. "Kindly explain to your CO, who you convinced over
his protestations that an astrophysics survey would be a good thing, whet this frame dragging thing is,
why it grapped up my ship and crew and why you failed to anticipate it.”

"Wel, ar," Bil said with agulp. "I never redly thought it would be abig ded. Until now."
"Uh huh. Keep going. Fed freeto use words of more than two syllables.”
"It hasto do with generd reativity, Sr," Bill sad, carefully.

"| did say morethan two," the CO replied. "But relativity isabunch.” Helooked down at hisfingersand
moved hislips. "Five, actualy."

"Then imaginethat spaceislike abig rubber sheet that is stretched tight. Kindalike atrampoline. And
assume our model is being done on Earth so we have one gravity.”

"But spaceisthree dimensions and one of time right?" Spectre said then winced. He was opening up
himsdlf for afull-scale Weaver-assault with that one.

"Oh, thisisatwo-D andogy sr . . ."
Whew. Escaped by the skin of my teeth . . .

"Anyway, consgder what happensto our trampolineif you place alead bowling bal in the middle of it.
That would be the andlog of the sun.”

"So far, so good.”
"Well, the space around the ball, the sun, curvesin onit and is stretched.”
"That's frame dragging'?'

"Not yet, sir. But, if you spin the ball and alow for there to be friction between the ball and the rubber
sheet the sheet will twist with the ball and bunch up around it. Y ou get my description?”

"Yeah, | can seethat. So the space around you isthe reference frame you are in and the spinning star
dragsit around it asit spins?’

"Precisdly, Sir! | wrote a paper about how if we provethat it exists then we are a step closer to
understanding how to do awarp drive, but that was before the Dreen and the world went to shit."



"So, where's the problem, commander? This frame dragging should be around the star. Locdized. Were
acoupleof light-yearsout!"

"Well gr, therearefive garsin thissystem and al of them spinning like maulk.”
"Ohgrapp.”

"So," Portanasaid, carefully. "Two-Gongoron wan'st' habe the Astrogator babies and too many star
spinning too fas in asmal spaceis pad. Why you not say t'at in tefirs place?’

"Hey," Priester said, leaning back in his bunk. "Welcome to the Space Marines. Please leave your brain
at thedoor.”

"Xor
"Sir," the XO said.

"Put anoteinthelog,” the CO said, standing up and looking around the compartment. It had taken nearly
an hour of nerve-wracking and gut twisting maneuversto clear the system. "Unless ordered by higher, no
more close sudies of astrophysics anomalies.”

"Aye, aye, Sr!" the XO said. "Officer of the Watch! Update thelog!"

"And put afurther note," Spectre walking towards his quarters and pointedly not looking over his
shoulder at the Astrogator. " ? 'And thistime | mean it!'? "
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"CO, chill complete,” The XO reported. He had the daily duty to bring areport on consumables and
conditionsto the CO and had stopped by the Conn to determine the condition of chill.

"Roger," Spectresaid. "And?'

"We're at 20% on water stores," the X O continued. "Forty on air, but we're reaching break-point on the
scrubbers without away to blow off the CO2."

"Roger that, XO," the CO said, bringing up the repeater on the main scope. They were currently parked
in deep space just outside the gravitational bubble of HD 37301. The F5 star was about three quarters of
the way to the mission zone and agood point to pick up supplies. The Vorpa Blade was more than three
hundred and seventy-six light years from Earth and only one redlly weird thing had happened to them.
Spectreliked it, the mission was boring so far. Well, compared to the other missons.

"Adgtro, CO," Spectre continued, hitting the comm to the Conn.
"Agro."
"We need to replenish,” the CO said. "What do we have in this syslem?’

"Sir, I've had the telescopes looking for Jovians and have found two,” Weaver replied. "Or, we could use
the comet water extraction gear. |'ve had two of the scopes|ooking for comets aso. Found afew of
them out at about seventy AUs on highly dliptical orbits. That's par for course in case you're wondering.”

"Well, thelast time we did the Jovian thing you flooded the ship with squesky gases."
"Uh, yessr."

"Then why don't wetry the comet thing. Besides, we haven't done that before and I'm not in the mood
for ahundred or more Donald Duck voices on my ship,” Spectre said with araised eyebrow.



"Aye, aye, Sr," Lieutenant Commander Weaver responded. "But, I'm not sure dl the bugs are worked
out of that system.”

"So your recommendationis. . ."
"Jovian extraction, r,” Weaver replied.

"Right," Spectre said. "X O, prepare for comet rendezvous and water extraction. Astro, get usup Sdea
good wet one.”

"Ayesdr," Weaver replied. "But you'd probably prefer agood frozen one. And I'll bet you adollar you
end up longing for the days of Donad Duck.”

"I'll take that bet, Astro.”

Two Gun, Lurch, Himes, and Command Master Chief Miller were Wyverned up and preparing to do an
EV A onto the comet viathe underbelly elevator. The elevator was made of ali-glass, a substance also
caled "trangparent duminum” which was, in fact, more like synthetic sapphire. The elevator was a cube
roughly three meters on aside—just big enough that three Wyverns could fit init or four menin
gpacesuits. Four Wyverns at agtretch if they weren't anticipating being eaten or shot on exit.

"Conn, EVA," Miller said. The Chief adjusted the weight on hisfooting and prepared for the gravity to
drop out from under him. "We'rein the elevator and ready to drop onto the comet.”

"Roger that. | wish | could be therewith y'dl," Weaver said from the EVA control. His accent always got
thicker when he got excited. "Y'dl will be thefirst humansto ever walk on acomet. But somebody hasto
make sure we don't bump into thisthing too hard.”

"Chief," Spectreinterrupted. "Good luck."
"Yes, gar."

"Team," Berg said. "Remember, comets can have alot of dust and gasses floating around it in closeto the
sun. Especidly if they have alot of weter ices”

"Yeah, 07

"Wadl, way out hereit should just be afrozen bal with no clouds or atmosphere,” Berg said. "Buit that's
only theory."

"So..." Lurchreplied. "It should be. . . Holy maulk! It'slike ablizzard out therel™

The elevator had exited the underbelly of the ship and it was apparent, whatever the theory, that the
comet was surrounded in some sort of fog. Since awater fog was impossible in space, what it was
composed of was anyone's guess.

"Thought you said it'd be clear, Two Gun!" Himes said.
"The-or-et-i-cd-ly," Berg enunciated very dowly.
"WEell, that theory's out the window," Lurch said, chuckling.

"Still doesn't make sense,”" Eric said. There shouldn't have been that much ice and dust particul ate matter
floating around them.

"Two-Gun," Miller said over aprivate channd. "We're whited out here. Suggestions?'

"Damn thing's down there somewhere, Chief," Berg said, looking & the dl-enveloping fog then extending
acamerato look down. "Based on the briefing, the radar hasto have it close. No more than six meters
from the underside. The microgravity of the comet's much higher than the ship's. Exit forward, givea
short burgt relative 'down'’ then watch our laser range-finders. They're probably going to cut through this



better than visual. And it's not like we're going to take any damageif we hit hard.”

"Right," Miller said, nodding insde hissuit. "Team, one safety lineto the elevator, oneto your buddy. Exit
forward, get arelative position stopped by the opening and then one hit of jet relative down. The damned
thing's got to be down there somewhere."

To Berg it reminded him agood bit of SCUBA school. Entering the fog immediatdly cut off dl light from
the elevators and even the helmet lights barely penetrated, reflecting back a brilliant white that was so
annoying he just turned them off. So he was working in absolute darkness and zero-gravity. It was
disorienting as hdll, but then so was doing the same thing underwater.

They'd kept relative position on the ship while they were ill in view. Going down was when they'd lost
track of everything.

But just as he was starting to wonder if there redly was acomet under hisfeet hislaser range-finder
started to report asolid hit.

"Chief Milller?' Berg said, looking at the range dropping, fast.

* % %

"Team," Miller snapped. "Preparefor landing inthree. . . two . . . Contact!" It felt abit likelanding in
very grainy snow. At least, what it might have fdt likeif it was grainy snow with no redlly noticeable
gravity.

"Miller? Chief? What'd you see?" Weaver asked over the com.

"Not athing, sir,” Miller replied, irritably. "Weretotaly zero vis down here. Wait one." Hetook the
harpoon gun from his belt and fired it into the comet surface. The reaction force of the harpoon pushing
him upward off the surface but as soon as the harpoon hit it Started to automaticaly red in. All he had to
do was hold on and work to get hisfeet in line with the harpoon. He managed to get one knee under him
as he hit, then knelt down using the harpoon rope to pull against and picked up a handful of the cometary
surface debris.

"Lookslikeice" Miller said, holding the materid up to hiscamera "Dirty ice.”

"Standard cometary ice," Two Gun added. " Spectrometer showsiit to be water ice with about twice the
amount of deuterium in it than ocean water. Just like you expected Commander Weaver. But . . "

"Good. Well, start laying out the cables and welll send down the chipper. What isthe but, Two Gun?"
"Uh, sr? Why dl thefog? Were so far out from the star that this thing should be frozen hard asarock.”

"What happens when you stomp your feet againgt the comet, Two Gun?' Weaver replied. "Or bring as
ship and gravity field in closeto it for that matter? And don't forget that you and the ship are hot.”

"Huh? Oh, | see.” Berg redlized that the disturbance of the ship landing had forced acloud of debris
particles up around it. The gravity of the comet was so dight that it would take months or even yearsfor
the dust to settle. And the heat radiators from the belly of the ship were probably melting off ice and
causing amicroclimate to form around them as well. Space was a ddlicate, dthough harsh place, the
tiniest variance in temperature could create interesting changes.

"This damned thing looks like some sort of demented gardenttiller,” Machinist's Mate Gants said. Behind
it aSeaman's Apprentice rolled alarge coiled up thirty centimeter diameter flex hose. The spooled flex
hose would be fifty meterslong when stretched out.

"Y eah, or maybe aminiaturized combine tractor,” Miriam laughed then pushed at the compressed, coiled,



and tied up flex hose with her foot. "I assume that someone has noticed that flex hoseis not the smartest
thing you could usein microgravity!"

"Well, maam," Gantssaid, grinning. "Y ou know whét they say about assuming . . ."

"That'sthe last of the cables, Two Gun." Himes attached the loop on the end of his Spectra 1000
polymer cable onto the carabineer connected to the chipper. The cables stretched out like spokes of a
whed about the ship for about thirty metersin every direction. They would be used to help guide and
hold down theice chipper.

The ship had been carefully belayed down to the point where the el evator wasin contact with the surface
of the comet then lashed to additiona harpoons. Aslong as none of the forces about to be unleashed
exceeded the rated strength of the materials, in near absol ute zero cold and pretty solid vacuum,
everything would be well.

If not. ..
"Secured to the winch up here, Chief,” Berg said. "I guessthe only thing left isthe flex hose.”

"Got it," Lurch said pulling the oversized zip-tie cinched tight around where the hosefit over the output
end of the chipper. Then he cut the zip-tie that was holding the hose compressed.

"Nowait!" Two Gunyelled.
It wastoo late.

Theflex hose expanded out under the ship like abullet, flailing like a snake with its head cut off and
kicking up more ice particul ates thus making the fog even worse. But the hose quickly damped itself out
to minor oscillations and lay limp floating a meter or so above the surface of the comet.

"Huh? It just stopped,” Himes said. "Why the hell did it do that? 1 figured it would go on forever!™

"Conservation of angular momentum,” Berg said, musingly. " Should've thought of that. Y ou knew that,
didntyou, Lurch."

"| read about this experiment once caled the Inflatable Antenna Experiment,” Sergeant Lynch said. "Y ou
let loose floppy thingsin space and one side flops one way o the other flops the other way to conserve
angular momentum. Eventudly, it sopsflopping. No harm, no foul.”

"You'retrying to out Alpha Geek me, aren't you?' Berg said, grinning inside his Wyvern.

"Not achance, Brain," Lurch said. "Y ou can keep particles dl to yoursdlf. But, | mean, don't dl Marines
read Space Daily?"'

"Thismaulk hurts my head,” Himes said.

"Welcome to the Space Marines," Lurch and Eric chorused.

"Commander Weaver, we are ready to commence chipping down here." Weaver scanned as best he
could inthefog at the surface, the winch cables, and the Marines. "Everybody clear out and man the flex
hose. I've got the chipper.” The Chief put hislarge burly spacesuited hands around the ice chipper
handlebars and depressed the start safety switch. The switch was abuilt-in safety disengage like abicycle
brake leaver or, well, like the safety disengage on agardenttiller, and if it werelet go of the chipper
bladeswould stop turning. Miller stepped up on the operator's platform which was nothing more than
two metd plates for him to stand on. Asthe safety lever closed the eectric engine whirred to life spinning
up the chipper blades.

The oversized and demented looking garden tiller started jumping and bouncing and would have thrown
itsdlf dong with the Chief off of the surface of the comet and out into pace wereit not for the wincheson



either sde of the device connected to polymer cables which were, in turn, harpooned into the surface of
the comet.

"Y eehaw!" Miller shouted sarcastically asthe chipper bit into theicy surface of the comet and dug deeper
into it chewing up the comet debris and spitting it out through the flex hose. The chipper dug down a
meter until the blades were completely under theice. Then it started heading forward, continuing for
twenty metersin less than fifty seconds.

The hose whipped taught and filled as the ice chips were forced through it. Like arocket engine out of
the other end of the hose aspray of ice flung the flex hose hither and yon. It wasal that Lurch, Two Gun,
and Himes could do to hold onto it even though their feet were tied down to harpoons on the surface.
Theice spray splattered across the opening of the eevator and only about two thirds of it actualy made it
in.

"Hold up Chief!" Two Gun cried. The chipper stopped bucking once Miller let off the safety lever. It
dowly flopped back and forward but was otherwise limp.

"Maulk, Two Gun can't you keep it up longer than that!" Himeslaughed, but he couldn't have held on any
longer ether.

"Shit that was aride,” Miller said. "'l can't fight thisthing and hold down that damned safety lever at the
same grapping time. Who designed this grapping thing anyway?' The Chief wasabig man, butina
meatter of less than aminute the machine had caused him to swest profusdly and his hand and forearm
muscles burned. Somehow, he just knew the Blade's redneck Astrogator had something to do with the
design of thething. "Aint liketilling garden soil that'sfor sure.”

"What'swrong Chief?" Spectre asked. The entire operation was considerably entertaining to the former
fighter pilot. And for now it appeared to be safer than letting hydrogen gas seep into every nook and
cranny of the ship.

"Uh, well s, I'm not sure yet but | think I'm gonnaneed afoot long zip-tie, and some other stuff." Miller
looked back over his shoulder, "What'd you need Two Gun?”'

"No problem that more Marines couldn't solve. Even with Wyverns, keegping this hose under control is
nearly imposshble”

"Did you get any ice Chief 7" Weaver asked.

"l don't know. Hold one." Miller turned dowly releasing his carabineer from the cables harpooned into
theice. Hewas careful not to launch himsalf in the microgravity and inched hisway back the couple of
meters to where the Marines were strapped down.

"Any icein thedevator Marines?' He shined his suit floods & the elevator opening and saw amountain
of ice before them. He had to get within ahaf ameter to seeit with dl thefog. "Whét the grapp?’

"Will you look at that?' Himes leaned forward to inch closer to the elevator door.
"Uh, yesdr," Miller said. "Theeevator is completely full. And then some.”

"Good work Chief! Well extract it and empty it for another round,” Spectre said, jovidly. "EVA, retrieve
the eevator."

Weaver hit the devator controls and was unsurprised when ared icon appeared on his screen.
"l was afraid of that."
"What?" Spectre asked, leaning over the console. "Mr. Miller, did you bresk my elevator?’

"Wait, one, gir,” Miller replied. "Oh . . . grapp. Sir, forget the extra zip-tie for the safety lever and | doubt
well need those Marines. Uh, gir, isthere away you could send down some picks or some antifreeze or
something?' Miller looking up over the devator that the semi-frozen ice spray had filled and buried and



amogt immediately refroze to the comet. That elevator was going nowhere soon.

"Well, the problem, sir," Weaver said, camly, "isthat the chipper was designed by guysthat had been
thinking of building amass-driver propulsion system to steer comets off of collision courses. In essences
it'sarocket engine and spits out ahdll of alot moreice spray than I'd ever thought it would've. We just
modified theideafor our use.”

The computer had to be given complete control of the navigation in order to exactly, or ascloseto
exactly as possible, match the comet's rotations. Otherwise, the momentum of the small city Sized comet
would rip the eevator right out of the belly of the Blade. And, Weaver could tell by the look on Spectre's
face, that he didn't like that not one grapping bit.

"Didn't you do some caculaionson thisto figureit out, Astro?' the CO sad, just ascamly. But it was
clearly the calm before the storm.

"Uh, no gr, the comet water extraction didn't fal under astrogation or propulsion or fighting the Dreen so
[, uh, delegated it, Sir,” Weaver said sheepishly.

"Understood. To whom was it delegated?!

"T'char."

"Tchar," the CO said, nodding camly. "Tchar. Right. Well discuss that decison of yourslater, Astro.
Right now, do you have any suggestionsfor getting my devator unstuck?"

"I'm thinking on it, Sir. Maybe T'char has something in hisjunk pile. I'd better get down there ar.”

"Sir," the COB said, sticking his head in the wardroom. "Thisreminds me of aboat | was on afew years
ago..."

"COB, much as| enjoy your reminiscences. . ." the CO said, tightly.

"Yes, gr," the COB interrupted. "1 know you enjoy them al, sir. But theré'sapoint to thisone, sir. Are

you willing to gain the benefit of my nearly thirty yearsin this country's Navy, sir? Or are you going to tell
your senior enlisted man to mind his own business, sr?'

Spectre opened his mouth then shut it.
"Go ahead, COB."

"The point, Sr isthat we wereinthearctic,” the COB continued. "Machinist's Mate Gants happened to
be on the same cruise. He wasn't amate back then and | wasn't COB but we were on the same boat,
Lord help me. Anyway, he used awelder to melt a statue of anaked woman out of some glacier ice.
See, we did acrack through ontheiceand. . ."

"Weaver?"

"Great idea COB," Weaver said. He hit the com keys on his console. "Eng? | need Machinist's Mate
Gantson the double.

"Yeah, | did this oncefor a Christmas Party afew years ago when we were poking up through theicein
the Arctic. We were camping up there for Christmas with these SEAL S that were waiting on adamned
Chinese polar orbiting satelliteto crash . . . uh, forget | said that part . . . so | decided to lighten the
mood." Gantstossed severd extralong welding rods, aroll of space tape, and afew tungsten rodsinto a
cart dongsde the portable welding generator and welder transformer. "Wed better hurry though.”

"How we getting this down to them?' Miriam asked.



"Somebody's gotta carry it to ‘em out the forward or top air lock or maybe out one of the torp tubes,”
Gantssaid. "'l saw Deep Impact and | have no desire to be walking on adamned comet in the middle of
freskin' space.”

"Uh, yeah." Miriam tried not to grin. The movie had been so incorrect in the nature of cometsit wasa
catastrophe in and of itsalf. But she decided not to say anything. Besides, the voice in her head wastelling
her something interesting about . . . the entropy due to quantum fluctuations around the event
horizon being proportional to the surface area of the artificial singularity . .." So shewasonly haf
listening to Gants. Being an interpreter for years had trained her to half listen to multiple conversations at
once. Maybe that is why the voice likes me?

* k%
"Well, Chief, you really managed to grapp this one up, huh? No comments about who'sideathiswas."
Weaver was chagrined at himsdlf not the crew.
"Not gonnasay aword about it, Sir," Miller said with asnort.

"Two Gun, start setting this up. Get me the welding transformer plugged into the generator and get it right
here by thiseevator strut. The welder only has about eight feet of cable.”

"Yesdsr! Himes, Lurch give meahand.” Two Gun shot another harpoon into the comet just forward of
the elevator and winched himself to the welder that the commander had brought them. Himes and Lurch
followed suit.

"Now | just stretch this tungsten rod between these two welder clips and that should do it. | seewhy the
other rods and space tape now." He used the other two welding rodsto lay across the back of the
insulated parts of the welder clips and then space taped them to each clip so he could use the welding
rods as ahandle. Those damned machinistsin engineering were nothing if not clever.

"Ready over there Two Gun?"
"Yesgr."

"Tummeon."

"Ongr."

"Wheeee!" Weaver could see the tungsten rod glowing red hot. He set to work on thefirst ice sculpture
in gpace, on acomet, in orbit around adistant Star. Say what you wanted to about the casudty rates, but
sometimes Weaver felt he had the best job in the galaxy. Hefdt like the heroesin those sciencefiction
books he grew up reading. The only thing missing were scantily clad super vixen heroines.

"So thet/ps interactswith the ps muon density modularity vector . . ." Miriam muttered. "1 can see
that ..."

"Try it now, Mike," Weaver told Gants over the com.

"Yes, gr," Gants depressed the devator controls and duggishly the hydraulics pulled the box filled with
about twenty-five tons of ice free from the comet.

"Hot damn!"

"The devator isheredr.” Gantsreplied. "Itll, uh, take usafew minutesto unload it.”
"Copy that."



Gants and severa of the submarine'stech crew set to work emplacing the smaler chipper and melter
system into the elevator and connecting it to the flex hose that ran down the corridor around two corners
and up one deck to the water reservoir inlet near what used to be ballast tanks. In space they were water
reservoirs.

The smaller chipper made quick work of theice and the fact that it was about sixty-eight degreesin the
ship helped dso. Theice melted asit was chipped and was sucked away through the flex hose.

"How we doing, XO?' the CO asked.
"Uhm. .. About that bet with Commander Weaver, Sr?"
"Tdl me"

"It'staking four minutes to unload the elevator and drop it back to the surface. It takes about two minutes
to refill it and undtick it. Totd time, Sx minutes.”

"Not bad," the CO said, nodding. "Not bad!"

"Yes, gr," the XO sad. "Theinterior volume of the evator isthirty-six cubic meters. We need
twenty-six thousand cubic meters of water. Actudly, that'sjust to fill the reserve tanks. It doesn't take
into account the amount of O2 we need to crack out of it."

"Oh," the CO sad. "Timeframe?"

"Seventy-two hoursjust to fill the reserve tanks,” the XO said. "Another thirty-four to creste enough
water to refill the O2 tanks. Actudly, that's not exactly right, Snce we're using it even as were gathering
it. Total estimated time? One hundred and twenty hours to have everything topped off."

"We don't have five days, XO," the CO said. "We're on arescue mission.”

"Agreed, gr," Coldsmith said. "Would you care to venture an estimate on how long it will take to refill at
aJovian with the new sysems?”’

IIG)lII
"Twenty-six hours, topped off."
"Damn."

"Sugpend operations,” Commander Coldsmith said.
"Why?" Weaver replied.

"Commander, | know you haven't been an officer for aslong as your rank might suggest, but in the Navy
whenyouregivenan order .. ."

"Sorry, XO," Weaver said. "l meant to say 'aye, aye, Sir.'? "
"Theré'sgood news, though," the XO replied. "The CO owesyou adollar.”

"Damn," Spectre said, looking at the readings. Entry to the system and approach to the Jovian had taken
lessthan an hour. Set up had taken less than fifteen minutes with the ingtalled system. Held gone
off-watch, done some paperwork and come back to find the tanks amost filled, O2 and H20.

"Good job, Commander. You werer ... Youwereri ... Damnit, here'syour dollar!"

"l won't say | told you o, Sir," Weaver replied, taking the dollar primly. "I'm too tired and much too big
of amanto say anything like. . ."

"Thinice, Agro," the CO sad. "Thinice"



"Yes, gr. And I'm sure no pun was intended.”

12

"Set Condition One! Prepare for HD 36951 system entry!”
"Thank God," Firgt Sergeant Powell muttered. " Please |et there be something to fight!™

"Tactical, Conn," Spectre said, watching the forward view. The gpproaching planet |ooked somewhat
like Mars, one of the standard "looks' he'd seen at least a hundred times on the previous mission. But on
thisonetherewasagate. And at least at one time there had been enemies. "Anything?"

"Negative, Conn," the TACO replied. "No emissions beyond what we'd expect from the sun and the
gate”

"I'm getting the take, too," Weaver said. "All norma. No dectronics from the planet. If there are any
survivors who avoided the blagt, they're kegping quiet.”

"Okay, let'stake her down," Spectre said. "Land aklick from the edge of the blast areaand send in the
Marines. Makeit so, XO."

"Dust ball," Berg said asthe team deployed out of the aliglass elevator. "Were going to have to go over
the Wyverns when we get back and get every scrap of thisdust out of thejointsor it will wear likea
bitch."

"Make you and armorer for acouple of days. . ." Himes said.
"I'm more worried about what we're going to find," Smith said as the €levator touched the red soil.

The boat had landed on a broad plateau near the site of the gate. The blast effect areafrom the nuke was
evident, abroad, shallow crater the Sze of alarge factory. The Looking Glasswas dso visible, floating in
the air above the center of the crater.

The gate was located in anarrow valley between two plateaus, one the ship had landed on and the other
occupied by ruins of the ancient civilization that had, presumably, emplaced the Looking Glass Boson in
thefirg place. Theruinswerevishble aswell but they were so worn by time they looked barely different
from their surroundings. The ruins had been surveyed, though, before the blast and there were tunnels
that could have sheltered survivors of theinitia attack and the response. Checking them out wasfirst
priority.

"The ship didn't see anything on the pass,” Two-Gun replied, stepping out and moving forward asthe
elevator doors opened. "If there were mgor threats they'd have seen it. Just deploy and cover for the
rest of the company. We're not going to be getting busy til we get down into the valey."

As each team moved out of the elevator, Berg's moved forward, keeping the bombing site and the distant
ruinsin view. It took awhile. Only three Wyvernswould fit in the el evator afact that had been aproblem
more than once on the previous mission. It was Smply apain exiting the ship. Retreating it was damned
wdl nightmarish.

Findly both of the platoons that were going on the mission were down and deployed. Berg anticipated
the ping from his platoon leader and started picking a path down the dope to the valey. Where the gate
had been was a glassy crater, pointless to examine not to mention still rather radioactive. But there might
be indicatorsto either side. His platoon was detailed to take the north side in asweep acrossthe valley
while Third swegpt to the south.



The dope down was dight but tricky. The Wyverns dways had a problem with rough ground, especialy
on the downdope. But Berg's team quickly reached the bottom and started to sweep acrossthe valey as
teams deployed to either sde.

"I'm glad we're in the middle and don't have the south side," Himes muittered. *1'm getting readings off that
crater dl theway over here.”

"Nothing that's going to hurt us," Berg said. "L ess chatter, more looking.”
"And | think weve got something,” Smith replied, pinging for astop.

"Is that something?' Berg asked, walking over and taking alook. The "something" was anarrow hole that
appeared to have been punched into the red soil. "1t could be sampling from the scientigts.”

"What's up, Two-Gun?' Top asked, bounding over in hisWyvern. "A hole?'

"It lookslikeit was pushed in, Top," Smith said. "Likeabig . . . tooth-pick?"

"Sir, | need ascienceteam,” the First Sergeant said over the company freg. "Bio or Geo."
Master Sergeant Max Guzik bounced over and looked at the hole.

"It'snot astandard auger hole," the geology specidist said. "And the edges are tapered, indicating that
whatever made it was shoved into the ground under high pressure.”

"I've got another one over here," Lt. Monaghan said. "First Platoon, spread out. See how many of these
wevegot."

Eventudly sixteen separate holesin aova pattern nearly ahundred meters across were found. By that
time, Sergeant First Class Darren Hanel, the biology specidist, had taken samples from thefirst hole.

"I'll say this" the Sergeant First Class said, Straightening up. "Whatever it was was hot. Did you notice
the Sdeswere partidly melted?’

"Yeah," Master Sergeant Guzik said. "But it wasn't nuclear. No radiation readings. But I'm pretty sure the
team that was here didn't makeit."

"Concur on that," Handl said, putting the sample away. "I'll seewhat | can get off of it. Probably nothing.
Anything that can punch a hole like that and melt the Sides of the holeisn't going to spdl off much
materid."

"Pardon me," Lance Corporal Smith said. "Laser?"

"Y ou wouldn't have had that dug up lip," the Master Sergeant replied. "And | don't see the hole being
tapered. No, | think we'relooking at some sort of landing jacks.”

Berg looked around at the flags marking the perimeter of the anomaly then at the narrow hole and
whigtled.

"Master Sergeant,” he said, carefully, "if they're landing jacks then whatever they were supporting was a
least ahundred meterslong and about forty wide."

"And they're very narrow," Guzik growled. "Figured that one out, Two-Gun. But thanks for theinput.
We'relooking at something that displaced over aten thousand tons, minimum, but which lands on sixteen
toothpicks. Well, railroad spikes.”

"Why do | suddenly have theimage of agiant spider in my head?' Smith muttered.

"Why do | have the image of a Dreen warship that just |ooks sort of like agiant spider?’ Himes replied.
"Big bulbous body, sixteen spider-like landing legs. And awhole passd of Dreen rhino tanks, dog
demons, thorn-throwers.. . ."

"We get the point, Himes" Berg said. "Caniit.”



"Y ou brains get this sorted out?" First Sergeant Powell asked, bouncing over. Hed swept around the
crater and gotten Third Platoon up to the ruins, searching for survivors.

"l think we'relooking at landing jacks, First Sergeant,” Guzik said. "Just aguess. I'm not an alien tech
specidist. But they're not probe holes. They taper, nothing appeared to be picked up, they're partialy
melted onthesde. . . Sixteen narrow somethings which were intensively hot were shoved into the
ground under enormous weight. That says landing jacksto me. I'd suggest getting Lt. Fey out herewhile
we continue our sweep. And look for indications that something deployed from the ship. If therewasa
ship."

"All teams," Lt. Monaghan said. "Up to the ruins. Kegp an eye out for tracks or traces. The baseisin our
sector. Bravo, you've got point into the secondary base. Moveit out.”

"Let'sgo," Berg said, gesturing to the hills above. "Vector right abit. Theré'sapath.”

The path had been heavily used and if any aliens had used it it wasn't evident. The secondary base was
reported to be partialy built into one of the ruins, mostly underground. It wasn't visible from the approach
path and when Berg's team neared it he dowed down.

"Anybody got anything on sensors?' he asked.

"Negative," Himesreported. "There should be at least some dectrical secondaries from equipment. But
I'm getting nada.”

"Ditto,” Smith said.

"Ears," Berg said, cranking up the gain on hisexternd audio systems. He could hear the teams behind him
scrabbling up the hill but that was about it. He changed frequencies.

"Top, weretrying to do an audio . . ."
"All teams, freeze," the Firgt Sergeant said before he even finished.

With the sounds of the teams gone dl there was was alight whistling from the thin atmosphereswind on
therocks.

"Negative on sound or emissons a the dte" Berg said.
"Teams, continue misson. Two-Gun, check it out.”

Berg tracked his gun back and forth and then started forward.
"Sow and careful,” he said over the team freg.

Cresting the edge of the ridgeline they could see the opening to the base. It had been sedled with heavy
sheet plagtic with plagtic reinforcing. The sheet plastic was torn, the reinforcing had been ripped out of the
tunnel and part of the opening wasfdlenin.

"| think somebody torethat up,” Himes said.

"Possbly," Berg said. "Or aone megaton nuclear blast could have doneit.”

"Point."

"Lieutenant Monaghan, containment on the base has been breached,” Berg reported. "It's till unclear if it
was from hogtile action or the nuke. Continuing.”

"Roger," Lt. Monaghan replied. "Watch your ass, Two-Gun.”

"Whoa," Himes said. "Got something again. These ain't human tracks.”

Berg panned a camera around to see what Himes was looking at and nodded, his machine-gun panning



up and down.

"Lookslike claw marks," Berg said, hitting a control. "Sir, sending video. There gppearsto be claw
tracks.”

"Dreen," Miller said from in the Conn.
"Oh, yeah," Weaver replied. " Shit."

"Captain Zanella, thisisthe CO," Spectre said over the radio. " Those tracks have been identified as
Dreen. Proceed with caution. I'm taking the ship up to orbit. I'm not going to get jumped on the ground
by a Dreen warship.”

"Undergtood, Sir."
"Sir, permission to deploy before we take off," Weaver said.
"Why?" Spectre snapped.

"Because | think I've figured out away to communicate with Earth, Sir," Weaver said. "I'll need about
twenty minutesto set it up. And I'll need acommo tech.”

Specter considered that for amoment then nodded.

"WEell scramblefor atitude while you get ready,” the CO said. "When you're ready, well drop you off."
"Agreed, sr," Bill said, standing up. "Permission to go get ready.”

"Go. You too, Chief Miller."

"What are you thinking?' Miller asked.

"I'm hoping ismorelikeit,” Bill replied. "I'm hoping that they've got some smart people monitoring the
dangerous gates."

"All teams. The ship is heading for orbit in case we need firepower. Be aware that First Platoon has
found definite signs of Dreen presence. They're probably gone, but remain fully dert.”

"Two-Gun."

"Yes, gr," Berg replied to the platoon leader.

"Moveinto the base and look for evidence of Dreen presence or any survivors.”

"Roger, dir,” Berg said. "Okay, boys, now'swhen it getsinteresting. I've got point. Follow me.”
"Gladly," Himes sad. "Very dangerous. You go firs."

The opening was low due to the rubble and Berg had to hunch the suit through, keeping hiswesapon up
and forward at the sametime. The walls, once past the outer edge, were smooth and delicately
patterned. They shown afaint bluein the glow from hissuit lights.

The passageway went straight down at adight dope then turned sharply to the left. There was rubble on
thefloor, some of it shoved to the side but more falen recently. Most of it was probably from the shocks
from the nuke. The floor wastoo solid for tracks and it wasn't possible to determine if any of the rubble
had been moved. At least not to Berg.

Turning the corner they could see an open area ahead. Asthey approached it was apparent there had
been another sedl there. Buit it, too, was ripped down.

"We got anybody?' Berg asked.



"Top, Two-Gun," the First Sergeant replied. "I'm setting up arday system. And monitoring your video."

Asthey entered the center of the base it was apparent that the Dreen had been there ahead of them. A
dog-demon, a pony-sized beast that was low-dung with a chopping jaw head was dead to the side of the
room. Some folding tables had apparently been set up as a barricade across the door. They were ripped
apart and tossed about the interior.

There were severa patches of dried blood but not one body, not one piece of e ectronics. Packs had
been ripped apart, the contents strewn about the room. Cots were overturned, deeping bags ripped
open and a blister bag of water had been breached, the water pooling at the rear of the room.

"This had to really suck," Himes said. "But somebody had awegpon, apparently.”

"Looks like alucky shot from apigtal,” Smith said, examining the body of the dog-demon. "' Couple of
scratches on the chest armor but whoever it was got a shot into that soft patch under the neck.”

Berg looked around and shrugged insde hisarmor.
"No exits," hesad, swiveling histurret back and forth. " So anybody in this room was doomed.”

"Got amap,” Himes said, pulling alarge sheet of paper out from under atable. "L ooks like the map they
were making of theruins

"Got some lab books over here" Smith said. "Can't exactly open them in thissuit.”
"Top, weve got someintel down here,” Berg said.
"On my way down," the First Sergeant replied. "Hold your position.”

"Thislooksinteresting,” Smith said, straightening up with abook held in his suit claws. " Somebody drew
all over the cover with red ink. It says 'Dreen!'? "

The First Sergeant delicately set the lab book on one of the rerighted tables and hooked open the front.
Heread it for amoment then nodded, his machine gun tracking up and down.

"Supplementary log of HD 36951 Gamma Station forward base, Dr. Christian Moshier, PhD. Just in
case anybody ever readsit,” he said, softly.

1140: The main base was struck by what we think was a kinetic energy weapon. Severa personnd were
away from this base when the main base was attacked. Their condition is unknown at thistime. Drs.
Darren Hokanson and Matthew Sterret were working in the ruins. Dr. Charles Talbot was on the way
back to the main base. Doctora Candidate Deb Cutler was exploring a previousy unmapped section.
The other five of usarefineat thistime.

1154: Dr. Kaye Roberts has volunteered to go to the surface. Sheisaware that in the event of an attack,
the protocol isto destabilize the gate with a nuclear weapon. She feelsthat she can observe froma
position just outside the tunnel in the event thereis arescue party. Therest of us have eected to remain,
rather than trying to beet the response. | was given aclassified briefing that indicates that even with the
gate destabilized there is an 'dternate method' of response. | don't know what that is but rather than risk
getting hit by our own nuke were going to wait.

1214: Dr. Roberts has reported an unknown ship overhead. Video of the ship and its actions are on the
main archaeology computer. The ship lowered under apparent anti-gravity power, fired downward using
something like alaser and dropped down a probe. The probe might have returned to the ship with a
body. Dr. Tabot was on hisway to the base when the rock was dropped. It is possible that this
unknown aien species captured him.

1217: The ship hasleft.



1321: Another shock indicated that the nuke has gone off and shortly afterwards we experienced
enormous overpressure that severdly damaged the airlocks. If we had any idea it was going to take that
long we would have run for it. We have no reports from Dr. Roberts.

1333: Dr. Roberts has returned. Her radio was destroyed by EMP but she was not harmed. Theinner
airlock isrepaired and Dr. Roberts has volunteered to lead ateam to repair the outer airlock. Dr. Wilson
has completed an inventory of supplies. We can hold out for forty days, more or less. The big questionis
theair processor. If it breaks down, we'rein trouble. But aslong as there are no more attacks, we
should befine.

1423: Dr. Darcy Retherford has taken the watch at the front. Both airlocks are repaired. There was
minima amosphere loss. Others have ventured up to the surface. The gateisvisble asisthelarge crater
around it. The radiation can be detected from the ridgeline. They redlly nuked the heck out of it.

1649: Another ship has been detected. It ismuch larger than the first. Video, again, ison themain
archaeology computer. Everyoneisinsde except Dr. Retherford. We've set up an optica fiber system
for communication to keep from broadcasting.

1652: Ship haslanded inthe valey. Smal pods, similar to the one seen erlier, havelifted off fromiit.

1655: Dr. Retherford has retreated from the entrance when some of the pods approached. Weve set up
atruly inadequate defense. Dr. Roberts brought a pistol with him, something none of the rest of usknew
until just now. We're piling tablesin the entrance.

1657: A camera Dr. Retherford Ieft in the entrance has shown us the nature of our visitors. It appears
that were about to be Dreen food. Last words al seem inadequate. Tell our familiesthat we were
thinking of them at the end. Dr. Robertswishesto add to any military personnd who might someday read
this his personal request that they 'Get some.'? "

"Well, that truly sucked," Himes said, his gun tracking back and forth as he shook hishead. "I think we're
about thirty three dayslate.”

"| think I'd liked to have met Dr. Roberts,” Berg said. "A pistol packing female archaeologist. Who'd a
thunk it?"

"They got hit before we even got theword," the First Sergeant said. "But theré's abunch of holes. | can
seetheair reprocessor being gone. It's pretty apparent the Dreen picked up everything technical. But
what do you get when you've got an air reprocessor, Two-Gun?"

"Think the Dreen took the airtanks?' Berg asked. ™Y ou don't pump it straight into the room, you pump it
into tanks as back-up. There should be a couple of honking big air tanksin thisroom.”

"Maybe," Top mused. "Who can figure out how the Dreen think? Why'd they destroy the base then take
half the day to come back and check things out? But look at the food supplies.”

Berg rotated his sensor bulb and looked at the food supplies. There was apile of rations against one
wall. They'd been knocked around and some of the cases had been busted open, down to some ripped
packages of rations. But most of the cases were still stacked.

"The Dreen didn't want to eat our food?' Himes asked.
"Useyour eyes," the First Sergeant snapped.

"Damn, Top," Berg said, wonderingly. "I didn't seeit. Sorry."
"What?' Smith asked.

Berg walked over to the scattered yellow packets and pointed down. Several of them had been arranged
into acrossformation. It was subtle, but very evident now that held noticed it.

"Therésasurvivor."



"Tchar, | need ablage.

The Adari engineer's quarters were the largest on the ship but barely adequate. Especidly given
the. .. stuff that filled the interior.

The Adar had been atechnologically and philosophically advanced race when they encountered humans.
They had managed to end inter-tribal differences and merge into aunified planetary governmen.
Admittedly, it had taken some mgjor warsto do so, but they'd done it and thereafter given up the
long-drawn gtrife. Artigtic, technicaly competent and religious encountering humans had been an dmost
shattering event. Because with dl their religion, science and philosophy, they'd never invented marketing.

The Adar were dmost incapable of not buying anything that was advertised aggressively enough. In
Tchar's case he was asucker for anything that was sold late at night, often on infomercias, for $29.95
plus shipping AND you get for FREE thissolid gold-smulacrum . . .

And he carried it dl with him wherever he went. In the case of the ship, packed literdly to the overhead
in hisroom. There was barely room for his bunk. Admittedly, his bunk was massve.

"Good God," Weaver moaned. "Have you added stuff?!

"Why, yes" the Adar said, enthusiastically. Nearly twelve feet tall, with aflat, ducklike heed, three eyes
and back-curved legs, the dien was dressed in brilliant purple spandex shorts and a safari jacket. "l got a
real bargain on afood processor! It dices. . ."

"Dices and makesjuliennefries,” Weaver entered. "My God, they didn't bring back that finger shredding
mongtrosity, did they? Never mind. | need a particle emitter. Not EM communi cations spectrum. It has
to be able to penetrate through an LGB and then severa meters of steel reinforced concrete and be
detected by sensors on the other side of all that. It has to be man portable. 1t hasto be capable of being
turned on and off rgpidly. And | need it in twenty minutes."

"Oh, ask mefor something hard sometime," Tchar said, whistling happily. "Coming right up! I'll just teke
the Iridium-192 isotope gammaray weld joint tester and attach that to my magneticaly spun industria
Lazy Susan—I got two for one on those. Always atwo for onevaue at Triple A Plus Industrid
Warehouse Onling!™

"Uh huh." Weaver waan't certain, but he thought the Adar had smiled like an infomercia actor might
have.

"The Iridium source is about the size of what you would call amini-keg of beer. Which reminds me, you
must try my Mr. Beer soon and tell meif it works as advertised.”

"When we get back to earth." Weaver liked beer. Not enough, however, to make it onboard.

"Contral . .. contral . . . the Lazy Susan motor through the RS-232 port on the side viasome of this
phone cable—five hundred meters from Radio Shack . . ."

"Hey, can you put awireless switch that'll give me a couple kilometersrangein noisy rad environment?'
"Perhaps. . . how about morewire. | have moreroalls, a least two kilometers of wire that will work for
this"

"Wireisgood, just heavy. I'll have help carrying it.”

"Wirethen. So, let me see. Y ou control the gammasincident on the LGB by turning the Lazy Susan on
and off. I'll put one springloaded push button on it that will rotate the table ninety degrees when held
down." T'char pulled out a push button kit from somewherein his quarters. The kit wasinasmal light

blue modular toolbox with a ToolWorld.com logo on the front. Never more out of place did it look than
in the hands of the alien Adar wearing spandex shorts and a Hawaiian shirt.



"There must be abutton in herethat will . . "

"I'll come back in ten minutes." Weaver sad.

* * *

"Sothisisa...what?' Miller asked as they approached the gate.

The radiation counters were going off the scale; they weren't going to be able to spend much timein
place.

"It generates gammarays," Weaver replied, setting the box down and pointing the emitter at the gate.
They had to set it up on the edge of the crater; the Looking Glass was hanging forty feet inthe air. "There
are detectorsfor that as part of the defense system on the other side. When we start beaming through the
concrete and stedl on the other side, the detectors are going to go nuts. | hope. Hey, thisthing isbad
news on the front end so don't get in front of it when we take the cover lid off. Understood?’

"Yesgr."

"Anyway, they detect the gammas on the other sde. These are adifferent energy level than the
background gammeas here. So they should be able to see them. We point the gammeas ninety degrees
away from the LGB and then just push that button at the end of the wire to point the gammaraysat it.

Y ou let off the button and it points back away from the gate. Vaila it goes on and off and they should see
thison the other sde.”

"And then they drop another nuke through the door," Miller pointed ouit.

"That iswhy thisthing is set up on alooong wire," Bill replied, peering down the tube. "Buit if they're
paying any attention a al, they'll notice that therésasigna coming through. Y ou think that's pointed at
the gate?' he depressed the button atime or two. It worked—gotta hand it to T'char.

" think there's enough radiation going through the gate that it won't be noticesble,” Weaver said. "I'm up
to over athousand millirads. These suits are going to be hotter than fire when we get back."

"Too bad we don't have any neenions,” Bill said, standing up. "Let'sopen thelid on thisthing and get the
grapp out of here"

"You ready?'
"Yes, gr," the commo tech said, swallowing nervoudy. He felt good reason to be nervous. The Dreen

were in the neighborhood and while everyone e se wasin armor just bristling with guns, dl he had was as
stupid space suit. "How long do we have to be down here?!

"Until we get aresponse,” Bill replied. "Start sending.”

* % %

It was one of the more boring vital jobs on the planet. Seven gates had opened that were from planets
that had current or former Dreen presence. Onceit became possible to move gates, dl seven had been
relocated to afortress deep under the Antarctic rock. The areawas tectonically stable, asfar away from
anything vital asyou could get on earth. Each of the gates was plugged with aspecia door made of
heavier armor than the one securing Cheyenne Mountain. However, the door could be opened, quickly,
and opposite each door was an air cannon loaded with anuke. In the event of Dreen presence being
detected on the far side, the nuke could be fired and the door closed again. When a heavy duty nuke
went off on thefar Sde of the gate, it closed fast enough that the only thing that made it through was a
blast of radiation.

Even if the Dreen were able to get through those defensesthey'd be, well, in Antarctica. There wasn't
anything for them to eat and it was along way to anywhere they wanted to be.



Just in case things got very bad the facility aso had amassive nuclear wegpon embedded under it. The
facility was degp enough that when the nuke went off, the blast would just collgpse the thousand feet of
rock overhead. If the Dreen got through the defense they were going to find the other Sde was quite a

nasty place.

But somebody had to keep an eye on things. So twenty miles away was another facility. It had alarge
gaff of Army infantry that rotated in and out, doing winter training ong the way, and asmaler saff of
permanent residents that kept an eye on the gates.

Keeping an eye on the gates was smple on one level and much more difficult on another. Each gate was
shown on avideo monitor with another screen that gave particle readings. All of those screens showed
higher than norma particle levels. Gates generated a stream of muons and quarks naturaly. But dl of the
gates had had one or more nukesfired through it. That, too, generated alot of particles.

Computer programs monitored levels and determined if they were within norma range. However,
radiation dowly decreased over time. From time to time the amount of particlesfrom aparticular gate
would drop far enough to trigger the automated detectors.

At which point ahuman had to beinvolved. And it was avery boring job. Mogt of thetimethe
techniciansjust sat for twelve hours staring at nothing. From time to time an darm went off and they had
to analyze the Situation and decideif it was an emergency or just normal fluctuation. Thusthey had to be
familiar with particlesand radiation.

Fortunately, the US government produced a large number of such people every year. They werecaled
"nukes," the guys who handled the atomic teskettles for nuclear submarines and the few remaining nuclear
arcraft carriers. Not only were they trained in somefairly advanced particle physics, they were used to
gtting for hourslooking at nothing.

It was gill a God damned boring job.

So when the darm went off on Gate Eight, the tech was happy to have achange. Sinceradiation fdll off
fastest in the immediate period after anuke went off, heinitialy assumed that therad level had just falen
out of spec. But when he examined the readout, it was apparent that the larm was anything but afase
alarm. All sorts of radioactive decay products were coming through the gate as background noise that
looked like the remains of abig nuke. But it was suddenly bursting gamma radiation. Gammawas
produced in an initia nuke blast and there was atiny amount of resdud. But not like this.

Without thinking about it, he hit the base darm button. Seconds could count if the Dreen were preparing
to breach the gate.

Ashewaited for his supervisor to respond he examined the readings. After amoment, he frowned and
leaned forward.

"What?" hisboss asked, running in while il tucking in hisblouse.

"Big stream of gammas coming out of Gate Eight,” the tech said, still leaning forward. "We nuked it and
dl that. But something'sfunky."

"Definefunky,” the supervisor asked, leaning over the tech's shoulder. A former nuclear officer he could
read the screensas well as histech if not better. "Why's the gamma spectrum have a sharp peak at
sx-twelvekev?'

"That'swhat | mean by funky, sir," the tech replied. "It's a discontinuous stream too. The peak keeps
coming and going.”

"Y ou redize what the definition of adiscontinuous stream of particlesis, right?

"Yes gr. Asgnd.”



"Sofar, so good,” Miller said. He had an extendable camera poked over the lip of the depression they'd
hunkered down in. "No nuke. I'm glad the gate stabilized before we got here.”

"It only turns off for about two weeks," Weaver reminded him. "'I'm wondering about response. | don't
think it'sgoing to be quick.”

"So how long do | do this, Sir?" the commo tech asked. "I don't mean to whine, but my wrist is getting
worn out. | don't do Morse much anymore.”

"WEell, it'slong enough for them to seethe greeting,” Weaver replied. "Go on to the message . . ."

"U...S...A.U...S... A" thesupervisor muttered. He could read that much Morse code. "There
aresurvivors”

"Or Dreentrying to catch usout,” the tech replied. "It's changing. What's that?*

"| think we're getting afull sgnd, but it'stoo fast for meto catch,” the supervisor said. "You're
recording?'

"Continuous,”" thetech said.

" Johansen spent sometimein Sgnas,” the supervisor said, straightening up. "I'll go get him and Start trying
to figure out how to reply.”

"What do you make of it?"
"Itsahdl of alongtimesincel did Morse, sir."

Eric Johannsen had sarted off as anuke but experienced " confinement issues' during a deployment and
had transferred to aland base then out of the Navy. However, hed spent histime on theland basein a
commo position. Modern commo didn't involve much Morse code, it was all about switches, encryption
and video compression. Now he wastrying to dredge up three year old memories of one classand it
waan't coming fast.

"USA, USA, USA." Hefast forwarded through the transmission and then paused, looking at thetime
counter. "That's continuous for thefird fifteen minutes'

"They were saying hello,” the supervisor said. "What'sthe rest of that mess?

"It speeds up, too," Johannsen said. " There's somebody who redlly knows Morse on the other side. Let's
see. .. Operationa Immediate. Eyes Only Presidential. Codeword: Eagle Whisper. Verification Alpha
DdtaNiner. Eagle Whisper Mission has reached the attack site. No survivorsfound ATT. That would
be'At This Time.' Confirmed Dreen attack . . . Jesus Chrigt, Sir. What the grapp is the Eagle Whisper
Misson?"

"Don't keep reading,” the supervisor said, leaning over and shutting off the playback. "I have cadlsto
meke."

"I'm glad to know they madeit," the presdent said. "How do we respond?”’

"I'm |oathe to drop the defenses, Mr. President” the Chairman of the Joint Chiefsreplied. "But the easiest
thing to do would be to open the gate and go through. In asuit, admittedly. And there would be a heck
of adrop on the other sde. But we could handle al that."

"Set up an emitter onthisside," the Nationa Security Advisor suggested. 1 think that the people down



there could probably do that. We might even be able to set up direct communications from here.”

"Open the gate for amoment and send through anote," the President replied. "Tdl them that we're
working on it from our end and welll get back to them. Send that right now. And tell the people down
there that they'd better keep their mouths shut.”

"I'm running out of air,” the commo tech said. At least he wasn't being forced to keep sending with
nothing coming back.

"That's why we brought spare bottles," Chief Miller growled. He waslying on his back watching the teke
from the camera. He was used to sitting in one place and watching nothing for days on end. Sniper hides
cameto mind. " Crack one open.”

"The ship isn't coming back until the Marines are done with their search,” Weaver said. "Or we get some
response telling the CO to land. So 1'd suggest you get comfortable, PO."

"Yes, dr," the tech replied, picking up one of the O2 canigters. "'l need some help.”
"Got it," Bill sad, trying not to sigh.

"And we have response,”" Miller said, suddenly. "1 thought for a second it was anuke and | nearly wet
mysdlf. But something just shot through the door and landed on the edge of the crater. Anditis not a
nuke. Metd canister of some sort. Let me modify that. | don't think it'sanuke.”

"They would have shot one long ago if they thought we were spoofing them or didn't get the message,”
Bill said, dotting the tech's replacement in. "Go get it, would you?!

"I hear and obey o swami," Miller said, rolling over and standing up. "Beright back.”

"Huh," Bill said. The"message canister” was a Number Ten can, gpparently formerly holding coffee. It
had a screw lid and his clawsjust skittered acrossit. "Open that up, would you?' he asked, holding it out
to the commo tech.

"That thing'shot as hell, gr," the tech said, backing up. "I respectfully decline.”

"Gimme," Miller said with asigh. Hewrapped his claws around it and crushed then ripped the top off.
"Piece of paper ingde." The paper fluttered to the ground as he tipped the can up.

"Paper does not retain radiation very well, PO," Bill said, gesturing.
"Y our suits do, though, gir," the tech pointed out.
"Okay, Miller, back away dowly."

"It'sagtandard message form," the tech said once the suits had backed up far enough for him to
approach the paper. "From: SpaceCom To: Commander Eagle Whisper. Stand by for communications
gear to be set up. Estimate four hours.”

"Hell, it only took ustwenty minutes,” Miller said. "Why four hours?’

"Wereacarefully selected group of top-flight specidists,” Bill pointed out. "Naturaly it would take a
group of regular techslonger. And the guys on the other end don't have Tchar's maze of junk.”

"Thisplaceisamaze,” Smith sad. "Left or right?'

The streets of what had once been amgjor city now resembled canyons, many of them blind. Fallen
rubble choked them and in many placesit was unclimbable. Holes opened up without warning. Already
two suits had been damaged from falls.



The map that the archaeol ogists had left behind wasn't much help. It had been scanned and Berg was
looking at ablow-up on hisinternal monitors. But it didn't gppear to be to scae and landmarks were
denoted with cryptic termsthat only made senseto asmall group that discussed their work every day.
But "Lag File" didn't mean anything to Berg. And it was atwo-dimensiona representation of an areathat
was, among other things, often three dimensiond.

"Grappif | know," Berg replied. "But any survivor, if thereis one, can't be far from the base. He or she
had to haul supplies. How far do you think they're going to go?"

"Well, we've searched most of what's on the map, right?' Himes said.

"Right," Berg replied. "And Bravo found the workings they were working on. Nobody there, signs of
Dreen. But . . . Chither. Top said something about a Doctoral Candidate . . . Exploring anew section.
Which meansit's not on the map.”

"That'svery helpful,” Smith pointed out, looking at the Y intersection. " So left or right?"

Berg examined the map again. He was pretty surethey were by "Lag Pile." 1t was amassive mound that
sort of looked like askyscraper after twenty million years of wear. On the back side of it from their
position was a circle and some dotted lines that stopped without being cut off. An unmapped tunnel.

"That way," Berg said, pointing up the mound to the left. "Watch your step. We're looking for atunnel
opening.”

"l don't seeatunnd opening,” Himes said, diding down the hill on hisbutt and ebow wheds. " Just
another damned canyon.”

"Thisisrelatively closeto the main base," Berg pointed out. In fact it wasin someone el se's search
sector. "And there ought to be atunnel by where the dope increases.”

"Great," Himes said, using the dope and the powerful arms of the suit to get himsdf upright. "What do we
do now?'

"Sweep left and right,” Berg said, looking up and down thelip of the canyon. "L ook for anything out of
theordinary.”

Smith headed to thelft then paused.

"I've got what might be apath,” he said, swiveling his sensor pods then activating the targeting laser.
"L ook at those rocks."

"Balanced,” Berg said, walking over to the rock pile. Threelarge boulders had been stacked but one of
them clearly could be moved back and forth easily. He swiveled it up and to the side and found a narrow
opening to atunndl that was partialy choked by rubble. "Hello? Anyone home?' he boomed through the
external speakers.

"We can't get down that," Himes said, looking at the opening.

"We can get down," Berg pointed out. "Wejust roll in on the belly wheds. Getting out would be the
interesting part. Open up my back pack. I've got someropein there.”

"You carry rope?' Himes asked, surprised.

"Think Boy Scout,” Berg replied.

Himes opened up the cargo box of the sergeant's suit and pulled out along spool of what looked like
twine. There was more than the spool of twine in there. There was a Camelbak of water, asmall spare
air bottle, three MRE packages, afirst aid kit, asmall repair kit and athermal blanket. Then there was
the pair of pistols—.577 magnums with worn grips—and alow-dung combat holster.



"Uh, Berg, that's not going to hold much,” Himes said with a snort, pulling out the spool of twine.

"You'd be surprised,” Berg replied, taking the spool. There was aclip on the end and he pulled out a
length and handed it to Himes. "It's nanotube mono. Y ou could lift the Blade with it. Clip that to the butt
shackle. Smith, take the spool.”

By running the line around their suits and claws, the two could belay the team leader down into the hole.
Getting him out would be amatter of pulling really hard.

"Y ou sure about this?' Himes asked.

"Nope," Berg admitted, getting down on his elbow and knee whed s then flattening onto his belly wheds.
"But it'sthe best ideal've got.”

He shimmied into the opening, haf using his ebow whed's but mostly hisbelly, then started to dide down
therubble.

The tunnel opened out beyond the initia rubble wall, but not enough for ninefoot tal suit to stand up or
turn around. He could, however, continueto dide.

"How'sit going?' Himes asked.

"So far, so good," Berg replied. "I'm coming up to abend. I'll lose commo there. If | need to be pulled
out I'll givethreetugs. If | need to be pulled out fast, they'll befast.”

"Gotit," Himesreplied.

As soon as he turned the corner he could see the survivor. Maybe survivor. A small nest had been
created at the point where the tunnel was choked by afall. Plastic had been set up to sed inasmall area
and therewas apile of ruined deeping bags, a couple of ration cases, some water bottles and, yes, two
large air canigters. Fortunatdly, the latter were on the far wall.

Berg used hiswhedlsto dide to astop before he hit the plastic and peered through it. He wasn't sure
how to determineif the survivor was dive. All he could see was aface mask and he couldn't tell if he or
she was bregthing. But then he nearly kicked himsalf and switched to therma. As soon ashedid he could
see that the person was still warm. He aso could now tell sex: Female.

He did forward abit further and got alook at the readouts on the air tanks. Both of the main tanks were
expended. He couldn't see what herslooked like, it was covered by the ripped deeping bags. Mostly
ripped. He could see where some gtitching had been done. Actudly, he redlized that he could probably
just pull her out in the bag.

He breached the plastic got a grip on the repaired deeping bag and pulled. The woman did out of her
cocoon without anything coming gpart. He could tell, now, that she was il breathing but he ill couldn't
see the canigter attached to her breath mask.

He pulled three times on the mono molecular rope and felt himself sarting to dide back up the tunnel.
The woman in the bag wriggled and moaned but otherwise didn't react.

"Himes," he said as soon as he passed the bend. "Get on the horn. | need a corpsman, right damned
now. | got asurvivor but she's unconscious and just about out of air. And | think she's hypothermic.”

"Get her up here" Dr. Chet said, pulling out a pair of bandage scissors and gesturing to the surgery table.
"Satus?'

Hewasin afull quarantine suit. The secure surgery wasin theisolation wing of the "research and survival
pack” attached to the top of the ship. SOP was that anyone exposed to a potentially dangerous
environment remained in the isolation wing for at least thirty days. The survivor was ill suffedina
quarantine stretcher, aclosed system with waldoes and glove holesfor any aid that needed to be given.



Most of the systems, including IV inserters and defibrillator, were handed by arobotic autodoc.

"BP eighty over twenty," the corpsman replied, diding the survivor out of the stretcher and onto the table
expertly. "Respiration twenty. Temperature ninety-two. Heartbest one forty and thready. Pupils have light
response.”

"Hypothermic," the massive doctor said, musingly. "Not too low. Get me awarming bag. | don't
understand the unconsciousness.”

He used the scissors to remove the woman's filthy clothing and paused as her arm was exposed. It was
covered by injection tracks.

"Smart lady,” he muttered. "But getting you off that is not going to be pleasant.”

"Sir?' the corpsman asked, pulling out alarge paper cloth bag. The survivor would be popped into the
bag and then the bag filled with hot air from asmple blower. It was aquick and safe way to raise body
temperature.

"She wasinjecting hersaf with morphine a aguess,” Dr. Chet replied. "It kept her resource use minimal
and if her air gave out while she was drugged, well, she would never know. But shesgoing to be
severdy addicted. With the minimal facilities| have here, it's going to be unpleasant coming off of it. Get
her inthe bag and warmed up . . ."

"How long will she be out?"' the CO asked.
Dr. Chet didn't fit any better in the wardroom than he did in his surgery. But he didn't fit any worse.

"Unknown," hereplied, trying to get hislegsinto areasonable position under the low table. "I don't know
what dosage she used on hersdlf last. No more than an hour, though. Her temperature is coming up
nicely. Manourished, dehydrated, filthy but she's going to survive.”

"The best guessisthat shes Ms. Debra Cutler,” the XO added. "A doctoral candidate. She was
mentioned in thelogs. No ID on her but she matches the picture we have from the personnd list."

"Have Weaver send the information to Earth,” the CO said. "Tentative 1D, more when shewakes up.”

"She'sliable to be extremdly disoriented,” Dr. Chet pointed out. "And dl my personnel are male. I'm
going to ak MissMoon to sitin onthisone.”

"Agreed," the CO said, frowning. "l guessthere's no way to pretend she's not in a pace ship.”

"No," Dr. Chet said, shaking his head. "Not unless Earth will open the gate and dlow usto shove her
through before she wakes. Sheredlly should bein a proper hospitd .”

"Unlikely," the CO said. "Not with apotential Dreen presence on thisside. And on that note, Tactical ?'

"Not apeep, gr," the TACO replied. "No indications of anything unusua in the sysslem. And we're
keeping avery close eye on the ingruments.”

"So the Dreen camein here, dropped arock on the facility, picked up one survivor then came back a
couple of hours later and snatched most of therest,” the CO said, his brow furrowing. "And then they
just left? To where? Why? With an open gate to Earth, why just leave?"

"Bigger fishto fry?' the XO asked. "A higher priority misson? For al we know, that war that was such a
big thing to us might not have meant much to them. We might not even be on their radar. There could be
amassive battle going on in the next system and we wouldn't even know it . . ."

"Herethey come again,” Senior Tactica Speciadist Favarduro shouted. "Forty Blin Kar fighters at



one-one-seven mark sixteen.”

"The Klingoddar has stopped responding to hails," Commo Specidist Faul interjected. "It's emergency
beacon has stopped broadcasting.”

"Uanarmm bless and keep them,” Ship Master Kond replied, softly. "Chaos ball generator?!
"At least another forty kleg," Engineering Speciaist Rorot replied.

"Engage with masers,” Kond said, calmly, shifting hisweight dightly in his combat couch. Theair around
him was arich tapestry of information, sonar pulsesfilling the air with datafrom al the ship's sensors. The
fleet was once again escaping the hated Blin, but at great cost. The Caurorgorngoth wasthelast of the
Chaos ships. If they were destroyed, the Blin dreadnought would be able to gather up the fleet like so
many vaila "Keep them off of usuntil the chaos generator isback on line. Patch me through to Fleet
Master Lurca"

"Lur(ﬁ,"

"Higher One, we are under attack from Kar fighters. There will be a dreadnought somewhere out there.
Becaeful.”

"We are reaching jump point now," the Fleet Master replied. "Hurry to follow us. How are your
supplies?’

"We managed to fully fuel beforethe last battle," Kond replied. "We are good for two jumps. We got
ninety percent of our magazine load from the factory ship. That was all they'd produced. We aso need
some parts, but well need more after this so we might aswell wait."

"Meet us at the rendezvous,”" the Fleet Master said. "L urca, out.”

"And again we are on our own," Favarduro quipped. "No freighters or fudlers or cruisersto dow us
down. What luxury. What grandeur.”

"What doog," Engineer Rorot said, unhappily. "Without a chaos generator. With fusion bottles down.
With our redlity shifter becoming unred.”

"Nobody ever said it would be easy,” Favarduro said, pinging aburst of laughter around the
compartment. "Oh, and here come Kar fightersto make our day o so much better. Recommend evasion
pattern Mindrg in threekleg."

"Very wel," Kond said, pinging the information to the battlecomp. "L et us take some of these foul beasts
with usif wearetofal."

"Some more, Ship Magter," Favarduro said, pinging laughter again. "Some more.”

"Group of experts,” Miller muttered. " So with agroup of world-class experts we're Sitting out freezing
our butts off to send Morse and abunch of nobodies back on earth . . ."

"Oh, shut up," Weaver whispered back. "It took them four hours."

"Andthesurvivoris. .." Admiral Townsend asked over the video link. Theimage suddenly distorted as
did thevoice but it was ill as clear asalow bandwidth streaming video.

"Still out, Sir," the CO responded. "Given her condition, Dr. Chet isunwilling to bring her out of the drugs
rapidly. There are waysto do that but . . ."

"It'sthe doctor's call,” the admird said with asigh. " She probably won't have much more information than
we dready have. The expertsin such things are unwilling to open the gate, even for long enough to shove
her through.”



"Did they say why, Sr?" Bill asked neutraly.

"Just that we don't know the true abilities of the Dreen,” the Admira said with ashrug. "They'reredly
exercised about them possibly breaking through. They a so wanted to ensure that she'sin isolation and
that she getsavery full physcd.”

"Shewas brought in in aquarantine stretcher,” the CO replied. "And has been in the isolation area ever
snce. That's SOP under the circumstances. I'll ask Dr. Chet about giving her afull pre-mission phys. But
given theway her body's scrambled up, I'm not sure he's going to want to add the chemicals he needsto
her system. Not any time soon, anyway."

"I'll passthat on," the Admiral said. "Make sure that she's not removed from isolation until you return to
earth. That's not negotiable.”

"Understood, sir,” the CO said. "So what now? Do we head home?"

"Negative," Townsend replied. "We need to find out what's happening out there. Probe for the Dreen.
Carefully. Try to find out where they're at, what they're up to out there, what their order of battle looks
like. Hell, what they're ships look like. It's an old-fashioned intel gathering mission. Y ou're the boat
snuggling up to the Soviet back-yard to get intel. Go get it."

"Yes, Sr," Spectre sad, thoughtfully.

"Leavethislash upin place” Townsend added. "But camouflageit if you can. If you need to talk or
serioudy need support, we can use the gate. Same orders as before, use your discretion but don't get
into any furbalsif you can avoid it. However, if you get an opportunity to jump alone Dreen ship and
determinethat it's possible to win, do so. Captureit if possible. Theideaisto get alook at what they're
hyper tech and weapons tech consgts of. We need a system we can use other than the Blade's. Anything
you need that we can shove through the gate quickly?'

"XO?' the CO asked.

"| doubt we can get the critical spares we need to the base quickly, sir,” the XO said, looking at a pad.
"But if we come back thisway, it might make sense to have some stockpiled by then. | have alist. Other
than that, fresh food."

"I'll get with the liaison at the base," the admird said, nodding. " Send the list over and welll get them
down thereif it'sfeasble. Anything dse?"

"Permission to send and recelve Family Message Forms, gr," the CO replied.

The FMF was amethod that sub crews had of keeping in contact with their families. It was highly limited
and highly censored, being only aten word message either way. Families were not permitted to send
negative news, putting more stress on guys stuck in atin can under water was never agood idea. "'l hate
you and want adivorce”' was not amessage the Navy was going to send to aguy who could firea
nuclear missile or cause amelt-down of the nuclear core. Sub crews, being smart, had of course set up a
code system so that they could get more than 'l love you. Everything'sfine" messages through. More than
one submariner had gotten word that his wife was having an affair despite being at six hundred feet depth,
severa thousand miles away and through asystem specifically designed to prevent such news. So far,
none of them had tried to fire off amissile dthough afew had tried to open up a hatch and walk home.
For those few, there was avery pleasant tranquilizer and an "1-Love-Me" jacket until they could be
evacced.

"Authorized,” the admira said, wincing. He knew the weaknesses of the FMF from long experience.
"Anything dss?'

"I think we're done, sir,”" the CO said, looking around the group.
"Get back into space, find the Dreen, find out what they're up to, try to get any tech you can acquire and



report back,” the Admiral said. "And do dl that carefully. You're ill the only ship we have.”
"Yes, dr," Spectresaid. "Cando."

"Weaver," the CO sad as everyone wasfiling out of the wardroom.

"G

"Stay."

When everyone was gone, the CO looked at the Astrogator thoughtfully.

"What do you think the chances are you can find some trace of the Dreen ship in space?"
Weaver thought about the question for afew seconds then blanched.

"Effectively zero, Sr," Bill replied. "Do you want to know why?"

"Yes" the CO said. "Because | don't think you've thought it through. We make waves as we pass
through space. Y ou've talked about it. Disturbed solar wind, ionization from destroyed particles, even
bits of our forward armor that get flaked off. Surely the Dreen have got to leave some traces."

"I'm surethey do, gir,” Bill said. "And if the track was fresher, | might be ableto sort out whichionsare
from apassing Dreen ship and which are just from solar wind. If | could do asurvey of theloca areafor
about amonth and figure out what the solar windslook like. But aDreen . . . wakeif you will, isgoing to
look like aship'swake. Sure, you can detect one of those for the first few hours. But after that, waves,
current, wind, they al tend to eraseit. Theresabit more thermal image for atad longer time, but even
that eventually goes away. The Dreen were here thirty daysago, Sr. Any traceislong gone. Even the
holeswe found werefilling in from dust. And those are much more permanent than anything you'd find in
the solar wind."

"So how do we find them?"

"If it'sonly one or two ships and they'rein EMCON, it's going to be tough, sir,”" Bill said, referring to
shutting down transmissions so asto remain less noticeable. "'l don't know what sort of tracesthey leave
behind until we find one. And finding aship in space, well, spaceisavery big place and shipsare very
smdll. | think we're just going to have to hope that they're broadcasting or otherwise being noticeable."”

"You know," Favarduro said as the Caurorgorngoth's lasers diminated three of the Blin fighters, “in
between five and twenty kleng thisis going to be noticeable to anyone inhabiting the nearer sars.”

"In between five and twenty kleng, anyone inhabiting the nearer starsis going to be Dreen food,” Ship
Master Kond replied. "Shields are at less than forty percent. Concentrate on the centra fighter pack.
Stop some of these Manaeg spawned plasma bolts.”

As plasmafire dammed into the ship, being disbursed by theion shields, he whistled for a control to shift
some power to long range scanning but the Blin dreadnought was till impossible to detect. At least
fifteen kleg until the ball generator was online. And more than four hundred until they reached the
unredlity node. Thefleet had escaped, through, leaving them to limp outward on their own, with not so
much asashidld ship by their side.

Asthe mighty Chaos Ship rocked under the hammer of the missiles, he hoped that there were no races
within five and twenty kleng. Unless, of course, they were powerful enough to save his ship.

"Home again," Berg said, collapsing into his bunk. For awonder, there wasn't a caterwauling of Asian
tortured cats from overhead. He had made his peace with Portana and could even handle the armorer's



sger'ssinging. Didn't mean heenjoyediit.
"God, I'm glad to get out of armor," Himes replied. "How's the chick we picked up?!

"How the hell would | know?"' Berg asked. "Last | saw of her waslast you saw of her, being carted back
to the ship."

"Mail cdl," the First Sergeant said from the front of the compartment. "We'rein commo with earth
through the gate. Nobody's going home, through, they're not opening up the other side. But you've got
Family Message Forms on your systems. |f you want to respond, you have about thirty minutes. Then
we're out of this system.”

"What'sthe mission, Top?' Corwin cdled. "We're done here, right? We going home?”
"Negative," the First Sergeant replied. "We're going to go Dreen hunting. Now read your mail."

Berg wasn't redlly expecting any. His parentsweren't in the loop of Navy communications. They could
get an emergency message through to him, but by their very natures emergency messages wererarely put
into FMFs. "Dad died" wasright up there with "I want adivorce.

So hewas surprised to see the message light blinking on his system when the First Sergeant |eft. He hit
the"Receive" icon and a short message popped up.

"Love you Miss you Be Homeward Bound in Time Brooke"

FMFswere limited to ten words but the short message pretty much covered the subject. Except for the
lagt bit, which was puzzling.

He opened up a search function and typed in the last, puzzling, phrase. The search function was actudly
built by GooCharn, the Adari-Human corporation that had absorbed Google and asimilar corporation
on Adar. The Adar servers onboard the Blade only stored about thirty percent of the combined
Human-Adar hypernet. But that was a |ot of data. Much of it was useless, but occasionally somebody
needed a scrap of redlly esoteric information that was stored away on it somewhere.

About haf way down thefirst page he found it, a poem which waslinked to aflash animation.

He watched the animation, wondering where Brooke had dredged it up. It was from way back in the
War On Terror, mostly shotsfrom Irag. It waskind of like watching afilm clip from Vietnam. The gear
they were using was so antique he had to wonder how they'd gotten anything done. No Wyverns, no
Mojos, no particle detectors, no scanners. Just Kevlar body armor and peashooters. Of course, the
terrorists they werefighting didn't have any better.

But the sentiment of the piece was timeless and he quickly found himself tearing up. He dashed the water
off hisface and sucked it up to the end. Okay, now he knew how Brooke fdt.

And the more he examined the lyrics, the stronger he felt. She was asking him to come home, but only
when the time wasright. She was saying she wouldn't hold him back, that he was "freeto find his caling”
but that she would be there when he returned.

And his calling wasright here. He wondered if she understood just what that meant. How could she? He
didn't even know what it really meant. Except alot of separation.

Congdered the undersize keyboard for amoment then typed rapidly, hit "Send" and vowed that if she
hed the strength to let him "find hiscalling,” he had the strength to find away home.

"No messages for you, Commander Weaver?' the CO asked as he sat down in his chair in the Conn.

"No, sr," Bill replied. "Foot-loose and fancy-free bachelor. | get an occasiona email from my parents,
but they don't even know how to accessthe FMFs."



"Admira Rickover would have approved,” the XO said, grinning. "He felt an officer should be married to
his career and not 'chick hatching' dl thetime."

"And where are we going to find the next generation of Junior Spacemen?' the CO asked. "It was one of
those points Rickover never quite got around to addressing. So, what's your recommendation, Astro?”

"I've set up asearch pattern of the nearest stars, Sir," Bill replied. "My recommendation isthat we enter
on the outer periphery of each of the systems, do achill while smultaneoudy looking for any indicators of
Dreen presence, then jump around the periphery, dowly working inward. When we get to about one AU
from the locd star, well have looked about al we can. Then we go to the next. With stops at each of the
jump pointsto let the instruments really get in agood scan, I'd say about one full day at each star. We do
that until we find something or you call it abugt.”

"All right," the CO said. "X O, Set Condition One on each system entry. At each move inwards, well go
to GQ again, figuring that isthe most likely point that well encounter the Dreen. Tell the Marinesto just
gt tight. I don't want them running around doing adrill when we could be going into baitle at any time."

"Aye, aye, dr."
"Let's head outwards," the CO said. "Astro?"

"Come to heading three-one-six mark neg dot two and head for the star,” Bill replied, pointing at the
forward viewscreen.

"Makeit s0."

Brooke checked the caller ID on her cell phone as sounded out with " Sunshine and Summertime.” 1t was
the Bergstresser's home number, which could be good news or bad or none & al. She took adeep
breath and answered the call.

"Brooke, it's Amanda Bergstresser.”
Mrs. Bergstresser sounded cheerfully. A good sign so far.
"Yes, maam?' Brooke said. "Have you heard from Eric?’

"We haveindeed," Mrs. Bergstresser said. "'l know he wasn't supposed to be able to send a message for
at least ninety days, but you got aresponseto yours. It'sabit cryptic, though.”

"Go ahead,” Brooke said, swalowing.
"In the quiet misty morning Eric. That'sit. Does it make any senseto you?'
"Yes, maam," Brooke said, sniffling. "Yesit does.”

"Brooke, | know al thisis rather sudden and terribly dramatic, but | have aquestion: Do | need to tart
getting to know afuture daughter-in-law?'

Brooke thought about that for afew seconds then sniffled again.
"I sure hope so, Mrs. Bergstresser..”
"Inthat case, you'd better call me Amanda.”
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"Adjusted to system Tycho 714-1046-1," the pilot said, tiredly.

The ship had been doing an expanding sweep of the areafor the last two weeks and it had been avery
boring process. Most of the starsin the region, which was afairly tightly packed local cluster, were within



ten light years of each other. Ten hoursto reach anew system. About twenty hours scanning the system
and then on to the next. And with GQ being cdled at least five times aday, nobody was getting any

deep.

"What do we have?"' Spectre asked, hisvoice abit too steady. The CO was on the ragged edge aswell.
"G3V dar, bit hotter than Sol but otherwise very main sequence,” Bill replied. "Waiting on readings, sir."
"I'm getting a bit tired of waiting on readings,” the CO said, hitterly.

"Soaml, s ..." Weaver paused and leaned forward, running his hand down one of thelineson his
monitor. "Sir. .. ?'

"Conn, Tactical."

"Go," Spectre snapped.

"We're getting some quirky readings on the particle detectors,” Tacticd replied, clearly puzzled. "The
systemisjust saying higher than normal background of neutrinos. I'm not sure what that means.”

"Weaver?' Spectre asked.
"Jug . .. Givemeamoment, Sir," Weaver said, opening up another screen and typing rapidly.

The CO walked over to look over the Astrogator's shoulder but the math he was working on was way
over Spectre's head. Another example of how difficult it was going to be to create a space navy. Too
many times he smply had to go on hisfaith in Weaver's knowledge.

"Concur on that, gr," Weaver said after about aminute. " Furthermore, the extra neutrinos are generating
from apoint in the system. It's at about Sx AU from the star on the far side from us. Something crested a
bunch of neutrinos there about nine hours ago. What, why and how I'm not sure. But I'd say thet it's
probablethat it was not anatural event. Morethanthat . . . | can't say without checking it out.”

"Can wedo that quietly?' the CO asked. "Come in from the side or something? Maybe duck around a
planet?’

"We dill don't have aplanet map for the system, sir," Bill said, checking the update from the astronomy
department. Sinceit congisted of two overworked SF gaff sergeants, he wasn't expecting anything any
time soon. Especidly sincetheir position was poor for finding planets. They usudly didn't get agood map
until they moved in-system. "' would suggest moving in an arc across the outer fringes of the system,
getting alook at the anomaly from another angle then possibly moving in to no lessthan ten AUs from the
anomdy for avisud."

"Right," Spectre said, rubbing hisface. "Gimme avector.”

"Heading zero-nine-six, Sir," Bill replied. "Warp Two for twenty-three minutes. Then cometo norma
Space for another survey.”

"Pilot, makeit s0," Spectre said, keying the 1-MC. "All hands. All hands. Ship remains a Condition
One. Therésan anomay in this syslem. We're going to spend some time checking it out. Stay tight while
we do that. Missile crewsto ready positions.”

The second check had just repeated the first. Turning even their largest telescope towards the anomaly
didn't tell them anything.

"Adgtro, were going to go insystemn unless you have another idea," Spectre said.
"l actudly do, ar," Bill said, musingly. "We need to get further avay.”
"Say again?' the CO asked, rubbing hisface. "What are we going to learn from further avay?'



"We can move fagter than light, sir,” Bill replied, getting excited. "If whatever thiswas made abig enough
signature, we can back out of the system and look at it. It's sort of like going back in time. If that doesn't
work, we can till go insystem. We're only talking about ten light hours out in adirect line from the
anomdy."

"Okay, that's just about weird enough to work," Spectre said. "Gimme avector and let'sdo it.”

"Should be coming up pretty soon,” Bill said, looking at his chronometer. "'If thereé's going to
be...whoa"

It was dmogt pretty. Where there had been more or less empty space on the viewer, only the distant
gars showing, there was suddenly aflurry of lights.

"Conn, Tactica," the intercom chimed. "We're getting amass of particle readings from the direction of the
anomaly. I'd say that multiple nuclear detonations are occurring.”

"Roger that," Spectre said. "Werewatchingitin..."
"Try unred time, Sr," Bill said, grinning. " Somebody was fighting somebody dse. Who and why isthe
question, now."

"Is this maximum magnification?' Spectre asked, walking over to the main viewer. "All | can seeisthe
detonetions.”

"They're more visudly obvious than whatever's causing them, gr," Bill pointed out. "That's al we can get
out of our systems: we're not up to Star Trek level yet. And they're as good as any that are made, Sir.
But at thisdistance, it'slike trying to pick out individual sand grains on earth from asatellite. It's easy to
spot a spot-light pointed up. We're going to have to go insystem to find out anything else.”

"Right," Spectre said, hischin firming up. "Rilot, head for that battle. Stop at twenty AU out and then
again a ten. Thismight just have zero to do with us. But | want to know who was fighting.”

Twenty AU hadn't given them any information nor were they learning much at ten AU. The spot where
the battle had taken place was still just empty space asfar asthey could tell. There were ill some
emissionsfrom the area, but they were faint. And nothing on the eectrical band.

"Orders, dr?" the pilot asked.
"Hest levels?' the CO asked.

"We chilled on the outside stops,” the X O replied from damage contral. "We're good for about five
hours.™"

"Close the position under warp,” the CO said. "Stay away from the center. Pass by at warp one, five light
seconds up inthedliptic. Tactical, stand by to scan the areavisudly. | want to see what we can see.
Rlot, youladin?'

"Yes gr."
"Aye, aye," the NCO replied, hitting the warp drive.

The ship began hurtling forward, fast enough that the distant star could be seen to move. The viewer
remained focused on the scene of the presumed battle as the ship flew "overhead” relaive to the local
solar system. They were approaching the system from just short of the distance from the earth to the
moon, o anything left in the area had better be big.



"Conn, Tacticd. Switching main viewer to thermd .

"Go," Spectrereplied. They were gpproaching closest point of gpproach and tactical must have spotted
something.

When the screen switched to false color thermal imagery, what Tactical had spotted was obvious. There
were large chunks of material, much hotter than the background, floating in space. Onelooked asif it
might have been part of aship. A very odd ship, but probably about half of ahull.

"Maintain course and speed,” Spectre said. "Tactica, | want full spectrum andysis. Pilot, as soon aswe
reach one light minute from the scene of the battle, go to full warp and park it sixty AUs out from the
un.”

"Aye, aye, gr," thepilot said.

"Tactica, Agro, | want ameeting with the full science and command group in the wardroom in one
hour," Spectre said. "It looks asif whatever happened here is over. XO, stand down from Condition
One"

"Does anyone have anything to input that's not obvious?' the CO asked as soon asthe full video was
replayed.

The region of space where the presumed battle had taken place was a mess. Bits of shipswerelittered
liberdly through the area. But they were so fragmented, it was hard to tell what they redlly looked like.
However, there did seem to be two broad types. Some of the debris had a"hard-edged” look, while
other bits were uniformly smoothly curved. There also appeared to be two broad types of material, one

based around metals and the other carbon fibers. That was drawn from spectral analysis of smoldering
"fires’ where materid was converting chemically bonded oxygen in dow vacuum fires.

The largest chunk was avaguely ovoid piece of what must have been amuch larger ship. It wasforty
meterslong and wide, more or less. There might be remaining sedled compartments. It was hard to
determine in the low-resolution image. One side of the tumbling wreckage had clearly been hull. The
other Sdewas. . .spongy.

"Two speciesin aspace battle,” Lt. Fey said. "I'd bet dollars to donuts that the smooth ones are Dreen
ships. Theresjust an . . . organic look to them that iswhat you'd expect from the Dreen. And the
gpectral numbers from them match the chemica composition of Dreen rhino tank armor about right. Not
perfectly, but very close.”

"I've been looking at the particle traces, sir,” Bill said, punching at hislaptop. "I think I've detected a
stream of materials headed outward from the system. Therés ahigher level of monatomic oxygen aswell
astraces of water. I'd say it's the track of adamaged ship or ships.”

"That's new information,” the CO said, looking over a Tacticd. "Did you get that?"
"I'm not even sure what readings he'sreferring to, sir," the TACO admitted.

"I'll send it over toyouinaminute,” Bill said, not looking up. Y ou've got the numbers, it's knowing what
they mean that matters. There's aways a small background of eementsin space. Not much, but it'sthere
and it can be detected by the way that it interacts with the particles being shoved out by the sun. Inthis
case, theré's a series of higher than norma readings, headed more or lessin aline. It'slike thetrail of ol
left by adamaged ship. We're going to need to write some code for the tactical computersto start
looking for this sort of thing. Heck, it might not even be damage. We sure lesk like mad. In fact, we
should look for RF emissions from el ectron spin flips of water components like the hydrogen twenty-one
centimeter wavelength line and the hydroxyl radica nineteen centimeter wavelength line. I'll bet you we
leave those behind al over the place. And, they'd be easy, very easy, to detect.” He manipulated the data



for amoment then nodded. "Y ep, there they are. Wow. Y ou know, we leave atrail ablind man could
follow."

"Grest to hear," Spectre said, grumpily. "But in other news, where's the damaged ship going?'

"In the generd direction of HD 37355, sir,” Bill replied. "That'sa G5 gtar in the general direction of
Earth. Not on aline, mind you, just headed for that genera quadrant. It could be headed for Tycho
714-1500-1. The two stars are only about two light years apart. They're nearly abinary system. And
both are main sequence gars.”

"Which meansahigher likelihood of habitable planets,”" the CO said, nodding. "Bunch of them around
herel noticed.”

"Yes, gr," Bill replied. "Thisis part of the Orion loca group. It'savery dense group. Lots of hot
sequence stars aswell. And more dwarfs than wed realized. Basicdly, it's crowded as hdll. We're not
far, a dl, from some of the stars of Orion's Belt."

"So thisis probably agood areafor the Dreen to colonize," the XO pointed out.
"Uh, yes, gr," Bill admitted.
"Which explainstheir presence," the CO said. "But what about this other race? Lt. Fey? Any points?'

"Only aquote from the Seven Habits of Highly Effective Pirates, Sr,” the Lieutenant said. " ? Theenemy
of my enemy ismy enemy'senemy. No more. No less!' I'd loveto find an aly againgt the Dreen, Sir. But
until we find out more about them, | would advise proceeding with caution.”

"And theré's only oneway | can think of to find out more," the CO said, distastefully. "Were going to
have to go down there and do some sampling. Agreed?’

"Carefully, dr,” the XO said. "Get close, take a snap-shot, closer . . "

"Agreed,” the CO said. "Tell the SF guysthey're going to have to take point in thisone. They'rethe
closest we have to a science team.”

"Sir," Bill interjected. "I think acareful search for survivors, especialy thisother race, isin order. Keep
an eye out for beacons.”

"Agreed," theCO said. "Let'sget toit."

"Bingo."
Harold was happy to be back in the commo shack. Ground pounding was for Marines. Hewasjust as

happy to have the ship wrapped back around him. Not to mention being able to stretch out on a cot
instead of on the ground.

"What you got, Hal?' the leading PO asked.
"I'm getting aradio sgnd,” the commo tech said. "Emanating from the area of the battle.”

It was the third stop to check for data on the way in. The ship was under three light seconds from the
area of the battle and aready starting to run into debris. It wasn't so much that it had been abig battle as
that the forcesinvolved had sent debris spinning off at very fast velocities. It was spreading so fast that in
another day or two it would have been hard to find the pieces.

"It's code, non-frequency skipping, just aset of dots and dashes,” the commo tech continued, tracing the
signal on hisdisplay. "I'd say that it's an emergency beacon sending somebody's version of SOS. It
worksout asMRE in Morse."

"Good job finding it," the LPO said. "Conn, radio shack . . ."



"If that'sasurvivor of the other race, we probably should get in there and recover him, sir," Weaver
pointed out. "Her. It."

"Agreed," Spectrereplied, coldly. "But not until were sure there are no active defense systems. | don't
want to get shot out of the sky on arescue misson.”

"Therés some EM coming from the remnant of that ship, ar,” Bill said, looking at hisdisplays. "And
there's a hot source in another piece of debris. I'd say it's some sort of powered up machinery. But it
could be awashing machinefor dl | know."

The hull suddenly "bonged" and everyone in the Conn jumped.

"Damn thisdebris," the CO swore. "We dso can't just charge forward with al this chither flying around.
But we're going to have to close the heavier pieces" He hit the intercom to the science section. "Master
Sergeant Guzik, your team needsto start prepping for EVA."

"Roger, dr," the Specia Forces Master Sergeant replied. "We're in skins and ready to board the
Wyverns”

"Get with the Marine CO," Spectre added. "I want aplatoon of Marines out there with you. Thefirst
priority isan apparent distress signa we're picking up. As soon as we figure out where it's coming from,
your team and the Marines will retrieve whatever it is. After that there's some bitswe need to pick up
and take alook at. Last, you'll be examining the biggest chunk, which is probably Dreen.”

"Roger, gr," Guzik said. "Weéll get it done.”

"Hrst Platoon,” Berg'sintercom chimed. "Fall out and fal in on Wyverns. EVA mission.”
"Oh, glory,” Himes bitched, pulling out aset of skins. "Zero-Gee."

"Space Marines," Berg pointed out, diding out of his bunk and heading for the hatch. "And | told you to
keep your damned skinson. Y ou've got head cleaning duty next cycle.

"Speaking of heads," Himes muttered.

"Should have kept your skinson," Smith said, diding past him and following the team leader. "L ast one
into their Wyvernisaheed cleaner.”

"Therésaradio sgna coming from apiece of debris," Master Sergeant Guzik said. "The debris sort of
lookslike it might be alife pod. Our mission isto recover the pod and extract whatever isingde, dive.
Unlessit's Dreen, in which case dead works. WEell try to determine what isinside prior to opening it.
Either way, were going to be opening it carefully.”

"There'slots of debris out there," the First Sergeant added. He, too, was suited up in his Wyvern.
"Watch out for it. We've worked in microgravity but thisisawhole new misson. Takeit dow and easy.
Keep your eyes open and one eye on your monitors. If you see any of the signs of Dreen presence,

report it at once. The good newsisthat we can use the Number Three airlock, so we can get out faster.
Andin."

"Good luck," Captain Zandlasaid. He was not suited up. " Semper F."
"Bravo Fird," Lieutenant Monaghan barked. "Into the airlock.”

The airlock was the same tube that the Wyverns had been lowered down, now converted back to its
primary purpose. Berg and histeam marched in and hit the closing button then waited. The airlock was
controlled remotely so that nobody could accidentaly evacuate the ship.



"Move out dowly and deploy in atriangle,” Berg said. "Don't engage your EVA thrusters. Just climb out
and step onto the hull. When the next team comes out, we'll spread outwards.”

"Y es, mother," Himesreplied.

"And watch the debris" Berg added astherewasafaint "bong” from the hull again. "It'sraining meta up
there”

The ship shut down engines and went into microgravity. Immediatdly afterwards, the hatch overhead
opened up and outward like aclamshell.

Berg grabbed the ladder and pulled himself up, hand over hand and carefully. If he drifted free, he had
the EVA pack to get back. But it would be a pain.

The ladder had automaticaly extended beyond the hull and he used it to lift himself up and over thelip of
the former missile tube. Heignored the view, he had more important thingsto do like getting his magnetic
boots clamped down. When hewasin place he swiveled his sensor pod to ensure the other two Marines
were settled.

Smith had, somehow, managed to lose his grip on the ladder before getting clamped down and was now
drifting dowly away from the ship.

"Smith, fireyour thrusters down," Berg said with asigh.

"Working onit," thelance corpord replied. Therewasabrief puff of gasfrom the thrusterson his
shoulders and he drifted downward, connecting to the ship's hull with a"click.”

"Bravo First deployed,” Berg reported then switched to the team frequency. "Everybody make sure
they're away from the doors."

While he waited for the next team to deploy, he switched hisview to ashot of their target. The pod was
shaped vaguely like a seed-pod but more angular and was tumbling dowly through space. Five meters
long and about two wide, it had a pointed bow and stern and was apparently made of an duminum dloy,
according to the spectral readings. Aluminum was an odd choice, in Berg's opinion, but not something the
Dreen had ever been seen to use. Which was oddly comforting.

There were not, however, any portholes. They weren't going to be able to ook in before they opened it.
And what or whoever was inside couldn't look out. Odd that.

He waited as the teams deployed, moving his outward from the airlock as each got into place, then the
SF team came up.

"Right," Guzik said. "Sir, were going to have to secure the pod. Sinceit's tumbling, were going to have
to stop the tumble, first. Myself and the Sergeant First Classwill attempt that, first. If that's okay by you,
ar.

"Gofor it, Magter Sergeant,” the lieutenant said. "Want company?*
"I would recommend deploying your Marines around the pod, Sir, yes," Guzik replied.

"First Platoon, prepare to deploy. | want Alphatop side, Bravo forward and Charlieto therear. That is
with the ship asdown. All clear? Sound off."

"Alpha, dear," Staff Sergeant Hinchdliffereplied.

"Bravo, aye aye," Berg said.

"Charlie, ayeaye," Priester chimed in.

"Roger," theLT sad. "Deploy."

"Bravo, let'stake thiseasy,” Berg said. "Break boots then follow me.”



He lifted one boot up to the toe then moved it back to position aongside the hedl of the second. Lifting
up the second from the hedl, he drifted very dowly away from the hull. He picked a spot forward of the
pod and engaged histhrusters, moving outward from the hull at alightning pace of barely ahdf meter a
second. Looking at his monitors, he could see that the rest of the teams were deploying with equal
rapidity. Moving in microgravity just plain sucked.

Sodidfighting init. If hed carried his Mojo, one shot would have sent him spinning off into the void.
There smply wasn't anything with serious punch that didn't punch back; even most rocket launchers had
some recoil. The system that the Marines used for microgravity combat was, therefore, a very low
power multiple rocket launcher. The rockets were notorioudy inaccurate and the best you could do with
them wasfill up thetarget areawith fire. And each of the micro-rockets had not only minima veocity but
alousy littlewarhead. And they till had some recoil. So unless you were clamped down, you also had
to correct your spin as you fired. Supposedly the next system would have automatic compensation, but
for now it was apain. Presumably the Dreen had a better system. If they ended up fighting Dreen in
microgravity, they were grapped.

By the time he reached the "front" of the pod, it was no longer the front because of the tumble. But he
figured held just park where he was. There was no way he was going to chase the tumble.

Master Sergeant Guzik and Sergeant Hanel had to. They got into position then fired up their jets,
basically trying to catch up to the nose and tail of the ship. Guzik managed to snag the nosewith a
vacuum clamp on the first pass but Hanel missed his snatch and went rocketing off into the void before he
got control again. In the meantime, Guzik had gotten flipped around but by regling in managed to get into
contact with the hull of the pod. Applying full force from the redly low acceleration jets, he managed to
get the tumble dowed enough for Handl to hook up on his second pass. With two jetsworking on it, the
pod eventually stopped tumbling. More or less. It was il ot quitein sync with the ship but that could

be dedlt with |ater.

However, as soon as the tumbling stopped, the nose of the ship recessed into a curve instead of a point.
It had by then rotated back to Berg's position and he was the first one to spot it.

"Therésachange here" Berg said. "The nosejust did something realy weird."
"Define'redly weird,'? " Gunnery Sergeant Nedly said.

"Itjust ... flexed," Berg sad. "It didn't move like metd, Gunny. More like memory plastic. | don't know
what it means.”

"So do we moveit down to the hull ?* Magter Sergeant Guzik asked.

"l just had an interesting thought,” Sergeant First Class Hand said in avery strange voice. "What if it's not
alife pod? What if it's abooby-trap?"

"Oh...grapp," Lieutenant Monaghan replied. "Tell methat wasn't agenera broadcast.”
"Team leadersonly, Sr," the SF sergeant replied. "But it's an interesting question.”
"Whoa," Guzik said, releasing his hold on the pod and backing away. "I've got a seam opening.”

The pod split open dong itslength, revedling three cresturesin suits. They were about the size of large
dogs and had six limbs, four gpparently "legs’ and two "arms." However, the ends of the arm portion of
the suits split into multiple flexible gppendages that 1ooked more like tentacles than hands.

Two of them were holding devicesin those tentacles. They might be communicators or guns, it was
impossibleto tell. They looked like PDAS, but for dl Berg knew they could throw lightning bolts.

Guzik backed up his suit and held his claws up, rotating up the shoulder mounted rocket launcher.
"Hey," hesaid. "We comein peaceand dl that."



"Well, that wrecks this as asavage operation,” Himes muttered.

"I'vegotit," theL T said, jetting dowly up to hover beside the master sergeant. He held out one of the suit
clawswhile waving to the ship with the other. "Come on. Y our surviva gear's not going to hold out
forever. Well see what we can do in the ship.”

"I doubt they can understand you, gr," the master sergeant said.
"Hey, maybe they have auniversal communicator,” the LT quipped.

One of the beings dowly put away the device in its hand then reached under the couch it occupied and
pulled out abox. It looked not unlike ameta attaché case. He used his flexible tentacles to scramble up
to the edge of the escape pod and then took the lieutenant's claw.

"Sir, what'sin the box?' Master Sergeant Guzik chimed in, holding out his hand to another of the
crestures.

"Good question, Master Sergeant,” the LT replied. "Why don't you ask him."

Asthe second being hooked onto the Master Sergeant, the latter pointed at the box and made a negative
gesture. The being paused and turned his head back and forth.

It was at that point that Eric noticed the weird part about the suits. They appeared to be normal space
auits, dbeit of astrange material. But they had no visors. There was no way for the cresture to see out.

The being, nonethel ess, looked at the other two and then made a gesture at his head and to the, very
smdll, environmenta pack on hisback. He did it again then moved histentaclesin amotion that was
oddly disconcerting.

"Sir," Berg interjected. "l would interpret that asfood and air, sir.”

"And it could be anukefor al we know," the LT said, but he engaged his jets and started backing
towardsthe ship. "Tell Dr. Chet he's got three patientsinbound. Hopefully their food and air will hold out
long enough for usto figure out how to keep them dive.”
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"Thank you," Dr. Chet said, taking the air tank from the small, suited creature. He till had no clue what
their vigtorslooked like, but the apparently senior one had carefully changed one of its brethren's
air-tank then handed over the nearly empty spare to the neurologist dong with asmall chunk of what was
probably food.

"They're handling al this remarkably well," Spectre said from beyond the glass partition to theisolation
area.

"Yes, they are," Dr. Chet replied, taking the canister to atesting station. "Extremely stablefor the
gtuation. But that is based only on human reactions. | would have expected Situationd hysteriain most
humans, even the toughest. Adar less so, but they till would show some signs of gtress. Thereisvirtualy
noneinthese beings.”

He squirted some of the air into the test chamber and therewas aflare of light asit was hit by ahigh
energy laser.

"Hmmm . . ." he muttered, opening the chamber again and crumbling some of thefood into it. "Therr air is
high in nitrogen and low in oxygen. Thisair iscompletely abosent of CO2, but any mixed gas might be. |
have an isolation chamber | can put them in and adjust the atmosphere.”

He examined the second flash and then shrugged.



"The food appears to be Chloro B," he continued. "It'ssimilar to Adar food. I'll need to do more analysis
but some of Tchar'sfood may be consumable by them. But I'll need to do more tests.”

"Okay," the CO said. "Where's MissMoon?'

"Inwith Miss Cutler,” Dr. Chet said. "She's dready said that she's going to monitor remotely at first. But |
need to get them out of their suits and talking for her to have anything to work with. Let me set the
containment suite up and well see what we see”

"Keep me apprised,” the CO said. "But I've got other fish to fry. We're closing on the next bit that has
energy readings.”

"Sucker'sfairly hot," Himes pointed out asthey approached the broken bit of space ship. Thisonewas
made of an iron aloy, not quite true steel but perhaps astronger version. At least, part of it was. Other
parts appeared to be carbon fiber and "exotic' materias.

"But it'saso putting out particlesthat aren't consistent with nuclear reections,” Berg said. "And EM. It'sa
device of some sort.”

"But exactly what sort?' Master Sergeant Guzik asked. "A communicator? An engine? A washing
machine as someone suggested?!

"Unless we can communicate with the guys we picked up, I'm not sure well ever know, Master
Sergeant,” Berg said. "Hell, we still don't really know what the engine of the ship isfor. It might be God's
washing machine and just happen to have awarp setting.”

"Good point, Berg," the SFer said, agrinin hisvoice. "Darren's off on another bit hunt. Do you think you
can get ahold of thisthing?'

"l cantry,” Berg said, positioning himsdf for arun at the large and in many places sharp bit of debris.
"Thereisnotry," the master sergeant intoned. "Thereisonly do. Or do not.”

"Yes, O Madter . . . Sergeant,” Berg said with achuckle.

"Let'sgo," Guzik replied, engaging hisjets.

Instead of trying to figurethe arc, Berg just headed right for the rising end of the thing. The thing caught
him in the crotch of the suit, no danger there and he engaged histhrusters downward, trying to get a
handle on some of the extruding bits. Findly, he snagged a couple of pieces of what looked like
reinforcing bar. Asthe tumble dowed he cut histhrusters.

"Nicesnag," the master sergeant said. "Ballsy, but not bad.”
"I didn't figure| could catch up toit,” Berg admitted. "What now?"'

"Takeit back and strap it to the hull," Guzik said. "On my count, engage your number six and seven
thrusters at three percent output and well tow. Three, two, one, Mark!"

"And just how are we supposed to get this stuff into the boat?' the Chief of Boat asked. The senior

NCO of the Blade, he wasin charge of dl thingsnautical. Or, in this case, astronautical. Such as securing
big bits of dien space craft for later analysis. Which was why held donned his space suit and was now
standing on the hull, fists on his hips, looking at the latest bit of junk to be brought to his boat. "First of
al, we don't know if it's contaminated. Second, ain't none of the hatches big enough. Take your pick but
it ain't going inthe boat."

" Space tape?’ Berg said, then wished he hadn't.



"Go on," the COB said, not dressing the Marine down which was what Berg had expected.

"They might not survive, but we can just tepe them to the hull,” Berg continued. "Or tiethem if there are
any tiepoints. But | think thetapemight doit.”

"If we end up with enough pieces we could just ring the hull," Master Sergeant Guzik said. "How much
Space tape do we have?'

"What isit with Marines and space tape?’ the COB moaned. "Okay, okay, try it. Seeif it will hold. Mind
you, it probably won't when the CO gets near aplanet. Sometimes | think I'm going to haveto get a
spill-proof cup. And then where would my cred be?"

"l guessthiswill give him agood reason to teke it easy on landing,” Berg said.

"Theresapoint." The COB looked up at the debris floating very near the Blade and then back at the sail
of the boat.

One of the Marines was fl oating between the largest piece of debris and the boat with about four
centimeters between the feet of his Wyvern and the boat and about a hands breadth between his head
and the chunk of debris. Just asthe Marine reached up to grab the large piece of meta aviolet arc of
lightning stretched from the debris down the Wyvern and jumped the few centimeter gap on to the boat.

"Holy maulk! Aasarrrggghhh!" the Marine cried as he lost consciousness from the electrical shock. He
fdl forward in hisWyvern forcing histhrusters on spinning him wildly out of control bumping into debris
and then back onto the hull of the Blade.

"Whét the hell!" the COB said surprised.

"COB?" Spectre asked over the net.

"Somehow the debrisjust shot alightning bolt at one of the Marines and he's spinning out of control.”
"Himes! Y ou and Berg secure that Marine now!" Guzik shouted.

"Got it, Master Sergeant!" Berg and Himes replied thrusting at full throttle to the out of control and
unconscious Marine piloted Wyvern. In aflying tackle both Himes and Berg hit the Wyvern & nearly the
sameingant pinning it down againgt the boat. It took several more momentsto fight the out of control
thruster pack into the air lock.

Berg cycled the airlock controls as he and Himes held on tight to Lance Corpora Smith's Wyvern,
bracing their arms and legs againgt the bulkheads to hold against the low power cold gas nitrogen
thrusters.

"Green light Two Gun!" Himes said asthe airlock door opened into the ship where athe watch Marines
were waiting dong with afew Firemen.

"Get acorpsman here" Berg shouted.

"Marines stand down and do not touch the debris or the ship until we get this sorted out.” Guzik
ordered.

"You think it was an attack?' the COB asked the Space Marine.
"Negative, negative," Weaver interrupted over the com channel.
"Commander Weaver do you have some input here?" Spectre added.
"Yesdr. Space charging Sir." Bill said.

"Space what? Charging?' Guzik turned the bulbous torso of his Wyvern toward the COB who was just
gtanding there motionless.



"Y ou want to elaborate on that, Lieutenant Commander Weaver?' Spectre asked.

"Yesdr. It'sthe same reason you have to ground an airplane before you refud it. The hull charges up and
can cause an eectrica arc from the plane to the ground. Well in this case, the Blade isthe ground and the
debrisisthe plane. They've seen this sort of thing on docking spacecraft for decades. Been hazardous a
few timesfor the Russans and | believe on the Internationa Space Station.” Weaver replied. "That could
have been millions of volts difference between the debris and the ship.”

"And you were going to let us know about this when?" Spectre raised an eyebrow. Therewas just so
much more to space travel than flying or being on aboat. So. Much. More. Jesus.

"Sorry gr. | just thought about it. We need to get the COB some grounding wire with big aligator clips
on them. Clip one end to the Blade and then clip the other to the debris and then reel them in. Once metal
to metal contact is happening the cableis no longer needed.”

"Did you get that COB?"

"Ayesdr." Weaver could have told him. Getting that kid hurt was gonna hurt his cred. But hand it to the
lieutenant commander, he knew what the problem was damost immediately.

"Space tape?" Spectre said, increduloudy. "That's the best you could come up with, Chief of Boat?'

"Yes, gr," the COB said, stoicaly. "We've got the two chunks of aien debristhat showed energy
emissons taped down to the forward hull. | used alot of tape.”

"Better than the last time, Sir," Weaver pointed out. "When we dropped on Area 51 with that big crabpus
hooked over of the bow like atrophy deer | thought they were going to chither themselves. In warp, it's
not going to experience any acceleration. Y ou might have to take the landing dow, though. And we're
going to haveto land in Nevada, firgt, again.”

"Whatever," Spectre said with asigh. "Last bit. The Dreen bit. Tell the Marinesthey're on point on this
one"

"Herewego," Dr. Chet said.

He was munching on a bag of microwave popcorn and watching the monitors avidly. The three diens had
been placed in aquarantine room, the air adjusted to match what had been in their emergency bottle and
their "luggage" placein there with them. And after thirty minutes of, gpparently, testing their surroundings,

they appeared finally ready to open up their suits.
"I hopethelight level isright," he continued. "There wasn't any way to figurethat. So | set it low.”

"And I'm having ahard time reading their body language because of that," Miriam said. "Gimme some
popcorn.”

"Yes, my dear," the doctor replied, grinning through his beard. "Hard to read are they?"

"Extremely non-reactive,” Miriam admitted. "At least what | can get through the suits. Almost
emotionless.”

"Theresafair bit of chatter on the EM band," the doctor said. "They're more or less continuoudy sending
and recaiving.”

"And | can't match any of it to their movements," Miriam admitted. "It'slike most of it is a continuous
background hum. And some of it looks more like radar than communication.”

"And thefirst oneistaking off hishemet,” Dr. Chet said excitedly asthe dien fumbled at the catches.



"Not the leader, ether, notice," Miriam said. "They're doing it the way that the Marines would, probably.
Junior man firg."

"Oh, my," Dr. Chet said asthe hedmet came off. "Ugly."
Thealien'shead wasround and . . . knobbly. And . . .

"Where are the eyes?' Miriam asked asthe thing released aseries of clicks. "I don't see any sign of visua
organs. Do you?'

"No," Dr. Chet admitted.

Thelinguist leaned in closer to the monitor and considered the dliens movements and the series of clicks
asthe threesome shucked their suits. They had deek purplish bodies with fine hair which resulted in some

vigorous scratching as soon as the suits were off. Then the three huddled and clicked at each other for a
while

"Uh, oh," Miriam said after watching for about ten minutes.

"What?' Dr. Chet asked.

"I think | know why they don't have eyes,” thelinguist replied. "And | don't think those clicksare
languiage:”

"Sonar?' Dr. Chet said. "In aland mamma ?'

"Lookslike," Miriam said, exasperatedly. "And that meansthat most of their languageisgoing to be
ultracsonic! I'm never going to be ableto talk to them! I'm barely a mezzo soprano!™

The movement to the probable Dreen ship was ardatively short distance. Short enough that the Marines
remained on the hull, grav boots locked down and safety lines clipped off, but exposed to the debris.

"Whoa!" Himes shouted, leaning backward to let a piece of metd fly padt. It cleared his suit by bare
inches

"Thisonesinteresting,” Berg commented, stretching out a claw and getting ahook into what looked like
awiring harness. He wouldn't have grabbed it if it wasn't clearly non-conducting. The harnessheld,

fortunately, but his grav boots didn't. He detached from the hull and dapped to astop at the end of his
safety rope, swinging through an arc that connected on Master Sergeant Guzik's armor.

"Damnit, Two-Gun!" the master sergeant snapped as he, too, was detached from the hull. He swung
outwards and in aspird on the pivot of his safety line which intersected with Smith's back, hooked into
the traverse mechanism for the gun and pulled the Marine up to drift aswell. Hisline caught Sergeant
Firgt Class Hand across the back of the knees, popping his armor off the hull, then proceeded to wrap
around the sergeant's safety line.

In barely fifteen seconds, dl five of the Wyverns, and their safety lines, were snarled in acat's cradle and
drifting randomly. The chunk had grounded out on the ship's hull so when it hit Himes suit therewas
barely azap.

"Nice going, Two-Gun," Master Sergeant Guzik growled.
"Hey, | got the wreckage," Berg replied. "And unless I'm much mistaken, it's some sort of engine.”

"Oh," Guzik said, panning his sensor pod around and trying to get alook at the piece. "In that
case. .. Nicegoing, Two-Gun."

"Isit just me or doesthisthing look like a cut-open lung?' Himes asked as the threesome approached the



probable Dreen ship.

"It surelooks organic,” Smith said. "'I'm getting some monatomic oxygen readings. It'ssill lesking."

The shattered bit of ship did look abit like theinterior of alung. Under the suit lights, the part facing them
was purple and composed of alarge number of small chambers, each less than a meter wide and
irregular shapes.

The team was approaching from adirection that took them to what had been the "interior” of the ship.
Alpha Team was checking out the hull while Charlie was backing them up.

"Gunny, Berg," Two-Gun said, puffing to astop. "This lookslike something that's going to require
dissection rather than entry. | don't see any bitsto enter. I'm getting some fermion readings from the aft
quadrant, though. If that's aworking quarkium plant, we'd better be careful or thisthing's going to blow

sky high."
"Roger, stand by," the Gunny replied. There was amoment's pause and then: "Try to cut into the area
that the fermions are coming from. See what the sourceis.

"Oh, great," Berg muttered, moving forward. He located the closest point to the source and pulled out a
vibeknife. The materid, whatever it was, cut a bit like bubble wrap. Between working in microgravity
and the flexible yet strong nature of the compartments, it wasn't exactly easy to cut into. He'd cut through
two of the compartments, having to shove his suit actudly into the materids, when he noticed aglow
ahead. Cutting his suit lights he determined that it was a green glow and that fermion levelswere up dong
with some gammarays, indicating aradioactive source rather than quarkium.

He ran the results againgt amatrix of radioactive generators and got a hit.

"Gunny, | think I'mlooking at achunk of Caifornium, here)" Berg said. "At least, that'swhat the
computer'stelling me. In other words, it's aradioactive chunk of materia. | think that this other Stuff is
attenuating the nastier radiation but 1'm picking up gammarays aswell asfermions now."

"Berg, Commander Weaver. Were aso getting EM from the area. I'd like you to cut out abig area
around that source and pull it away from the ship.”

"Aye, aye, dr," Berg said, trying no to swear. He backed out of the hole he/d made and looked around.

"Guys, weve got to cut out abig chunk of thismateria,” Berg said. "I'd like to blow it out with our
rockets, but | think we need to be alittle more surgical than that. Well cut it in an equilatera triangle,
each cut being five meterslong on aside. Once we've cut down past the source, wélll try to join them up.
If you hit anything strange, or the inner side of the hull, back out. Clear?’

"Clear, Sergeant,” Smith said.
"Aye, aye, Captain Crunch," Himesreplied.

It took nearly an hour of swesating and often swearing, but they finally managed to get the chunk cut ouit.
By that time the rest of the teams had completed their survey and found nothing of equivaent interest.

"So what do we do with it now?' Himes asked asthey pulled the chunk free of the surrounding material.
"l have noidea," Berg admitted. "L T, what do we do with it now?"
"I guesswedrag it back and strap it to the ship,” the platoon leader said.

"Aye, aye, Sr," Berg said then checked his monitors. "Bravo Team, back off! Sir, radiation levelsare
increesing!”

"All teams, back away from the materiad,” the lieutenant said, putting his own suit into reverse.

As Berg backed away, he could see the glow expanding throughout the materia. There was outgassing
fromit now, alot, and it read as mostly carbon, which meant the radiation source had redlly increased in



energy output. Hed gotten about fifty meters from the chunk of material when it just blew up.

The explosion had no effect on him, explosions propagate poorly in space, but it was spectacular. The
chunk of lung like materia ballooned outwards and popped with a huge rush of gassesand aflair of
intensdly actinic light.

"Well that was specid,” Smith commented. "What just happened?’

"At aguess, whatever was keeping the reaction stable was part of the overal matrix,” Berg said.
"Cdiforniumisavery hot isotope. There was probably more in the chunk than necessary for critica
mass. When we cut that bit out, it went critical.”

"So we werejust right next to anuclear exploson?' Himes asked. "That's not happy making."

"It wasavery small nuclear explosion,” Berg pointed out. "A lot smaler than agrain of sand that actualy
blew up. The suits are barely reading the rads. And there's away to get the generators on these suitsto
do the samething. And bigger."

"Redly?' Himesasked. "l so didn't want to know that."

"Neither did | when | found out,” Berg said. "Which was when an SF sergeant on the last cruise blew his
up.”
"I've serioudly got to find anew line of work," Smith said.

"'So we've got three survivors of an unknown alien species, acouple of pieces of wreckage from thelr
ship and ablown up bit of what was probably a Dreen ship. Does that about sum it up?'

"Pretty much coversit, sr,” the XO said.

"But not the important parts, Sir,” Weaver said. "There is another race out there, it seems pretty friendly
and it hasan FTL drive. Of course, the Mree seemed pretty friendly at first. These guys might just be
Dreen davesfor al weknow."

"A happy thought," the CO said. "And anyone but Dreen would tend to be friendly if they were rescued
from drifting in space. Miss Moon? Anywhere on their language?”

"As| suspected, most of it isultra-sonic,” thelinguist said with anote of exasperation. "The problem with
compressing that down to where humans can hear isthat it's like compressing avoice down to bass. You
lose alot of timbre and intonation. Between that, their remarkable cam and the fact that I'm having to
sort out the language from their generd sonar functions. . . No. I'm not getting very far on their language.
And we can't even show them pictures. They are smply blind to us and we are just asblind to them. It's
very frudrating.”

"Wdll, keep at it," the CO said, frowning. "It would be nice to be able to talk to these people eventualy.
Tacticd?'

"We've been going over the traces that Astro pointed out,” the TACO said. "We think we've got agood
agorithm to use the method in the future for tracking. Be that asit may, theré'sapretty clear path headed
outward from the system. I'd suggest we just follow it, Sir. They apparently are not in warp, or theirs
worksfar differently from us. I'm not sure of speed, but if they're not in warp, we should be ableto catch
up to them fairly easily. Perhapstheir main ship has some gear that will permit usto talk to them. Those
arealot of ifs, gr..."

"But that's what being a Junior Spaceman isal about,” the CO said, nodding. " Soundslike aplan. XO."
"Makeit so, 9r. Aye, aye."



"The bunk iswherethe heart is" Smith said, stretching out.
"I dunno,” Berg replied. "It was niceto findly get out of the ship.”
"Anything on that bit you grabbed?' Himes asked.

"Guzik said hewas going to take it to the dienswe picked up and seeif they could do anything withit,"
the sergeant replied. "Get some shut-eye. We don't know when we're gonna have to get to work again.”

"Can | ask one question, Sergeant Bergstresser, Sir?" Himes asked.

"Why do we always get point?'

"Because we'rethe best team . . "

"In the best platoon in the best company inthe. . ." Himes muttered.

"In the best Corpsin the whole damned Galaxy!" Smith finished, grinning. "But redly, why?'
"Because Top hatesme."

"| thought Top loved you. Y ou two are going to have children together.”

"With Firg Sergeant Powell, it'safineline.”

"First Sergeant? Moment of your time?' Gunny Neely said, knocking on the open door to Top's
stateroom.

"Comeonin," Top said, looking up from his computer screen. There was a projection of the alien device
Berg had snagged on it. Offhand, it looked something like an eectrical motor, except that there appeared
to be no moving parts.

"Firgt Sergeant, I'd like to discuss personnel usage,” the Gunny said, looking over at the SEAL who
appeared to be adeep.

"Don't worry about me," Miller said. "I've heard more of these conversations than you've had hot
breskfasts.”

"Go ahead, Gunny," Powell said, spinning around in his chair. "Grab abunk."

"Firgt Sergeant, with al due respect, on the last two missions First Platoon has always gotten the hot
seet,”" the Gunny said, carefully. "And in three cases you've specified Bravo Team asthe point. | know
that you worked with Sergeant Bergstresser before and have . . . ahigh opinion of him. So do I, don't get
mewrong. Hesgood. But . . ."

"But | keep putting him in spotswhere he'sligble to get killed,” Powdl said. "And | don't rotate that."
"Yes, Firg Sergeant.”

"Do you know anyone el sein your platoon that would have recognized that there was a sub-critical
explosion about to occur?' Top asked. "Or that the materia involved was Californium and, therefore,
had the likelihood of going critica ?"

"No, but . . ."

"Unfortunately, thereisno 'but,"? " Top said, definitdy. "Bergis, das, uniquein thiscompany. | dont
know that even | would have been able to determine the material. And the best bit of equipment we
recovered was the part he snagged, just standing on the hull. | put Two-Gun out front because he's
incredibly knowledgeable and makes good decisionsin the crunch. There are plenty of other Marines
who make good decisions, don't get me wrong. But they don't have Two-Gun's knowledge and



experience. That being the case, until we can grow some Marinesthat have his abilities, figurethat Firgt is
going to get dl the hot deployments and Bravo is going to be leading theway. That increasesthe
likelihood that well lose that knowledge and experience. But if it had been, for example AlphaFirst
pulling apart the Dreen wreck, | think we'd be out ateam about now, don't you?”'

"I seeyour point, First Sergeant,” Nedly answered. "I aso respectfully disagree with your conclusions.
Among other things, it's creating an gppearance of favoritism. There are abunch of bored and, at this
point, grumbling Marinesin the berths. Two-Gun and histeam have gotten out and done stuff, First
Sergeant. Therest of the Marinesfed like they'rejust dong for the ride. Third Platoon spent aday
wandering around ruins doing, asfar asthey could tell, exactly nothing. Berg'steam did the entry to the
base and ended up rescuing the lone survivor. It'sal Two-Gun, Two-Gun, what's Two-Gun got to do
today? | respectfully request that you spread the load a bit. One extremely sdlient point wasraised by a
Marine | request to remain anonymous. But he asked me, point blank, if you trusted anyone in the
company but Two-Gun. | told him that you did, but | know | didn't make my point very well because |
wasn't sure of the answer.”

"I'll take it under advisement,” the Firgt Sergeant said, nodding. "Well see what the next missonislike.
Good enough?"

"Yes, Top," Nedy said, sanding up. "Thanks."

"It's not something | hadn't thought about,” Powell admitted. "And discussed with the Old Man. He
raised the same point, including the trust issue, and | gave him the same answer. So you're not the Lone

Ranger.”

"I trust Two-Gun morethan | trust the rest of your company,” Miller said after the hatch closed. "No
offense. Kid'sjust good. And he'slucky, it's atough combination to besat.”

"Agreed,” Powdl said, turning back to thevideo. "The hell of itis, sodo |. Itisfavoritism. | just think it's
pragmatic favoritism.”

15

"Coilscharged,” Engineering Specidist Rorot stated. "Unredity generator coming online. . ."
"That does not sound good," Favarduro quipped as ahard vibration coursed through the ship.
"Structurd integrity faillurein Number 23 generator pylon," Rorot said, camly. " Shutting down.”
"How very good,” Ship Master Kond said, quietly. "Time estimate?"

"I will need to go outside," Rorot said, standing up. "A team ison theway. | would anticipate a least two
hundred kleg."

"Very wdl," Kond said. "Keegp me updated when you have the time. Favarduro, maintain maximum
watch."

"We have seen no indications of the Blin dreadnought,” Favarduro replied. "It is possibleit was
destroyed by the Klingoddar and the fighters were remnants. Or it may till be out there, damaged aswe
are and effecting repairs.”

"Keep awatch," Kond replied. "Chaos Ball generator?!
"That isonline" Favarduro admitted. " So we havethat at least. I'll fire the minute | see any threat.”



" wonder what they're detection systems are like?' Weaver said, frowning.

"Say again, Astro?' the CO replied, watching the forward viewscreens. The trace of gasses was now
displayed in false color and they were following the track at low warp.

"Well, unlessthey have some sort of detector whichisFTL," Weaver said, musingly, “then were going to
come up on them before they see us. Even what were seeing isn't quite redl time. We're, effectively, past
the point that we see by the time we seeit. If that makes any sense.”

"About as much as everything e se about thisjob," the CO replied, not correcting the former academic on
hisomisson of the obligatory "gr."

"About the only FTL detector we know of, theoreticaly, is atachyon detector,” Bill continued, frowning
now. "And asfar as|'ve been able to determine, we don't give off tachyons."

"We'refar too high class," Spectre quipped.

"Well, your Agtrogator's aredneck, sir,” Bill replied. "But the point is, the neutrinos, quentaquarks and
such like that we do radiate, propagate dower than light. So . . ."

"So we're going to get up to them before they can detect us,” the CO sad. "l likeit."

"Yes, gr," Bill replied. "But the point is, were going to get up to them before they can even see us. That's
going to come asasurprise. And they just left abattle. . "

"Visud on ship,” Tacticd caled. "Zooming forward viewscreen.”

Therewas abrief image of aship. Therewas no reference for sze but the ship was along ovoid with
dozens of sharp wings sticking out ending in ova devicesthat looked somewhat like jet engines without
an intake or exhaust. The exception to the oval ook was a hammerhead projection from either the front
or the rear, with the way the ship was Sitting it wasimpossible to tell which.

"Drop us out of warp,” the CO said, swivding his chair forward.
"Sirl" Bill called. "1 respectfully suggest you. . ."

"Wheredid that come from?" Favarduro shrilled, his hand dropping to the Chaos cannon switch. There
was ahum from forward and abal of white flashed out, closing the intervening gap rapidly.

"Belay firing," Kond snapped. "That is not aBlin warship!”
"Oh, Drdunc."

"...Béeay that order, sSr!"

"Conn, Tacticd, we are under firel"

"Pilot, warp usout of herel"

"Damn that'sfast!" Weaver snarled, turning to hismonitors. "What inthe hell isit?'

Theball of what looked like chain lightning was closing the three light second gap at nearly the speed of
light. The Blade had barely dropped out of warp and was now trying to scramble back. The conversion
was, unfortunately, ow.

Just asthe ball of whatever it was reached their position, the Blade's engines finally converted them back
into warp and the pilot, ingtinctively, punched in maximum warp up and to the Sde. They flashed by the
dien ship in the millisecond that was | eft before the wegpon reached them.

"Tactical," the CO said. "What was that wespon?'



"Unknown, Conn," the TACO said. "All our particle screenswent baligtic. We couldn't even get a
reading onit. Infact, welogt all our readings."

"Filot, bring usaround,” the CO said. "Try to stop abit further out and be ready to go back into
wap..."

"Wheredid it go?' Favarduro asked. "Where did it come from?"

"l am supposed to be asking you that question,” Ship Master Kond replied. "Fortunately, it did not fire
upon us. | am inclined to show them the same courtesy. If they come back.”

"There," Favarduro said. "It isat two-one-six mark fifteen. Range sixty-two dreg.”

"How much time from when it disappeared to when it regppeared?’ Kond asked.

"Six treek," Favarduro said, nervoudly. "It crossed over seventy dregin Six treek.”

"That isfagter than light," Kond said, wonderingly. "It has anon-node unredlity generator.”
"That's not theoreticaly possible," Favarduro pointed out.

"Theory isaways superseded by fact, Senior Tactical Specidi<," the Ship Magter said. "And that isfact.
Unlessyou distrust your ingruments.”

"I wish | could run acheck," Favarduro said. "But | don't have such asystem for my brain. Permisson to
speak to the Ungur.”

"I'm glad to see you have your balance back,” Kond replied. "And nearly as glad to see your hubris
pricked by our visitors. Communications, send standard first-contact protocol message. Let us seeif
these are friend or foe."

"Conn, Tactical. I'm getting apulse of EM and neutrinos from the target, designated SierraOne. It's
powerful but it's not pulsing like radar. | think they're trying to talk to us.”

"XO, we got an SOP for this?' the CO asked, looking over at Weaver.

"Yes, sr!" the Executive Officer said, pulling out amanud. "There are a selection of first contact
protocols prepared!”

"Right," the CO replied, trying not to grin. Y ou try to find out what we're supposed to do. In the
meantime . . . Commo, send them video from Conn. Seeif they're computers can parseit out.”

"Sir," Weaver said. "Remember that Miss Moon thinks they 'see’ with sonar. I'm not sure they have an
equivaent of video."

"Commander Weaver, they have, presumably, ahome built FTL drive," Spectre said. "They have some
sort of quantum torpedo thingy that goes faster than we do in normal space. I'm going to presume that
they have better computers than we do and might actually have experience a First Contact. We have a
lash-up of Human and Adar computers and alinguist that is pretty surethat squirrds areintelligent. They
may even be aware that other species use visua light instead of sonar to see the universe. In other words,
I'm going to let them figureit out.”

"Point mede, gr,” Bill replied with agrin.
"And somebody get Miss Moon on deck. It's about time our linguist earned her passage.”

"We arereceiving various EM frequencies only,” Communications Specidist Elav sad. "Thereare
neutrino and quark emissions, but | have determined that they are random and probably leskage from



their engines. Theinitid communication was short pulsesin aspecific frequency of EM. Following that
they began sending a continuous transmission on severd frequencies but the transmisson isodd. It varies
in pulse and does not appear to be binary data. | have determined that it is probably their equivaent of
sodee, but it does not parse correctly. | surmisethey are primarily an EM detecting species. Thusthey
are sending us EM reflectance datainstead of sonic reflectance data. | am attempting to replicate thisfor
our own use and to trand ate our sodee data for theirs. Thereisaso an audio channd, but so far | have
been unableto parseit for trandation. | deeply regret my faluresthusfar.”

"They have adrive system that isfar superior to our own," Kond replied. "Given the speed of their drive,
they undoubtedly have far morefirst contact experience than we. If they are unableto trandate our
transmissions when they arethat far in advance of us, it isunlikely that you will do better. Continue to
work on the problem, but in the meantime | think that we can leaveit up to them.”

"Thelr transmissons are giving mefits. | think it's some sort of binary, but therésno changein
modulation. And most of it seemsto be based on the neutrino emissionsrather than the EM. I'm
beginning to think that one's audio and the other video."

The Commo Officer of the Blade aways knew that someday held have to figure this stuff out. But he dso
figured it wouldn't be this hard or that the other specieswould crack the Human's code rather than the
other way around. But the two ships had been sitting opposite each other at abare light minute for the
last four hours, sending lots and lots of "stuff* back and forth and not getting anywhere,

"Sonar isthreedimensiond,” Miriam said, looking at the signals. "Video is designed to create phosphors
of light on atwo dimensiona screen. A sonar signad would be designed to produce sound, but very
layered and complex. What we redlly need is a sonarman working on this, sorry. Can you transfer this
over to thelab?1'd liketo play with it and | et the three guys we picked up ligen to it.”

"Can do, maam,” Commo said, happily. "Should | send it over to Sonar and see what they can do with
it?'
"Senditto Tecticd, yes" Miriam said. "Tdl them to try pumping it through their sonar systems and radar

systems. It might look abit like radar aswell. Parse the neutrino pulsesinto anaog data. I'll play with all
of it at the sametime.”

"Getting anywhere?' Dr. Chet asked.

"I think so," Miriam replied. She had set up in front of asmall flat-screen monitor and the desk was
liberally covered with sheets of paper. Most of it was equations, but some looked like doodles. There
were various haf-shots of the faces of their visting diens. "I'm having to think what they would look like
to each other, in sonar. I've been looking at what we have in the ship's computer on dolphin brain
imagery, which isthe nearest andog | can find. And | think I'm starting to get somewhere.”

She opened up a screen and coded quickly, her fingers flashing across the keyboard. The smal program
compiled quickly then she opened up afreeware open-source video program.

"Now to see what this doeswith the signd,” she said, dropping a portion of the sgna datainto the
program.
The screen changed to agray pattern of images while a series of squeals came out of the spesker. There

was nothing to truly see, though, it was worse than any surredlist painting. There were some anglesand a
few moving shapes, but nothing that could be parsed out.

"Not quite,” Miriam said, opening up the code again. She considered her equations for amoment, jotted
down along series of cryptic notations then added some code, removing others.



"Therewe go," she said asif to achild. The screen now showed the interior of what was clearly a
spaceship. Portions were strangdly distorted, cubigtic in many ways, with screenstaking prominence,
positions of some of the beings very odd, tranducency to others and one centra figure in theroom
gpparently huge. But the aliens on the screen looked, somewhat, like the diensin isolation.

"Can you change our signalsto look more like theirs?' Dr. Chet asked.
"Maybe," Miriam sad. "But I'm not sure what they'll actudly get. We cantry.”
"And we gtill don't have language,” the MD pointed out.

"But thisactudly hdps" Miriam replied. "It dmost automatically subtracts the sonar portion of their
sounds. But that makes it harder in away aswell. They seem to use their sonar the way we used body
language. It might be one of the things that makes them seem so flat. Communicating with them will
always be hard. | don't think we think exactly the same. Not even as close aswe and the Adar. I'm
going to seeif we can change our transmissions to match theirs, use another frequency to substitute for
the neutrinos which were acting as a third dimension modulator. It should work, if they can changetheir
sysemtofigureit out.”

"Thelr transmissions have changed," Elav said, excitedly. He cupped his headpiece for amoment then
pinged excitedly. "l think | can now parse their transmission. It will take me afew kleg."

"Very good," Kond replied. "Change your own transmission to a series of short pulses. Perhapsthey will
get the point that were having to work on our own end.”

"Conn, Commo. Miss Moon modified our transmissons. She thinks she's cracked the sonar to video
code. We sent them the modified video and we're now getting asingle band EM series of pulses. No
neutrino, just EM. Simple pattern, just about a quarter send pulse, pause for a second, quarter second
pulse a 4.2 gigahertz. No clue what that means.”

"It means: Hold Please," Commander Weaver said.

"Agreed," Spectrereplied. "So now we wait. Commo, hook in Miss Moon's changes to the main viewer
and run that program as soon as you get something else from them.”

"Aye aye”

"Ship Magter, itisavery strangesignd,” Elav said. "But | think | haveit parsed. Do you wish to see?'
"Immediately,” Kond said, risng from his couch.

Theimage was very strange, two dimensiond, the beings pictured moving only side to side and having no
depth. Walking through the sonar image, Kond saw that they appeared the same from the other side. The
actua figures of the crew of the dien ship were hard to separate from their controls but they appeared to

be bipeda. So were some Blin units, but these assuredly were not Blin. They could be a Blin subject

race, like the haired ones or the multi-legs, but so far they had not acted hostile at all.

"Isthere any way to get depth?' Kond asked.

"l amtrying, Ship Magter,” the Commo specidist replied. "But thereisno signd for depth. | think thet it is
somehow interpreted by their sensory organs. They appear to be EM detectorsin alimited range.”

"Send an image of our interior,” Kond ordered. "L et them sense usaswell.”

* * %



"Herewe go," the Commo officer said over the intercom. " Sending through the sonar to vid processed
sgd.”

"Ouch," Spectre said, shaking his head at the weird view on the forward screen. It was abit somach
wrenching initsweird distortions, more like abad acid trip than avideo. But he, nonethel ess stood up
and nodded at theimage. "Greetings. | am Captain Blankemeier, commander of the Alliance Space Ship
Vorpal Blade. We greet you in peace and friendship.”

"| think that the audio isclear,” Elav said, wincing. The tondity caused sonar harmonicsthat were
stomach wrenching, spinning the sensory interior of the control compartment wildly.

"Can you filter out those harmonics?' Kond asked, wriggling histentacles.
"I'mtrying, Ship Master,” Elav said. "But I'm not sure what werrelosing.”

"I'm willing to lose some information to avoid having my wegponsfired accidentdly,” the Ship Magter
replied. "Greetings," he continued, railsing histentacles. "We comein peace.”

"Ow!" Spectre sngpped, sticking afinger in hisear and wriggling it around. "Was that feedback? | think
that squeal would bend metal! Commo, can we put some sort of filter on that? The guyswevegot in
isolation don't sound that bad."

"I'll try, Conn," Commo replied. "Miss Moon said that she was having to bring out some high-frequency
tondities. | think that might be what's causing that squedl. 1've set the system to drop al the frequencies
another octave."

"We're garting to get atrandation,” Elav said, looking at his computers. "There are assumptionsinvolved
but | think we're making heedway, findly. We are picking up not only the words of the apparent
commander, but of othersin the compartment. The computer has used dl of that and is assmilating their

language.”

"Adjust my transmission to use ther language,” Kond said. "Can you trand ate a stlandard greeting
protocol 7"

"| should be ableto,” Elav said. "Go ahead, Ship Madter.”
"Y o, again," the main figure on the viewscreen said. "Our chips are changing my thoughts to those of
dudes. | be Kond, Boss Dude of the big ship. Greetings and sweetieswe are.”

"Whoa," Weaver said. "I hopelike hell that their computers are capable of retasking for language.
Because | serioudy don't want them to sound like that when they meet mgjor players.”

"l just hope | don't sound that strange to them,” Spectre muttered. " Greeting, Kond. | am Spectre, Boss
Dude of theVorpa Blade."
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"Dreen," Kond said, about an hour later. "Y es, we are fighting those ones. We are fleeing those ones.
Our home world waslost. Fleet isfinding safe world. We are last guards.”

"We have three survivors from the last battle onboard,” Spectre said. "We picked them up aong with
some wreckage for study. How can we transfer them over?'



"Logt arethey,” Kond replied, waggling tentacles again. " Space istheir home.”
"No, we picked them up," the CO said, confused. "We can get them over to you easily enough.”
"Lost arethey,” Kond repeated. " Source is not. Behind they are. Understanding?’

"Sir," Miriam said, quietly. "I think what he's saying isthat the resources of their shipsare so minimd that
they can't take them on. If they lost their ship, they haveto be left behind.”

"Lost arethey,” Kond agreed. "Is sorrow. Ismust.”
"We can carry them," Spectre said, hisjaw firming. "Isthat permitted? Isthat okay?"

"Very okay," Kond said. "But not for us. Littleair, water, food we have. Food very little. Damages we
carry from battle. Unable to squee!™

"I think that squeal wasimportant,” Weaver interjected. "Unableto fly? Unable to warp? Unable to go
fadter than light?'

"Unableto be unred,” Kond replied. "Unableto run.”
"They can't get their FTL driveto work," Spectre said, nodding. "Can we help?’
"Part isbroken,” Kond said. "Squee! |s damaged before, damaged again. May not befix."

"Can you show us the part?" Spectre asked. "We have away to get some parts from home. It's possible
we could get something that will work. If it's not complicated.”

"Isonly squeel” Kond said.

"He's exasperated,” Miriam said. She had an earbud in and was apparently picking up the raw sounds
from the dien. "I've heard that tone before. It goes very high, super ultra-sonic. Frustration. | think it's
something smple but for some reason they can't fix it."

"And since he'sagtting duck until they do . . ." Weaver said. "Kond, can you show usthe part?’
"Wait," Kond said.

"Elav, in my cabin, themodd of the ship. Get it."
"Yes, Ship Magter.”

"Thispart,” Kond said, holding up amodd of the ship. It was detailed but smal. He might have been
pointing at one of the pods or the nacelle-wing leading to it.

"The engine or the wing?' Spectre asked.

"The squee!" Kond replied, holding it up and pointing to it again. With thetip of onetentacle helightly
caressed the wing.

"Commander Weaver, what's the Size of one of those things?”'
"Kond, we must send an active thing at your ship,” Weaver said. "Light. It isnot dangerous.”
"Send," Kond replied.

Weaver went over to his controls and brought up the laser rangefinding system used for inshore
maneuvers. Sending apulse at the distant ship, and finally getting ahard range return, hewas ableto
determine sizes. The wing was thirty seven feet long, the pod on the end about twenty long and ten wide
at the widest point. Looking at the design he knew exactly what would fit, if there were no specid
requirements. And if they could somehow attach it.



"Kond," he said, getting back up and walking over to the center of the Conn. "Doesit have to be specia
materids?'

"Not understood,” Kond said. "It can be any squee. . . It can be squee or squee or even squee.
Anything. Must be strong.”

"If we can get back to Gammaand if we can convince the Prez, and if we can get one down to
Antarcticafast, he should be able to use awing off atransport plane,” Weaver said. "Figurethey haveto
fly C-17sin to the areaanyway to bring the gates. Theré'san airfied. Fly inaC-17, cut off thewin . . ."
He stopped at the CO's expression. "Or not. But | figured out away to pick it up and attach it using the
Wyverns and spaceta. . . Or not."

"Heres an dternative thought,” Spectre said, carefully. "Did we see any of those things floating around
back at the battlefield? | seem to recal your last brainstorm involved high pressure hydrogen throughout
my ship."

"Yeah, heh," Weaver said, ruefully. "I'm glad nobody pointed out to you thet it was explosive.”
"Wha?"

"| kept expecting usto blow sky high," Weaver said. "Oxygen and hydrogen are not agood mix. One
spark and . . . But, yeah, there are probably some parts back at the battlefield. Now if we can just
explain that we want to take some of their people back there to check it out.”

"How about the three space casesin isolation?' the XO asked.

"Well, what we need are their version of machinist mates and for all we know weve got cooks," the CO
sad, il trying to assmilate thet the ship had nearly gone sky-h . . . Been blown to smithereens. "But if
we can get it across to the Kond fellow, maybeit will work. It's no worse than any of our other plans.
Except the one that involved cutting off thewing of abillion dollar airplane.”

"They could repair it," Weaver pointed out. "1 mean, it would be pricey but were talking about high leve
diplomacy here. Serioudy, they shoveit through the gate fast and then we usethe Marinesto . . ." He
looked at the CO's face again and paused. "Or not."

"Could you go over that for me again, Sir?' the COB asked.

He got that they'd encountered another aien race. He got that they were friendly. He even got that their
ship needed to be repaired and, hey, you did that for friends. He was just having ahard time with.. . .

"We gotta go pick up thewing of aC-17 that's floating around in space?’

"Forget the C-17," Spectre said, patiently. "We're warping back to the scene of the space battle. Were
hoping to find apart that sort of looks like a part of a C-17 wing that got cut off and cut short. We need
to pick it up and bring it back here so the diens can fix their ship and get out of here before the Dreen
catch them. Arewe clear on dl of that?"'

"Yes, ar," the COB said, taking another Sip of coffee. "How big isthisthing? How are we going to bring
it back, Sr?'

"That, COB, isup to you," the CO replied. "I'll send Commander Weaver out with the party. He will be
innomina charge. But aswe both know . . ."

"The commander don't know his butt from ahole in the water about anything nauticd, sir," the COB said,
gghing. "l beentrying. . ."

"Wereall trying, COB," the CO said. "On the other hand, what he doesn't know about space hasnt
been learned, yet."



"Got it, Sir," the COB replied. "I'll need a couple of machinigts, three bosuns and we'd probably better
get acouple of the Marines. They'rethe only onesin armor. If thisthing is dangerous. . ."

"Understood,” the CO said. "Get to it."
"And alot of spacetape. . ." the COB muttered as he left the Conn.

"Have we gotten our passengersin touch with the ship?' the CO asked. "1 don't suppose they can be of
any hdp?'

"They'retalking," Miriam said, leaning into her earbud. "I'm listening. The high frequency compressonis
making some of it hard to understand, but I'm getting most of it. But the 'passengers don't appear to be

of much useto usinthis. If I'm getting it right, one of them is something like a cook, there might bea
supply person and | think the third is something to do with navigation.”

"So no lost princesses?' Weaver asked. " Captain of the destroyed ship? Their chief engineer?”
"No enginegrsat dl,” Miriam said.

"Dothey know you're listening in?" the CO asked.

"Yes, dr," Miriam replied. "Doing otherwise wouldn't be. . . nice.”

"That was actualy my point,” the CO said. "Okay, then it's up to us. Commander Weaver, you're going
to be in charge of the recovery detail. |deas?’

"Moveto about a hundred thousand meters from center,” Bill said. "Do avisua and radar sweep for the
shape we'relooking for. Closetoit. Determineif it's attached to something or not. Connect toit,
probably by using suits carrying linesto the piece, pull it onto the hull, secure it and then we head back.”

"On the sweep,” Miriam said, ill looking at the deck. "I can write some code to do automatic shape
meatching. It might speed thingsup.”

"Thank you, MissMaoon," Bill said. "But, we aready have auto-target recognition code for targeting and
navigation based on matched filtering, FFTS, fuzzy logic, and genetic agorithmsthat work just find and
can be used just asreadily. After dl, how do you think the navigation computer recognizesthe star
patterns or the targeting systems recognize, uh, targets?’

"Oh," Miriam wasn't sure if Weaver was being flippant or arrogant, so she dropped it.
"| sugpect the geniusisgoing to bein the detalls,”" the CO said.
"Sodol, sr,” Bill admitted. "Sodo I. But it can't be worse than catching acomet.”

"Commander, let me give you apiece of advice from my many yearsin the Navy," the CO said. "Never
ever say: It couldn't beworse."

By integrating the lidar system and the synthetic aperture radar (SAR) systems on the Bladeto get a
range they could determine roughly how big the debrisfield was. But at alight second out thesizeand a
shape of theindividua pieces were beyond the limits of even the big twelve meter gperture of themain
sparse array telescope system. Running SAR and lidar image enhancement codes they were ableto
increase their resolution afew percent and started picking up potentia large pieces of more than fifteen
metersin length while il alight second out. Smaller pieceswere till unresolvable. They were
gpproaching under normal space drive so0 they had nearly thirty minutes until they reached their pause
point.

"Too bent,” Bill said, looking at thefirst match. "I think it's one of the things we're looking for but it's bent.
You can seeit.”



"l seeit,” Miriam said, declicking the first match. "Theres another.”
"| think that'sasection of hull,” Bill replied. "It's not the thing Kond was pointing at."
"Might work," Miriam pointed out.

"Better than awing from aC-17," Spectre said, dryly. The matches were displaying on the main Conn
screensfor sSize and resolution. So he didn't even have to look over their shoulders. "Highlight it asa
possible, though.”

"Broken," Bill said onthenext. "Bent again . . ."

"We're scavengers,” Spectreinterjected, sadly. " Scavengers of a battle fought not so long ago.
And... Tacticd?'

"Conn, Tacticd."

"Don't get caught up in thissearch,” the CO said. "The Dreen are probably going to be checking out this
battle Site, too."

"Aye, aye, Conn."

"Beabit ugly if they showed up whileweredoing this, sr,” Bill said. "Not awing. Something el se.”
"Hull?'

"| think it's part of a passageway. What's that, though?"

The system was highlighting the piece as alow-priority. That was because the "wing" was il attached to
one of the pods on the end.

"| forgot to add the pods,” Miriam admitted. "Sorry. But that looks. . ."

"Good," Bill said, zooming the camerain. The "wing" had what looked like abit of the hull ill attached
and still had its pod. He very much wanted to get his hands on one of the pods. The dienshad as much
as sad that they were part of their FTL system, one that humans might be able to replicate. "That looks
very good. CO, | think we have awinner."

"The COB has assembled arecovery crew," Spectre replied. "Best go get your armor on. Rilot, bring us
in closeto that piece of debris.”

"Aye, aye dr."

"Moredien spacejunk,” Smith muttered, thrusting over to the tumbling "wing."

"Just get it stabilized, reativeto the ship,” Berg replied. "I'll take left you take right. Just stand by to
dabilize, I'm going to try something.”

"Isthat anything like, 'Hey, y'dl, watch this?? " Himes asked.

"Probably," Berg sad, flying "over" the spinning wing. It was mostly tumbling end to end, pretty fast dl
things cong dered, with adight skew and "down™ being towards the boat. And it was moving "away”
from the Site of the battle very fast, having apparently been imparted with quite abit of velocity from an
internal explosion. But the ship was matching that to within afew meters per minute. He could "follow" it
with histhrugters easily enough. But they had to stop the tumbling.

He hovered over the left end of the piece until it headed back "up" then engaged his shoulder thrusters,
heading "down" towards the pod on the end. He redlized at the last moment that the pod might be
fragile, in which case thiswas going to be one stupid thing to do. And depending on itsmass. . .

The soles of hisarmor, though, encountered the upthrusting pod with a"clang” that could be heard
through hisarmor. It dammed him upwards, hard, spinning him away. But as he spun he got aglimpse of



the piece and the rotation had dowed to dmost nothing.
"Good one, Two-Gun," Commander Weaver said. "Y ou okay?'

"Fine, Sr," Berg replied, working hisjetsto try to get his own tumble balanced out. "Himes, Smith, can
you dabilizeit now?'

"Got it, Sergeant," Himesreplied.

Berg findly got stable looking "down" &t the ship and the piece of debris. Hewaslow on
nitrogen-pressure for the thrusters and <till moving away from the ship. That wasn't so good.

"How you doing, Two-Gun?' Weaver asked. The transmission was somewhat scratchy.

"Working on that one, sir,” Berg admitted. "1'm not sure I've got enough pressure to make it back. | don't
suppose you could ask the CO to come pick me up when your done, could you?'

"Lo...sure?'

"Low fud," Berg said, camly. "Low fud. Low fud." Hisrangefinder had the Blade a over akilometer
and receding at ten meters per second.

"o..ger...at”

"Conn, EVA .. "

"Two-Gun's doing a Dutchman,” the CO said. "We see that. Tell the other Marinesto standby on the
debris. WEll go pick up Two-Gun and come back."

"Roger, Sr."
"Pilot," the CO sad, gesturing with hischin. "Carefully.”
"Go pick up onewayward Marine, gr," the pilot replied. "Aye, aye.”

The pilot svung wide around the debris, which was between the ship and the wayward Marine. The boat
was nearly three stories high, if hedidn't go "high" he was going to clip the debris and the Marines il
cinging toit. That would be, in piloting terms, an "'oops.”

The ship a these low speeds was remarkably ddlicate in handling. He could accelerate and decelerate
fagter than an Indy car. So he had to mainly be cautiousin how fast he moved. Although he could
decderate fast, he could accelerate fast enough that he didn't have the reaction timeto dow down. A
thousand gravs of accel were at hisfingertips. This movement required less than agravity of acceleration.
Keeping it that dow wasthe problem.

From Berg's perspective, the ship was starting to get abit smaller. Which was not comforting. Space was
avery big place.

But as he watched it moved "upwards' from the debris as ddlicately as a snowflake then suddenly
expanded in sze, coming towards him like lightning and then "stopping.” Actudly, it was still coming
towards him, just much dower. The pilot wasagenius.

Then he sarted to fed the "pull” from the ship's artificid gravity and "down" suddenly becamefar less
abstract.

"Commander!" Bill said as he started to fall towards the ship, accelerating fast.



"Conn, EVA," Weaver said over the comm link. "WEe're going to need to bring Two-Guninin
microgravity. And we need to convert fast."

"Already consdered, EVA," the CO replied. "X O, sound microgravity."

"ALL HANDS, ALL HANDS. MICROGRAVITY IN TEN SECONDS. TEN, NINE, EIGHT,
SEVEN..."

"Shit," Machinist Mate Gants said, grabbing histools up and putting them in their dots.

"Just what we needed,” Red replied, picking up the smaller attachmentsfor his Number Two arm and
stowing them in a butt-pouch.

Asthe gravity fdl away, Red continued picking up tools with the smal pincers that were a permanent
attachment of the Number Two Arm. Gants picked up hislast screwdriver, grabbed a screw and then

paused.
"Man, | redly wish they hadn't had chili for lunch," Sub-Dude moaned.

"If you puke al over this compartment . . . Use abag man, use abag!”

Berg still had hisvelocity but the pilot, again, corrected delicately so that he floated "down” to the ship,
only having to correct dightly as his boots touched the upper deck.

"I'd take that as amixed experiment, Sergeant Berg," the Astrogator said. "'On the one hand, you
corrected the rather notable spin.”

"On the other hand, | got blown into space doing it, sir,” Berg ended. "Yes, Sir. I'd given that some
thought.”

"Conn, EVA," Weaver said. "Marine recovered. Let's go pick up some debris.”

"Okay, thisiswhereit getstricky," Bill said. "We're grounded right COB?"

"Ayesr."

Four lines had been attached to the debris aswell asagrounding cable, the ship rotated "up" to the wing
and positioned ddlicately under it. All they had to do was get it across twenty meters of empty space.

"Pulling thisthing in will beeasy,” Bill said, looking at the four bosun mates on thelines. Thoselines,
however, had dready started to oscillate, imparting avector to thewing. "But while it seemslight, it has
lots of mass. If we get it moving too fast, it's going to crush you between it and the hull when it hits. So
youregoingto haveto. . ."

"Sir, if | may?' the COB said. "Team. On my command. Handsomely." He waited about a second.
"Belay. Step back. Retrievelines. Retrieve. . . Just pull out the oscillation. No more pressure than that.”

The piece was coming down dightly askew and very dowly. But dow was good in Bill'sopinion. And he
noted that the COB had arranged some sort of rubber matting where the wing was going to hit ship.

The ropesthe crew was using were flying everywhere in the microgravity environment, but they didn't
seem to be getting in the way. The four bosun mates were retrieving them hand over hand, stepping away
from where the wing would impact.

"Four, handsomely," the COB said as the wing started to get some drift to the Side. "Belay. Retrieve.
Retrieve. . ."

Asthewing impacted the rubber mat, it rebounded upwards.



"Belay!" the COB sad. "Sharply!”

All four of the bosun mates clamped down on their linesthen pulled in, fast, stopping the wing from
getting out of control. In amoment it was hard againg the hull and steadly .

"Something like that, Sr?" the COB asked.
"Just like that, COB," Bill admitted. "I'll leave it to you to get secured.”
"Why thank you, Sir."
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Thetactical tech leaned forward and frowned at his screen. It was amass of junk. The problem was that
while al sorts of particles could be picked up, the Navy ill didn't know enough about space to filter for
everything. It was abit like being back in the WWII days of unfiltered hydrophones. Y ou had to listen to
al the noise of the sea, and therewas alot of it, trying to find the sounds of submarines or surface ships.
Waves, shrimp, herring farts, they al added up.

In this case, solar wind, the residue of particles from the space battle, the particles generated by the ship.
It all added up.

Sofiltering it out, until they got good agorithmsfor the system, was till more art than science.
Fortunately, the tech was a pretty good artist. And the latest reading was giving him fits.

"Sir, permission to do avisud survey of one-one-seven mark fifteen?' the tech asked.
ll@lll

"Can you figure out how to get that off, Machinist Mate?" Bill asked, pointing to the pod.
"l don't know what thisis, sir," Sub-Dude answered, dapping thewing.

The adien device had been secured behind the sail, held down with ropes and space tape. It was only one
of severd pieces cluttering the deck but definitely the largest.

"If itssted, | could cut it off with an acetylenetorch,” Gants continued, walking around the pod. "I could
go get oneand try it out if you'd like."

"l don't think that would be agood idea," Bill said. "Oxy-acetylene doesn't work the samein vacuum asit
doesnormally.”

"Wdll, | don't see any screws or bolts, sir," Gants continued. "It looks like it was made of one piece. I'd
guessit's some sort of advanced weld. Sort of making the two pieces meld together. Don't know how
they did it, but I'd like to know."

"Hopefully, they'll tdl usif were nice enough to them,” Bill replied. "COB, we done here?"
"We're done, sir," the COB said.

"Let'sgetintotheshipand. . .”

"EVA, Conn."

"Go Conn."

"Commander Weaver, what happensif the ship goesinto warp with people on the hull?"

"I've actualy thought about that one, sir,” Bill replied. "The spacetime metric for thewarp bubbleisabig
bunch of tensor math but I think I've figured out that the warped spacetime around . . ."



"Shortest answer in history, Agro!™
"Should befine, gr, why?"
"What about normal space drive?’

"That's not so good, Sir,” Bill said. "There's no surrounding shield so to speak. Anything that gets through,
well hit. Why, sr?'

"I'm opening up the recovery tube," the CO said. "Get everyone into it, right now. Weve got Dreen.
XO, microgravity, if we open that up under norma they'll dl fdl.”

"Tecticd, I've got no fed for size, here" Spectre said, looking at the forward viewscreen. The thing was
amdll, light and fuzzy, only showing because of reflection from the system's sun. " Or distance. How far
away isit?How bigisit?’

"Unknown, Conn," Tactical replied. "Without either asize or adistance, we can't cdculate the other. Il
giveyou my gut, though, ar. It'sreally big and it's pretty darned far away."

"That'sso precise I'm feding al warm and fuzzy, Tactical!"

"At present it isthe best we can do without going active, Conn. Do you want usto go active?'
"Negative," the CO replied. "Not until we'verecovered the EVA. EVA, status?’

"Rilingin, gr," Bill replied. "Threemoreto go."

"Tdl themto jumpit,” the CO replied.

"Conn, Tacticd, target designate Sierra One gppears to be closing our position.”

"Y ou mean it's getting bigger on the screen,” Spectre said, sarcagticdly. "I'd noticed.”

"Range and sze il unknown."

"EVA?'

"We'rein. Getting down and preparing . . ."

"Can it, get the soft-suit guys on top, were going hot. XO, normal space drive, now. Tacticd," he
continued as weight settled onto him. He could hear in the distance a series of clangs and bangs that was
undoubtedly six or seven Wyvern suitsfaling down athree story shaft. "Go active. Pilot . . ."

Helooked over at the astrogation chair and frowned.

"Hell withit," he said. "Get me aview reciproca to that Dreen ship." When the view changed he walked
over and pointed at astar. "Pilot, normal space. Head for that tar. Three hundred gravities.”

"Three hundred, sir?' the XO asked.
"I don't want them knowing our max accel," the CO replied. "Commander Weaver?!
"Sir?' Weaver said. "Weresort of . . . tangled here. But | got the guysin suitson top.”

"Good, but I need you up here on the double,” the CO said as the ship began to hum from the drive. "I
need to know where I'm going. And even more important, where I'm not going. Tactica, range and
gze?'

"Range, four light seconds,” Tactical said in aremarkably camvoice. "Size. . . right on eight hundred
metersin length, two hundred in breadth and depth.”

"That's nearly aklick," the XO said, wonderingly. "A third of amile long. | don't even want to think
about the tonnage.”



"And two football fieldswide," the CO pointed out. "Aswide asacarrier islong. XO, set rear tubestwo
and four. Target'sSgnature, slent mode.”

"Aye, aye," the XO said. " Set tubes two and four, Sgnature sSierraone, slent mode.”

The ardune torps were acombination of anti-air missile and torpedo. They could lie sllent until passve
detectors found a designated target then go active, kicking on their rockets and heading for the target.

"Sir, are you sure about that?" Weaver said as he entered the Conn. He was panting dightly from the run,
gtill wearing his skinsuit and his hair was askew but Spectre redlized he was glad to see him. "It'sunlikely
that our syslemswill be able to successfully engage them.”

"I'm aware of that, Commander,” the CO said. "And that even an ardune warhead may not scratch that
thing. But those are dl ifs. We don't know and that's the point. So now we find out. And I'm aware that
we're tdlling them that we only have thoseto fire. Still, want to find out. 1t'swhat we're out hereto do.”

"Yes, gr," Bill said, opening up his console. "Did you mean to head to Rigdl, Sir?"’

"I'm just glad I'm not pointed at Earth," the CO admitted. "I'm not, right? | don't want to head back to the
good guys and tell the Dreen where they are. Right now, | want to find out if these guys can catch usin
normal space. If they can, well go to warp and seeif they can catch usthere. | want to stay at arms
length, though. Heck, | want to know what arm'slength isl"

"Yes, gr," Bill replied. "Right now we're heading a afairly sgnificant angle from both earth and the diens.
Soyoureon target, Sr."

"Canwefind thediensagain?' the CO asked.

"Yes, ar," Bill replied. "I have apogtion cdculated for them.”
"Figureout if that Dreen ship is headed for them aswell," the CO said.
"Sir, aewe sureit's Dreen,” Bill asked.

"Tubesare s&t," the XO said. "Launch?'

"Belay," the CO replied, blanching. "No, we're not sureit's Dreen. We can't even get agood look at
them from thisrange. But who e se could it be?"

"The battle made alot of noise, gir,” Bill pointed out. "Anyonein the areawith an FTL ship. Survivors
from our friends they don't know about.”

"That'sabig ship,” the XO argued. "They'd have mentioned it, surely.”

"With dl due respect, sr,” Bill said. "' ? 'Surely' means you're not. I'm not saying that they're not Dreen.
I'm saying we don't know. | respectfully suggest that we figure out if they're hostile before firing on them.
Of course, the only way to know for sureisif they fire on us."

"No," the CO said. "What we do is et them get close enough we can get agood look at them. If they
even look like Dreen, well drop thetorps. Tactica, target status?”

"Bearing remainsthe same, Conn," Tacticd said. "Range hasincreased dightly."
"Pilot, dow to one hundred gravities of acceleration,” the CO ordered.

"One hundred gravities, aye, aye."

"How close do we let them get?' the X O asked.

"That isavery good question,” the CO admitted. "No more than two light seconds. Tactica, | need a
continuous update on range to target. Pilot, | want a continuous high G random evasion pattern. If they've
got aship-killer laser with thisrange, wewon't seeit until it gets here. | want to avoid that."

"Random evasion, aye."



"What haven't | thought of 7' the CO asked.

"The Dreen didn't seem to have any technology thet fell into the category of magicd, gr,” Bill replied.
"They didn't teleport except through the gates. They didn't seem to be able to read minds. | can't think of
anything."

"Space fighters like the Cheerick?' the XO asked.

"Possible” Bill said. "Even likely depending upon their tech. Space fighters require that you have a
technology that accelerates asmall system faster than amore massive one. If they have that, then space
fightersareapossbility. Thisisdl guesswork."

"Conn, Tecticd. Target'semission profileis changing. Target bearing seemsto be changing. | believe they
might have launched something. Separation. Conn, Tacticd. SierraOne bearing change. Bearing now
one-one-three mark one-seven. New target, designate Sierra Two. Energy profile lower. Bearing
consgtant. Range decreasing.”

"Keep me updated on Sierra Two," the CO said. " Send Sierra One data to Astrogation. Weaver, where
arethey going?'

"Working onthat, gr,” Bill said. "It will beaminute.

"Conn, Tactical. SerraTwo closing a over one thousand gravities of acceleration. Serra Two
redesignate, Bandit Group One. Count twelve. May be Bandits or Vampires, still unsure.”
"Spacefighters” the CO said, nodding. "Very high accd."

"Higher than ours, sir," the X O pointed out.

"Yep," the CO replied. "Recalibrate tubes two and four for bandit sgnatures. Fire on my mark."

"Aye, aye"

"Conn, Tactical, Bandits at three light seconds and closing.”

"Communications," the CO said. "Send them a hail. Standard First Contact dits and dashes." He looked
over at the XO. "See what they make of that. Astro, Sierra One?’

"Headed on a bearing to intercept our friends,” Bill said. "About seven hoursto that location at three
hundred gravities. Depending upon their system, they may have to dow down or they'll be going really
fast when they get there. In which caselonger.”

"Gimme aview of Bandit One," the CO said.

There was barely a shimmer on the viewscreen. The smdler shipswere too small at that range to resolve
wal.

"I wonder how much fuel thosethings have," Spectre mused. "Are they missiles or space fighters? Are
they designed to be recovered, in other words, or do they destroy themselvesin awedth of glorious
energy release? If we outrun their point of no return, will they turn around and rejoin their carrier or blow
up?'

"Knowing the Dreen, they're probably grown, Sir," Weaver said. "They could be abit of both. If they do
the mission and have enough fud to return, they return. If not, they diein space. They'rejust an organic
extrusion of the ship. The way the Dreen work, anything isjust an organic extrusion, no more important
to them than skin cdllsflaking off are to us. They may even be consumed upon return rather than, say,
refueled, rearmed and refurbished. The ship is probably able to grow more aslong asit hasthe necessary
components.”

" Space fighters and missles?'
"If they fire something at usthey're space fighters,” Bill said, shrugging. "If they try to dosewith usand



destroy usthey're missiles. Weretrying to apply human termsto Dreen. It doesn't dwayswork.”
"Conn, Tecticd. Emisson pulsefrom Bandit Group One. . ."

"They're pace fighters" the CO said. Before Tactical could finish speaking beams of actinic blue light
flashed through space, al of them missing the rapidly jinking ship. "X O, fire tubestwo and four. Wide
Spread.”

"Fire Tubes Two and Four!" the XO ordered. "Wide spread.”

The torpedoes were jetted out of the back of the ship under air power then briefly engaged their spin
gabilization and primary boost thrusters to launch themselves away from the ship and the incoming fire,

The ship rocked as both of the ardune torps detonated at under athousand meters.
"Damage control!" the CO cdled.
"No reports of damage," the XO replied. "Everything holding."

"Let'snot launch any more missiles unlesswe're way away from these guys,” Spectre said. "The only
thing that saved us was that explosions don't propagate for shit in space. Pilot, engage warp one. Get us
back to three light seconds separation.”

"Warp one, aye," the pilot replied.
"Tactical, keep usup on range."
"Range two point three light seconds, two point seven, two point nine. . ."

"Drop out of warp," the CO said. "We're going to give this chase another twenty minutes then head to
our friends. | just want to seeif we can use up their fud. Tactical, Serra One?!

"Continually changing bearing,” Tactica replied. "They're headed for somewhere other than us. Bandit
group closing agan.”

"They probably can do thisfor hours, sir,” Bill pointed out. "And we don't know how long the repairs are
going to take."

"Agreed,” the CO said. "X O, st tubes one and two. Just drop them out thistime, though.”
"Aye, aye”

"So, Weaver, heard any good ones lately?

"Did you hear the one about how Dreen get adate, Sir?'

"No. How do Dreen...?

"Tubes s&t," the XO interjected.

"Filot, when | say launch, go to Warp Onefor three seconds.”

"Warp One three seconds on launch, aye, aye."

"XO...launch!"

"Launch tubes one and three!"

"And they didn't blow them up," the CO said asthey came out of warp. "Nice to know. Now to seeif
we can get any of them. Tactica, how long until the bandit group reaches the mines?!

"Saven minutes, Conn."

"Sowewait," the CO said, leaning back in his chair and crossing hisarms. “So, how do Dreen get a
date, Astro?



* * %

"Tactica, what's the status on Bandit Group One?"

"Should be closing the mines, Conn,” Tactica replied. "They are within their engagement range based on
previous engagement. My count says ten seconds and an additiona three and a haf second light delay.
Any second, now . . ."

The space fighters were nearly impossible to pick out on the screen, but the flash wasnt.
"Whoa," Spectre said. "Wasthat one or two? Did we get them or did they detect them? Tacticd?"

"Our systems are still whited out from the detonations, Conn, wait one. . . Conn, Tactical. Two
detonations right on the second to intercept time. Bandit Group Onenow . .. Six.. . . No, eight bandits.”

"We got four of them," Spectre said, nodding. "That'swhat | wanted to know. We can get them if were
lucky and smart. Very well. Commander Weaver, set a course for our friends and lets hope they can get
therepairsdoneintime.”
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"Good haul,” Kond said. "But that's grapping bad news about the Dreen, man. Gonnabetighter than a
gnat'sass.”

Spectre made a killing motion with his hand and looked around the Conn.

"Isit just me, or did that get more colloquid while we were gone?'

"Let'stry to explain that to them at alater date, Sir," the XO said.

"Right," the CO replied, pointing at the screen. "How do you want to do this?"

"Bring your ship dongside and wewill removethewing," Kond said. "We have technicianswho are
familiar with the system.”

"XO, bring usdongsde.”

"Isthe squee intact?'

"Theengine on the end of thewing?' Specirereplied. "We don't know."

"Having a spare unreality generator would be radical, dude. | sure hope it'sworking."

"I hope so aswell," Spectre said asthe Blade pulled up beside the larger ship. He made a cutting motion
again, indicating that the sound should be turned off, and looked over at the XO. "Marinesare on
standby?"

"Yes, dr," the XO said, turning hisface away from the cameras. "In repd boarder positions. One platoon
inarmor. SM-9sare hot." With the ship pointed "up” towards the aliens, al Spectre had to do was order
"fire" and dl four of the missleswould launch across the short distance to the dien ship. It would
probably destroy the Blade, aswell, so it was a penultimate choice. The absolutely last ditch involved the
three keys, held by the CO, the XO and the Astrogator, that had been inserted into locks and turned. All
Spectre had to do wasflip up a cover and hit a button and the drive would go critica, causng an
exploson equivalent to anova

"Keep dl the cameras going." He motioned for the communicator to be turned back on. "I'll be honest.
Wed likealook at oneof your . . . unredlity generators. It isatechnology we wish to explore.”

"Why?' Kond asked. "Yoursisfar superior. Y ou do not require a squee to enter unredlity.”
"Wedidn't get that last squee," Spectre said. "How do you go fagter than light?' Only the centra monitor



was on the view from the dien ship. The rest were trained on the exterior of the dien ship. Aliensin suits
and agroup of what looked like robots had exited and were approaching the Blade, but only heading for
the wing behind the sail. Of course, the main hatch to Conn wasright by it. That was probably abad
move.

"We gpproach asquee, open it and enter. Y ou seem to create your own sguee.”

"At aguess something likeawormhole," Bill said, nodding. "But those aren't supposed to bein every
system. They're actualy supposed to befairly rare.”

"Is this the same system the Dreen use?" Spectre asked.

"Yes," Kond answered. "It iswhy they're heading here. They wish to use the unredlity node to jump to
the next star. Unfortunatdly, asthey have been doing for many squee, this battle group isfollowing our
trail. We cannot seem to shake them, they're worse than bloodhounds.”

"Soit can't get unreality node on three tries but it knows what bloodhounds are," Spectre said, shaking
his head. The diens and their robots were working fast. They dready had the wing detached and moving
across the intervening space. Spectre could back away at any point.

"You did not fear we would try to take over your ship?' Kond asked as the wing was lowered onto his
ship.

"Y ou've been awfully friendly so far," Spectre said, trying not to grin. "And so have we. Why cause
problems?’

"Because your ship ispimped,” Kond replied. "It'sfast asathief and twice ashard to follow. Y our techis
so much better than ours, the only reason | alowed this was necessity. | know you can destroy us at your
leisure, that you could probably take us over without redly trying. | have made preparations againgt that,
but | figure they're pissing in thewind. | thank you for not doing so."

"Y ou might be surprised,” Spectrereplied, dryly. "What we don't have, I'll admit, isthat weapon you
fired a us. | don't suppose we could borrow it."

"No," Kond said. "It'stied into the deep structure of the ship. But surely your weaponsfar surpassit.”
"Actudly, they don't," Spectre said.
"Sir!" the XO snapped.

"Our drive system that you like so much is an artifact we picked up,” the CO continued. "Thisisthe only
ship we have. Y our technology isfar in advance of our own. Going to try to take us over and stedl it?"

"No," Kond said after along pause.

"The stuation isthe reverse of what you thought,” Spectre pointed out. "Y ou might be able to take us and
get our drive. It would make you fast as athief and twice as hard to find. Are you sure?'

"Yes," Kond replied. Y ou have played fairly with us. We shall do the same. On my honor as Ship
Master. Our peopletry to do dl thingsin honor and fairness. It isour way. Y ou may keep your drive."

"Thank you," Spectre said.
"Besides, I'm sure you have made preparationsif | try to takeit," Kond added.

"Yes, we have," Spectresaid. "But it'swhy we'd like to look at the unredlity generator and your other
technologies. Ours are much lower. This ship is great, but we have no others. And our weapons
technology isvery inferior. If that'sin any way shaking your honor, be avare that the drive can be used
asawesgpon. A suicida one, but you're not taking this ship or finding out where our homeworld isand
any atempt to do so will destroy both of us.”

"We understand each other,” Kond said. "'If we reach our flegt, if we can shake the Dreen, perhaps we



cantak."

"Whereisthis unreality node?" Spectre asked.
"Here," Kond replied. "Wherewelie, al dissed up.”
"Agro?'

"Not picking up anything unusud, sr,” Bill said. "Theresalot of hash from their power systems and ours
but asfar as| cantell, thisisjust empty space.”

"So we can't even detect these things," the CO said, sighing. "Wall, thisisn't getting the Dreen beat. What
about dropping some minesin here? They have to come here, right? So what about mining it?'

"They will sweep it before they enter,” Kond replied. "Wewill leave some, but only to tick them off. | do
not expect them to stop them. They have a serioudy pimped ship.”

"It'shig,” Spectre said. "Isthat the biggest they have?’

"No," Kond admitted. "Thereisanother, amind ship. It ismuch larger, much more pimped. It carriesa
true Dreen. The task force that follows usis controlled by asgquee. There are at least two destroyers and
the dreadnought |eft. There was another dreadnought with a squee commander aswell as many lesser
ships. They were dl destroyed. But the dreadnoughts s mply assimilate their organics and continue on.
With enough organics, speciad materias and another squee the dreadnought could even twin.”

"I'm not getting the squee.”
"Onesuch asyou or | who is converted,” Kond said, patiently.
"A sentient?' Weaver asked, fascinated. " Something that can think for itself?*

"Yes, asentient,” Kond replied. "A thinking being. They can take such aone and makeit athinker for
them. They squee him, enter him, make him half Dreen. The only true sentient Dreen are the Hive Minds.
Wethink so, anyway. We were defested so swiftly we could find out little about them. Hive mindstravel
in Mind Ships, vast beyond belief. But we know that smdller fleets, such asthis one, require a converted
sentient to control them and make higher decisions. Thereis such aone on the dreadnought. It may be
the squee or the squee or even the squee. There may be other races aswell. Those are the three that we
have encountered who are converted.”

"l wish we could st down for afaceto . . ." Spectre said then paused, realizing suddenly that diplomacy
was not his strong suit.

"l wish | could sound you aswell," Kond replied.

"Y our system must be getting better,” the CO replied. "That was a colloquialism that actualy works.
Okay, sncewe ill have trouble with scientific and military details, we're going to go survey this
oncoming vessdl. Given what you've said, we may not be able to attack them, but the reverseisaso true
aslong aswe stay inwarp.”

"Y ou can sense out of unredlity?' Kond said. "A most excellent ability.”

"When we get to be friends enough, our government will probably show your scientists our drive,”
Spectre said. "We have one other race we are dlied with. They do not understand it either. Perhaps you
can figure out sometheoriesonit. But that isfor later. And it assumeswe dl survive. Were going to go
recon, find out where they are and find out if we can dow them down. Probably not, but I'd like to give
you guys sometime. Any suggestions on thingsthat they have trouble with?"

"What isthe nature of your wespons?' Kond asked. "If you don't mind."
"Chemicdly propelled rockets with powerful warheads," Spectre said.
"Thosewill be of littleuse," Kond replied. "Their anti-missle defenses are strong. They will easily detect



them and shoot them down.”
"Do they have any sort of shidd?' Weaver asked.

"Squee shidds," Kond said. "That is effective againgt squee. It istight to the hull. Their shipsnormally
mount squee and squee for both defense and offense and fire squee for medium range attack. They also
carry squee for longer range attacks.”

"Welost dmost al of that,” Spectre said, tightly. " Squee shields. How do those work?"
"Electricity is generated and forms asquee shidd. It stops squee.”
"We're il not getting that squee," Weaver interjected. "What isthe last thing? What it stops?”

"Maitter that the squee have been stripped from by energy. This creates a high energy materia that isthe
fourth state of matter."

"Plasma," Weaver said, wincing. "That's what we got fired at by. Very high velocity plasma, too. Nearly
light speed. Ouch. Those are going to be nasty. And they have shieldsthat . . . Oh, hey, something |
understand!”

"Y ou're ahead of me, then,” Spectre said. "What is asquee shield?'

"Weve actualy got that technology, but much lower power,” Bill said. "The physicsof itisthe sameas
that in aplasmaball that you seein novety stores. Thelittle purple glow around the interior of the ball
protectsit the sameway. It is caled a Debye shield after the scientist that first described it
mathematically. DARPA and AFRL and even NASA have been researching usesfor it for decades.
Certain types of armor piercing wegpons use a et of plasmato penetrate armor. Notably, RPGs. The
Brits devel oped a sort of Static eectric charge that could be formed over their armor that disrupts the
plasma. For that matter, now that | think about it, Boeing was working on something smilar for the space
plane. When you do a high-speed reentry, the air forms plasmaaround you. That's what the space shuttle
tiles deflect. We might actualy be able to copy their shield technology, if we get the power systemsto
duplicateit."

"Good to know," Spectre said. "Kond, those longer range attack, those are what we call fighters?
Manned ships? Or missles?!

"They are creatures that have reactionless drive and medium ranges,” Kond said. "They fire squee.”

"Lasers are what we pulsed you with to determine the size of thewing,” Weaver said. "They arelight, a
medium level eectro-magnetic spectrum light that is coherent. Doesthat help?”

"Lasers," Kond said. "They firelasers of squee range dectro-magnetic spectrum. Very high frequency,
beyond that your signd isat. Also squee. Thesefire. . . squee a high velocity. What a ship is made of ."

"Metad dugs,” Weaver said. "A dug driver. Heavy metd? Very dense? How large?!
"Depends on the gun,” Kond said. "Very smal to quitelarge.

"Wdl, letsgo do afly-by," Spectre said. "Well see what works and what doesn't. Probably nothing, but
well keep trying until we figure something out. Kond, good luck. Well seeif we can delay them.”

"Perhaps they will chooseto pursueyou,” Kond said. "Good luck aswell."

"If they're continuing on the same course and accel eration, they're going to be about three AU in,
towards our last position, sir," Weaver said. "Want abearing?'

"Please," Spectre said. "XO, stand down for the transit, then back to Condition One."
"Aye, aye," the XO replied.



"Filot, set course. Warp Three. Let's go see what the Dreen are up to.”

"Having fun, Miss Moon?' the CO asked as they headed towards the rendezvous.
"Quiteahit,” Miriam admitted, looking over her notes.

"Thank you for cracking the communications barrier so fast," Spectre added. "1 was surprised how well it
al worked."

"Oh, that was mogtly their systems, sir," Miriam replied. "I didn't do much.”

"UnlessI'm much mistaken, they were stuck until you figured out how to rewrite our systemsto convert
sonar to video," the CO said, definitely. "That, right there, was an amazing feet. But | was wondering
about the, ahem, nature of the trandation.”

"Oh, that," Miriam said, dimpling. "Well, when we were leaving | dumped amass of audio to their
communications officer so he could useit to improve the language. Unfortunately, most of it wasaudio
tracksfrom . . . entertainment programs.”

"Oh, God," Spectre groaned. "Y ou sent them ahundred hoursof MTV, didn't you?'

"No, gr," Miriam said, wincing. "Therewas some MTV in there, but not that much. But . . . it wasall
popular entertainment programming. So their trandators are now abit . . . biased to non-formal speech.
Wereworking onit. But '‘Dude’ seemsto be abit hard to write out. In part because it's an accurate
trandation.”

"They cdl their CO dude?" Spectre asked, grinning.

"Moreor less,” Miriam replied. "The Hexosehr seem to be ahighly cooperative specieswith an amost
total lack of formality. In many ways they seem somewhat Japanese, they seem to prize agreement over
argument at least within a sub-group. Americans are very different, we are a very contentious society.
But they lack the severe formdlity of the Japanese, which isan artifact of congtraining humansto the
degree that they do. | could get their communi cations officer to substitute another term, but the choiceis
difficult. They have no termsrelevant to 'sir' or 'Madame." So caling their captain 'Dude isafairly good
trandation. That'swhy it'shard to filter out.”

"The...Hexo...?' the CO asked.

"It'sredly amade up term, Sr,” Miriam said, shrugging. "Their name for themsdvestrandates as'us.’ So
does 'human'’ to them. And it's entirely in the inaudible range. Even compressed to where we can hear it it
sounds like: Hecsssossssrre. Hexosehr not only refersto their six limbs but is pronounceable by the
majority of mgjor linguistic groups. | figureeven aTV reporter can't messit up too badly. | explained the
change to their communi cations officer and he understood. They're having ahard time with both Human
and Terran. They don't do the hard u or soft e well and t comes out as a click. So they pronounce Terran
as!Tran!." Thelatter sounded like something in Bushman. "They'd probably be better off with Chinese,
totell you thetruth."

"Ooookay," Spectre said, hiseyeswide. "Hexosehr it is. | didn't redize that you were having so much
conversation with their communications officer."

"l was using sub-voca most of thetime," Miriam admitted. "1 redlized | can get into inaudible range that
way. Low inaudible. Their rangeishuge, higher and lower than ours. | can't do even mid-range low for
them, but | can go high. | wastrying to spesk their language direct, but it still didn't work,” she finished
withasigh.

"It'stll animpressve achievement,” Spectre said. "I'm putting acommendation in your file. I'm glad
youreaong."



"I'mglad | findly haveajobto do,” Miriam said. "Although | missthe painting.”
"Theres awaysthetrip back to look forward to," Spectre replied.

"Conn, Tactica. Were picking up signatures consistent with Serra One.”
"Sow to Warp One," Spectre said, looking at the screen. "Anything on visud yet?'

"There," Weaver said, pointing to the lower right hand corner. He hit acontrol and highlighted the item,
bringing it to center of the main screen.

"Pilat, | don't want to hit them," the CO said.

"Closest point of approach looksto be about one light second,” Weaver said. "Right at three hundred
thousand kilometers. Resolution will be high at that range. We should be able to resolve down to nearly a
centimeter. But we'll be going by fast. We cross one light second in .00014 seconds. Keeping the
cameras on track with us doing aflyby is going to be the hard part. They'll automaticaly follow their am
point, but we may get quite abit of jitter."

"Tacticd, Conn," Spectre said. "1 want full emissionsanaysis, hull shots, spectra anaysis. | want thisship
folded, bent and mutilated."

"Conn, Tactical. Understood.”

"Cometo think of it, though,” Weaver said as the range dropped and the picture began to resolve. "That
doesn't ook likewhat I'd think a Dreen ship would look like."

The gpproaching ship was now clearly angular, looking something like a battleship. And it was o, just
asclearly, made of metdl.

"Conn, Tactical. Target designated Sierra Two. Forward of Sierra One. It's signature was masked.
Shifting visud."

The main camera pulled back and panned. The bow of Sierra One was till in view for size comparison.
The new ship was ovoid and covered in what appeared to be long spikes. It also was anasty green and
yellow and did not appear to be made of metal.

"Now that looks like a Dreen ship,” Spectre said. "I'd put it at about a hundred yards long. Could that
be our vigtor to the colony?'

"Possible, sr,” Bill replied. "Same overal length and those spines |ook asif they could have been the
landing spikes we saw. But why al over?'

"Conn, Tactica. Energy spikeon SierrasOneand Two . . ."

"Pilot, evasve maneuvers,”" Spectre said as both ships exploded in fire. There were more of the solid
glver flashes coming from them and as the camerawidened its view, again, smal dots could be seen
flashing out of the side of Sierra One.

"They just launched fighters," Spectre said, nodding. " Given that were going faster than light, that's pretty
The ships approached fast on the screen then flashed to the rear, just ablur to the human eye. The
cameras panned for areceding shot as the Blade thundered back into deep space.

"Let'stake alook at what we got," Spectre said. "Pilot, make for the edge of the system. Well do a
partid chill whilewe andyzethis™"

* % %

"These are two radicdly different ships” Bill said, looking the images over. "Okay, the Hexosehr



generate 'unreality’ using those pods al over their ship. I'd guessthat the spikes on the Dreen ship are the
same thing, just without the pods at the end for some reason. The other ship isinteresting, though.”

He brought up awide image of the ship from the side and zoomed in.

"Spectra analyss of the hull showsit to be sted,” Bill said. "I would guessthat it'swhat's caled high
refractance sted, sted that has been specialy treated to be about five times the strength of normal stedl.
We can only do that with micro-layersat this point. If it'sthat way dl the way through, that's one tough
hull. No way of knowing if it'slayered like Chobham armor, but that would be a good guess. It may have
layers other than sted, that's all we can see on the outside.

"Warp appearsto work differently from the Hexosehr or the Dreen," he continued, pointing to along
array on the sde of the ship. "Thismight be part of thelr tactica system, but my guessisit'stheir warp
system. Their wormhole generator or whatever. But that's just aguess.

"Drive system? Unknown. Theré's mgjor meson output, low neutrino. | have no ideawhat that means.
We don't even understand our own drive. But it's definitely reactionless. If we postulate thirty percent
inefficiency in the drive, given the output their engines are putting, they generate out about ten to the
eighteen joules of energy, which is about the energy budget for Earth.”

"Whoooo," the XO whistled. "Those are some massive engines.”

"They'd have to be to move that monster with any speed,” Bill said. "And they don't appear to be
quarkium; the signatureisal wrong. At aguess, fusion. But that'sjust aguess. Top acceleration appears
to be about three hundred gravities. Which isavery good thing. But getting to thisthing . . . Tactica ?'

"The ship isamass of weagpons,” the TACO said, zooming in. "Weveidentified forty-seven massdriver,
twenty thingswe think are laser emitters and fifty-three more we're not sure about. They might be plasma
guns. The ship seemsto be wrapped around alarge opening on the front. No ideawhat it firesbut I'd
guessif it hit uswed be nothing but a mass of smoke. When we wereinwarp, dl of their firewasinitidly
behind us. Aswe approached, though, and passed, watch this. . ."

He adjusted the controls to show the tactical screensthat were tracking fire. Ashed said, the first bursts
werewell to the rear. Within asecond, though, they were blagting dl around the wildly jinking ship.

"Anaysis and some shots from secondary cameras showed that the plasma fire was hitting us by thetime
wewere passed,” the TACO sad, grimly. "They were able to figure out how to hit us even though we
were superlumina and only in their engagement range for lessthan asecond. That's. . . amazing. They
were having to anticipate where we were going. It'salot harder than hitting aquail, gir. It'shitting aquall
that's dways ahead of where youre seeing it. A redly really fast quail. No wonder missiles don't work
on these guys. Unlessit wasin warp, | don't see how one could. The good newsis, the firewas
ineffective.”

"Yeah," Spectre said. "But if werein warp, we can't fire back. Are we sure it was a Dreen ship?"

"L ook at the fighters, sir,” Bill said, cutting to another view. Just under the, possibly, warp generator
hatches flew open and pods g ected. They were either the same fightersthat had followed them or
remarkably smilar. With the closer shot it was gpparent that they were a brownish-yellow in color and
had wings with pods on the tips that glowed purple. There was no apparent cock-pit. They banked,

hard, to the rear and followed the Blade as she receded, but were never able to catch up. Just before she
went entirely out of range, they opened fire with plasma from the glowing pods on the end of their wings.

"Emissions were different than those from Sierra One," Weaver continued. "M ore neutrinos, fewer
mesons. Output, again, equivaent to alarge nuclear reactor if they're only seventy percent efficient. Love
to know their power source. Oh, by theway, they're abit dower than the dragonflies from Cheerick. |
don't know which is more maneuverable. Their plasma guns, though, are stronger than the dragonfly
lasers. It would only take a couple of hitsto take down the dragonfly shields. But they don't have shidds



according to the Hexosehr. I'd say that a dragonfly could take them one on one. Plasma energy will fall
off over distance. The dragonfly should be able to outrun them and stay at range. Closein? That would
be tougher. We're still not sure on the cycletime of ether the dragonflies or thesefighters. It'sworth
noting that there are thirty portsfor fighters on thisship. I'd say it qualifies for the term dreadnought. |
doubt theré'smuch it dreads."

"Theinteresting thing from my point of view isthat we detected no tracking emissons,” the TACO said.
"We till don't have agood agorithm for using the lidars or radar while superluminal, so we werent
pinging them. But they also weren't pinging us. Everything appeared to be passve. | have no ideawhat
that means.”

"Radar and lidar arerdatively short ranged,” Weaver said, shrugging. "l doubt that they're used much in
gpace combat. The Hexosehr didn't ping us, ether. I'd say most space combat is more like traditional sub
combat; you stay quiet and hope to hit the enemy when he doesn't know where you are. The difference
being that shipsemit lots of particles. I'm till trying to figure out how that's going to work. Assuming we
ever come up with awegpon that will permit usto strike back usefully.”

"So welve got nothing useful ?* the CO asked, angrily. "Lasers, missiles? Nothing?'
"Not that | canthink of, gr," Bill admitted. The TACO just shrugged.

"Commander Weaver, what happensif you ram something like that while in warp?' the XO asked. "I'm
not suggesting that we doit, mindyou . . ."

"Thebig question iswhét the drive isgoing to do, Sir,” Bill admitted. "It has someinteresting built in
safety features. My guessisthat it will stay in warp while were in the same space. Which meanswe
won't be; well bein another universe. In that case, nothing. If it continuesto cycle, it will depend upon
where we are when we cycle into thisuniverse. If we cycle in while were interpenetrated, | would guess
one massive damned explosion, sir. And wed both be dead. Another possibility isinterpenetration
without explosion. Therésaway that | could see the drive doing that. Then we'd cycle out and possibly
take some of their mass with uswhile leaving other behind. Frankly, sir, | redly don't have the dightest
clue, but those are some of the possibilities.

"So it wouldn't destroy them and not us?' Spectre asked.

"Unlikey," Bill said. "I mean, thedrive might do it that way, but | doubt it. Most likely, no effect at all.
That seemsto be the gpproach of the builders, sir.”

"Wait, there's matter al through space,” Spectre said, frowning. "I mean, not alot. But we've covered a
lot of ground. Surely weve hit stuff before.”

"And there's been no effect,” Bill said, nodding. "That's part of my thinking, sir. Admittedly, if weare
notionally in the same space as amicrometeorite or an Oort Cloud object, we're probably cycled out.
We spend about four times as much time cycled out as cycled in. But we've never picked anything up
cycling in. Given theway the ship ishbuilt, if the drive was designed to alow interpenetration, by thistime
we'd have had a micrometeorite punch ahole in something. It'srelative vel ocity would be high enough it
would be like agun being fired in the ship. It would be noticeable. Nothing like that's happened, so my
WAG isthat thered be no effect if we flew through thisthing. On the other hand, if I'm wrong we'd be an
expanding cloud of gas.”

"Yeah, let'snot try that,” Spectre said. "L ook, we've got abunch of smart people on this ship. Figure out
away to hurt that thing. Figureit out.”

"Aye, aye, ar," the XO sad.

"Do one morefly-by," the CO said. "I want shots of every angle. | want al the datawe can gather. Then
well head back to the Hexosehr and see what they say.”



"It isacaptured ship."
Bill was using the wardroom systemsto talk with the Hexosehr tactica officer about their findings.

"Not one of ours," Favarduro continued. "1 do not know what speciesit was captured from. Perhapsthe
onethat supplied the sentient commander, perhaps not.”

"Andthesmaler ship?'

"Pure Dreen," Favarduro said, dismissively. "One of what we call the Squee Destroyer class. Plasma
cannons larger than fighters, fairly fast. About five hundred of your gravities of acceleration. Faster inred
gpace than we are. But easy enough to destroy with a Chaos Generator. No match for us. For you? Do
not try to takeit onin real space.”

"Any ideawhat the mgor gun onthisoneis?' Bill asked.

"It isnot a classwe have fought before,” Favarduro said. "1 have no idea. It does not appear to be a
Chaos Generator or a plasmacannon. A mass driver perhaps.”

"What happens if we manage to take this ship out?’ Bill asked. "More Dreen?"

"The non-sentients will return to Dreen space and get orders,” Favarduro said. "More may be sent on our
trail. But it will be weeks before they return. Our trail will be faded. They may not be able to pick it up.

In which case we escape. That assumes there is not another dreadnought out there. And another and
another. The Dreen fleet ssemsendless!”

"How areyour repairsgoing?' Bill asked.

"If your time estimate is accurate, we will be able to escape them, once again.” The tonality of the reply
was not pleased.

"Y ou'd rather fight them,” Bill said.

"I would rather destroy their entire race," Favarduro replied. "Four worlds we occupied. | am from the
colony of Squee. | joined the military just before the Dreen encountered us. No negotiation. They smply
landed on the colony world of Squee and took it over. We sent shipsto battle them. We won the first
battle, then their main fleet arrived. Ship after ship after ship gppearing through multiple unredity nodes.
Thousands, tens of thousands. Our fleet was beaten. No beaten does not explain it. It was destroyed,
vanquished, asif it was not there. They destroyed Dreen ships, in turn, but there were so many of them it
was pointless. More came through and more. A few escaped to bring the news. But shipstaketimeto
build. We had few warships at the start of the war and were able to make few before the next colony
waslost. And always more Dreen and more.

"Then welost my homeworld. Then they came to Hessserrra. By then it was apparent we could not win.
They assembled afleet of the best of usand our few remaining capita ships. Our best fighters, scientists,
technicians, even philosophers. All were put in hibernation, packed into shipsin anear panic. Therest of
our race remained to fight. Our plan was to destroy each city by nuclear fire rather than have the Dreen
consume us. | hate them, Commander Weaver. | hate them in the bitter dregs of my soul. Yes, | would
rather stay and fight. But we are the last defense of those entrusted to us. We flee until we must turn.
Then weturn, we dow them, and we flee again. Until, like the Klingoddar and the Savaur and the
Laldrintha, we are pulled down. Four Chaos Destroyers we were when we left. One remains.”

"Well, were not going to let you go down,” Bill promised. "We've got an interesting ship. Well figure out
an interesting solution.”

The Blade stood off while the Caurorgorngoth went into unreality. The pods on the ship began to glow



then flared like lightning, engulfing the entire ship. What happened next was hard to grasp. The ship
seemed to fade to adot but at the same time go away very fad.

"XO, runthat again," Spectre said, blinking.

Even with the replay dowed down, the effect was the same. Either the ship shrunk to adot and
disappeared or it flew away very fast.

"That's probably what we look likeinwarp,” Bill said. "But that's not the direction they said they were
going. | suspect it looksthat way from any angle.”

"Or he's not going where he said hewas going,” the XO said.
"Only oneway to find out,” the CO replied. "Astro?!
"Courseladin, gar."

"XO, let'sgo find that fleet.”

19

"Heet Magter, we arereceiving atransmisson.”

The fleet wasthirsty. The massive helium fusion reactors of the ships required enormous quantities of fuel
and while any gas giant would do, gathering it was time consuming. But they had three extractor ships
working onit full time asthe few remaining corvettes watched in trepidation for the Dreen.

"The Caurorgorngoth?' Lurcaasked, hopefully.

"No, Fleet Magter," the communications officer said. "An dien race. They are sending over not only
sound but also atrandation program that they appear to have gotten from the Caurorgorngoth aswell
as amessage from Ship Master Kond. Shdl | pulsetheir words?"

"Show me the message from Kond, firs."

"Greetings, Fleet Magter. If you are receiving this then our new acquaintances have been true to their
word. We received damage to our unredlity generator in the last battle and with their help have
completed repairs and are preparing to enter unredity. These humans are friendly but primitive in their
technology. The exception istheir ship drive which they claim isan artifact that they found. Having pulsed
their other technology, | believe them. Their ship isvery fast and very quiet, though, so they have scouted
our back-trail. One dreadnought, at least, remains. It will beto the unredity point in forty. With the help
of the humans, we will be gone by then. We will meet you at the rendezvousin six hundred kleng. By
then, if you're sounding this, the humanswill have arrived.

"Thisisthefirst potentia aly we have found. It isto be hoped they can assst us but they're shipisso
unbelievably primitive | fear they will be of little use."

"Wherearethey?' Lurcaasked. "Why have we not detected them?'

"We have, now," Feet Strategy Master Matulain replied. "The Laegr picked up their transmission. But
their sgnatureisvery low and they are stopped ten scrick away. | think they do not want usto fire upon
them.”

"Let me seethar transmisson,” Lurcasaid.

"Greetings, Fleet Master Lurca. | am Ship Master Spectre of the Sharp Sword. We are humans, enemy
of the Dreen. We have assisted Kond in repairs and now await hisarrival as do you. We wish to open
communication and friendly relations and to communicate about ways that we might battle our mutua
enemy. We aso have three survivors from the Klingoddar . We are aware that you have minimal supplies



and cannot take on extra passengers. But we are in need of expertsin technology and advanced battle to
ass g usin fighting the Dreen. We are wondering if you could wake up some experts and replace them
with the passengers we have. We await your response.”

"It'staking awhile," Spectre said, looking at the viewscreen. They hadn't even gotten a"we got it" reply.
The screen just showed a speckle of dots clustered by a Jovian. "What do you think they're doing?"

"Refuding,” Weaver replied. "Pulling hydrogen or helium out of the atmosphere to refill their bunkers.
Andit'salot for himto assmilate dl at once. They'll get back to us."

"The tranamission included one of the Caurorgorngoth's security codes,”" the communications officer
sad.

"And if they have been taken over by the Dreen, the Dreen could own al their security codes,” Matulain
pointed out. "Thiscould bearuse.”

"The Dreen used no ruses,” Lurcasaid. "They used naked power. We will take them at their word. We
must discuss what we can do to aid them aswell. Matulain, you will communicate with them on this. If
they can help us shake the Dreen from our tail, that will help much.”

"l will wake Scientist Rimmild aswell as Combat Master Dugilant,” Matulain replied.

"Wake Philosopher Badlak aswell," Lurcaordered. "Sheisagresat thinker of the possbility of other
races." Helooked at Matulain and pinged anote of humor. "And agreat pacifist, yes?'

"| did not disagree, Fleet Magter," the Strategy Master replied. "I had long converse with her before she
went into deep. She was dready adjusting some of her notions of other races.”

"Having whole worlds wiped out will do that,” Lurcasaid. "Communications Technician, open achannd
to these Humans. Let ustak of peace and war."

The ship the Blade was parked by was, if anything, larger than the Dreen dreadnought. But it wasn't a
warship, it was a converted bulk freighter packed with Hexosehr in hibernation. Three of whom were
headed for the Blade astheir previous three passengers swarmed across to the freighter.

"So what are we getting?' Spectre asked.

"I'm il trying to parseit out, sir,” Commander Weaver replied. "But | think we're getting three experts.
A stientist that specidizesin defense, one of their premier generals or an academic strategi<t, I'm not sure
on that one, and their expert on dealing with alien races. I'd trandate it as a Beltway Bandit, but agood
oneand | used to be one, agenerd or an admird and adiplomat. They're aso bringing communication
devicessowecantak.”

"Can they handle our air?' the CO asked.
"No, but they're bringing respirators.”

"Wdll, | want you and Miss Moon to meet them at the airlock,” the CO said. "Oh, hdll, | guess| need to
get down there, too. And get a platoon of Marines as honor guard.”

"Damn, they're funny looking," Himes subvocalized.

Up close, the Hexosehr were covered with purple fur and had, apparently, no eyes. Other than that they
looked abit like oversized otters with hands. They only came up to thigh-height on ahuman, but were



long and deek.

"Thelr shipsare better than ours,” Berg replied. "They've got their own hyperdrive that they created, their
computers are better than ours and they've been fighting the Dreen for awhile. Treat them with respect.”

One of the Hexosehr broke off from the greetings, apparently not noticing the astonished expression on
the CO'sface, and walked along the line of Marines. He stopped at the end and looked up at Lieutenant
Monaghan.

"Y ou are the boss man?' the Hexosehr asked. The communicator rendered the sound very high. Berg
was reminded of the timethe ship got filled with hdium.

"| am the Platoon Leader of First Platoon, Bravo Company,” Lieutenant Monaghan said. "The Marine
commander isamong the greeting party you just |eft. Asisthe commander of the ship.”

"These are squee or ground fighters?' the Hexosehr asked.
"Ground fighters" Lieutenant Monaghan replied.
"They are experienced in fighting the Dreen?"

"We have two people with experience fighting the Dreen,” the Platoon Leader said, looking over at the
greeting party heplesdy. "We have others experienced in fighting other species. We aso ill fight among
oursalves. Mot of these, however, are not veterans.”

"Show me veteran,” the Hexosehr ordered.

"Sergeant Berg, Front and Center!”

Berg stepped out of rank, did a precise right face and marched down to face the Hexosehr.
"Sergeant Eric Bergstresser, reporting as ordered,” he snapped, rendering ahand salute.
"What isthing to head?' the Hexosehr asked.

"Itisasdute,” Lieutenant Monaghan explained. "It isrendered to a superior officer."

"How totdl himto stop?"

"Either | order it or you returnit,” the lieutenant said. "Areyou afighter. A soldier?’

"l am boss of soldiers," the Hexosehr replied, rendering Berg something like asalute. ™Y ou are veteran?'
"I am, gir," Berg replied, dropping his salute sharply.

"What areyou cdled?

"Sergeant Eric Bergstresser, Sir," Berg repeated.

"No, what are you cdled?' the Hexosehr inssted. "What's your handle?’

"Two-Gun, Sir," Berg replied, trying not to roll hiseyes.

"What you fight, Two-Gun?"'

"I have fought demons on the Cheerick world, sir,” Berg replied. "1 have fought crabpus. | am one of five
survivorsfrom our previous mission, Sr. | am the holder of one of our nation's highest awards for
combat.”

"Youfight ships?'

"No, sr," Berg replied. "1 am a United States Space Marine. | fight in space, on land and sea. But | fight
closeup.”

"You are proud?’



"Yes dr! 'maMarine”

"You areafrad?

"Yes, gr. Only anidiot isn't, Sr.”
"But you fight anyway?"

"Yes gr."

"Because you are Maring?'

"Yes gr.”

"Y ou choose? Y ou volunteer?'
"Yes gar.”

"Youll do. Go back. Wetdk later."
"Return to ranks, Sergeant Bergstresser,” Lieutenant Monaghan said, anote of puzzlement in hisvoice.

"Excuse me, Scientist Rimmild," Captain Blankemeier said, confused. "What wasthat in ad of ?*

The greetings had paused asthe " Combat Master” walked away and braced the Marines. All of the
humanswere goggling.

"Most Hexosehr are willing to fight once," Philosopher Badlak replied. " Some are willing to fight twice.
This Marine, he fights many times. Combat Master Dugilant was interested in the nature of your fighters.
Heissatisfying his curiosity. Y ou seem surprised that he did this. It isabreach of protocol 7

"We're fighters, maam, not diplomats,” Spectre replied. They'd gotten the sexes thing straightened out
before the vistors arrived. "If he wantsto go over and brace one of my Marines, he can brace one of my
Marines. But, yes, it was a breach of protocol.”

"I will mention thisto him," the diplomat said. "What is next?"

"Maam, I'm going to turn you over to MissMoon," the CO said. "Sheisour linguist but has other talents
and knowledge. Commander Weaver isgoing to interface with Scientist Rimmild and Combat Master
Dugilant. Commander Weaver isour astrogator, an engineer and scientist aswell asanava officer.”

"What are your restrictions upon our movement?' Philosopher Baglak asked.

"None," the CO said. "If we're going to work together, you need to know what we haveto doit. And
our systems, with the exception of the drive, are primitive compared to yours. But you may be ableto
make suggestions or improvements that will aid usin thisand other fights. If you can and will. I'll be
honest. We want access to your technology. We want to know what you know about the Dreen. In
return we will do whatever we can to help you escape and to find you aworld to go to. One far enough
away from the Dreen that you'll be secure.”

"That had better be very far away indeed,” Scientist Rimmild interjected. "We have data on their spread.
We arewilling to sharethisaswdl as other thingsin return for support.”

"That's exactly what I'm talking about,” Spectre said, nodding. "Thank you. | do not know of your deep
needs. We can only base that on our previous passengers. But we have set up waste eimination facilities,
we have some food that they found mildly palatable and acompartment adjusted to your air needs. So I'll
letyougettoit.”

"Y ou are not human,” Scientist Rimmild said as the threesome entered the engine room.



"You are very observant,” Tchar replied, clacking hisbeak in humor. "1 am Adar. We are dlied with the
humans. Like the humans, wefirst encountered the Dreen asinvaders through agate. Then, later, we met
the humans. Now we are dlied against our common enemy. | am the engineering consultant for the ship's
drive sysem.”

"Y ou know, we have enough problem with scientific details" Bill said. "But | just redlized, we can't even
show you schematics. I'm not sure how to trandate our diagramsinto something you can sense.”

"How does you drive work?' Rimmild asked, walking around the sphere. "I am picking up
electro-magnetism, but that just supportsthisbal. And astream of neutrinos.”

"Wedon't actualy know," Bill admitted. "The Adar found the centra bit, asmall black box, in some
ruins. | figured out how to makeit work asadrive. But it doesthingswe still don't understand. It dropsin
and out of superlumind at avery high frequency. The pulses aretimed so that light can filter through but
that's about al. Nothing that is harmful. It shiftsto reactionless norma space drive with artificia gravity
close to our own automatically when we approach agravity well. When we're deep in the gravity well, it
turns off the automatic gravity and inertial compensation. How much of that is part of the theoretical basis
and how much is engineering we just don't know."

"Canyou firefromwithinit?" Dugilant asked.

"No," Bill said. "On the other hand, nothing we've run into can get through. We just did a sweep of the
main Dreen ship that's pursuing you. It hit us, severd times, with plasmafire. No effect.”

"That would have been niceto have," Dugilant said. "How fast can you cyclein and out?Isit
controllable?’

"About athird of asecond to turnit off,” Bill replied. "Another third of asecond to get it to come online.
But if yourethinking of flying in and launching then warping out, it takes longer than that for our systems
to launch. As much asfive seconds for our major weapon. We have lasersthat are faster, but they are
relatively weak. I'm not sure they could scratch that dreadnought'sarmor.”

"And your main weapons are chemicaly propelled rockets?' Rimmild asked, il circling the ball.
llYall
"Accderation?'

"They arefired under low acceleration,” Bill said. "Barely two of our gravities. Five seconds after firing
their rockets fire. Those have one hundred gravities of acceleration.”

"If you camein close and fired the Dreen would detonate them before the rockets went off,” the Combat
Master said.

"They did that with our torpedoes dlready,” Bill said. "At about two light seconds.”

"A squee,” Rimmild said, dill circling the ball. "'If we can power it. What isyour power system?”
"Stored ardune,” Tchar said. "Quarks. Unique quarks.

"I'm not getting that,” Rimmild said. "Unique| got. The other two terms.. . . Matter negetive to normal ?'

"No," Bill said. "Not antimatter. Quarks are the most basic building blocks of matter. Smaller than atoms
or protons. The building blocks for matter.”

"Y ou keep that in your ship?' Rimmild asked. "How much?'
"Over four kilograms," Tchar said, holding up two of hismassvefigs. "Thismuch.”
"I hope you don't |land on planets” Rimmild said.

"Unfortunately, we do,” Bill said, wincing. "We're aware of the risks. Ardune, quarkium, is also what we



useinour misslesasawarhead.”

"All I cansay isl'd like you to get thisship as far away from our shipsaspossblel” Rimmild said.
"Insanel™

"It's necessity,” Bill replied. "We need the power. And you haven't even heard the good part about the
drivesysem. . ."

"Y ou have much knowledge of this ship?' Baelak asked asthelinguist led her forward.

"When we were on our way out here | spent time working onit,” Miriam said. "1 was bored so | worked
with the technical crewstha maintainit. At thispoint, yes, | have much knowledge of this ship. Every
bolt, every rivet asthey say."

"Thisseems. . ." Baglak had stopped and was running her hand down a pipe.

"That'sawaste pipe,” Miriam said. "Y ou can't see the coding on it but it tells the engineerswhat it's
carrying and which way it'sgoing. Y ou were going to say ‘primitive' | think."

"How itisjoined,” Baglak said, running her hands over ajoint. "I am not atechnicianasyou are. . ."

"l saw the unredity generator wing," Miriam said. "Wejoin materid, thistype, by meting metd into the
joints. It'scaled welding.”

"Wejoin metd to meta,” Baelak said, taking her hand away from the pipe. "I know of welding. Itisa
technology . . . werarely use anymore.”

"And werevery interested in learning how you join metas” Miriam said.

"l don't actualy know," Baglak admitted.

"Well, when we get you settled perhaps your scientists can explainit to ours,” Miriam said. "What else do
you want to see?'

"These humansareinsane,” Rimmild said, stripping off the hated respirator. "Insane.”

"Thelinguist iscertainly . . . interesting,” Baglak said. "And very knowledgesble. She even worksasa
technologist in the ship, which I'll admit | cannot do.”

"Oh, they ared| knowledgesble," Rimmild said. "Of their patry technology. Chemical rockets. What
good are those going to do?"

"They arewilling to go into space with that paltry technology,” Dugilant said. "They know that they are
practically unarmed. Y et they aretrying to find out how to help us."

"Because they want our technology,” Rimmild said.

"Thereismore," Badlak said. "They have many cultures on their planet, aswe once did. The culture that
has created this patry technology is. . . very giving. It can be found most strongly in thelinguist. They see
people who need help and try to help them, often to their detriment. | have also been ng their
information net. Primitive, yes, but functional. | hope that we makeit to this earth. It ssemsavery vitd
place”

"They do battle," Dugilant said, gpprovingly. "Even the culture that this ship comesfrom, yes? Thisisa
battle ship. Although for under water, which | find surprising and somewhat anusing.”

"Yes" Badlak said, with anote of distaste. "It was created by atribe called the Americans. They are
more giving, and more battling, than any other culture on their planet. It isastrange dichotomy. We only
began to exploreit.”



"Rimmild, you spoke of achaos generator,” Dugilant said. "Y ou sad, if they can power it. They are
enormous and require more power than | think this ship can generate.”

"Areyou surethey arenot listening?' Rimmild sad, worriedly.

"No," Dugilant said. "But | so don't care. Nor should you. The Dreen are practically on our backs and
clawing. The Caurorgorngoth isour last Chaos Destroyer and it is badly damaged. Who knowsif it will
survive another battle. If the humans can not help us, we are assuredly doomed. So tell me what you
were talking about.”

"Thereisan experimental model,” Rimmild said. "We have one prototype with us. It was never put into
production because it has|ess range than plasma guns. But it's much more powerful. And the energy
budget islower. But I'm still not sureit would be effective. They would have to warp in quite close, fire,
then warp out. Asfast asthey are going in warp, differentias, their primitive systems, no armor to speak
of..."

"Get me the wegpon,” Dugilant replied. "Figure out how to ingtdl it. Find aplace for afusion reactor if
youmust. That is your job. My jobisto figure out how to useit.”

20

"Heet Madter, incoming transmission from the Caurorgorngoth. They are till fifteen treek out so thereis
aggnificant lag.”

"Glad newsanyway," Lurcasad. "Put it on."

"Heet Master Lurca, Ship Master Kond," Kond said. "If you have encountered the humans, then you
have most of our news. The Klingoddar was destroyed, we ran into fighters before our transit and
sustained damage to our unredlity generator. Another race, the humans, helped usto repair it. The only
newsisthat we began to pick up emissions from a Dreen ship before we trandated. It was one of their
degtroyers. It islikely that it will beright behind us. We are moving towards the fleet rendezvous but
request acollier be sent to us so we can stand off and engage the destroyer away from the fleet.”

"Well need to dispatch corvettes or the destroyer will be able to go around him to us," Matulain said.

"Asyou advise, Strategy Magter," Lurcasaid. "Kond, we are sending acollier and corvettesto protect
your flank. We are in contact with the humans. We are trying to see what we can trade with them. They
are eager but primitive. However, we have received dl the intelligence they sent us. Be aware, our
estimates are that we will be unable to avoid the Dreen thistime. We smply haveto refud; if the
dreadnought stays on schedule we will still only be half-way done. Y ou may haveto hold them off asthe
fleet escapes, may have to hold them for kleng. We will do whatever we can to improve the human ship
so that it will be ableto assist you. When you are close enough, we will set up ajoint conference. There
ismuch to discuss.”

"We have awesgpon you might be ableto use” Rimmild said.

The humans and Hexosehr had gathered in the science section meeting room. It was larger than the
wardroom and had better communications equi pment.

"It isan experimenta smal chaos generator,” Rimmild continued. "1t only has arange of |essthan one of
your light seconds. But it's effects would be better than even one of your ardune warheads. A chaos ball
creates chaotic quantum eventsin any matter it touches. Since the matter tendsto disintegrate, even
detonate, when it comes into contact with the chaos ball, the weapon continuesin a straight course until
the effect disspates. On smaller ships, such asthe Dreen destroyers, aball generated by a destroyer will
often go entirely through them.”



"Ouch," Spectre said.

"Thissygemis, of course, smaler," Rimmild sad. "It will create ahaf meter hole in whatever it strikes
and will probably only penetrate adeck or two. It will not destroy them in one shot.”

"An ardune warhead will do morethan that,” Bill pointed out.

"Only in contact,” Dugilant replied. "If thereis even afew tens of meters separation, the vessdl islikey to
fly through unscathed. Dreen armor isimmensdly tough and the armor on the new ship looksto be as
good as one of our own Chaos Destroyers. Those would shrug off your weagpon unlessit wasin contact.
And, frankly, getting any physical weapon through the defenses of Dreen shipsis unlikely, absent an
enormous number of much faster missiles. However, there is no way to shoot down achaosbdl. Light is
transmuted, dugs are absorbed and rendered. Thisisthe power of achaosball. Oncefireditis

impossi ble to escape damage unless you evadeit.”

"And there may be away for you to useit,” Dugilant continued. "But it will require precison piloting,
probably computerized, and nerves of sted. All ships are designed to intercept weapons along way
out..."

"Comeinreally close" Weaver sad. "Redly really close”

"Yes," Dugilant said. "Use the power of your most excellent drive system. Exit warp, firethe bal, then go
back into warp. | would recommend that the systems be interlocked. Y ou will aso need to match course
and speed with the target before you attempt your intercept. Even if some shots miss, if you repeat over
andover..."

"They were hitting us even inwarp,” the XO pointed out. | supposeif we use evasive
maneuvering . . . I'mworried about their fighters. That gives them awhole other vector of fire."

"Fighter sweepsto dtart,” the CO said. "Well go in and taunt them out. Then use the chaos ball or
missilesto take them out one by one. Or two by two or six by six, | don't care.”

"What about their destroyer?' the XO asked. "That's capable of taking us out in normal space.”

"Youwill not befighting aone" Dugilant said. "The Caurorgorngoth and our corvetteswill be fighting
with you aswell. If we can lure the destroyer away, it may be that you can test the system on the
destroyer. The entry point for thissystem is on the far Sde of the sun. They will exit there, afew hours
behind the Caurorgorngoth. Then it will take them nearly one of your daysto reach this position. We
have that long to stop them.”

"Y ou forgot to add ingtaling the system,” Spectre said, dryly.

"Y ou forget that we have many handsto do thet," Dugilant said. "Already, our finest techniciansand
scientists are being awakened. Wewill ingal it on your hull long with agenerator to runiit. If you return
to your planet, whatever the outcome of this battle, you may keep both. Good luck understanding the
technology if wedon't survive."

"Good point,” Spectre said with achuckle. "I haveto ask, did you mean for that to be dry humor?*
"Yes" Dugilant sad. "I'm glad you got the point.”

"l have been examining the information you have on planets,” Badlak said. "Y ou have been very free with
information."

"Weretrying like hdl to befriendly,” the CO said.

"Y es, but did you redlize that the location of your home planet was on your open system?"

"No," Spectre said, swallowing. "It is?'

"Y ou have astronomical dataon various stars,”" Baglak said. "1 was unsure, but | had Rimmild take alook



at it. Hefound it very easy to backtrack theinformation and its genera location in relation to other stars
was on another file. By matching the information about the starsin onefile with that it was very easy to
find. If the Dreen wereto find thisinformation . . ."

"| get the point,” the CO said, shaking his head. "Well look into it.”

"However, thereisinformation on some other planets” Baglak said. "That, too, was helpful. Although it
will take us nearly two yearsto reachit, | think the planet called Runner's World would suit us.”

"Well, yeah," the CO said, wincing. "Except for the crabpus. Don't go near the water."

"We gppreciate thewarning,” Baglak said. "'l saw the report on your previous mission and regret your
many losses. However, we can deal with thefauna. Theair isnot perfect for usbut it is close enough and
we can terraform the soil to grow our foods. Itisnot ided but it is good enough.”

"I'm sure that everyone will agree you're welcometoit,” Spectre said. "When do we get this chaos
generator?’

"Our technicians are being woken up right now," Rimmild said. " Give them sometimeto get things
explained to them then they will get to work. If you permit it?"

The CO sat back and thought about that for a second. So far, relations with the Hexosehr had been too
good to be true. Admittedly, they were in acleft fork. But the Dreen had tricked humans once. This
could smply be amore e aborate ruse.

Theflip Sdeto that isthat the Hexosehr could have tried to take the Blade several times. Yes, hed
prepared againg it, but they could have. Doing an ingtdlation only raised the ante dightly. And the chance
to get aweapon that was dightly more than the pop-guns they currently had . . .

"Engineer?'

"Gy

"Make sure that the mount is somewhere that's not going to be anissue. Then get oniit.”
"Yes gr."

"We have one more piece of information that you need,” Baglak said. "' have discussed thiswith Feet
Master Lurcaand heisin agreement that you should be told. We were able to gather information, as part
of our intelligence gathering process, on Dreen spread before thefind Fal. Wethink we have afairly
accurate estimation of their rate of spread, methods and probable direction.”

"Okay," Spectre said, leaning back.

"The Dreen spread through two methods," Rimmild said, picking up the thread. "Thefirst is sub-light.
They create pods which in turn deploy a solar sail and move towards distant stars. This, of course, takes
decades or centuries but it is most thorough. They appear to have a database of some sort of all targeted
stars. The pods are generated on captured worlds, yes, but also sometimes in portions of space which
samply have alarge abundance of stellar or semi-stellar carbon.”

"| don't get that one," Spectre admitted.

"Jovians," Weaver said, shrugging. "There are some clusters of |eft over bits scattered around which
appear, from spectra data, to have up to low-volatile organics floating in some concentration in deep
space. Big areaaround Vegafor example. | take it that'swhat you're discussing, Rimmild?!

"Yes, exactly," the Hexosehr said. "But we believe that thisis alegacy method. The Dreen may have
begun therr initial oread through sub-light but at this point they are primarily spreading through FTL
means. And their rate of spread isincreasing as they absorb more worlds.”

"Y ou humans have aterm,” Combat Master Dugilant said. " ? The bottom-line." What my colleagues are



having a hard time saying isthat based upon Badlak'slocation of your home planet and our anayss, the
Dreen will arrive there in between twelve and eighteen of your years. The best estimateisfifteen. You
humans have that long to prepare. And you have no chance to survive without our technology and the
techniciansthat exist in our refugee flegt.”

"I'll admit that'sahdll of an incentiveto help you guysout,” Spectre said, calmly.

"The Philosopher of War Faet said it best: Alliances are based upon mutua need, not love," Dugilant
replied. "We need succor, you need our technology and technicians. Let us both hope for the best
outcome to our forthcoming battles.

"Whatchadoing?' Miriam asked.

Weaver had moved to the more-or-less deserted science department. There were just more flexible
computersthere. He was currently working on doing modificationsto the astronomy mainframe.

"Working on amodd for the attacks,”" he said. ""From our previous run we got alot of data. Cycle time of
their guns, accuracy of their guns, afed for how their sensorswork. | had aprogram for combat
modeling on my laptop but it couldn't crunch the numbers fast enough for me. So I'm loading it into this
system and now I'm inputting the parameters. | don't like the response.”

"Why?" Miriam asked.

"The only way thisisgoing to work isif we start from outside their sensor envelope, comein very fag,
probably at Warp Four, drop out of warp, fire dmost smultaneoudy, and go back into warp again. The
range on the wegpon meansthat lightspeed in the control runsis going to matter. Ther tracking and
engagement timeisjust unred. And we're going to be out of warp for aminimum of ahaf asecond, plus.
Firing, during that phase, will bump that to nearly a second, possibly more. It'smore than just the
transmission of the orders. There are information gates that are going to have to be sorted through. That's
enough time, based on previous information, that their plasmaguns could get in ashot at that range. And
one solid hit from those things and weretoast.”

"Cut down theinformation lag,” Miriam said.
"How?' Bill asked.

"Set up the decision-making processors closer to each other,” Miriam replied. "Move the central node
closer to the line between the drive and the chaos generator. By the way, has anyone asked if the chaos
generator isgoing to interfere with the drive?"

"Urk," Bill replied, grimacing. "That'sa very good question. And, no, nobody has. It's going to haveto
be cycled up to firewhilewere ill inwarp. | have no ideaiif there are secondary effects from that."
"Jug aninteresting thought,” Miriam said.

"We're definitely going to haveto test thisthing.”

"Come," the CO said, looking up from his paperwork.

Deep space mission or no degp space mission, in the middle of astuation or not, there was dways
paperwork. Some of it could probably wait for the trip home, but he hated to seeit build up. Hell, there
was going to be more paperwork from the new ingtalation.

"I've got Hexosehr crawling al over the hull but I've brought up an, | think vaid, point. This generator
isn't designed to go under water. Weingal it on the hull and well haveto land in Dreamland to have it
deingtdled."



"I'm sure they're going to want to get their hands on it, anyway," Spectre said. Dreamland was a part of a
sprawling military eservation, an areareferred to by some, incorrectly, as Area51. Sinceit wasahighly
Secure area, once you got away from the fringe areas where the nutbal s hung out looking for, well, the
Blade, it was where the main R& D facility for Space Command had been ingtalled and their secondary
base after Norfolk.

"All well and good, g, but weve got to land with it,” the Engineering officer said. "Buit I've been looking
at thething, sr. It'snot dl that big, actudly. Nor isthe fuson generator they'reingtdling withiit. | think it
would fit in one of the tubes”

"So you want to jettison one of the missilesand put it in there?' the CO asked. "Fine by me."
"I'll seeif we can," the Engineer said. "Thank you, Sr."

"Just get me an operational weapon, Eng. | don't careif it'singtalled in the wardroom.”

"So that's the new super wegpon," Himes said. "Doesn't look like much.”

The chaos ball generator was a squat cylinder, less than two meters high, with a bulbous end that made it
look vaguely obscene. A group of Hexosehr were fussing around it and the similarly shaped generator it
hed arrived with.

"What'sit do again?' Smith asked.
"Shoots chaosbdls," Berg said. "'l have no clue what that means.”

"So welve got something that looks like agongoran that shoots flaming balls?' Himes said. "And we're
named the ASS. Thisisjust getting worse and worse."

"And why are we out here?' Smith asked. "I mean, it's not like we're going to be turning awrench or
anything.”

"Because we're about to pop amissile out,” Berg said. At which point, somebody hasto secure the
warhead. Who secures nuclear warheads, Lance Corpora Smith?"

"Marines," Smithsad, glumly. "I'm just getting tired of standing around on the hull dl thetime."
"Would you rather bein your bunk?'

"Cometo think of it, yed"

"Herewego."

The misslewas not being fired out but carefully lifted by ateam of missiletechs. It wasonly possible
because the ship had gone to microgravity and they gill had to do it dowly.

Oncefree of the tube the missile was dowly rotated onto its Side and secured to the hull. Then the missile
techsremoved the warhead itsdf from the terminal stage. Last, the missile was unceremonioudly pushed
off the hull and into space.

"Seemslikeahdl of awaste," Himes said. "'One of those things runsafew million I'm sure.”
"Fifty three," Berg said. "But what are we going to do? Strap it to the hull to take home?”
"Wevegot dl thisother junk," Himes pointed out. "Why not?*

"Thejunk isn't explogve?'

"Thewarhead is," Smith said as the missile techs gpproached. "And weve got to get it down to the
Armory. Does anyone ese get apucker factor from that?"

"Thewarhead isfilled with quarkium,” Berg said. "Which pound for pound is more expensive than



diamonds and can aso be used to fuel the ship. And we might find ausefor it. Themissile. . . don't think
it will be much use. Last but not least, those are our orders.”

"Y ou know, Two-Gun, sometimes you're just too gung-ho for your own good,” Himes said as he took
one handle of the carrier the warhead was secured to.

"Be careful with that thing," Berg said. "And thereis no such thing astoo gung-ho."

"Any word from the Caurorgorngoth,” the CO said as he entered the Conn.
"Negative, gr," the XO replied. "At least nothing we've gotten from the Hexosehr.”

"Unless my eyes deceive me, the Dreen are overdue,” Spectre said, sitting down in hischair and
accepting acup of coffee from the COB.

"Yes, ar," the XO replied.
"Status on our installation?"

"Doing thefind fitting of the system, sir,” the XO said. "I went down to watch. It'sreally rather
fascinating.”

"That isso cool,” Miriam said.
Shewasin armor, floating just off the hull and looking down into the missile tube.

The team of four Hexosehr doing the ingtdlation of the chaos generator were attaching it to the side of the
tube. The ceramic shesth on theinterior had been removed and they were welding the weapon to the
bare metdl sides of the tube. Welding, though, wasn't theright term. Melding wastheterm. A circular
fitting had first been melded to the exterior of the generator and it was that which was blending,
seamlesdly, to the stedl of the launch tube. The device they were using looked something like an oversized
soldering iron. How it was making the two metals blend was, to Miriam, amystery. And she had more
than acasua understanding of metalurgy, having worked in the stedl industry for acouple of years.

"How doesit work?' she asked.
"I truly do not know," Badlak replied. "Y ou'd have to ask Rimmild."

"I will," Miriam said. "'l will. Thet, right there, isaredlly important advancement we could use. There are
thousands of applications.”

"Thet | redize," Baglak replied. "Are you going to remain on the ship when they go to baitle?"
"Of course" Miriam sad.
"Youredizethat . . ."

"I've been in acouple of battles before,” Miriam replied. "I know that they're no fun. But where else
would | go? Y our shipsare full and don't have any of my needs. Besides, I've learned enough of the
ship'ssystemsthat | might be ableto help if thereis damage.”

"May the others stay aswell?' Baglak asked. "Rimmild and Dugilant? They may be of use.”
"l don't seewhy not," Miriam replied. "What about you?'

"If youfal inthisbattle," Baglak replied, "if the Caurorgorngoth islost aswell, then the Dreen will findly
take us. | would much prefer to bein deep and never know our fates.”

"Y ou know, just when | think werre similar asaspecies, | redizewerenot,” Miriam said. "That isa
decidedly unhuman approach. We aways want to know what is happening, right up to the point of desth.



In part, I'd guess, because we are so good at denid. Right up to the point of desth we believeit can't
redly be hgppening.”

"The Hexosehr are not that way,” Baglak said. "We seeredlity very clearly and do not deny it. We may
disagree on certain points, but we gill seeredlity. It isonly how to ded with it about which we disagree.”

"And what redlity do you see of this battle?' Miriam asked, engaging her suit jetsto right hersdlf asthe
Hexosehr finished theingalation.

"That it is probably futile," Baglak said. "Thisweagpon will barely scratch the dreadnought. It may be
better againgt the destroyer, but not much. And if your captain attacks again and again, aswill be
necessary, sooner or later the Dreen will get ashot through and then you will be destroyed. If we make
it, wewill bring words of your courage to your planet. But the redlity that | seeisthat | would rather die,
unknowing, in deep deep than watch the fina dissolution of my race.”

21

"Okay, let'sgo try thisthing out,” Spectre said, rubbing his hands. "Commander Weaver, | hope you
have a convenient target? Any handy asteroids?"

"Wadll, g, like any Jovian, thisone hasmoons,” Bill said. "There are acouple of small ones. Doesthat
work?'

"Gimmeacourse," the CO replied.

"That'samoon?' Spectre asked, looking at the lump of rock.

"Actualy, gr, it technicaly counts as an asteroid that's been captured by the gravity well of the Jovian,”
Bill replied. "For it to be amoon, it hasto have sufficient internd gravity to assume acircular shape.”

"Soyou did find me an asteroid,” the CO said. "Good job. Tactical, you have thetarget in sght?”
"Conn, Tacticd, we aretracking the target designated Sierra Four.”
"Open tube doors and fire," Spectre said.

What fired was abal of white light that receded faster than the eye could track. But it was apparent from
the streak on everyone's eyebd|sthat it had aso missed the conveniently close and extremely
non-maneuvering moon, asteroid, space junk.

"Y ou missed, Tacticd,” the CO said.

"Weé're adjusting our targeting computers now, Sr," Tactica replied. "Bejust amoment.”

"The Dreen target'salot bigger, sr,” Bill pointed out. "That thing's barely the Size of their destroyer.”
"We're going to be shooting from much further away," the CO pointed ouit.

"Maybe, maybe nat, gr," Bill said, wincing.

"| think I'm not going to like thisexplanation,” the CO said. "But giveit to me anyway."

"Sir, we're going to be trying to come out of warp at avery fixed point,” Bill said. "But evenusing a
computerized system, afraction of asecond's variation means we could be well outs de the weapon's
rangeor ... wdl insde Redly really ingde. I've been looking at how precise our warp systemiis, from
that POV, andit'snot redly al that precise. It can get us consistently within ahaf light second of our
preferred position, but . . ."

"Therange on thisthing isathird of alight second,” the CO said. "We could end up on the other Side of



the target, firing the wrong way. Or outside the envelope’

"Yes, ar," Bill said. "The needs of this misson are gpproaching the noise in our own ship systems. And
that assumeswe can get it amed at dl."

"Conn, Tactica. We think we got the glitch worked out.”
"Try itagain, Tacticd," Spectre sad. "Turn that thing into dust.”
Againthebal of light, likeasresk of lightning. Thistime, though. . .

"Whoag," the CO sad, blinking his eyes. Theimpact of the chaos bal had been extremely bright and the
asteroid was now two chunks drifting away from each other. "I like it. Right, Weaver, find usabigger
target and let'stry thiswarpy thing.”

"CO has control," Spectre said. "Matching target course and velocity ?"
"Asclosdly as| can figure from these instruments, Sir,” Weaver replied.

"Right," Spectre said, moving thereticle onto the larger asteroid. Thisonewas, in fact, larger than the
Dreen warship. "What's the chance were going to come out of warp insdeit?’

"About amillionto one, sir," Bill said."Y ou want the details?*

"No, million to one sounds good,” Spectre replied. "Prepare for engagement.” He took a deep breath
and pressed the button on the joystick.

They had started at five light seconds out, the furthest that they could detect the target with their systems.
But at Warp Four, that distance took less than milliseconds to cross. There was aconfusing blur, aflash
of light and they were looking at space again as the system automatically warped them to a pre-selected
safe point.

"What just happened?" the CO asked. "Did we hit it?"

"Looking for it, Conn," Tacticd replied. "Found the target. Negative impact, Conn."

"Replay that at dow speed,” Spectre said.

With the video a one-one hundredth speed, it was gpparent that the ship had come out of warp at
outside the range of the weapon. The effect of the chaos ball was impossible to determine because they
had warped back out before it even reached the target.

"The good newsis, they probably wouldn't have been ableto hit us, sr," Bill said. "Based on my models,
about aone in athousand chance."

"And we didn't hit them, Commander Weaver," the CO pointed out. "Any way to twesk this system?
Get usabit more likely to get closer? Get us abit more accurate? Get rid of some of the noise?"

"I canwork onit, gr," Bill said. "But we're getting short on time. I1t's more amatter of fine tuning thewarp
drive and that's problematic from any number of perspectives.”

"That assumesthat the Dreen ever show up,” Spectre said. "I'm starting to fedl like aprom date that's
been stood up. Where are they? But aslong asit doesn't break the system, take some time to tweak.
Get MissMooninonit if you need her. Get that Hexosehr scientist inon it. Hell, get Tchar if you can
drag him out of hisroom. Maybe he has a Ronco gadget that will help. I'm going to go do paperwork
until you get thisthing working. And cdl the Caurorgorngoth and find out where the Dreen arel”

"| facetheredity that isbefore me," Kond said, examining the sonar taste of the unredlity node. "The
longer the Dreen fail to emerge, the more ready the fleet isto leave. Thisisagood thing. But they could



only have delayed to take an action | cannot anticipate. Thisisabad thing. Have they trandated to
another system to use anode we do not suspect? Surely they would not take the time. Surely they fear us
less than that. But why have they stopped? Are they damaged? Were they, too, unable to generate
unredlity? | Sit upon the crux of adecison not of my control and it is upsetting to my psyche.”

"What is upsetting to my psycheisthat | redlize the humans have aweapon more effective for thisthan
we," Favarduro interjected. "We are not so insane asto carry quarkium in our ships. Their missilesare
more powerful than anything wefire save the chaos ball generator.”

"But too short ranged to do any good,” Kond said.

"Except when aship iscoming out of unredlity,” Favarduro replied. "We have laid mines, but they are
paltry compared to alarge quarkium release. And if placed in the node, they would be in contact on
emergence.”

"I need to cdl the Sharp Sword,” Kond said.

"So they think our wegpons can actualy make adifference?’ Spectre said. "Set a course for thisunredity
node. Let'slay down some mines.”

"We're working on tweaking the precision of thewarp drive, gr,”" the XO reminded him. "I'm not sureit's
up & the moment.”

"Get it up," the CO sad. "We've got amission that actually works."

"The drives of the misslesare not designed to be parked in precise locationsin space, gr,” the XO
added. "We're probably going to have to manualy adjust them."

"Get aparty of Marines,”" the CO said. "They can handleit.”

"Okay, I'll admit that we should have been using these things when we were gathering space bits," Powell
sad. "My bad."

"I didn't even know we were carrying Cheerick boards, Top," Berg replied, looking over the boards.

The Cheerick anti-gravity surfboards, like the biologica defenses of their planet, were the result of either
ancient Cheerick that were light years ahead of both humans and present day Cheerick in technology or,
possibly, an older aien race. Nobody was quite sure. But the result was amarvel, agold colored board
that looked not unlike afinless surfboard that was capable of reactionless flight and had, apparently,
unlimited range. It sensed the desires of the rider, seemingly by telepathy, and went wherever the rider
wished, even into space.

Wherethey were created was still amystery; they smply turned up scattered across the planet, one or
two ayear in any given area. Sincethey lasted, asfar as anyone could determine, forever the Cheerick
had built up quite asupply of them over time. In the country that was the humans primary dly on the
planet, they were aroya monopoly. The queen of the country, grateful for the aid the humans had given
in saving her country, had turned over thirty of the boards to the Blade before it Ieft. Most were being
carefully taken gpart in Area51. But nine had been sent with the Blade.

"They'rejettisoning the remaining SM-9sright now," First Sergeant Powd| continued. "Aswell assix
torps. Well take dl nine of the systemsin tow and pull them over to the unreality node. So as soon asthe
Dreen comethrough, they'll be Sitting right on them.”

"That's going to be a nice Christmas present,” Gunny Nedy said with achuckle.

"Therésonelittle ugly fillip," the First Sergeant said. "We don't actualy know when the Dreen are going
to come through. If they come through while we're doing this evolution, it's going to get ugly. So work



fast. And thisis probably pissing in thewind, but just in case you do end up on top of a Dreen ship,
you're going a'med.”

"Understood, First Sergeant,” the Gunny replied.

"First Platoon isgoing to bein charge of placement,” Top added. "Since there are only nine boards, the
guys placing them are going to have to use them. That means the teams and their leaders. Gunny, youll
manage the action from the deck.”

"Understood,” Gunny Nedly said.
"Get suited up and head topside. Two Gun, | think you better get your guns.”

"These things really work as advertised?' Smith asked, looking at the board askance. They'd carried
them up to the top deck and now had to mount them in microgravity.

"I've only ever used them more or lessin air,” Berg replied, using his suit jetsto lower himsdlf onto the
board. It felt rock solid, though. He disengaged the suit jets and thought about moving forward. The
board moved out, his boots attached to it by astill poorly understood "sticky" effect that was suspected
to be some sort of tractor field.

"But they work just fine," he added, swinging around. "Hop on."

The Marines, now that the one guy with experience using the boards was satisfied, jetted onto the boards
and then gtarted flying around.

"Watch yourselves," Berg cautioned. "Don't run into each other.”
"Thisisfun," Himes caroled, scooting by. "Why didn't we break these out to pick up debris?*

"For once, Top forgot to think outside the box," Berg said. "Now get in formation and settle down. The
missilesare coming out.”

Once again, the missile techs from the sub hoisted the missiles dowly up into space. But thistime, the
Marinestook over from there. After much discussion, the only thing that anyone could decide wasto
"lass0" the missileswith ropes and pull them into place.

Berg attached the standing end of aropeto "his' missile, Tube Two, and then used the board to dowly
circleit, paying out the rope so that it didn't cause the missleto twist dong with him. Once held circled it
he made adip knot and cinched it down.

"Everybody ready?' he asked.

"It'sspinning,” Himes said.

"| told you to pay out therope,” Berg replied, disgustedly. "Just stop where you are. It'll unred then come
back around to your pogition. Tieit off, then. Smith?'

"Got it tied,” the lance corpord replied.

By the time Berg got to the nose of the ship, he could see where the unredlity node must be. The rest of
the platoon was clustered in the area, emplacing acircle of torpedoes.

"Wheresthe other missle?" Staff Sergeant Hinchcliffe asked.
"Himes had problems getting it tied off,” Berg replied. "Hell be over.”

"Sow down now," Hinchcliffe warned. "These things tend to get away from you. And yoursis about ten
times bigger than thetorps.”



Berg had been thinking about that exact problem. So he dowly uncinched the rope and thought about
dowing. The missile continued on itsway, dipping through the rope. At the end of the missile werefour
control vanes, extended now that it was out of itslaunch tube. Berg cinched the rope down just before
the vanes and wrapped the rope around the back of hisarmor. The free end had drifted forward as he
dowed and as the rope went taught he dowly belayed it through his glove claws, dowing it asfast ashe
dared.

"| think it's going to get away from me," Berg admitted. He wasn't concentrating on the board but as he
clamped down on the rope, the board adjusted its rel ative motion to the ship, "stopping” in space. The
combination of clamping down on the rope and being "stuck” to the board meant that dl the energy of the
multi-ton missile was suddenly transferred to his uit.

"Whoa, chither!" Berg snapped as his suit bent forward. He could hear joints straining but none of his
sedls popped, thank God.

The rope, though, had flex init. Thusthe missile "stopped” but then rebounded, twisting in space towards
his board.

"Whoa, doggie," Berg said, flying down and around the missile then getting in position to move it from the
rear. "Thisthing ain't easy to move around.”

"V ote, Wagner, get the nose under control,” Hinchcliffe ordered.

With the help of the other two Marines, Berg managed to get the missile digned on the unredlity node just
as Smith and Himes arrived. They, too, had trouble dowing the missile but with the spatial mechanics
better understood the group of Marines were able to get them adigned in afew minutes.

"Right, we're good here," Hinchcliffe said. "Let'sget back tothe. . ."
"MARINE UNITS! SCATTER! INCOMING DREEN!"

"Conn, tectical. We've got a big neutrino pulse coming from the unreslity node!™

"Tell the Marinesto scatter,” Spectre ordered. "Well recover them later. Pilot, Warp One. Mark Ninety.
Straight up. NOW!™"

"Himes, Smith, follow me!" Berg snapped, picking astar a random and thinking Head for that star, as
hard as he could. He redlized after amoment that he didn't know if the board had warp capahility. It
might have been made by the same species that made the warp drive. But it seemed to bein normal
space. Unfortunately. Because when that Dreen ship came through, the local areawas going to be very
unpleasant.

"Oh, chither, oh, chither,” Smith was muttering over and over again.
"Patron of Marines protect us," was Himes mantra.

Awarethat he had no fed for distance, Berg spun his sensor pods, looking for the mines and missiles.
When he found them, he couldn't figure out if they were far enough away or not, but he aso redized he
didn't want his sensor pods trained on them.

He aso noticed that the ship wasjust flat gone.

"Hold it up," Berg said, raising ahand. As hedid, there was aflash that lit the metd glove asif werethe
heart of asun. "l hopelike hdl thisisfar enough.”

"Pretty,” Spectre said, looking at the transmission. The belly camerawas out but the ship had gotten just



enough of alook to tell that they'd gotten something. "Tactical, Conn. Any clue what we got?'

"No clue, Conn," Tactical admitted. "Whatever it was wasn't there long enough for usto get agood
emissonslock beforeit went up. But it'saso gone.”

"Send a query to the Caurorgorngoth,” the CO said. "Maybethey cantell.”

"Two-gun, make for the Blade. . ."

"Staff Sergeant,” Berg said on the leadership channd. "The ship isgone. It went into warp. We're out
here on our own. And we're sitting ducks. Those Dreen ships can engage at up to three light seconds.
We can't get away fast enough to avoid them.”

"Suggestions?' Hinchdliffe asked.

"Getinclose" Berg said, turning hisboard. "Get in really close. Maybe if we're close enough, they won't
be able to engage us. Hell, board the bastards. Go down fighting.”

"l can't even figure out wherethe node is," the staff sergeant admitted.

"Still lots of particle emissonsfrom the node," Berg said. "Follow thetrail, Staff Sergeant. Now you
know why weve got al thisgear.”

The Marinesturned their boards, hammering for the unredlity node. There didn't seem to be ahopein hell
that they could survive. They had air for twenty-four hours and then it was gone. But, hell, they aso had
afull load of ammo.

For that matter, Berg knew how to turn his suit into amicro-nuke. If it cameto that, he was planning on
going out with abang.

"Closing the node," Hinchdliffe said. "Man, | don't know what camethrough but dl itisnow is. . ."
"Big neutrino spike, Staff Sergeant,” Berg said. "'l think we'vegot com.. . ."

It happened too fast for Berg to process. One minute there was empty space and an expanding cloud of
gas and the next there was a mothergrapping HUGE ship so close that he actudly ran into the hull.

The ship began to move and his suit was hit, again, by one of the projecting guns.

Hipping in space, he accel erated up to the gun, grabbed on and then tossed a grenade down the open
barrel. For dl he knew, the gun wouldn't even notice but it was a Start.

"Himes, Smith, locations?"

"Mid-section, port, upper deck,” Himesreplied. "I've grabbed onto agun. | think it's some sort of plasma
gun. If it goes off, | think I'm toast.”

"Right behind you, Two-Gun," Smith said. "1 just tossed a grenade in one of these cannon looking things."

"Look for an airlock, any sort of entry,” Berg said. His sensors were getting washed with readings but a
huge meson spike from relative "down" made him flip his board to relative down. A hatch had opened up
and pods were jettisoning from the side of the ship.

A hatch.
"The ship islaunching fighters," Berg sngpped. "Midsection, middle decks. Head for those hatches!”

"Conn, Tactical, we've got another neutrino spike and thisoneisbigger . . . Conn, Tactical, Target
designated Sierra One. Dreen Dreadnought. Emissions spectrum indicates that converted battlewagon
from. .. Another spike. Conn, Tactical, Target, Serra Two. Dreen destroyer. Target, Serra Three,



Dreen destroyer. Battlewagon is launching bandits, Designate bandit group one. Target, Sierra Four,
Dreen destroyer, another spike. . ."

"Now we know what they were waiting for,” Spectre said, calmly. "Reinforcements.”

22

"Any word from the Marines?' Spectre asked.

The Blade had backed off as the Dreen surrounded the node with ships. Fighters were covering further
out. It was going to take some thought to take on the flotillathat had appeared.

"We got some fragmentary stuff right as the battlewagon emerged,” the TACO said. "After that, nothing.”
"Whet are we looking at?"

"Sixteen ships," the TACO said. "SierraNine I'd put in the class of capital ships. But from the fighter
numbers, I'd say it was something like acarrier. Sierra One that has the emissions spectrum consonant
with a convert isthe other capital ship. All the rest [ook to be Dreen. Two that have higher emissonsthan
the destroyers, they're going to be larger. Call them cruisers. One battlewagon, one carrier, two cruisers,
twelve destroyers, one of them aconvert. Current count of about ninety fighters. Fighters appear to be
working in teams of three, staying about two light seconds out from the main fleet. But they're harder to
resolve from thisdistance. All of them are heading for the Caurorgorngoth's position.”

"Okay," Spectre said, taking a deep breath. "Except for there being more targets, the mission remainsthe
same. Wewill warp in and fire and warp out. I'd like to reduce the fighters. If they're at two light
seconds, they could engage us while we're doing relative adjustments. Do we have enough time during
warp in to drop torps?

"Unlikdly, gr," the TACO said. "It'svery tight."

"Okay, if we can draw the fighters off welll scatter torpsin silent mode,” Spectre said. "For that matter,
well scatter some ahead of the fleet until dl but four are used up. But it'stime to get on our gameface."

"Incoming tranamisson from the Caurorgorngoth,” the commo officer said as Spectre took his
command seet.

"Let'sseeit.”

"Vorpa Blade, thisisKond," the Ship Master said. "If you wish to retire, it is understood. | have sent
word of this disaster to Fleet Master Lurca. He agreesthat it is unwise to attempt engagement. They are
fleeing with what fud we have."

"That'sfine, Kond," Spectre said. "But | didn't come here just to watch the show. Besides, theré's that
whole mutual need thing. | takeit you are not fleang?'

"We must dow them as much aswe can,” Kond replied. "It isduty.”

"And thisisduty," Spectrereplied. "We are preparing to engage. | don't think we can coordinate with
you to any extent, but if you can do something about the fighters 1'd be much obliged.”

"Wewill seewhat we see," Kond said. "'l wish you well and thank you asdo al of my people.”
"Hey," Spectredrolled, "theway | look at it, it'sjust atarget rich environment.”

The bay was about forty feet across and twenty high, the walls and floors of scarred metd. At the rear
was alift of some sort that looked strangely disused.



But sitting on top of thelift was a pile of what |ooked like glowing green poop. The poop pile had a
massive tube running out the back which entered the ship through asmdl hole in the inner bulkhead.
There was a patch around the hole, also glowing green, that |ooked something like the top of a
mushroom.

Walking further into the compartment, he saw that at the back the overhead was indented and there was
awindow. It looked like glass but was probably something stronger than diglass. The glass was covered
with apatinaof dirt and he couldn't see what was beyond. There were acovesto either sdeaswell. And
the rear one had a hatch!

There didn't seem to be any way to open it, though. There were no wheels or knobs.

On the outboard bulkhead, though, was another patch of glowing blue fungus. It wasjust occupying a
vaguely ova spot onthewall.

Following a hunch, Berg pulled out aknife and scraped at the fungus. He was careful to avoid getting it
on hisarmor. The Dreen often used enzymes and acidsto attack armor.

Thefungus turned out to be puffy and liquid filled. When the knife cut through the outer layer, it squirted
liquid that quickly ran down the face of the metal. Once scraped away, the fungus revealed a pad with
glowing symbols. They were definitely alien and looked something like cuneiform. Berg used the hilt of
the knife to avoid the messy goo covering it and pressed a couple of the symbols. On the second try, the
hatch opened, the doorway dilating away asif the metal wasflexible.

The space within was it with dim red light and the size of acargo eevator. Whatever race had once
owned this ship, they had gpparently done some of their own fighter maintenance in this bay and form
goparently followed function.

The insgde there was another patch of fungus covering asimilar pad of symbols. Pressing the one that had
opened the door didn't have any effect. Pressing the first one that he'd tried closed the door. Okay, he
could open and close it. Now to figure out how to get to the next level. There were three more symbols.
Thefirgt two apparently did nothing. The third started the lift. At the next level thelift door opened
automdticdly.

Theimmediate view was of the acove that had thewindow in it and it was clear. Peeking around the
hatch, though, he was amazed. The lift opened onto a massive area, about forty feet high and possibly
stretching al the way across the ship. It was apparent he'd found the hangar bay.

There were more piles of green poop aswell as stdactite type formations hanging from the celling. He
had no clue what any of them were for and intended to avoid them for the time being. What he didn't see
was anything moving in the weird purple-green light of the hangar. There appeared to be no Dreen at dl.

But if any of the Marines had made it into the ship, they were probably going to have made it through the
open bay doors. His had closed quickly after he entered, so who knew how many had madeit in. But
they were probably in thefighter bays, ill.

Theinterior bulkhead, seen from this Sde, had massive struts attached to it. They looked, at firdt, like
some sort of reinforcing. Then Berg realized that the whole upper bulkhead could be lifted like a
clamshell door. He had animmediate vision of diens pulling fighters out of the bay thet required more
mai ntenance than could be done on site. Replacing an engine, maybe. The doorsdidn't look asif they'd
been used in years. Maybe decades.

He used aremote camerato peek around the corner of the acove. He was surprised to find no interna
security or even an technicians. He wasn't sure what a Dreen technician might look like, but he was
surprised there weren't any.

Nobody in view, though. He walked as quietly as he could down to the next fighter bay and wiped at the
dirt on thewindow. Shining aflashlight in, he couldn't see any movemen.



On thefourth bay, he saw a suit of armor. It was wrapped into the mound of poop on the bay.

Hurrying to thelift, he scrgped and punched hisway down until he wasin the fighter bay. But it was
apparent he wastoo late. From the remains of the stenciling on the suit, it was gpparent that Lance
Corpora Mario Uribe wouldn't be playing twenty questions again. The materid of the mound had
penetrated the suit in multiple places, eating through the joints and doing who knows what on the interior.

Berg set agrenade for twenty second delay, boarded the elevator and headed back up. As he passed
the window there was amuffled thump and the window splashed green.

Himes had to duck asthe hatch closed but he made it into the bay and did to astop just in front of apile
of green poop.
"Uck," he muttered, climbing off the board.

The mogt interesting thing in the compartment was definitely the pile of poop. It was Stting on some sort
of lift and might control it. Getting it to open up the bay and let him out was atop priority.

He approached it cautioudly, though. The Dreen were nasty creatures and thiswas for sure a Dreen
product. There were still occasiona outbreaks of the monsters on earth, each luridly detailed in the news.
Hewasn't surewhat it could do to hisarmor, but he also didn't want to find out the hard way.

That |eft the problem of what to poke it with. It was just waiting to be poked, but there wasn't so much
asascrap of paper in the bay and he didn't want to do it with his suit-claw. So hefinaly leaned down
and poked it with hisgun.

The pile erupted immediately, swarming up the gun barrd and engulfing thetip while pulling him
downwards towards the mass of Dreen fungus.

Hewas only half surprised but helet out a scream anyway then bit down on hisfiretrigger.

A gream of 14.5mm rounds from his Mojo Gun blasted into the pile, splashing green acrossthe
compartment and ripping free the pseudopod that had his gun entrapped. The bit of barrel that still had
fungus on it was smoking. He wasn't sureif that was from the heet of the gun or from the materid trying
to eat it, so he waked over to thewall and scraped as much of the stuff off on it ashe could. It didn't
seem to have damaged the barrdl, but he wasn't planning on poking it again.

Helooked up asalight flashed at the rear of the compartment. Ducking down, he could seetherewas a
dirty window there. Something was flashing alight into the compartment. He started to duck back, trying
not to let a Dreen security team find him, but then recognized the vague silhouette of a Wyvern suit.

"Hey!" he shouted, stepping forward into view. "Get me out of here!™

Smith had made it into one of the bays aswell and was equally fascinated by the pile of poop. Disdaining
his gun, the lance corporal drew his monoknife and poked at it. He managed to drop the knife fast
enough that the pseudopod did not get his suit-claw. But he dso lost hisknife,

"Mothergrapper,” the cannoneer snarled.

He examined the pile abit more closely then grinned. Backing off, he set the cannon for
exploding-rounds, single-shot and placed the laser target designator on the point where the thick cable
entered the back of the pile.

One shot wasall it took. The cable whipped through the air, soraying green dime liberdly into the
compartment, then sealed and retracted into thewall.

Smith waited afew moments then watched asthe glow dowly faded from the pile. Inlessthan aminute,



it turned brown then began to settle, like afdling soufflé. In acouple of minutesit wasjust abrown liquid
nastiness on the floor.

Hisknife was haf eaten away so heleft it whereit lay and began to explore the rest of the compartment.
Hed just found the door when it opened, nearly triggering another shot.

"Damn, man, what are you doing just hanging around in here?' Himes asked. "We got Dreen to kill!"

"CO hasthe controls," Spectre said. "Standby. Engaging.”

The sequence happened too fast for the eye to follow. The speckle of Dreen ships swelled enormoudly,
there was a brief flash and then they receded, fire flashing harmlesdy off the ship'swarp field.

"Replay on dl screens” Spectre said. "Did we get anything?”'

"Negative, Conn," the TACO replied. "We might have gotten a piece of one of the destroyers but we
missed SierraNine.”

The Blade was concentrating on the ship that was designated as a carrier, along ovoid that was
essentialy featurel ess except for it's mottled green-brown skin and spiked exterior.

"As aweapon thisleaves much to be desired,”" the CO said.
"What we need is twenty-four of them," Weaver replied. "Fill dl the tubes.

"Now that might just work," the CO admitted. "I supposeit's no worse than the subs back in WWII with
their faulty torpedoes. But | want it to get better. And more of them would be good. But we need to dedl
with what we've got. XO, ship still good?”

"Set at Condition One, sir. No damage.”

"Got apiece of SerraNinethat time, Sr." Tacticd flashed the replay on the screen in dow motion. It was
apparent that the chaos ball had impacted and there was aflash of air and water that blasted into the
void. But after amoment, the hemorrhage of material stopped.

"Well, that's something,” Spectre said. "Not spectacular, but something. X O, I'm going to go to
continuous evolution. Five times, adjust course and speed, then five moretimes. It'staking lessthan a
second for each evolution. Well do five attacks, assess then go for it again. Standby."

"Any luck on getting the engine more precise?' Miriam asked as she wandered into the engine room.

Normally, people did not "wander” into the engine room, but the entire ship had taken up the linguist as
some sort of mascot, especialy after she cheerfully chipped, scraped and painted al the steam runs.
Nobody had been looking forward to that detail.

"No," Tchar admitted. "1 have scraped the algorithm that controls the neutrino flow to the bottom. There
iSno way to get the neutrinos to stop being generated faster. Thereisjust thislag | cannot resolvel™

"That doesn't sound likefun," Miriam said. "But | was just wondering while | wasworking on apump.
Doesn't the box have null settings? Points on its surface that don't do anything that we can figure out?"

"Yes" Tchar said. "That is how we move to different warps by moving to different points on the box and
adjusting the neutrino stream. Y our point?'

"How fast doesthat bal move?' Miriam asked, pointing at the shining silver bdll.
"Uh..."



"Okay," Spectre said. "We got the programs right for the ripple attack?"
"All st up, Sr,” Weaver replied.

"It'snot going to glitch, right?’

"Guaranteed bug free or your money back," the Astrogator said.
"Assuming | can collect.”

"Yes gr.”

"Course and speed matched?'

"Course and speed matched, aye, aye!"

"Engaging,” Spectresaid.

The screen flashed and flashed and flashed and then it stopped. They were back in deep space with only
the scattered lights of the Dreen fledt, like lesser stars, speckling the main viewer.

There was a groan from the communi cations technician and he bent over and grabbed avomit bag.
Spectre just grabbed his head in both hands.

"Was that from watching the viewscreen?' the CO asked after amoment. "Weaver, what in the hell just
happened?’

"Unknown, sir," the Astrogator replied, swallowing his gorge. During the overlapping warps he had
experienced amassive sense of disorientation and the aftereffect was nausedting. "We've never had that
sort of reaction from awarp jump, but we've never done severd of them together likethis. It may have

been from looking at the screens or it may be an effect of the drive. It may even be the chaos ball
interacting with thedrive."

"Right," the CO replied. "Making it up aswe go adong, as usud. Pilot, match course and speed.”
"Course and speed matched, sir!™

"Thistime nobody watch the screen,” Spectre said. "Engaging.”

Weaver closed hiseyes but that, if anything, made the feding worse.

"Sir," the XO gargled. "We're getting reports of disorientation and nausea from throughout the ship. It's
not just the screen.”

"Soit'san effect of the drive," Spectre said. "Tactical, did we get a piece of them?”

"Negative impact, Conn. Some were under, Some were over, some we were too far out and they
dissipated.”

"And we can't get things any more accurate with our current systems," Spectre said, nodding. He pressed
the IMC and cleared histhroat. "Thisisyour Captain speaking. The effects you just experienced are a
sde-effect of the way we're attacking the Dreen. There's no way that we can damp them out that
anyone's found and we don't have another attack method that works. So we're going to haveto suck it
up until these Dreen bastards are constituent atoms or run home with their yellow tails between their legs.
Y ou'rethe finest crew I've ever dealt with and | know that you're going to handle this just like every other
piece of weird assed shit we've dealt with. Prepare to engage.”

"Conn, Engineering.”
"Go."



They'd managed to get some hitsinto the Dreen ship, apiece of one of the destroyers and afighter that
had been termindly unlucky. But theflatillajust streamed on. It was frudtrating.

"Tchar and Miss Moon have managed to solve the warp adjustment problem,” the ship'sengineer
reported. "We now have only amillisecond delay. | don't know if that's going to add to the effect or
improveit.”

"Good to know," Spectre said. "Isthat going to make us more accurate?’
"Unknown, Conn," Engineering said. "Bt it'sgoing to make uslessvulnerable.”

"It'saso going to make it possible that well fire insde the warp bubble,” Commander Weaver pointed
out. "I'll need to tweak the program that decides that. We don't want one of those things bouncing
around ingdewith us."

"How long?' the CO asked.

"No more than ten minutes for that,” Bill replied, opening up the program and looking at the interface with
thewarp drive. He could see Tchar's notes on the changes there. "But here's an interesting thought. If we
keep our normal open period, we can actudly do some adjustment of the angle of the ship. Interface with
thetactical computers and aim. But we're more exposed.”

"Will that take moretime?' the CO asked.

"Yes gar.”

"Can you write that code off to the side while we keep trying the norma way?'
"Yes gr."

"Then doit," Spectrereplied. "But get the new systems set up first. Were punching thisthing. Float likea
butterfly, sting like abee. Sooner or later we're going to hit something vitd. | don't want to let up if we
don't haveto. XO, get usinto a planetary shadow and well go to chill while Commander Weaver
punches his buttons."

"Good to see you, Staff Sergeant,” Berg whispered.
"Two-Gun, why are you using your externa speakers?' Hinchdliffe replied, using the same method.

Hinchcliffe had rounded up Sergeant Priester and Corpora Nicholson from Charlie team. With Uribe
dead, that |eft only Vote and Wagner missing. Hed apparently come in from the other side of the hangar.
The two groups had spotted each other and cautioudy met near the center of the vast enclosure.

"The Dreen can pick up ectronic transmissons, Staff Sergeant,” Berg said.
"Point," Hinchdiffereplied. "Priestman, over here.”
The three went into a"'leadership huddl€" while the others took up security positions.

"We're going to go with radio for asecond,” Hinchcliffe said over the leadership freg. "Because now that
we'rein here, I'll admit I'm stumped. | know we should be attacking, but we've got no clue where
anything is on thisship.”

As he said that there was arumble of thunder through the ship. It was a combination of deep cracks
transmitted through the metd of the ship.
"l would guessthat wasfiring," Hinchcliffe said. "And | can guesswhat they'refiring a. Our ride home."

"Any ship, even aDreen ship, isgoing to have brain, muscle and lungs,” Berg said. "That's the way one of
my teachers put it onetime. The brainson anormal ship isthe Conn. The muscles are engineering. The
lungs are environmentd. Kill any one of those, and the ship stops. Well, actudly, sinceit can probably



shift brains, the exception is Conn.”

"And if wekill the ship, wekill oursaves™" Priester pointed out. "If we take it down, the Blade and the
Hexosehr will blast it to pieces. And that assumesthat Sx Marines even can take it down."

"Got abetter idea?' Hinchcliffe asked. "Then that's the plan. We need to figure out where the brains, the
lungsand the muscles of thisship are”

"I would suggest we wait on engineering,” Berg said.
"Reason?’

"Well, Staff Sergeant, | don't know how to shut down afusion reactor,” Berg admitted. "And unless
you've taken alearning annex | don't know about . . ."

"Conn, Tactica. Some of thefightersare being recaled. I'd say they haveto refud.”

"Now we have someideaof their flight time," the CO said. "And hopefully of their cycletime. How you
doing with those twesks, Commander Weaver?'

"Almost done, ar."

"Good," Spectre said with dmost feine maice. "There's no better timeto hit acarrier than when she's
cyding her fighters"

"Wheét the hell wasthat?'
The staff sergeant nearly jumped out of hisskin at a series of nearby clangs.
"l don't know," Berg said, trotting over to one of thewindows. "Ah, they've pulled in their fighters."

"Redly?' Hinchcliffe said, trotting over to sand next to him. Even with thefilthy glass, thelarge ovoid that
now occupied the bay could be clearly discerned.

"I wonder how hard they areto kill?' Berg asked.

"Thirty bays" Hinchcliffe said. "Less counting the ones we've aready grapped up. Nine Marines. If you
cut the cables, the big pilesdie. I'd guessthe big piles are their replenishment system. Y ou thinking what
I'm thinking, Two-Gun?"'

* * *

Berg cut the cable with his monoknife. According to Smith and Priester, the green goo that gushed forth
wasn't any threat. Just before he left he decided to shove a grenade into the bubble onthewall. He set it
for twenty seconds, took the lift up and waited. There was arumble under hisfeet and looking in the bay
there was now green goo gushing everywhere.

"Heh," he muttered, heading for the next bay.

Soace Combat Unit replenishment system failure above probable wear. 20% loss of replenishment
fluids. Intruder probability 99.99999%. Dispatch repair units Class One through Four. Dispatch
Security Units Class One through Three.

The door to the fighter bay lifted smoothly despite the patina of wesr.
"Y ou sure about this, Staff Sergeant?’ Nicholson asked.



"Better to blow them up hereif we can," Hinchdliffereplied. "Fire."

Nicholson trained his 25mm cannon around the corner of the bulkhead and onto the rear of the fighter
then triggered a stream of Armor Piercing Discarding Sabot. The rounds had atungsten core designed to
penetrate light armored vehiclesarmor.

About haf the rounds bounced off but severd tore through the armor, releasing agush of liquids and
steam. Nicholson stopped firing and backed away as soon as he had penetration.

"It hasn't exploded, ye. . ." Hinchcliffe started to say when there was atremendous roar from the bay.

The blast flung al the Marinesto the floor and blew the outer hatch to the fighter bay open. Air began to
gush out in awhirlwind but the inner door dammed shut automaticaly, cutting it off.

"That was pretty," Hinchcliffe said. "Let'sdo that again.”

"Conn, Tecticd."
"Y ou sound puzzled, TACO," the CO said.

"Spectra analysis shows there wasjust agush of air and water . . . There's another one, coming from
SerraOne

"That's our converted Big-Boy, right?' Spectre said. "Interesting. Did the Hexosehr get in ahit?"
"Negative, Conn. It just seemsto have suffered random failure. Not sure of the cause.”

"Next shot we're going to go for the Big-Boy," the CO said. "Mostly because | want to look at what
might have occurred. We might be ableto useit.”

"WE GOT DREEN!"

Nicholson and Smith, the other cannoneer, had managed to destroy five of the fighters before Dreen
security responded. There were six entrances to the bay, four outboard, headed respectively port aft,
starboard aft, port forward and starboard forward, and two midline headed fore and &ft.

Dreen security responded through the forward, starboard entrance. Fortunately, the Marineswere
gathered to port, the sde that Berg had entered.

The first wave were Dreen devil dogs. Quadrapedal, heavily armored on the front quarters, they had
heads like a gargoyle with a big, crushing beak. In armor, the beak was the part to look out for. It was
reputed to cut through Wyvern armor like a hot knife. Some people joked that they were Dreen Marines,
Devil Dogs being one of the monikersthe Marines had picked up over the years.

If s0, they were doing alousy job. Their powerful claws had a hard time getting purchase on the dick
floor of the hangar bay and they did into view rather than charging.

"Light 'emup,” Hinchcliffe ordered. "But conserve your ammo. Weve got along fight ahead of us.”

Berg targeted one of the diding dogs and fired, hitting it at the juncture of the neck and shoulder. That
spot was unarmored and the 14.5 mm sug nearly blasted the beast's head off. It did to astop in awelter
of green blood.

Berg didn't think about it more than an automeatic "target down," placing hisrangefinder on the next of the
beasts and another. Before he knew it, the engagement was clear.

"Okay, | think they know were here," Hinchcliffe said, lowering his smoking machine-gun. "Let's not be
here. We've fucked up the replenishment system and blown up five fighters. Good enough for now."
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"Well isn't that interesting,” Spectre said.

Their sole run on the battlewagon had been abust, the chaos balls missing by amile. But they'd gotten
some good video. And it was apparent that five of the fighter bays were blasted outwards.

"What in the world could have caused that?' the XO said. "Some sort of systemsfailure?’

"They're not even all together,” Weaver pointed out. "There are three side by side, then ajump, then two
more. | don't seeasystemsfailurebeing that . . . random."

"Tectica, hasthe carrier relaunched, yet?'
"Negative, Conn.”
"Okay, that'sthe next target,” the CO said. "WEll puzzle about the battlewagon later.”

"Oh YES!" Spectre shouted, dl nausea forgotten, when the video from the series of strikes was replayed.

It was evident that one of the chaos balls had hit the carrier right in ahangar bay. The ship was gushing
air and water and there were secondary explosions. It wasn't out of the fight, yet, but it was sorely
wounded.

But it had taken ten evolutions, fifty attacks, to get that resullt.

"Set up another run, pilot,” Spectre said. "Commander Weaver, how far away from the unredlity node
aethey?'

"About seven light seconds, Sir,” Bill replied.

"After thisrun well head back there and seeif any Marines survived," Spectre said. "No, | hadn't
forgotten about them.”

The Marines had exited the hangar bay from the port, forward door. Beyond they found alarge corridor
with regular blast doorsonit. Thefirst two segments were unoccupied, the doors diding open at atouch.
Thefourth, though. . .

"What the hel|?' Berg muttered.

The corridor wasfilled with overlapping filaments that were lightish green and pulsing. Berg touched one
with amonoknife and it didn't react so he used the knife as amachete to hack an opening.

Through the hole it was apparent that the corridor was coated in the stuff. Along the wallswere small
pods and the floor was dippery with goo.

"Movement," Himes said, targeting the subject.

The movement turned out to be something that |ooked like an amoeba, but hugely magnified being nearly
two metersin diameter. It was dowly undulating over the pods on the outboard side of the corridor. It
might have been edting or cleaning, it wasn't gpparent.

"Dont," Bergsad. "Dont fire"

He stepped into the corridor gingerly but got no reaction from the amoeboid. Going over to one of the
cocoons he cut it open and a half formed creature flopped ouit.

"What the hell isthat?" Smith asked. The creature looked like an octopus. Or maybe an octopusin a



urredis painting.
"No grapping idea," Berg said.

The radica abortion caused areaction from the amoeboid, but not a hostile response. It turned and
flowed acrossthe corridor, pa pitating the cut edges of the pod with pseudopods and then flowing over
the octopoid.

"l think it'seating it,” Himessad.
"Weird," Smith replied.

"It'sanursery,” Berg said. "For whatever those things are and whatever they do. And were not getting
anywhere. Staff Sergeant?”

"Kegp moving forward until we find something better to do," Hinchcliffe replied. "Maybe find the nursery
for the devil dogs. I'd rather kill them stillborn.”

"I didn't know you were a Democrat, Staff Sergeant,” Berg said with agrin.
"Don't ask, don't tell, Two-Gun."

Air loss four percent. Attack in Class Three Repair Unit nursery. Port side, corridor fourteen,
section ninety six. Localize intruders and destroy. Increase production of combat units. Increase
production of Repair Units. Cease replenishment of fighters. Divert all nutrientsto internal
defense and repair.

"Conn, Tactical. I've got beacons from two Marine suits.”

The Blade had gpproached the node and changed its relative motion to that which it had had when the
mineswere dropped. Then it went hunting for Marines.

"Marines, thisisthe Blade," Spectresaid. "Y ou ill dive and sane?'

"Oh, Jesus, Sr," one of the Marinesreplied, tightly. "Thank God you came back. Thisis Wagner. | think
Vote'sdead. I'm hanging in there. I'm coming ongside.”

"Roger," Spectre said. "Maintain current course and heading. Send word to the Marine commander that
we've got at least one of his boys. Wagner, thisisthe CO. What's the word on the others? Were they
killedin the blast?"

"Negative, gr," Wagner replied. "We were assembling on the node when that big Dreen ship came
through. The metal one. | think some of them may have managed to board it.”

"Ho, ho," Weaver said. "And the mystery of thefighter baysisless mysterious. One of the things Marines
are best at isbreaking things. It might even have been an accident, knowing them.”

"It dso makesit harder for meto kill that damned thing," Spectre said. "Knowing there are Marines on
board."

"Conn, Commo. The Caurorgorngoth iscoming into range to engage the enemy flctilla. Sheis
requesting assstance.”

"Tel her well be there as soon aswe pick up our boys," Spectre replied. "Keep her pantson.”

"Conn, Tactica. Were picking up neutrino readings cons stent with Cheerick boards. Multiple signatures.
| think the Marines dropped their boards off the ship.”

"Well pick ‘em up as soon aswe pick up our Marines. Somebody is using their head over there. And I'll
giveyou dollarsto donutswhoiitis."



At the fourteenth blast door, Berg didn't even have to hit the open button. It opened while the team was
half way down the compartment and he flopped to the prone and bit down on hisfiring clamp even
before he could see the enemy.

"Dreen!™ Smith shouted, unnecessarily. He'd taken aknee and was hosing the corridor with his cannon.

Thefirst wave were devil dogs again. The combined fire from four suits, three 14.5s and a cannon,
stopped them butt cold. But thistime they were backed by thorn throwers, bipeda creaturesthat fired a
dense carbon "thorn" out of launchers on their heads.

"Uh!" Himes gasped, falling backwards as athorn penetrated hisarmor.
"Stay on target,” Hinchcliffe snarled. " Security, keep your positiond”
"Himmiesdown!" Smith yelled.

"| can seethat, Lance Corporal,” Hinchcliffe replied. "And there's not adamned thing we can do about it
right now."

There had been around dozen of the devil dogs and six of the thorn-throwers. All of them were down
before the dogs got to within five meters of the Marines.

"Two-Gun, check on Himes," the staff sergeant said as soon as the corridor was clear.

Berg crawled over to the suit and flipped up the readouts. There were monitorsfor heartbedt,
temperature, blood oxygen and brain waves. All but the blood oxygen and temperature wereflat and
those were dropping.

"He'sgone," Berg said.

"We can't leave him for the Dreen, Staff Sergeant,” Smith said, calmly dl things considered. "They'll eat
him."

They'd managed to get Uribe's body freed and spaced it when they blew up one of the fighters. It was
the closest they could do to afunerd.

"Two-Gun, put athermite grenade insde hisarmor,” Hinchcliffe said. " Then we need to move out.”
"Where arewe going?' Smith asked. "We don't know where anything is on thisship!"

"We're going forward, Marine," the staff sergeant barked. "Do you have a problem with that?'

"Negative, Staff Sergeant,” Smith replied, tightly. "I gpologize for my outburst. | am gung-ho, Staff
Sergeant. Let'sgo kill some Dreen."

Berg tried not to look at his teammate as he opened the armor. It was apparent that severa of the thorns
had gotten into the armor and afew had bounced. The lance corpora was riddled with holes and blood
filled the bottom of the Wyvern.

"Pull his cannon and ammo before you do that," Hinchcliffe said. "Well tote the cannon. Nich, get over
here and pull thisammo. Y ou'regoing to need it."

"l want one of those," Spectre said.

The Caurorgorngoth wasin the fray at last. The chaos destroyer was haf the size of the Dreen
battlewagon, much lessthe carrier. But it made up for itsrelatively smal szein firepower.

The ship was retreating towards a nearby Jovian, not the one that the fleet had assembled at but the
Dreen didn't know that. The ideawasto delay the Dreen by convincing them the Hexosehr fleet was
gathered at the nearer Jovian refueling instead of on the far Sde of the solar system. The Chaos



Destroyer had even laid decoysthat smulated the emissions of the refugee fleet ships. The longer the
Dreen headed the wrong way, the longer the main fleet could continue to refue.

Asits consorts moved outwards to exchange long-range plasma blasts with the Dreen destroyers, the
chaosbal ship fired blast after blast from itsmain gun.

The chaos bals moved at nearly light speed. Firing from five light seconds out, the ballstook abare
seven seconds to reach their targets. They could only be detected at the last minute on the way in, but the
Dreen reacted by maneuvering. By continuous delta-V actions, the ships could avoid most of the blasts.
A few, however, impacted their targets. Asthe Conn crew watched, one of the chaos balls hit a Dreen
destroyer, ripping ahole from stem to stern. The ship listed off-course for amoment then exploded in a
bright, actinic flash.

"Conn, Tectica. Dreen fighters moving out to intercept the Caurorgorngoth.”

"Can we figure out a place they're going to be in space where were far enough away they won't notice us
dropping torps?' the CO asked.

"Yes, Conn. Already plotted. Were not sureit will bein their direct path as before, but it will be close.”

"Filot, lay in that course," Spectre said. "Tactica, figure out a second drop point. Well go drop these
mines, make a series of runsin againgt the carrier again, then drop some more. Hopefully well be ableto
winnow down the fighters.™

"Okay, straight on or right?" Smith asked.

They'd finally encountered a cross corridor. They'd previoudy encountered two more nurseries, one of
them of thorn throwers. One had been newly hatched but it could bardly fire and Berg had taken it down
before Smith could get in alick. They'd spent some time, though, destroying al the thorn-thrower and
then dropped grenades in to keep them from growing back.

The &ft corner of the corridor were marked with more of the alien script, thesein vivid primary hues. The
top script was abright purple, about head-high on an Adar, under it another in yellow and descending
nearly to the deck. The script wrapped around the corner and was no more than a couple of symbols.
Berg ran his hand down the markings and they brightened, chattering in a high-pitched language.

He touched the blue symbol and it spat out a short message, the sound of the dien tongue amost like a
chime. He noticed that each of the scripts was not only adifferent set of words, short, no more than two
or three, but in adifferent tone. If he had any skill in music at dl, he could have played the script likea
piano. The opposite corner appeared to be an exact duplicate.

Directions? Orders? He was sure he'd never know but it fascinated him as heran hisfinger down the
corne.

"Right," the Staff Sergeant replied. "We're not finding anything vitd in thiscorridor. If thereésabridge, it's
going to be deep in the ship. Same for environmenta..”

Hick in, fire, flick out. Flick in, fire, flick out. It had become so routine, Spectre let the pilot take over.
They were doing ten evol utions then pause to adjust course and speed and review their strikes. There
was more time taken to review than to attack.

The nausea accompanying the rapid trangitions was getting worse, though. The CO shook his head and
swallowed as he watched the replay.

"Good onethat time, son," Spectre said. The carrier had gotten itsremaining fighters off, of course, o it
was not nearly as spectacular. But it had been agood, solid, hit on the rear of the Dreen ship. If only the



bal| generator they had did more damage!

"Conn, Tacticd. Fighters gpoproaching mine point.”

"Ondisplay,” Spectrereplied.

The view wasjust empty space but then it blossomed into light.

"Did they take them out?" Spectre asked. "Welaid eight torps. Did we get anything?'

"Three appear to have pre-maturely detonated, Conn. We're waiting on abandit count . . . Conn, Bandit
count before mines seventy-three. Bandit count after mines, sixty-four. We got eleven.”

"Not too shabby," Spectre said. "Y ou got another position for us?'
"Working onit, Conn."
"Right, next run. Thistime, son, | want you to lead 'em alittle

Enemy lesser shipsin range. Engage main cannon.

"What is that?' Smith shouted.

The ship had filled with amassive whine, like abillion angry bees but at amuch higher frequency. It had
gtarted low but rapidly climbed up the scale. Suddenly, it shuddered, dmost throwing them off their feet,
and the whine died away.

"Did wetake ahit?" Nicholson asked, looking around.

" think it was probably the ship'smain gun,” Berg replied.

"What could make aship like this shudder like that ?* Staff Sergeant Hinchcliffe asked.
"A redly, redly, really big gun, Staff Sergeant.”

"Sir, the Fatutug is. . . gone," Favarduro said, wincing.

"What happened?' Kond asked, camly. The Fatutug had been covering their left flank, engaging a
Dreen destroyer that was attempting to flank them.

"There was an energy surge from the Dreen dreadnought,” Favarduro said. "We detected no weapon but
it gpparently fired at the Fatutug. Fourteen treek after the energy surge, the Fatutug blew up.”

"Contact the Sharp Sword," Kond said. " Seeif their sensors detected anything.”

* % %

"All I got wasastresk of light, Conn." The TACO was clearly nervous. The enemy had just attacked
with awegpon that nobody could understand. "Slowing it down . . . fill astreak of light. It looked sort of
like achaosgun, but not redlly.”

"Massdriver,” Weaver said, looking at the readings. "Got agravitational spike from the area, indicating a
big massmoving at rdativistic peeds. Big, big big one and really fast. It looks asif it'straveling at about
3 C. Tactical, Astro, has Sierra One reduced vel ocity?'

"Roger, Agtro. It'saccelerating, again, but it definitely reduced velocity there for aminute or two.”
"Work with me, here, Agtro," Spectre said. "What are we facing?'
"A massdriver fires, well, amass," Weaver replied. "Think the gun on aBradley, Sir. It'sgot a depleted



uranium penetrator but the important thing isthat it heads downrange redly fast and it'sredly heavy. This
thing isrdativigtic, meaning that it gains an enormous energy punch from that. Being hit by that gunis
going to knock any of the Hexosehr ships out of the game. Wed just end up as a smear of plasma. And
itslong range. Accurately, over fivelight seconds a a guess.”

"That makes sense," Kond said when he received areply to his message. "We must endeavor to avoid
being hit by that weapon. Begin random evasion maneuvers. We continue battle.”

"Left or right?’
The corridor they had been following had reached a dead-end. The corridors were narrower here, as
well, but still wide enough to accommodate the Wyvern armor.

The team had dmost ceased to notice the occasiona touches of the Dreen. Anything that was a control
was covered by blue fungus. In fact, it was how they identified controls. Occasiondly there would be an
extruson on thefloor, in acorner, on the celling. By and large they sSmply avoided them.

There had been occasiona compartments aong the way. They'd opened afew up but most were empty.
Living quarters or supply lockersfor the previous owners. But they had all been stripped to the bare
metal walls. There was no trace of the former inhabitants except their enigmatic script.

They hadn't seen any nurseries Snce getting deeper in the ship. Nor had they seen any Dreen security.

"Why aren't there Dreen, like, everywhere?' Smith asked, nervoudy. "All weve seen are a couple of
devil dogs and thorn throwers. Where are the rhino tanks? Where are the centipedes and, | dunno,
technicians?'

"A ship only has so much support it can provide,” Berg answered.

"Thisisabig ship, man"

"And it's centered, probably, on support for that main gun, the fighters, the guns along the sides, dl the
thingsthat makeit awarship,” Berg said. "Even the Dreen have limitsto how much they can pack ina
particular area. If they had those compartments filled with soldiers, that would be less suff for the repair
pods, the fighters. Heck, with the fighters being organic and needing nutrients, they probably have less
available support than a species that uses machines.”

"You done," the Staff Sergeant asked.
"Sorry," Berg said.

"No, it wasagood lecture," Hinchcliffe replied. "Reminds me why you're aong, besideskilling Dreen and
breaking things. But the answer to the question is|eft then take the next right. Sooner or later were going
to find something important to bust up.”
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"Yes!" Spectre shouted as the Conn erupted in cheers.

Repeated strikes by the chaos ball had worn holesin the outer skin of the carrier. Together with the
secondaries from the strike on the hangar bay, the outer defenses were long breached.

A lucky strike by the generator had apparently entered one of those holes and dug deeper into the ship.
The result was obvious asthe carrier dropped acceleration and streamed masses of air and water.
Secondary explosions were aso evident. If not destroyed, the capital ship was now too sorely wounded



to continue the fight. 1t began decelerating and turned towards the unredlity node.

"Tactica, Conn," Spectre said then raised hisvoice. "At easein the Conn! Weve till got a battle to
fight"

"Go, Conn!"”

"Figure out the course on that thing," Spectre said. "If it's not deviating, well drop some presentsaong
the way and seeif we can't takeit all theway out. In the meantime, let's retarget the destroyers. We il
don't know the status of the Marines on the other ship.”

"Okay, wefound something.”

Signs of Dreen presence had been increasing with more of the greenish Dreen fungusin odd spotsin the
corridors. Experiments with it had determined that thisfungus, at least, did not attack. So asit closed in,
they had more or lessignored it.

But the newest compartment, though, was something different. It waslarge and filled with aien equipment
aswell ashuge masses of fungus.

"Yeah," Sergeant Priester said. "But what ?'

"l don't know," Staff Sergeant Hinchcliffe said. "But it looksimportant. Which meanswe need to grapp it
up. That'swhat Marines do, break thingsand kill . . . things."

"You'rejoking," Spectre said.

"No, sr," Captain Zanellareplied. "1 am not joking, sir. We believeit to be potentialy possble. And
there are Marines on that ship that need reinforcement.”

The Blade had to take a break. Temperaturesin the ship were soaring since it had been too long since
their last chill. She'd broken off the fight, dropped mines on the path of the retreating carrier then
retreated to deep space to consider her options and bleed off some hedt.

The Marine CO had requested amesting and, thinking that it would be about recovering the Marinesin
the Dreen battlewagon, the CO had moved it to the wardroom. Spectre dready had his answer in hand
which was that taking out the battlewagon was the number one priority. Recovering the Marineswould
be nice, but was not the top priority. Taking it dl the way out was.

What he had not expected was a regquest to commit suicide.

"Captain, right now | amin avery tight battle with avery skillful and powerful foe," Spectrereplied. "One
that isdowly grapping up my ship and my crew. | do not havetimeto away boarding parties. Evenif |
thought it would work. Which | don't."

"Sir, it requires that the time window be only dightly opened,” the Marine argued. "And one small tweak
in the assault program. If those two things occur, we have a bare minimum chance of boarding that
vessel. Furthermore, we can carry extraammunition and supplies. The Marines that made it onboard
have so far demongtrated an ability to strike from within, sir. | respectfully state that the rest of us could
do even more. We are aweapon, sir. | respectfully request that we be used.”

"I will take your request under advisement, Captain,” the CO said. "Dismissed.”

"Interesting idea," Weaver said.

"If we can't even hit them with torpedoes,” Spectre replied, "how are we going to hit them with Marines?'
"| seethe hand of First Sergeant Powell in this suggestion,” Weaver replied. "With torps, we have to take



the time to fire them. That's too much time. Upwards of five seconds, no way to automate it and even if
we pre-launch them they're deadly missiles inside the warp bubble. The enemy can track onto them and
take them out easily enough. With the Marines, they'll be dready at the edge of the warp bubble aswe
trangt. Whilewerein norma space, firing the ball gun, we just move alittle. They'll be outside the effect
from the ship, so they won't move. We move away from them, not very far, go back into warp and

they'releft hanging in space.”
"And then the defenses of the ship shoot them down," Spectre said.

"Maybe, gr," Bill said. "Maybe not. Their target discriminators might not seethem asathrest. The
boards dso are surprisingly maneuverable in space and very fast. Personaly?1 think it'ssuicide. But
that's not aprofessiona opinion. My professional opinion, S, actually tracks with the Captain's. They're
awegpon. Usethem.”

Carrier Unit to Gun Unit. Have sustained critical damage. 40% loss of nutrient, 60% loss of air.
Leakage at four hundred cubics per turn. Retreating to warp point.

Gun Unit to Carrier Unit. Report to the Masters that Species 27314 will be destroyed or
assimilated within ten cycles. Species 27264 ship will be captured and examined and their home
world located. All isin hand . . . Internal alert. Intrudersin recycling room four. Locate and
terminate. Twenty percent of security units to control center defense stations.

Carrier Unit to Gun Unit, do you require additional security units?

Negative, intruders are few in number. They will be eliminated or assimilated within a turn. Send
this message to the Masters. We are loyal.

Weareloyal.

"Thet grgpping thingisroasting.”

The largest Dreen structure in the room looked something like a mushroom, at least one from Alicein
Wonderland. Two thermite grenades had been tossed on top of it and had burned their way through and
into the floor, setting the pillar of Dreen fungus ablaze.

Cables had been cut, filling the room with goo, some of the origina equipment had been engaged with
machine-gun fire, exploding in showers of sparks. In generd, the compartment had been serioudy

grapped up.
"Our work hereisdone,” Staff Sergeant Hinchcliffe said. "And let me just add how proud | am.. . ."
"Dreen!™ Nicholson shouted.

Berg dovefor cover behind one of the alien machines, acylinder about ten feet tall and whose purpose
was totally unknown to him, and started pumping roundsinto the doorway. The room only had one hatch
and Dreen filled it, scrambling over each other to get through the narrow opening.

The Marines hammered the attackers, piling up the dead in the doorway, but as many asthey killed,
more seemed to be trying to fight through. But it was clear, as thorn-throwers were shot multiple times,
that there was more than enough firepower to hold the room.

"Two-Gun, Smith, ceasefire" the Staff Sergeant said. "Two-Gun, you got any grenades | eft?!

"Four, Staff Sergeant.”

"Seeif you can get any over those guysand into the corridor.”

Thefirst grenade the sergeant threw hit one of the thorn-throwersin the head and landed on the pile of



Dreen bodies, detonating more or less harmlesdy except for chewing up the pile. The second, through,
he managed to dip through the narrow open area at the top of the door. The detonation on the other side
sounded |less than harmless. Thorn-thrower and dog demon bodies gushed into the room. The corridor
on the far side had to be packed.

"Chrigt, how many of them are there?' Nicholson asked. "I'm getting low on rounds!"

"Judt fire seady and accurate,” Hinchcliffe advised. "Just keep firing. But use your rounds carefully. If we
can hold them in the doorway were going to be here awhile. IF not, we won't care anymore.”

"Thesearedl volunteers, First Sergeant?’ Captain Zandla said, looking at the group.

"Yes, gr," the First Sergeant replied. He did not add that the entire remaining company had volunteered.
"Gunnery Sergeant Nedly, becauseit's his platoon. Chief Warrant Officer Miller, because he outranks
me. At that point, | had to start picking and choosing.”

"| see you're taking the sole survivor from the last mission and our spare armorer,” the captain said,
looking a Sedley and Lyle. "Therest?’

"Alphaand Bravo team, Second Platoon, sir,” the First Sergeant said.

"| see eight people,” the Marine CO commented, dryly. "And we have nine boards. Whoever isgoing to
usetheninth?'

"That would be me, gr," the First Sergeant replied, firmly.

"| consder that unwise, First Sergeant,” the CO said then held his hand up to the protest. "But | haveto
keep in mind the adage that my first company commander told me: Never get between your First
Sergeant and beer, women or any mission they've set their heart on. Load 'em up, Top."

"Weve got five blown out doors," the First Sergeant said as the ship prepared to trangtion. "Go for the
one most forward. Therésgoing to bealot of fire. Think about whipping around in space while heading
for the ship. Get down closeto it and they can't fire a you. Then get in the bay. Well figure out how to
get further in from there.”

"Jeff," Miller said over the command freg. "Thisis purdly going to suck, you know that."
"Y ou can fed freeto unvolunteer, Chief," the First Sergeant replied.
"And let you jarheads cal meawuss?' Miller scoffed. "Nojoy. Seeyou in hell, snake."

From the exterior of the ship, the view as the battlewagon closed was even more disorienting than
watching it on the screens. Miller actually tarted too soon, damming into the warp bubble before it
opened. The Dreen battlewagon was pouring out amass of fire. There was no way they were going to
aurviveit al. They were kamikazes without even the benefit of big bombs.

The warp bubble dropping, the ship moving Sdeways, it dl happened too fast for him to comprehend;
the human brain was not designed for milliseconds. All he knew wasthat suddenly hewasin free space,
looping in and out of more torrents of fire than he had ever seenin hislife or ever wanted to see again.
He'd once been pinned down by multiple rocket launcher in Mogadishu. Thiswas worse because he
didn't even have a concrete trough to hide behind. Not to mention the fact that by comparison, a20mm
anti-tank rocket was a pop-gun. Plasma blasts were going by so close the static discharge was frying his
radio and one wash even got close enough to raise the temperature in his suit. Given that heet did not
propageate through space, that meant it had actudly touched him.

Unbelievably, he found himsdf suddenly about to dam into the Dreen battlewagon. A quick mentd flip
and hewasflying ongside, trying to stay between the till firing guns. There was actudly smoke



wreathing the desth-spewing battlewagon. The entire experience was unredl.

He spotted the damaged hangars, like rows of empty eyeball sockets, and darted down towards them,
lining up and finaly settling in the evacuated compartment.

"You'retwo," Powell said from the rear of the compartment.

In the end, they were six. Staff Sergeant Jm Revells, Lance Corpora Eric Hough and Lance Corpord
Francisco Cestero never made it. And Sergeant Norman was effectively useless, given that something
hed ripped off his machine-gun.

"Lurch, | figured you for agonner,” Powell said asthe former armorer finaly showed up.

"l wasjust checking out those guns, Top,” Lylereplied. "1 want to get my hands on their schematics.
They'retraversing so fast they have to be on magnetic bearings. I've been trying to get them to switch to
magnetic bearingsfor the Wyverns ever sincel first saw the specs.”

"Y eah, well well worry about that later,” Powell replied. "Let's figure out how to get out of this bay."

"Found awindow and adoor,” Chief Miller said. "And methinks| just saw the silhouette of adog-demon
through the window."

"Lock and load."

"Conn, Tactica, we have aproblem.”

"Besdesthefact that the crew's starting to fall out?' Spectre muttered. The continuous transitions were
taking their toll. He'd hoped that the chill-down would help, but being in free-fall had only enhanced the
nauseating effects and the disorientation. Crew were beginning to report hallucinations and four crewmen
had been tranquilized at this point. He redlly didn't want to think about what Miss Moon, who had no
resstance to free-fall nausea, was going through.

"Go, Tecticd."

"The remaining Dreen task-force has disengaged from the Caurorgorngoth and ismoving in-system
towards the main Hexosehr refugee flegt.”

"Maulk," the CO muttered. The Dreen had taken the bait for less than an hour. And the main Hexosehr
fleet was dow. They had more than two day'strangit to their next jump and even the cumbersome
dreadnought would catch them short of it. A few of the fagter, lighter vessels might escape, but the main
bulk of the remaining Hexosehr population, the millions of scientists, technicians, poets and philosophers
wrapped in hibernation deep, would be blasted into congtituent atoms. And with them any hope of
humanity adapting their technology to Earth's defense.

"Roger, Tactical," Spectre replied. He wastrying like hell not to show that the repeated warps were
getting to him. Fighter pilot training was, not surprisingly, helping him again. Hed felt much worse after
magjor furballs. Of course, they rarely lasted thislong.

"We continue to harry them," Spectre said. "Wetook the carrier out. We have Marines onboard the
Dreen battlewagon taking the fight to them interndly. We will continue the mission. Filat, lay in acourse

to intercept SerraFive." The Dreen cruiser was the closest ship, starting to apparently interpose itsdlf
between the smdl but seemingly invulnerable Blade and the capitd ship.

"Courseladin,” the pilot said.
llErm:l

The pilot hit the control for warp and there was aloud bang from somewhere to the rear that rang
through the ship, following which they immediately lost artificid gravity.



"Okay," Spectre said, camly. "That did not sound good.”

"Conn, Engineering." Therewas a sound of coughing in the background of the sound-powered comm
system.

"GoEng."

"Wejust had a catastrophic failure of the neutrino generator. We're down. We aso have afire but were
getting that under contral.”

"Werenot dl that far from the Dreen task-force, Eng,” the CO said. "Getting up israther important.”
"Understood, Conn," the Eng replied. "Weve got our rolls of duct tape out already.”

"Very funny, Eng," the CO said. "How long?'

"When | havethedightest cluel'll tel you, Conn."

"Weaver," the CO said. "Get your happy ass down there and find out what'swrong.”

"Roger," Weaver said, unhooking his belt and grabbing a stanchion. He shook his head and swallowed,
far more effected by microgravity than normal. His head was swimming and he could bardly figure out
where the hatch out of the Conn was. The repested warps were serioudy grapping with him. "On my

way.

"Grapp,” Weaver muttered as he pulled himself into the engineering spaces. He wasn't, by any stretch,
theonly vistor. It seemed like hdf the mechanicsin the ship werein the room, floating around waiting for
ordersin some cases but mostly dedling with the mess. Most of them till had the helmets down on their
gpace auits, indicating just how bad the fire had been. Bill could smell the stench of melted plasticsand
ozone gtill, despite the recyclersbeing on at max.

The problem wasimmediately apparent. The neutrino generator, an eectrically charged Looking Glass
Boson held inamagnetic field, had blown agasket. The LGB charging and confinement systemwasin
piecesthat werefloating all over engineering and one of the nuke techs that manned the room was being
given some rough and ready first aid for a piece of shrgpnel from the controller.

"What do you mean we don't have a spare?"' the Eng shouted just as Weaver entered the compartment.

"I mean theré'sno spare, sir,” LPO Macehenie said, dowly and carefully. He was more or lessupside
down, had his helmet flipped back and his feet hooked around a pipe. " There was no anticipation that the
controller would blow. It's precticaly solid state.”

"It'snot designed for repested cycling, though,” Weaver said. " Chither. Weran it through a thousand
cyclesin tests but not this fast and we've done way more than a thousand cycles, dl told, onit since
ingtalation. It should have been pulled and replaced before the cruise. It's solid state, but it takesa
massive eectrica |oad to generate the neutrinos. Probably it just overheated and blew up like a
transformer that's been under too much stressfor too long.”

"So what do we do about it?' the Eng said, trying to stay upright with hand clamped to the back of a
chair. "I've seen the schematics on it but | can't really make head or tales of how it works. And without
the neutrino generator we are dead in space for the foreseeable future.”

"I'm aware of that,” Weaver said, frowning. "Tchar?'

"Human tech,” Tchar said, shrugging. He was more or lessin mid-air, and al so more or less upside down.
"I'm thinking. No use of duct tape comesto mind."

"There's the power input system,” Bill said, trying to think through the haze that the repeated warps had
made of hisbrain. "Then the connections to the magnets. We've got dozens of magnets that can be used



for sabilization. The power inputsto the LGB itself, but they have to be modulated. It was probably the
modulator that overheated. We need a high power but smal transformer, amodulator, aanaog to digita
converter .. ."

"A computer,” Miriam said from the back of the room. She was tucked into aball in an upper corner,
clearly trying to stay out of the way. For once, she didn't gppear to be minding microgravity.

"The power supply won't takeit," Bill pointed out. "We're talking about nearly athousand amps.”

"It will last for awhile," Miriam pointed out. "Replace it when it Sartsto wear. Weve got dozens of
computersin the science offices. And parts for them.”

"No, acomputer at best uses aten amp power supply. The breakers and fuseson it will go out in
milliseconds. It won't work, trust me, I've blown them up before. Hmm . . ." Weaver shook his spinning
head.

"We could use acomputer with an A to D card to drive the modul ation though, but what would we
modulate?"

"A CD player,"” Miriam replied. "It uses the same algorithms. We may have to do amanual adjustment
but the controls are in the player, too, so that's easy enough. Make a case from number thirty two piping,
theresafour foot section in the machine shop. From thereit'sjust a matter of enough duct tape.”

"That'sagresat idea, Miriam, but | still think it to be too small.” Weaver shook his head again. The
spinning just got worse. "Uhhggg . . . hey T'char's Lazy Susan worksjust like the CD playersdo.”

"Y ou mean the thing he put together for the gammaray Morse code thingy?' Miriam asked.
"Yeahthat thing . . . would it work?'

"l can makeit work!" Miriam agreed. "And that would solve our transformer problem too! But we'd
need two of them, onefor the modulator and one for the transformer. Drat."

"Alwaysatwo for onevaueat Triple A Plus Industrial Warehouse Onlinel" Weaver said mocking
T'char. "He hastwo of them."

"Why are you the only one whose brainisworking?' Bill asked. "Minesfragged from thewarps. In the
past you would have been curled up in abal somewhere."

"I don't know," Miriam said, shrugging. "I'm not bothered by whatever's getting you guys. Maybe
because I'm agirl. Maybe because I'm weird. But that's not getting us fixed."

"Agreed,” Bill sad. "Eng, you up with this?'

"Not . .. redly,” the ship's engineer admitted. "My brain's sort of melting, too. | don't think | can even
recall the design, much less figure out what Miss Moon's talking about.”

"Miriam, what do you need?' Bill asked.
"Red and Sub-Dude," Miriam replied. "And about thirty minutes.”
"Werein range of the Dreen fighters,”" Bill pointed out.

"That does not help me think, Commander Weaver," Miriam said, straightening her legs and bounding of
the bulkhead towards the main hatch. "Just leave meto it and don't tell meif we're about to get blown
up, okay?"

"The neutrino generator blew out,” Bill said, strapping himsalf back into the Agtro chair. " Just blew the
grapp dl over engineering. MissMoon'sfigured out afix. Shesonit.”

"What do | even bring you guys aong for?" Spectre said, tiredly, then straightened. "I mean, she cleans,



she paints and now she's fixing my busted up engine. | bet she can even figure out wherewe areif | need
it

"Right now | wish you'd left me on earth, Sir," Bill admitted.

"Conn, Tacticd."

ll@lll

"A flight of Dreen fighters hasjust broken away from the task force. They're on a courseto intercept
ours. They'll bein range in twenty minutes."

"Serioudy wish youd left me on earth.”

"How long on those repairs?* the CO asked.
"MissMoon sad thirty minutes" Bill replied.

"Tdl her to hurry up!"

"Doyou really think that will help, Sr?" Bill asked.

"Belay that order," Spectre growled. "XO, prepare to launch torpedoes. | want afull spread. Maximum
thrugt for five minutes then shut down. Seeif they can get in range of the fighters before the fightersget in
range of us"

Bill did the math and didn't reply. The answer was"noway in hdll.”

"Thereisno way in hel we're getting out of heredive," Berg said over the leadership freg.

"Aware of that, Two-Gun,” Staff Sergeant Hinchdliffe replied. "Just keep firing until you're out. Then use
your pigols.”

"There's an dternate plan, Staff Sergeant,” Berg said. Covering the door was so automatic he wasn't
having any trouble carrying on the conversation. It wasjust ametter of firing as consarvatively as
possible. They'd long before switched to singlefire, dternating to full auto only when the Dreen made it
into the room.

Nicholson was down, not dead but his gun was sheared away from athorn and another had punctured
hisarmor. He said he was hanging in there, but his vitals looked lousy. Priester had clocked out on
ammo, twice, so Hinchcliffe pulled him back to "security.” The sergeant was agood shot but God he
used ammo like there was no tomorrow. Since it's inception, the Marine Corps had stressed accuracy.
Among other reasons, they often operated on very thin supply lines. When you were on thin supply, using
the bare minimum ammo to kill your enemies and win the battle was a good thing. How Priester had not
picked that up in hisyearsin the Corps, Berg couldn't figure out.

He, Smith and Staff Sergeant Hinchcliffe were covering the door, killing Dreen dog-demons and
thorn-throwers that seemed to be an endless stream. 1t was simply aquestion of what ran out first, Dreen
or their ammo.

"What's your aternate, Two-Gun?' the Staff Sergeant asked.

"Therésaway to overload the reactors in these suits,” Berg said. "An SF sergeant did it on the last
mission and some of ustinkered with it until we figured out how he did it. It'snot a big nuke, but it'sbig
enough to take out this compartment and everything around it."

"Let'ssavethat for absolute last ditch,” Hinchcliffe replied after amoment's thought. "But you'd better tell
me the detailsin case you're not the last guy in the compartment.”
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"Conn, Tacticd. Dreen fighters at one million kilometers."

Spectre frowned at the screen and snarled internally. Their lasers were popguns, not even capable of
scratching the Dreen fighters. Torpswerefired . . .

"Roger, Tactical," the CO said. "Range to torps?’
"Four thousand kilometers, Conn."

The Dreen fighters had engaged at over six hundred million kilometers before. Chither, there had to be
something . . .

"What's the orientation of the approaching fighters?' the CO asked, rubbing his chin. "Arethey reatively
above usor what?'

"Off the starboard side, Conn, a mark neg one."

"coB?'

"G

"I want you to figure out how to rotate this ship so that those fighters are, relaively, above us," the CO
sad. "Use anything you can. Get that chaos generator pointed a them.”

"Roger, gr," the COB said, pulling himself out of the compartment and forward.

"Engineering isaft, COB," the CO pointed ot.

"Torpedo room isforward, r."

"Right, get both of the motors mounted relative up,” the COB said.

The hardest and longest part had been getting the torps into place. There was a hatch directly to the
magazine for loading the torps. Unfortunately, it was not an airlock. Hed ended up getting permission to
jettison the ready torps and use those. Now it wasjust a matter of getting them lined up and controlled.

"Rotators are in place, COB," the LPO of the torpedo room said.

"Conn, COB," the COB said. "We can rotate. End to end control is till working. No yaw, yet. And it
antredly fine control."

"That's great, COB," the CO said. "Gimme a short thrust rotating the port relaive up. Just atouch.”
"Gimme atouch of burst on starboard,” COB said.
The torpedoman used amanua controller to fire the torp for just amoment.

"Right, when | tell you I'll need about the same in the opposite direction,” the CO said. "On my mark.
Three...two...one.. Mark."

"Fireport,” the COB sad.
"Too much, COB."
"Bit to starboard . . ."

"Chrigt | wish thiswas eectronic control,” the CO muttered then keyed the communicator. "That's got it
pretty close. Well need to finetune that in abit. Can you get the bow up, reatively?"



"There's going to be somerotation,” the COB answered.
"That'sfine. Just atouch.”

"| think that'sgot it,” Spectre said after ten minutes. "Tactical, range to target?'
"Seven hundred thousand kilometers," the TACO replied.

"Sir, you're aware that they have more range than we do,” Weaver said, quietly.
"Yes, | am, Commander," Spectre replied. "Thank you for your input.”

Weaver knew he'd been dapped down and better than to comment.

"Heresthe dedl," the CO said after amoment. "Y es, the plasma guns took out the torps. But were
tougher than torps. We're going to keep firing that chaos generator aslong asit lastsand aslong aswe
last. And if we can even get them to scatter abit and hold off engagement, it gives Miss Moon moretime
to work. | was going to wait to engage them until they werein range. Now I'm going to start firing before
they arein their basket. They'll either choose to scatter or not, but they will by God know we may be
dead in space but we're not done fighting!™

"Conn, Tacticd, Dreen fighters approaching six hundred million kilometers. We have energy spike, Conn.
Incoming.”

"Open fire, continuous, on the chaos ball generator,” the CO replied. "COB, get ready to maneuver . . ."

"What wasthat?' Miriam asked as an alarm claxon started going off and the ship shuddered.

"Nothing to worry about, maiam,” Red said. He was busy assembling the pieces of the controller, usng
some of the smallest waldoes on hisarm.

"Ship's under atack,” Sub-Dude replied, setting down alength of pipe. "CO'sfiring back. It'sabattle,
maam, but we've been through them before.”

"Don't worry, I'm till calm,” Miriam said, picking up the pieces of the jury-rigged neutrino generator and
dotting it into the tube. "Red, how are you doing?"

"Just done, maam,” Red said.

"Get me anumber seven pipe clamp,” Miriam said, camly, asthe ship shuddered again. "And hand me
the controller . . ."

"Damage in engineering compartment, personnd quarters and auxiliary personnd quarters,” the XO said.
"No casudties, nobody in those areas. But we lost the gearing, entirely.”

"Good thing we don't need it,” Spectre said camly as the ship shuddered from another plasma hit.
"Tacticd, they inrange, yet?'

"They've scattered, Conn. Three groups designated Bandit One through Three. And, no, sill one
hundred thousand kilometers out.”

"Right, let's get to targeting Bandit One," the CO said. "COB, prepare to rotate the ship.”

"Damage to mess deck and the rear torpedo room,” the XO said.
"They dways get hammered," Spectrereplied. "Just tell me my quarters are surviving thistime."



"Sofar no hits. . ." There was an enormous crash overhead and the compartment evacuated air.

"| was about to say no hitsforward,” the XO continued over his suit communicator. "Belay that report.”
"COB, why haven't you shot these guys down, yet?"' the CO asked.

"Working onit, gir," the COB replied.

"I want some smoked Dreen fighterdl”

"Hitsin main engineering spaces,”" the XO said. "No damage. Two casudties. Evacuated.”

Marines normally had very little to do onboard ship. The exception wasin the midst of a baitle, when
every hand was needed.

"Get that plating up," Captain Zanedasnarled. "We need to get this compartment seded!”

The blast of plasmahad penetrated two decks and cut through the bulkhead of the mess deck at adight
angle. Since the mess deck was the back-up infirmary, getting it airworthy was high on thelist of "good
things' to do.

"Gotitin place, sr," Gunny Mitchdl said. "Benner: Weld."
"Time, time, time," Captain Zanellamuttered on the command freq. "I hopelike hell that . . ."

The plasmablagt initidly followed the origina but angled dightly differently it missed the repaired
bulkhead.

It did not, however, miss ahigh pressure steam pipe that erupted in gaseous water. Parts of the steel pipe
exploded outwards, filling the compartment with shrapndl.

"Fuck me," Captain Zandlasaid quietly, staggering backwards with asix in piece of sharp meta
protruding from his shoulder. He could fed hisarm going numb and a cloud of reddish gaswas
disspating in front of hisface. From the fedl of the splinter, it wasn't in degp. But that didn't mean he
wasn't going to die. His suit was spewing air and blood.

"Thisisgoing to hurt, sir,” Lance Corpora Butler said, grabbing the splinter.

"IF you pull that out, I'm going to decompressin about a second,” the CO said, laying his hand over his
RTO's.

"Got that covered, too, dr," Kermit said, holding up aroll of spacetape. "A oneand atwo . .." He
pulled the splinter at two.

"Arrrgh!" the CO snapped. "1 thought you were counting to three!"

"I know, gir,” Kermit said. He took the roll of space tape and laid a section acrossthe holein the CO's
suit. Pressing down firmly, the hole seded in an ingtant.

"That stuff'samazing,” the CO said. The gush of gases and his blood had been cut off like afaucet. "And
| thought | told Top to round up dl persond ralls.”

"I just happened to seethisone lying around,” Kermit said. "'l was planning on turning it in any day now,
ar.

"Youreforgiven," Zandlareplied. "But I'm till bleeding.”

"Good thing you'rein theinfirmary, then, Sir,” one of the corpsmen said, staggering in with a casuaty
dung over one shoulder. "Bewith you in asecond.”

"It must be digned precisdy,” Tchar said.



Thejury rigged projector had been strapped back into the damaged mount with about amillion miles of
duct tape. But it still had to be dligned.

"What are you using?' Miriam asked. The mount had been refitted with amanual adjustment that looked
tobenot itsorigind use.

"Partsfrom atool kit | bought online," Tchar replied. He was looking through what looked like a spotting
scope at adot of light on the face of the ball. "Thelight isfrom alaser pointer keychain that came free
with it. That should haveit. Engineer, engage power and check thereadings. . ."

"Whoot!" Spectre caroled as one of the Dreen fighters succumbed to a chaos ball. "Take that you
organic menaces!"

"Conn, Engineering. Wethink we're prepared to warp.”

"Then hit the power and go," Spectre said light flared from forward. "Hit the juice and get us out of here.
Anywhere's better than this patch of space!”

"We're blasted to hell, gir,” the XO said. "That last hit took out sonar and penetrated into officer's
quarters.”

"My quarters?’ the CO asked.

"Our quarters survived, gr," the XO said. "Commander Weaver's did not, however."
"Grapp,” Weaver muttered.

"About time yours got trashed,” Spectre said. "But we can drive and fight."

"With just about every compartment evacuated, sr,” the XO pointed out. "About the only compartments
gtill airworthy are the machine shop, the sickbay and the visitor's quarters. Marine berth isopen asis
crew berthing.”

"That'swhat patches arefor, XO, after the battle," Spectre replied asthe COB walked into the Conn.
"Good job, COB."

"Yes, gr," the COB sad. "Sitting out on a hull under plasmafire wasn't dl that bad. Reminded me of that
time we were cruising off Somaliaand got attacked by pirates. . ."

"Ship Master, the Sharp Sword ismoving again,” Favarduro said.

"Blessthe Gods," Kond said. "'l thought them lost. Message them and ask for assistance. We are sore
pressed.”

"The Caurorgorngoth istrying to interpose itsalf between the Dreen fleet and the Hexosehr refugee
flegt," the TACO sad. "They were out of postion, though, so they're trying to cut the chord while il
engaging the Dreen task force. However, the Dreen have redepl oyed a squadron, designated CruRon
One, composed of both its cruisers and two destroyers which is enveloping the Caurorgorngoth and
her sole remaining consort. In addition, athird squadron, DesRon One, is moving ahead of the
battlewagon to attack the refugee fleet. It is composed of three destroyers. The Hexosehr have only two
corvettes to oppose them. They have redeployed in between the refugee fleet and the Dreen but the
correlation of forcesis adverse. Mogt of the fighters have redeployed in close formation around Sierra
One. They appear to bein adow replenishment cycle. Unknown when they will be back in action.”



"So we can try to aid the Caurorgorngoth or we can try to aid the refugee fleet,” the CO said. "We can
target cruisers better, they're abigger target, but the refugee fleet isthe priority. Move to intercept that
destroyer squadron, XO. The Caurorgorngoth isgoing to have to take care of hersdlf.”

"Staff Sergeant?’ Berg shouted as Hinchcliffe's armor dumped back.

Smith was down. Still alive but injured and with hisarmor breached it was only amaiter of time before he
died. Nicholson had findly stopped responding. Hisvitalswere low and it was clear he was bleeding out.

"l guess| get to use up ammo again,” Priester said, standing up from cover and blasting at the door. " Get
the grapp out of here you mothergrappers!” the sergeant shouted, charging at the door.

"Priest, God damnit!" Berg snarled as the sergeant covered hisfire. There were fewer of the Dreen. He
could fed it, senseit. The press at the door was less. The corridor had to be emptying out.

A dog-demon caught at the swearing sergeant'sleg, pulling it out from under the armor and damming
Priegter to the ground. Berg stood up, in turn, switching to full auto and hammering the pile on the
sergeant in avain attempt to keep the Dreen from breaching the downed Marines armor.

Then his machine-gun clocked out. The last round spat downrange and he rel eased the bite-trigger, his
hands automaticaly dropping to hissides.

It waswhy he was called Two-Gun, two massive pistols made from cut-down .50 caiber sniper rifles
and the ability to fire with either hand, sometimes smultaneoudy, and hit what he was shooting at. For
most people, two-gun mojo was a poseur technique, fancy to watch but impossible to use in combat.

Not for Two-Gun Berg. Both massive pistols started hammering out .50 caliber BMG rounds nearly as
fast as amachine-gun, the blazing pistols sounding like one continuous stream of fire asthe armored
Marine strode towards the door, clearing the monsters off of hisfellow squad-leader's back and clearing
the compartment.

Of course, they only had seven rounds apiece. Theleft hand pistol dropped to its holster, the claw of the
suit coming up with amagazine the size of abook and damming it into place. There was barely a pause
asthe reloaded pistol blazed out again, the left hand unthinkingly readying another magazine. And till the
Marine sergeant strode on, right up to the hatch of the compartment, firing into the corridor beyond,
blasting fist Szed holes dl the way through the hated mongters that had been harrying them for so long.

It took Berg amoment to redize that there were no more targets, in part because there was a stream of
fire coming from the | eft-hand side of the hatch. Streams of tracers and cannon rounds had blasted the
remaining Dreen away from the door and back down the corridor to the right.

Berg didn't care, though. He automatically reloaded then leaned out the door, extending both pistols
down the corridor and continuing to engage the Dreen until the passageway was clear of anything but
mangled aien bodies and runnds of purple blood.

"And that, boys and girls, iswhy we cal him Two-Gun,” Corpord Lyle said, raising the barrdl of his
smoking machine-gun. "Niceto see you, Berg."

"Y ou, too, Lurch. What took you so long: Stop to examine an dien mechanism?'

"Weare not hitting chither " Spectre snarled, watching thereplay.

The nausea, which seemed to have passed with the extended stop to do repairs, was back in spades. It
only madeit worse that everyone was now in suits. And various systems, so far none critical, were
breaking down. The boat was not really designed to be evacuated on an extended basis. Therewerea
lot of systemson it that were not rated for vacuum.



And there was the problem that the suits had agtrictly limited amount of air. Unlike the Wyverns, they did
not have capacious air systems or recyclers. There were hook-up points at al the manned stations, but
personnd that had to move around were constantly having to replace bottles.

And they weren't hitting the destroyers. The targets were an order of magnitude smaler than the capital
shipsand it had often taken up to ahundred shotsto get ared hit on the bigger ships. So far, the Blade
had done nothing but miss on the smaller ones.

"Weaver, you said something about integrating everything and staying open longer to get more
accurate,” the CO said.

"It will dso make usmore vulnerable,” the Astrogator pointed out. "And it will take at least ahaf an hour
toimplement.”

"Get to work," the CO said. "X O, moveto achill position while Commander Weaver preparesthe
change. I'll take the chance of getting hit for a chance to get one. What the hell. Were dready so
grapped up, they could put one through us crossways and not take out anything important.”

"We picked up a pretty important secret from the Hexosehr," First Sergeant Powell said. "Task Forces
likethisare controlled by a sentient. The sentients reside on the capital ships, like thisone. Take out the
sentient, the rest of the Dreen don't know what to do on astrategic level. The Blade took out the other
capital ship. It'sheading for home. If wefind the sentient onthisone. . ."

After doing what they could for the wounded Marines, Top had gathered the survivors and his
reinforcement platoon in the corridor for aquick op order.

"Therest of the Dreen do what, Top?" Sergeant Priester asked. His armor was heavily scored and a
dog-demon had destroyed the right leg of the suit so he wasn't going anywhere. But with the spare ammo
that the reinforcements had lugged into the ship, he was back to full load and ready to useit. "Leave?
Quit fighting?"

"The Hexosehr say that they go find a sentient to tell them what to do,” Top replied. "Now, there'sthat
other capita ship, but it'sleaving the system. At the very least it'sgoing to buy ustime. So that's our
mission. Find the sentient.”

"Top, weve been roaming all over this ship for the last couple of hours," Priester pointed out. "We
haven't seen anything but nurseries and security. We've got no cluewhere. . ."

"Maybe we do," Berg said, suddenly. He walked over to the compartment and pressed the closing
switch. "L ook at the symbols on the door.” They were impossible to decipher orange glowing cuneiform.

"| don't reed dien, Berg," Priester said.

"Neither do|," Berg said, striding down the corridor to the end they'd entered from. "But the exact same
symbol ishere" he continued, pointing to asymbol about athird of the way from the bottom. "And .. . ."
he continued, musingly. "That'sinteresting . . ."

"What you got?' the First Sergeant asked, walking over and looking at the two symbols. "They're exactly
the same, aren't they?'

"Yes, but look at the top one," Berg said, pointing to the purple. "1'd thought the symbols match. And the
onesthat match the door, do. But thetop one. . . The aft symboal is straight rectangular script. The
forward oneisangled . . . | think it'sangled forward. The bottom is pointed that way. Gimme a second.”

Hetrotted back down the corridor and amost got lost for a second. But at a cross-corridor he bent
down and looked at the orange symbol. Script on the forward corner was pointed forward.

"They are directions" Berg said, trotting back. "The side that's pointed is the direction of the



compartment.”
"Thisoneis pointed down the corridor,” the First Sergeant said, pointing to ayellow one.

"That's probably the shortest route to whatever yellow means,” Berg said, excitedly. "L ook, there's
another orange one. I'd guess that that was an environmenta compartment. Orange is environmental.”

"Six Orange,” the First Sergeant said. "Four blue. One purple, one green and onered. A bunch of that
light violet or whetever."

"Okay, Top, let'sjust assume for a second that they think like humans," Berg said. "And the reason |
think they doisthat alot of this stuff has been laid out the way that humanswould lay it out. Sx orange.
I'd say that thisisthe most forward environmental section, starboard side. All the rest point back except
onethat pointsinward. That leadsto . . ."

"Forward, port environmentd section,” Top said. "Environmenta Two or whatever. So the script
probably just says E-2 or something like that."

"Right," Berg said. "Now, what's the most important compartment on the ship.”

"Bridge," Top sad, looking at the script. "Conn. Whatever. All the multiples have two symbols, some of
them matching even though they're different colors. One, two, three, whatever. The singles have three
symbols, therésamatch . . . in asecond symbol, here and here. No problem, their version of an E. Top
oneisagngle”

"These are directionsto the Conn," Berg said. "Maybe the command zone, Conn, CIC, whatever."
"This, Two-Gun, isawild assguess,” the First Sergeant said, straightening hisarmor from its crouch.
"Yes, itis, First Sergeant,” Berg replied. "But it'saplaceto sart.”

"Right,” Top replied. "We need to reconfigure. Priestman, you're with Sergeant Norman. His wegpons
control system isout so you're both good to secure a position but that's about it. Y ou two are to secure
this compartment and act as our fall-back position. Were going to leave the extraammo loads here, so
it'simportant. Set up the extragunsfor support fire and try to keep Smith dive. Lyle and Seeley, you're
with Two-Gun, designated Alpha Team. Lyle, grab a cannon and cross-load ammo. Norman, you're
Bravo. Chief Miller, if you would be so kind asto take rear-guard with Gunny Neely 1'd be much
obliged."

"I think I can remember how to be ashooter,” the SEAL said. "What doesthis bite thingy do again?"
"Assoon asLyleiskitted out were moving.”

"Fighters at one-one-four aphanineteen,”" Favarduro said. "Automated defensesengaging . . ." The
Caurorgorngoth shuddered and shuddered again. "Dreen heavy plasmafire. Shields at fourteen

"We have retreated far enough,” Kond said. "We are being picked apart by sag. Pilot, maximum
accel eration towards the enemy. Favarduro, concentrate chaos engine and secondary batteries on the
lead cruisers. Go for the heavies."

"I've got the new agorithm debugged,” Weaver said, walking into the Conn. "I'd liketo test it at least
once."

"Agreed,” the CO sad, grimly.
"What'swrong?'



"The Caurorgorngoth is getting hammered,” the XO replied. "And their consort was taken out by a
force of fighters. They were trying to engage from range but they're now acce erating towards the task
force. It lookslikeasuiciderun.”

"Or they figurethat if they get in close enough, there's no way they can miss,” Weaver said.

"It'sboth," Spectre said. "They're sacrificing themsalves to take out the cruisers. Maybe the destroyers as
well. But they're not going to surviveit. Which leavesthe rest up to us. Commander Weaver, even if they
succeed in taking down that entire task force, there are going to be seven destroyersleft in this system,
any one of which can destroy the entire Hexosehr fleet. And a battlewagon with a super-cannon. Y our fix
had better work."

"Oh, it will work, gr,” Bill sad. "Whether we can survive it working is another question.”

"Dreen cruiser at Six dreg,” Favarduro said as the Caurorgor ngoth rocked under the hammer of the
combined task-force's plasmafire.

"Fire," Kond pinged. He had held hisfire, coming in thewhole run asif the chaos engine was out of
commission. And the enemy had fdlen for it, closing in on each other to get in on thekill.

The sonar image was clear. The chaos ball flashed out, lessthan six treek from time of firing to impact.
The center Blin cruiser caught the bal direct on her snout, the powerful ball of pure chaos plunging into
her heart. The sound image was muted as she disintegrated in fire.

"Retarget, second cruiser,” Kond said. "Bring them all to the daughter.”

"Shields at two percent,” Favarduro said as the ship adjusted course to bring the gun online. "Damageto
aft quarter, fighters are close enough to overcome our shields. There are lessthan nine left, however.
Damagein forward quadrants. Plasmanine, six and one offline. Their mass drivers have reached range to

engage us.”
"Fine" Kond said. "If we'rethat close, then we cannot miss.”

"I want afull broadside of twenty-four of these things," Spectre said. Weaver had found another
convenient piece of space detritus and tried out the new targeting system. Unlike the first tet, the chaos
ball had impacted on firgt try. It also was dow enough to follow the action. That, frankly, scared the hell
out of the CO. Dreen systemswere like lightning to engage. They were going to get hit, and this"mini"
chaos bal hadn't done that much damage to the capital ships. He just had to hope that the destroyers
were an easier kill.

"Agreed,” Bill replied. "But what we haveisone.”

"Right,"” the CO said. "X O, dl the fires put out from the last time?"
"Vacuum has ahabit of doing that, ar," the XO replied, aspericaly.
"I was gpeaking metaphorically,” the CO said.

"Then they won't be out until we spend another six monthsin the body and fender shop, sir,” the XO
replied. "But we're spaceworthy. Hell, were mostly space at this point.”

"Better than being filled with water," the CO said. "Pilot, match course and speed on target Serra
Sixteen. And my God defend theright.”

* % %

"Okay, were getting near something,” Berg said, quietly.



"Why?" Lyle asked.

"Therés more fungus,” the sergeant replied. "I could wish for amap of this place.”

But the best thing they had were the symbols on thewalls. They seemed to be following a path, inward,
forward and in one case up three levels. They were getting near the center of the ship, if Berg's spatia
awareness was working, and abit forward of center. That didn't mean it was for sure the bridge. Russian

subs had the bridge at the rear. CIC was near the center of aship. But it was atarget for sure. The
increasing fungus said thet.

So did the group of dog-demonsthat keened their battle cry and charged as he turned the corner.
"Dreen," Berg shouted, backpedaling into the corridor they had been going down.
"Alpha, prone," Top shouted. "Here they come."

With the mass of fungus coating the floor, the dog-demons didn't have as much trouble making the turn.
And Berg found himself face to face with them at less than three meters. Which just meant he had to kill
them very fast.

AsBerg and Sedley blasted the Great Dane sized monsters with their machine-guns, Lylerolled
backwards then came up on akneeto the side, holding hisfire. As one group turned the corner and
charged enmasse he put an exploding round into the center demon, killing it and knocking down its
felowsfor histeammatesto finish off.

"Andwegot 'em at therear,” Miller said camly.

Berg could hear the sound of the fire from behind him and it was comforting. Hed been in enough gun
fightsto learn to read it, to the point where he could dmost distinguish people's personditiesfromiit. The
late Drago had been profligate with fire, either in Single shot or auto, blasting away with aglee that could
amost befdt. Lurch, clearly, was asniper at heart. Wait for that right shot and teke it. Seeley dways
banged away dowly, split-second moments of hesitation indicating indecision. Not alot of it, but it was
there. And often followed by somewhat wild fire as he engaged his chosen target because it had closed
more than heliked.

What Berg was hearing from the rearguard was the sound of a senior Marine Force Reconnai ssance
Gunnery Sergeant and a SEAL old enough to be hisfather. Single shots, no pause except for an
incredibly brief interva to change targets. No hesitation, nothing wild. It was the most professiond fire
he'd ever heard in hislife. Even Top wasn't that good.

The attack cleared in moments, the ground awelter of dead dog-demons.
"Let'smove" Top sad. "They're going to be moving in on this postion.”

"Yo, Two-Gun," Miller said over aprivate channel as Berg, somewhat more cautioudy, turned the next
corner.

"Yes, Chief Warrant Officer?'
"It was nice to hear you behind us. Nicefire technique. Very smooth.”

"Thank you, Chief Warrant Officer,” Berg said. "Don't take thiswrong, but | was thinking the same thing
about you and the Gunny."

"Well, that's aright compliment coming from the holder of the Navy Cross™
"Chief, you've got the Medd.."
"Okay, point."



"Conn, incoming message from the Caurorgorngoth.”
"Put it on screen,” the CO said. Tactica had been keeping him apprised and it wasn't looking good.

The view wasthe usua surredist painting that the conversion from sonar gave but thistime worse.
Among other things, it was cutting in and out. And some of the distortion, Spectre redlized, was smoke.
It was moving oddly, indicating, he thought, that the ship was under microgravity and probably vacuum.
The space suit Kond was wearing made that last pretty obvious.

"Chaos. ..down," Kond said. "All .. .two...guns...We...our...enemiestoour body ... Save
my people.”
"I will, Kond," Spectrereplied. "Go with God."

"Go..."

"Signa terminated,” Communications reported.
"Conn, Tactical."

"Caurorgorngoth?'

"It'sgone, Conn,” the TACO replied. "It rammed one of the damaged destroyers. One of the remainder
is showing spectral readings of mgor environmental loss and emissions are way down. The other
looks. . . pretty solid."

"Roger, Tacticd," Spectre said. "Pilot, we in position to engage this task force?”
"Roger, gr," thepilot said.
"Then let's seeif thisworks any better,” the CO said. " Spectre has control "

He glanced at the viewscreen, back to showing their opponents as a speckle in the distance with the
center destroyer karated, and hit the engage button.

The approach wasjust asfast as ever, too fast for the mind to adjust to, but instead of immediately
flashing out of the cauldron of fire, the ship hesitated, retargeted and fired.

The destroyers, however, were not idle. Their systems had been prepared for the attack and hammered
at theincoming ship with their own fire. As she adjusted, the VVorpa Blade rocked under the hammer of
plasmaand mass driver fire, the hull resounding with the hammer of the enemy guns.

But one shot was dl it took. The centra destroyer was holed al the way through, for abrief moment
Spectre swore he could see stars on the far side, then they were back in warp and gone.

"Conn, Tecticd .. ."
On the viewscreen the central destroyer seemed to expand in whitefire.
"Weseeit, Tacticd," Spectre replied. "Damage control ?'

"Still getting reports,” the XO said, tightly. "I've ordered the jettisoning of al the remaining torpedoes.
One of the mass driver rounds went right through the number three rammer. Two dead in torpedo room.
Two damage control partieskilled. Sick bay isfilling up. Short answer, we got hammered.”

"Eng," the CO sad. "Isthe engine sill running?’

"It'sal holding together, Conn,” the Eng replied. "Be aware that if we take enough shaking, it could
mis-dign thislash-up and well either be in the Andromeda Galaxy before we know it or dead or ditting
out of warp and unable to engage.”

"That's achance well haveto take," Spectre replied. "Pilot, adjust course to match Sierra Eight. Prepare
to engage.”



"Okay, we got to be near something important,” Berg shouted. It was another rush of dog-demons and
thorn-throwers. But worse, in an open area up ahead he was pretty sure held gotten aglimpse of a
rhino-tank.

The rhino-tanks were one of the two most dreaded weapons the Dreen had used in their brief war with
humans. About the size and generd build of arhinoceros, thustheir name, they were as heavily armored
asamain battle tank and fired a plasma blast from between their hornsthat could take one out.

Of course, ablast like that inside of a ship was probably the last thing the commander wished. But it just
might be that they were close enough to the Conn that the "sentient” would make that decision.

"Did 1 just seewhat | think | saw?' Seeley asked. The two Marines were crouched on opposite corners,
pouring fire down the corridor the purple markers directed them to. Lyle, per usual, was back a bit
covering their leakers.

"If you think you saw arhino, | think | saw the same thing."
"Two-Gun, Chief. There's only two waysfor an infantryman to take down arhino.”
"Go, Chief."

"They fire, then they roar,” the Chief said. "When they do, they tilt their head back and open their mouth.
Theingde of their mouth is not armored. The other way, which | disrecommend, isto stick agrenade up
their mouth.”

"Gotcha, Chief," Berg said, trying not to giggle. "I'm just trying to get down this corridor.”

"Wdl, we ain't going back, | cantell you that," the warrant replied. "Thick asticks on acoonhound back
here"

"Chief," the First Sergeant said. "'Y ou've been hanging out with Commander Weaver too much. Lyle, you
need to move forward and hose that corridor when | order. Berg, | see acompartment hatch on Seeley's
ddeinyour cameras. You seeit?'

"l seeit, Top."
"Sedley, you've got one on Berg'sside.”
"Got it, Top."

"By fire and maneuver, move down that corridor. On command, Lyle will moveto Berg's postion and
fire past him. Two-Gun, you will moveto that hatch, open it and enter then resume firing. Corporal
Sedley, check fire as Two-Gun crosses. Seelman, you will then repeat. Lurch will need to check fire as
you cross. When you have established a base of fire, the remainder of the team will move forward and
repest. Lurch, on my command . . . Move!"

* * %

"Top, I've got an open areaand arhino tank," Berg reported, panting. Crossing the corridor was one of
the more hairy things hed ever donein hislife. Fire was pouring in both directions from thorn thrower
and the two Marinesin support. Seeley had checked fire just abit too long and a dog-demon had made
it down the port-side of the corridor and nearly gotten him. Especiadly since he had to pause to get the
hatch open.

Unlike most of the other small compartments of the ship, this one was overrun with fungus. And it wasn't
the green kind. It was the full purple Dreen-spread fungus. If he got that on his suit he was grapped.
Fortunately, it was mostly againgt the back wall.

"Therhinoisnot firing," Berg reported. "But | can seeit clearly and | have to assume the reverse. Count



of othersis high. In excess of thirty thorn throwers. Purpose of open areais unclear but it's packed up.”
"I'vegot dl that,” Top replied. "Sedley, cross”
"Grapp me, grapp me. . ." Seeley muttered, darting out of the cover of the corner.

The Marine made it across the corridor and to the hatch controls. But while he was wiping at the fungus
covering it adog-demon Berg had been sure was dead opened up its beak, clamped down on the
Marine's armored leg and scrabbled forward with itsforelegs.

The pressure overbalanced the Marine and he fell backwards right in the middle of the corridor. The
Dreen let go of theleg and scrabbled up onto him, ripping at hisarmor.

"Get it off!" Sedley screamed, trying to roll over using the power of the suit. But strong asthe arms were,
normaly capable of rolling asuit and afull load of ammo, the demon had it pinned.

Berg could see the fight on the ground out of one of his side-cameras. Keeping his head tracked on the
fight down the corridor he drew hisright pistol and fired out of the corner of hiseye.

The round cracked through the side of the demon's head, splattering it al over the bulkheed.
"Thanks, man," Sedey said, rolling over and getting to hisfeet.

But as he turned back to the controls, athorn thrower managed to survive just long enough to put five
rounds through the side of hisarmor.

"Top, Selman isdown,” Berg related emotionlesdy. "Termination sgnd.”

"Got that," the First Sergeant responded, just as emotionlessly. Sedey was one of the very few Marine
survivors of thefirst misson of the Vorpal Blade. He wasn't going to be making another cruise.
"Two-Gun, you've got to get that rhino to fire"

"What?' Berg nearly shouted. "Say again, First Sergeant?”’

"When they fire, they roar," the First Sergeant replied. ™Y ou can see them charge up. Hell, you can tell
when they're about to fire. Shoot it. It won't kill it but it will pissit off. When it getsready to fire, duck
into that compartment. The walswill reduce the blast. Then Lurch and | will finishit off."

"First Sergeant, point of order,” Berg replied. "This compartment isfilled with Dreen spread fungus. That
seriesof actionsissuicide.”

"Sergeant Bergstresser,” the First Sergeant replied, "it was not arequest.”

"Aye, aye, Firg Sergeant,” Berg said, firing along burgt into the rhino-tank. " Semper Grapping Fi."
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"Main support frame cracked forward of missile compartment,” the XO said. " Communications section
destroyed. Science section destroyed. Marine berthing destroyed. Torpedo rooms destroyed. Sickbay
vented temporarily then they got ased in place. Two injured killed by depressurization. Forty-seven
casudties, nine WIA, therest KIA. About the only areas that haven't taken atraight hit are Conn,
Tactical and main Engineering. Oh, and your quarters survived the hitsthat got the torpedo room."

"Boo-yah," Spectre said. "And three destroyerstoast.”

"That leaves two more with the battlewagon,” the XO pointed out. "And let us not forget the
battlewagon. It has begun extremely long-rangefire at the Hexosehr fleet.”

"L et's hope they have some margina maneuvering,” the CO said. "'l want to go in and hit its consorts.
Comeinfrom their flank and keep them between us and the battlewagon. Take them out one by one.
Tecticd, you got that?'



"Aye, aye, Conn,” the TACO replied over the intercom.

"Set it up and get meacourse,”" Spectre said, leaning back in hischair. "It'slike agood luck thing. As
long asmy quarters make it, were il inthefight.”

"Aaaah," |an screamed as the medic dammed him onto the table.

"Plasmaburn,” the corpsman said, panting. He was till in his suit because once out of sickbay the whole
ship was vented. "Right leg.”

"What right leg?’ Dr. Chet said, patiently. The machinist's leg was severed just below the knee and the
flesh seared well aboveit. The knee was most effectively cooked by transmission from the sun hot
plasma. The corpsman injected another morphine ampoule through the machinist's suit as the doctor
reached for a set of bone-saws that were till bloody from the last amputation. "At thisrate we might as
well replace his whole body with prosthetics.”

Nonethel ess he hummed as he brought down the laser scalpdl. Say what you will about the pleasures of
high-end neuroscience, there was nothing like agood amputation to make a surgeon's day.

Therhino had been looking directly at Berg, asif assessing the worthiness of him asafoe. So Berg had
no choice but to shoot it on its massively armored front.

All of the rounds sparked off, naturadly. The only possible target were the dit-narrowed eyes and the dits
were actually narrower across than the size of the round. But they apparently had the desired effect. The
rhino, without any directly noticeable action, seemed to focus on the suit of armor and lightning crackled
between itshorns. A ball of green fire started off asa pinpoint but swelled rapidly and Berg ducked back
and to the 9de, hoping to avoid the fungus, hoping to survive, hoping to live to see Brooke again.

"Lyle, Move!" the First Sergeant shouted as Berg ducked back. He was standing right behind the
cannoneer and pushed him forward so that the two bounded into the corridor nearly sde by side. For a
brief moment they were the target of every thorn thrower in the ranks ahead of them then the world went
white

The explosion lifted Berg's heavy Wyvern armor and tossed it againgt the far wall like achild tossing a
ball. It threw him right into the bulged out mass of Dreen spread fungus, the dreaded scourge that till
turned up on earth, the only known Class Six Pathogen, it actively attempted to escape custody,
generated enzymes and acids that worked at any containment, cut through Wyvern armor dowly but
inexorably and was nearly impossible to eradicate. The primary method of eradication wasfire, thered
hot kind usudly with gasoline and kerosene mixed with duminum and lots of it.

So, inaway, Berg wasin luck. Because when the plasma round hit the doorframe held been standing by,
the temperature in the compartment raised severa thousand degrees and crisped the funguslong before it
could become athreat to hisarmor.

Of course, hisinterna temperature soared aswell. He was dammed into awall at thirty miles per hour,
the room was roagting, theingde of hisarmor was literally the temperature of abaking oven, the fungus
was fully engulfed and he was wregathed in flames and smoke. Thelast thing Berg clearly remembered
was the bright white flash.

The Firgt Sergeant took the explosion on hisarmor and rolled. The blast was hard enough, he found
himsalf on hisface, back in the intersection of the corridor. But there just weren't any enemies between



himself and the open areathat held arhino tank. He had only amoment. The tanks seemed to assessthe
results of their fire and then roar in triumph. He had just that brief moment to get to hisfeet, charge
forward and then he'd get one shot. Just one.

There was just one problem. The corridor was trashed. The blast had smashed both bulkheads, the deck
and the overhead. Strands of wire blocked the way, the deck was open to the next section down, it was
amaze he could make hisway through with luck and time. Charging was out of the question. But he
charged. There was anarrow lip on the port side. If he could makeit across. . .

He could hear the chuff-chuff of the rhino. HEd heard it before, recalled the stench of burning uniforms,
burning skin, some of it his own, surrounded by dead Marines, ayoung sergeant in a battle he didn't
understand and couldn't seem to win. He was not going to lose thisone.. . .

And he dipped. The ledge wasjust that narrow. There was no way that the bulbous armor could make it
past and he grasped the edge of the smoking hole with the arms of his suit as he dammed into that edge.
And knew that held logt. Again. That that fucking rhino was going to kill dl hisMarines again . . .

It was asmoking, stinking, blazing gpparition. There was very little that could burn on aWyvern suit.
Normaly. But being in near proximity to aplasmablast was not “normdly." Space rated joints, aluminum
exterior fittings, the very ammunition chain firing in the exploding back-magazine, the Wyvern,

nonethel ess, strode out of the fire and smoke of the compartment, two massive pistols unwavering.

Therewas aroar.

Therewas, in fact, other waysto kill arhino. The Chief just hadn't had any time to practice one of them.
Like any tank, it could only be heavily armored in certain directions. Most of it was up front.

Therewas, in fact, one smal patch on the back of the head that was vulnerable to just about anything.
Oh, it had enough armor to protect from secondary effects, but ahigh velocity rifle round would cut
through it. The problem was getting up and behind arhino tank.

But, leaving Gunny Nedy in place and fighting hisway through the remnants of the dog demonsfacing
them, the chief trotted down the corridor. It was aship and it was surprisingly human-like. Oh,
somebody bigger than humans but they seemed to think dike. SEALstrained a lot inthe layout of ships.
One of their main missonswas to take them down, after dl.

He found the elevator right where he expected, took it up one level, headed back. He'd used the same
system asthe First Sergeant to examine what Two-Gun was looking at as the sergeant received his
suicidal orders. And they were good orders. Top knew what had to be done and he ordered it. Miller
admired that in aleader. But there was such athing as a back-up plan. And while Miller wasn't going to
stedl First Sergeant Powel's thunder, wasn't going to undercut his authority, it wasn't like Top outranked
him.

S0 hetrotted down a corridor and found what he thought he'd find, awakway looking down into
something that looked one hell of alot like aquarterdeck. Y ou had to have some place to assemble
troops. Y ou tended to put it near the bridge, so the CO or the Admiral didn't have to walk too far. And
you st it up so people could watch. Whoever built thisthing thought a lot like humans.

There was a dog-demon guarding it. On the other hand, it was watching the fray below. Liketheir larger
cousins, because biologists had determined that the two were closely related, the dog-demon had this
little patch right behind itsarmored head . . .

And so there was no longer adog-demon guarding the walkway. Miller ducked back asthe rhino fired.
No reason to stand around when plasmawas going off.

He stepped back out asit chuffed, took aim, stopped and waited as Two-Gun, what a kid! stumbled out



of the smoke and flames of what should have killed him by al rights and blazed away with histwo
cut-down Barretts. Of course, the kid couldn't see. Most of his optics had to have been blasted out and
the vison plate on the front of hisarmor was covered in soot. But it was a game show, redlly game.
Damn that kid was good. Miller couldn't like him more unlesshewasa SEAL.

The chief shook hishead ingde his armor and fired one round from the 14.5, blowing out the brains of
the preparing-to-charge-and-fire-again-1'm-going-to-smear-that-suit-of-armor rhino. Which dropped
like apithed frog just as Two-Gun's pistols clicked back empty. Redlly, unless you looked real closethe
damage from a 14.5 through the back of the head wasn't going to look al that different than a.50
through the soft paate of the mouth.

Berg collapsed and the SEAL Chief Warrant Officer ghosted back down the corridor, unnoticed.

"And that sounded expensive," Spectre admitted as the ship dropped out of warp. "What do you think,
Command Weaver? Over or under abillion?'

In space, nobody can hear you scream. But you could hear a ship scream, it transmitted through the feet
of your boots, through hands gripping stanchions and controls. And the Vorpa Blade was screaming a
desth knell.

"Under abillion,” Bill replied.
"XO?Damage report.”
"Wejust lost thetail," the XO said over the command freq,.

"Y ou mean the towed array sonar?" Spectre replied. "No big deal. Sonar is not a necessary component
a the moment."

"No, Captain, | mean the tail. The ship just broke gpart aft of the main engine room.”

"Good, Commander Weaver owes me adollar,” the CO said. They'd just lost the very expensive towed
array sonar, yes. But also the propellers, the turbines that drove them, the reducing gear and just about
everything that made a submarine capable of being a submarine. "However, we don't use any of that stuff
in space. It wasjust more target area. Any casudties?

"Not on that run,” the XO replied. "But if we take around through the sickbay it's going to get ugly.”
"Agreed. How's the neutrino generator holding up?*

"Thetribbleis till successfully duct taped to the phaser, Conn!"

"Good," Spectre said, uncertainly. "Prepare for another run.”

"Now that was something that | hadn't expected,” Weaver said, chuckling.

"And that was?'

"That Commander Belts-And-Suspenderswas a Voltaire fan. Somehow I'm having ahard time wrapping
my head around that image.”

"The philosopher?*
"Mugcian. It'salong ory, Sr."

"For later then," the CO sad. "PFilot, engage.”

"Oh, grapp me," Berg muttered. "Hello?"
Hewasroasting. Theinsde of the suit was like an oven, it had to be over a hundred degrees, maybe two



hundred.
"Hdlo?" heydled.

"Y ou there, Two-Gun?" avoice sounded through the armor. A claw scrabbled at the vision port and then
another cameinto view. He found himsdlf looking at the First Sergeant through the two thick panes of
diglass

"Top?' Bergydled. "l think everything isout on thisthing." He pushed at his actuators and managed to
get an arm moving but it was like lifting weights.

"I've been checking it out," the First Sergeant ydled. "All your motivators are out but it'sfunctiona in
manua mode. Drink some water, though. Y ou're going to dehydrate fast until it cools down.”

Berg sucked at the water nipple then shrugged.
"| think the bladder burst from the heat," Berg said, coughing. "That would explain the steam.”

Even without mativatorsit was fill possibleto roll aWyvern upright. Not easy, mind you, but possible.
But when he got to hisfeet, he started to sway and shimmy.

"Wheat the hell?' Berg shouted.

"Look at Two-Gun disco," avoice boomed from behind him. "\We come to the manual version of the
Wyvern. They suck and | say that as someone with way too much timein them.”

"What happened?’ Berg shouted back, turning tiffly to see the Chief standing behind him. Unlike hisown
and the First Sergeant's, the Chief's armor was pristine with the exception of a splotch of blood on one
claw.

"You got it, son," First Sergeant Powell shouted. ™Y ou got it. Good job."
"Great," Berg said. "How? My machine-gun's offline.”

"Here," the Firgt Sergeant replied, holding out Berg's pistols. Both were locked back. He didn't even
recdl firing them.

"Oh," Bergsad. "Great."

"Hang on," another voice boomed. "Just hold till."

"Do | got funguson me?' Berg ydled, suddenly. "Get it off if | do!"

"Crigped,” the First Sergeant replied.

"Fried to cracklin,” the Chief added. " Serioudy burned up totaly. Not an issue.”
"Okay," Berg shouted, suddenly redizing hed heard the last clearly. "Lurch?"
"I've got the commo module replaced,” the former armorer replied. "How'sthat?"
"Greet," Berg said, normaly. "Motivators?'

"Harder," Lurch replied. "Those | don't have sparesfor.”

Berg's armor rocked forward and his machine-gun cameinto view.

"Y ou can fire one of these things offhand,” Lurch said, handing him the 14.5. "But they're kind of heavy
without motivators. And your ammo's. . ."

"Blown up,” Chief Miller finished. " Serioudy, son, you should see the back of your armor. It'samost
funny. The good newsisthe blow-out panelswork."

"Grest," Berg said. "What now, First Sergeant?”’

"Y ou are going to secure this corner,” Top said, chuckling. "Patrol thisareaand try to avoid contact. Got



it?'
"I'm dl for that one, First Sergeant,” Berg admitted. "Y ou guys can fed freeto drivethe grapp on. I'll
happily assume my guard of this position until your return. How long do | giveyou?'

"One hour, then retreat to the holding area," the First Sergeant replied. "Do you understand your orders?”
"Aye, aye, First Sergeant,” Berg said.
"Comeon," Top said, looking around at the remaining four. "Let'sgo."

Berg watched their retreating forms and reached up to scratch hisface. Hefdt like he was pedling from a
sunburn. Which probably meant burns which he shouldn't scratch so he stopped. Except for his eyebrow
whichwasredly . . . therewasn't any hair, there. The claw of his suit, nonetheless, continued to scratch
acrosstheface of histrashed sensor pod as he considered his predicament.

All hisusua sensors were down. He had externa audio, two way, and commo, two way. Weagpon
traverse out, manua movement only, no cameras. Basically, he could lurch around, look through the soot
covered porthole to see where he was going and maybe lift and fire the machine-gun. No water and the
heat from the suit was dehydrating him fast. Interna gravity, which held hardly noticed before, seemed
over earth norma. So not only wasthe suit hard as hell to move, he wastrying to do it in aheavy
gravitationd field.

Maulk.

The machine gun was heavy as hdll and there weren't but twenty roundsfor it so he leaned it against the
bulkhead. He scratched his eyebrow again and considered the bottom of his suit. There was water
pooled down there. He was pretty sureit was mixed with urine but drinking your own urine was actualy
recommended by some doctors, so at the very least it wasn't going to kill him. And he wasredly thirsty.
The problem was, there was no way to get to it ingde the suit. What he needed was a straw. A redlly
long straw.

There was a power feed that led from the reactor to the sensor pod up the starboard side of the armor. It
was accessible through abox he could just reach . . .

"Heh," he muttered. Wasn't going to be using that insulator as astraw. The entire compartment was one
mass of fused wiring and opening it increased the dready serious ozone level in the suit by an order of

magnitude. "Grapp."

He picked up the machine-gun again, with difficulty, and paused at a skittering sound. Like. . . claws. On
metd. Like. ..

He stood stock till as, across the open area, agroup of dog-demons headed aft in the direction of the
Marines that had just left. When they were past, he backed up, as quietly as he could in an unpowered
auit, and fdl through the holein the deck.

"Grapp,” he muttered again, looking up at the hole. He must have made a noise that could be heard back
on earth, two hundred light-years away.

He'd been in some serioudy grapped Stuations, but this one was starting to take the cake. He hated the
idea, but he needed to hide. Find a compartment the Dreen didn't seem to be using or escape and evade
back to the recycling compartment and link up with Norman and Priester. His suit, &t this point, was
more grapped up than theirs. Actually, that sort of cut out E& Eing back to the recycling compartment.
He could barely lurch along the corridors like azombie, escape and evade was going to have to
emphasize minimum distances.

He stumbled down the corridor to a T intersection, listened for movement then looked both ways as



carefully ashe could. But it necessitated getting in the corridor and moving around in acircle, likean old
time helmet diver. Careful was ardative term.

It a'so was aterrible place to hide, both corridors terminating in hatchesthat looked asif they went to
lifts. And both the control pads glowed light violet. They'd run across those before and they always
meant the door was locked.

Heturned around again, trying to figure out which way to go and heard the skitter of clawson metal from
the way he'd come. He backed down the corridor, figuring held put his back to the elevator at the end of
the port corridor and make alast stand. Asthe claws approached he hefted the machine-gun, trying to
get asight picture through the soot covered porthole.

Just as he figured the gpproaching Dreen were on the last stretch of corridor before his, he heard a
whooshing sound behind him. Turning with difficulty, he found the previoudy locked € evator was now
open, lit by ablue glow.

He stumbled into it and the door closed automaticdly . . .

"This grapping sucks," Miller snarled. They'd found two routes that indicated headed to the purple area,
both of them locked. Which just meant they were probably on theright track. "There's got to be away to
blow this door down."

"We might need to figure that out fast,” Gunny Neely said from the end of the short corridor. "Weve got
Dreen closing our postion.”

"Chief Warrant, if you'd try to convince this door to open, I'd gppreciateit,” the First Sergeant said. "I'm
going tojoin Corpora Lynch and the Gunny in securing this corridor.”

"Onit," Miller replied. " This time | brought demo.”

27

"Negative engagement,” the pilot said.

Spectre looked around the Conn and wasn't surprised that the warp/normal space lash-up they had been
using so effectively for so long no longer worked. He could see the sun playing across the rubble where
the sonar room used to be. Among other things, there was only half a bulkhead there. For that matter,
there was a patch of sun working itsway across Commander Weaver's position. Fortunately, the mass
driver round had penetrated behind the Astrogation position, missng the commander. Unfortunately, it
had punched through two more decksinto the crew mess. Overflowing with wounded from the battle,
crew were struggling to sedl it again before the wounded died of asphyxia.

"Tactica, Conn," Spectre said, struggling to keep the fatigue out of hisvoice. The battle just seemed to
go onand on.

"Tacticd."
The voice wasn't the TACO.
"Who'sthis? Chief Brooks? Where'sthe TACO?'

"Sickbay, Conn," the Tactical Chief replied. "Took afragment to the chest. We got his suit patched
but . . . It doesn't look good.”

"Understood,” the CO said. "Engagement system isdown.”
"Wereon it, Conn. Appearsto be overheating of some of the interface chips. We're attempting to



repar.”
"Enemy datus?"

"SierraOne, Serra Seven, Sierra Fifteen and nine Bandits remaining in BatRon One. Six more Bandits,
Sierra Six remaining from CruRon One. Estimate Bandits attached to CruRon One unableto return for
replenishment. Sierrathree, CruRon One, will be unable to engage for aminimum of three hours. Serra
Twelve dead in space. Primary threst, BatRon One, continues on course to intercept Hexosehr flest.
Sierra One has been engaging at long range but negative impact on Hexosehr fleet. Estimate, based on
Hexosehr maneuvering delta, impact guaranteed at seven light seconds. Estimate forty minutesto that
rangefor SerraOne.”

"Got that," Spectre said. "Conn out. Eng, Conn."
"Go, Conn."
"Satus?'

"Primary drive system offline. Working on secondary. Drive is up. Spare neutrino generators reedy for
replacement.”

"Roger," the CO said. "Conn, out."
"Beinteresting flying homelikethis"" Weaver said.

Spectre looked at his suit indicator and redlized it was on aprivate frequency. Therest of the Conn crew
couldn't hear it.

"If we can take out Sierra One, the Hexosehr can patch us up easily enough,” the CO said.
"Yes, dr," Bill sad, dubioudy.
"And you have an issue with that, Commander?'

"l just don't think it's possible," Weaver admitted. "If we still had the Caurorgorngoth, maybe. Asit
is..."

"Conn, Comm."

"Incoming message from Fleet Magter Lurca”

"Putiton.”

"Boss Man Spectre,” the Fleet Master said. ™Y our ship istruly grapped up.”

"Thank you for that vote of confidence, Lurca," Spectre replied. "We need to do some minor repairs on
our battle system, but we will be back in the battle soon.”

"l am dispatching afleet collier," Lurcasaid. "I am tranamitting its path. If your engines continue to work,
move to intercept it. The collier has engineers onboard that may be of assistance.”

"We appreciate that, Fleet Master.”

"The engineers have been working on a shield generator capable of interfacing with your systems,” Lurca
continued. "If it works, you will have some shielding againgt plasma.”

"l cannot begin to express my gratitude,” Spectre said. "Be aware, though, that our tacticians estimate
only forty minutes until the battlewagon isin range of your fleet. If we have not taken it out by that time,
thisbattlewill befor nothing."

"Qur tacticians have the same estimate," Lurcareplied. "Which iswhy you must use your engineto
intercept the collier.”



"On our way," Spectresaid. "Weaver?'
"Course transmitted to pilot,” the Astrogator said.

"Pilat, engage.”

Matching course and speed with the collier was not difficult, even using the secondary engine controls.
As soon asthey were matched, a veritable army of Hexosehr swarmed across the intervening space,
disdaining hatches and entering through the numerous holesin the ship.

"Senior Engineer Elirgoth,” the lead Hexosehr said as he swvarmed into the Conn. The ship had shut down
enginesto permit easier movement by the Hexosehr, the conversion to gravity being an issue on the
outsde of the ship.

"Commanding Officer Stephen Blankemeier,” the CO said. " Spectre. Thisis my executive officer, who is
in charge of repairs.”

"We see the mogt critical need being to ingtd| the shidld generator,” Elirgoth replied through histrandator.
"The specifications for your ship have changed but we should be able to adjust. Wewill ingdl it on the
hull near your power generation system. That will be the shortest run. My periphera teams have orders
to meet with your damage control crews and assist. We will remain onboard the ship, if that is
acceptable, during the battle. We have patching material coming acrossto sedl critical areas. In addition
we have hull plateswe can ingtdl in patchesto shield critical zones. Show us where to work and we can
work very fag."

"Follow me," the XO said. "I'll show you whereto ingtdl the shield generator and talk to you about other
critica needs”

"See, what did | tell you?" the CO said as soon asthey'd | eft.

"| till don't see ustaking out the battlewagon,” Weaver said.

"Oh, I'm going to takeit out," Spectre replied.

"Yes, gr. How if | might ask?"

"If it comes down to it we're going to fly right in that damned mass-driver and blow the engines.”

"What isthisguff?'

Miller hadn't been joking about bringing demo. If his suit had been in Berg's condition, he would have
taken out a couple more compartmentswith al the octocellulose he was carrying in his butt-pack.

But despite using the strongest conventiona explosive in the military inventory, over four times the power
of C-4, even with tamping the blast with the dead bodies of Dreen, he till hadn't managed to scratch the
secured door.

He had, however, managed to coat the entire hallway in avery nice shade of light violet from the blood of
the Dreen ersatz sandbags.

"I don't know, Chief," Lylereplied. "But you're about out of demo.”

"Jeff, 1'm getting nothing, here," Miller admitted. The door just mocked him. "I hope you're running out of
Dreen, because | don't need any more bodies.”

"Alas, no," the Firgt Sergeant replied. "And | do believe | just heard aroar from down the corridor."

"Inthat case, I'll kegp some of my demo,” Miller said, shaking his head. "There's actualy a couple of
other ways that rhino tanks have been taken out. They're just much lower probability. Like, damned near



zero."

llErwll
It had taken a bare thirty minutes for the shield generator to be ingtalled, hard points placed over the

Conn, Engineering, Sickbay and Tactical and the overheated nodes rebuilt and in some cases replaced
by the Hexosehr engineers.

Some had swarmed back to the callier, but others remained, continuing to work even as the ship went
back into battle.

The destroyer designated Sierra Fifteen swelled in the viewscreen, its face amass of plasmabolts, lasers
and blazing mass drivers. Theimproved Blade ignored thefire, pausing for amoment to adjust and then
flashing out achaos ball that ripped through the destroyer like tissue paper.

"Conn, Tecticd. Sierra Fifteen no longer accelerating.”

On the main viewscreen the dots could be seen separating and the battlescreen updated as the remaining
two ships of the Dreen taskforce thundered past their damaged brethren.

"Conn, Tactical. Fighters moving out from BatRon One. Appear to be headed for the Hexosehr
corvettes.”

"I hope they can deal with them,” Spectre said. "Tactica, get uslined up on SierraOne. It'stimeto go for
the heavy."

"Whered they go?' Miller asked, looking around the corner. The corridor beyond was piled with the
bodies of Dreen dog-demons and thorn-throwers. But there were none moving. Well, a couple of
dog-demons were trying to drag themsdlves forward, their bodies ripped by machine-gun and cannon
fire. He popped the targetsin the head but those were the only enemiesin the corridor.

"l don't know," First Sergeant Powell replied. "One minute they were rushing usin amass wave, the next
they pulled back."

From down the corridors there was aroar that shook the ship and a crunch as of aheavily armored tank
running into awal.

"Uh, oh," Miller said.
"| guessthey got out of the way for the heavy."

A pair of horns agppeared at the end of the passage and Miller fired at them, striking sparks from the
refractory materid.

"What are you doing?' Powell snagpped.

"Behind usisadead grapping end,” Miller replied, continuing to fire into the flank of the massive rhino
tank asit inched around the corner. It was having to dam its bulk into the bulkheads, bending the
corners, to get around theturn. "'If we let it get down to here, were grapped.”

Therhino findly got enough of its bulk into the corridor to turn its head towards the two fightersin the
intersection and focused on them for amoment. Sparks began to fly between its horns and the SEAL and
the Marine backed up.

"Incoming plasmal" First Sergeant Powell snapped asabal of green fire flew down the corridor. The
explosion blasted fire and smoke back down the passageway, but didn't harm the Wyverns.

"Y ou know," Miller said in athoughtful tone. "If we could figure out away to get it shoot that hatch, and



survivemindyou. . ."
"Itsan devator," Powd| said.
"Okay, point. Guesswell just havetokill it."

Berg stepped out of the elevator and looked around. Asfar ashe could tell, it was just another of the
seemingly endless corridors of the ship. Therewas ashort corridor to a T intersection with the usual
color coded markers. Thistime, though, one of the purple ones was flashing.

Helooked at that and blinked his eyes then limped down the passage it indicated. There was a hatch
about thirty meters down but before he could openit it did aside, revedling two thorn throwersand a
dog-demon.

He dropped the machine-gun and drew his pistols automaticaly. One of the thorn-throwers had its back
turned, the other, though, fired immediately. Too soon, because the burst of thorns went by Berg with an
evil whigling sound.

His .50 caliber round went right into its thorn projector, which, snce it was mounted in the thing's snout,
meant right through it'sbrain case.

A second round caught the spinning thorn-thrower in the side, athird went through its head. The fourth
through seventh of the magazine were expended on the charging dog-demon, which did to astop afew
feet from his boots.

"| gotta get a better job," Berg said, reloading with one of hisfew remaining magazines. He was so hot
and dehydrated, hisvision waswobbly and his coordination was off. For that matter, he swore held
heard voices aminute ago. Or at least avoice whispering in an aien tongue. He managed to seat the mag
after dropping it only once and holstered his pistol. He started to pick up the machine gun then just left it
whereit had dropped and continued to lurch down the corridor.

Beyond was aroom filled with what looked like control positions and computers. At least, that was what
his struggling brain wastelling him. He thought he saw amermaid for a second, but then resolved it asa
bunch of the alien script on onewall. Sure looked like amermaid if you sort of turned your head, though.
Hetilted his head back and forth and snorted. If you were halucinating, maybe.

The control positions were arranged sort of like an auditorium with the door entering at the base and the
positions stretching up to hisleft. He wondered for a second why that would be and then looked to his
right. He had to lean back, carefully, to see what the operators would have seen. It was a big screen that
was actualy active, showing a series of colored lights scattered acrossits face. Some of them had dien
script next to them and afew had what looked alot like arrows. Some were purple, others blue. There
were two blue onesright in the middle of the screen and one way off to the Side. There was another
cluster of blue on the left sde of the screen. Near the edge on the | ft there were some orange ones. And
one about half way up the left-hand side. As he watched, it vanished for amoment, appeared again near
the two blue dots then vanished again, regppearing initsorigind location.

At amost the same time he felt the ship begin rumbling from fire dong the port sde. Then therewasa
thump, felt more than heard, and a claxon began to ring.

One of the orange dots on the far left had asort of diamond around it. The diamond began to flash and
the whine of the main gun started up again.

"Okay, | know wherethisisgoing,” Berg said. He redly hoped he met the creators of this ship some day
because they were so much like humansit was scary. "l amin the ship'stactica room. Purpleisthe
Dreen. Orangeis us and the Hexosehr. And the Blade'sfighting thisthing, now. And | think we hit it. |
wonder if | canturnit off?"



"Y ou cannot,” avoice whispered over hiscommunicator. "Continue. Follow the flashes.”
Okay, either hewas hdlucinating again or . . . No, that one had been clear. And in English.

"Okay," Berg said, lurching forward. There was another hatch on the far sde of the room and the control
panel wasflashing. "Okay, | can do this. Either it'safever dream or . . . something stranger. But | can do
this"

"We can do this" Miller argued.

"It'sgrapping insane," Powell replied. "But were dl gonnadie, anyway, so why not?"
"Lurch, you get theleft leg,” Miller continued. "Nedly, theright. I've got the demo.”
"And theduct tape,”" Lyle said. "Don't forget the duct tape.”

"What do | do?' the First Sergeant asked.

"Pray like hell thisworks," Miller said. "And pick up thedemo if | drop it. And keep that grapping beak
away from my armor if you can.”

The rhino had managed to make it around the far bend and now was humping into view, grunting under
its breath and rolling its beady eyes a the humansin the corridor.

"Wait for it," Miller said, crouching on hisknees abare couple of meters from the stuck rhino. "Wait for it
to get stuck inthe turn.”

Therhino lurched to itsleft, crumpling the stedl of the bulkhead and gathering room for the turn. Then it
lurched forward, smashing the other side and tried to spin in place, getting jammed between the forward
bulkhead and the port.

"Now!" Miller snapped.

Lyledid forward on his belly whedls then came up, holding onto the left leg of the beast. Nedly did
forward, dso, grabbing the right.

Miller flipped onto his back and pushed off from the bulkhead, diding under the rhino asthe two
Wyverns sruggled to lift the thing into the air. Its claws raked bare inches from his Wyvern, struggling to
gan purchase on itssmdler tormentors.

Powell did forward and straddled the SEAL, grabbing the underside of the thing's beak and straining to
liftit. Therhino's eyesrolled bare inches from his cameras and it was much closer than he ever wanted to
betoarhinotank againin hislife.

"Emplaced,” Miller said, grabbing the thing'slegs and diding out from under the mongter. "Get back!"

All three of the Marines rdeased dmost smultaneoudy and Lyle and Nedly grabbed the SEAL, dragging
him back just asthe rhino pawed at where he had been.

"Seven, s, five. . ." Miller counted.
"It'scharging,” the First Sergeant pointed out. "Down!"

The rhino, though, could duck its head now, and pointed the charging bal of plasmaright &t the four
Wyvern suits cowering on the floor.

"Two...one..."

The plasmafired at almost the same moment as the improvised explosive Strapped to the beast's
underside. Almogt. Infact, it fired precisely four milliseconds afterwards. But that was long enough to lift
the multi-ton rhino nearly afoot, so the plasmablasted past the Marines and the SEAL and, infact,
impacted directly on the door of thelift.



Rhino tanks were, in fact, very well armored. But four kilos of octocellulose duct-taped to its belly
exceeded itsrated design limits. The center of the massive organic tank exploded al over the corridor,
raining intestines, somachs and other lessidentifiable bitsin every direction.

Furthermore, the SEAL had did way back on the tank, figuring that the armor would fdl off the further it
went to the rear. Thusthe powerful explosive lifted the massve cresture up and forward.

Right on the four cowering suits.

"Well, Todd," First Sergeant Powell said. "Thisisanother fine mess you've gotten usinto. My first gunny
warned me never to work with SEALS. | knew | should have listened to him."

"Excuse me, Firgt Sergeant,” Lyle said. "But do | hear claws approaching?’

"Coal," Berg muttered, leaning back and looking up a another massive viewscreen. This one was
speckled with stars, somehow giving an impression of three dimensions. The conditions were too
complicated for him to figure out but he was pretty sureit was greet intel on the Dreen. Some of the
markings had to be details of the Dreen empire. Probably other races, aswell.

But the control pad on the far side of the compartment was flashing ingstently. He didn't know what was
at the end of this quest, but it was getting cooler and cooler.

Either that or he was having a very interesting dream as he was being eaten. He was il trying to decide.

"Holy Grapp!" Spectre shouted, grateful that his commo was off. Thelast blast from the Dreen
dreadnought had shaken the ship from stem to stern. The defenses of the ship were ten times more
powerful than ether the destroyers or the carrier. If it hadn't been for the Hexosehr patches, the Blade
would have been cut in haf long before.

Looking over his shoulder, though, he would tell that had been a serious hit. Tacticd was. . .

"Conn, Damage Control," the XO said, wearily. "We're down. We barely made it back into warp.
Tactical isgone, half the interfaces are blown. All externa cameras and sensors are destroyed. We can't
see, can't hear and can barely maneuver."

"Get meaforward view," Spectre said. "I don't care how you do it. And get mein touch with Lurca. It's
timeto end thisfight.”

Thefind compartment was surprisingly smal compared to the "auditoriums’ of the tactical and navigation
rooms, but it was cool. The main viewscreen had been tuned to give the view of aworld, cool, crisp
mountains beside a crashing sea. It wasn't anywhere on earth that Berg recognized and the color of the
sky wasn't quite right unless he was much mistaken. Other than thet, it looked sort of like someplacein
Scotland or Ireland.

It took him amoment to spot the massive pile of Dreen fungus built up around acentra dais. Therewasa
big chair, apparently for the commander, on top of the dais. From his position, al he could see was the
pile of fungus and abunch of tubes running out of it, wrapping around the chair towards. . .

An occupant. Lurching forward he could see that something was in the seat and as he approached the
forward viewscreen and turned he could see that the occupant was small, the size of ahuman child. An
emaciated cat.

A Mree.
Humans had thought the Mree wiped out. It wasthe world of the feinoids that Weaver and Miller had



shoved the ardune bomb on top of, shutting the Dreen gates to Earth. The six hundred megaton bomb
should have wiped the low-tech culture from the face of their planet. Even the few surviving captured
Mree, who despite heroic attempts had al eventuadly died, thought their race had been wiped out. But
here was one commanding a Dreen task force.

"Wecome, human,”" the Mree gasped, the voice labored. "We cometo hell.”
"How can you talk?' Berg asked.

"I must command this battle, but parts of me remain, to adegree, freg," the Mree gasped. "What good a
voice that none can hear? What good eyes that can only look forward? The Dreen care nought for such.
But you must hurry. Y our friends are about to die and your ship is sore pressed. When it attacks again, |
will destroy it and my security is about to destroy the remaining Marines. Unlessyou act.”

"What do | haveto do?' Berg asked.

"Kill me" the Mreereplied. "But first | must give you orders. On theright side of thisroom as| stisa
panel with purple symbols like one of your Ls. When | am deed, press each of these three times. That
will open up dl of the airlocks and doors on the ship. It isafirefighting measure. The ship will be
unscathed, it can handle vacuum quite wdll: its Karchava builders were thorough. But the Dreen and their
fungus cannot survive vacuum. Y ou must empty al the air and that will destroy the Dreen. Thetwo
destroyerswill remain but your ship should be able to survive then and triumph. But you must empty the
air. Now, kill me and be about your orders.”

"Canit | justpull ..."

"That would kill me, more painfully,” the Mree hissed. "Y our pistol, Two-Gun. Useit. Free mefrom this
hell. Please. Be aware, security iscoming. Y ou must act quickly. There are other survivors. If you meet

any of my people. . ."
"I will tell them of your sacrifice,” Berg sad, lifting the pistal. "Go with God."

"And you, Two-Gun."

"Okay, thisisgoing to be dl manua control," Spectre said. "The objective isto get close enough to the
battlewagon that when the engine goesweélll takeit out.”

The casudlties had been moved to the collier as had al non-essentia personnd. That included Miss
Moon who had, to everyone's surprise, survived.

"Well warp in as close as possible then go in the rest of the way on manua control of the normal space
drive," Spectre continued. "Mogt of our armor is oriented upwards so well try to maintain that relativity.
We only have about three minutes until the battlewagon reaches engagement range. Everyone take your
positions. And | haveto say I'm proud of dl of you. No crew in history has fought so hard and so long
with such success. | loveyou dl. Now, let'sgo kill ourselves.”

"Asabattlecry that leaves something to be desired,” Bill said asthe crew resumed their positions.

"There's no need for you to be here, Commander Weaver," the CO said. "Y ou know aswell as| do
when the drive detonates it'sjust going to be sitting there in space. The Hexosehr have promised to make
anew ship from scratch if necessary so the survivors can get back to earth.”

"Might besumpin | kindo t' git usal kilt," the Astrogator said, for once letting hisfull Southern accent
dip free. "Gonnabe funner than skinnin alahv coon."

"Ayup," Spectrereplied. "Pilot?!
"Conn, Commo."



"Go, Commo," the CO replied. "Weve got commo?'

"Retrans through the Hexosehr collier. Lurca. Voiceonly."

"Ship Magter Blankemeier, Fleet Master Lurca. Hold your run.”

"Y ou're about to get taken out, Lurca," Spectrereplied. "We don't havetimeto. . ."

"The Dreen dreadnought has ceased acceleration,” the Fleet Master replied. "It has opened dl its hatches
and isblagting air and water into the ether. | do not know the significance of this, but . . ."

"What the hell?" Spectre said. "What about the destroyers?’

"They continue forward," Lurcaadmitted. "If anything, they are accelerating. But they will require an hour
to get in range with plasmaweapons and the dreadnought is open to space and has ceased fire. We have
time..."

"XO!" Spectre snapped. "1 want the combat engagement system back up in twenty minutes! Get to it!"

"Grapp, grapp, grapp . . ." Miller muttered, trying to move the beast on his back.
"If wedl lift at once" Powdl said.
"Gotit," Miller said. "Ready, one, two . . ."

There was ablast of sound in the background, like atornado, and the Wyverns could fed arumble
transmitted through the deck. Thumps resounded aong the corridor as hatches flew open.

"What the grapp?' Lyle asked. "My externa air pressure sensor is dropping like arock."

A dog-demon scrabbled around the corner, coming into Miller's view. But it was clearly struggling. Its
beak opened and closed, gasping for air asit collapsed afoot from him. He watched it continue to gasp
itslast then dowly boil asthe externd air turned to vacuum. It wasn't afast process, therewas alot of air
in the massive ship, 0 he got to watch it in dow motion.

"Okay," Miller said asthe thing in front of him started to freeze-dry. "We don't have to worry about
Dreen, but we've ill got this mother on our back. So. A oneand atwo. . ."

EPILOGUE

"| don't seerepairing thisship,” Lurcasaid, looking at the Blade. "It is so damaged asto be useful for
nothing but scrap metd.”

"Hey, the engine still works," Spectre argued. "If we could figure out how to survivein suitsfor thirty
days, we could fly it home."

"Where it would be scrapped,” the XO pointed out.

"Wdll ..." Spectresaid. "But it'sa good ship!"

"Itisamost excdlent ship," Lurcasaid. "But it would be better to make you anew one."

"Y ou've got supply problems," Spectre said. "I know you've got good fabricators, but . . ."
"Thefood you supplied to the visitors," Lurcasaid, "could you get moreto uswithin ayear?"

"A year?' the CO said. "We could probably get more to you in a couple of weeks. How much?’

"Asmany tonsas possible," Lurcasaid. "But we would need it in no morethan ayear. But if | havethe
food supplies, dl therest is easily enough gathered. If you can promise us resupply, | will take you at



your word and rouse our full engineering force. Using our repair fabricators, we can build aship of this
size, much more robust and with more of the small chaos generators, in no more than one of your
months. But | take you at your promise that you will return with food. Otherwise my crewswill sarve.”

"Done," Spectre promised. "Food for aship? Oh, yeah. I'll take that trade any day."

"Wewill get started on anew ship immediatdly,” Lurcasaid. "WEell need to get your technica people
involved in design. | understand they are getting on well with my engineers. . ."

"That isgrapping cool," Gants said, pulling the machined piece out of the Hexosehr device.

Hed taken ameta blank and put it through the ringer. The Hexosehr device cut meta in waysthat should
have been impossible, actudly cutting inside of the outer faceif so ordered. HE started with asquare
blank of metal and ended up with something that looked like a serioudy intercut medalion, with bits of
meta lingering in the cut out sections.

"Nice," Red said, dapping hisright thigh. "Nearly asnice asthisleg. And they built it in afew minutes
from design up.”

"I wonder if there's some way to buy in on this before anybody knows," Gants said, sucking histeeth.
"Thisisgoing to change. . . everything."

"Y eah, except for onelittleitem,” Red said. "The Dreen are coming.”

"Hell, we took out one of their battleships" Gants said, shrugging.

"And asfar aswecantdl, los dl the Marinesthat did it."

"Found you," the First Sergeant said, walking onto the bridge.

"Figured you would sooner or later,” Berg said. He was leaning back against the viewscreen, looking at
the shriveled body of the Mree. Hed been there for severa hours, wondering when hisair would run out.
"l mean, how hard wasit going to be?"

"Until we found those blinking lights, pretty damned hard,” Miller opined. "Every hatch onthisshipis
open.”

"I figured | should give plenty of timefor any of the fungusthat got in odd placesto die," Berg said,
lurching to hisfeet and returning to the damage control console. When he hit the buttons again, he could

fed hatches throughout the ship closing. Asthe hatch on the bridge closed air began to flood the
compartment.

"Hmmm . .." Miller said. "O2 levels are good, pressure's good. | wonder what it smellslike?!

"l figurewell find out in about fifteen minutes,” Berg replied. "Unless you brought any spare O2. I'm
getting pretty low.”
* k%
"It certainly appears dead,” the Tactica Specidist said.
"We shdll be cautious,” the Corvette Master ordered. "If it becomeslive, wewill quickly die.”

"Corvette Magter," the Commo Tech said. "We are recelving broadcast in human method and speech
from the ship.”

"Putiton.

"...thisnet, thisis Bravo Company Marines. We have captured the Dreen dreadnought. All Dreen
onboard are dead asisthe sentient. Were nearly out of air. Request assistance. Any station this net, this



is Bravo Company Marines. We have captured the Dreen dreadnought. All Dreen. . ."
"Contact the humans," the Corvette Master said. "Tell them we have found their lost fighters.™

"Sir, you might want to take alook at this."

The Duty Officer for the Space Command Central Watch Post walked over to the long range sensor
controls and looked over the aff sergeant's shoulder.

"Isthat the Blade?" the Colond asked. "About damned time. They're nearly thirty days beyond where
anyone thought they could survive."

"I'm not sure, Sir," the sergeant said. "Some of its emissions are the same as the Blade. Others aren't.
M ore neutrino output, more meson. More output, period.”

"Sir," thevisuastech sad. "That is negative on the Blade, Sr.”

"What?' the Colonel asked, striding over. " Sound aarm. Send a Flash message that we have an
unknown. . ."

"Incoming message, Sr," Communicationsinterjected. "It hasthe Blade's coding onit.” The printer Sarted
to clatter and the tech ripped it off, handing it to asignd runner.

"Belay that darm,” the Colond sad. "But wake up Admiral Granger.”
He took the message form and frowned.
"Y eah, definitely wake up Admird Granger."

"No, serioudy, S, it'sus," Spectre said, patiently.
"That is not the ship you left in, Captain,” the admiral said, doggedly. "And if you get any closer to the
planet you're going to get engaged.”

"Yes, dr, | understand that protocol,” Spectre replied as soon as he got the lagging reply. Per doctrine,
the Blade I was standing off at lunar orbit to await clearance. "I'm sending my full mission report. Read it
over and make your decision. But, be aware, you're going to have a hard time shooting the Blade Two
out of the sky. Among other things, the anti-missile systems on this baby are awesome. The bad newsis
we're going to need alot more ships. A lot more ships.”

"Welcometo the Ova Office, gentlemen and maam,” the President said, shaking hands. "Sit, please.
Glenda, coffee, please. Commander Weaver, my predecessor spoke highly of you. How do you like
your new job?"

"l likeit very well, Mr. President,” Bill said, taking the proffered cup of coffee.

"| fed | ought to offer you al something stronger, but sinceyou're officidly on duty . . . But Miss Moon?
You, asacivilian..."

"I'mdlergic, Mr. Presdent,” thelinguist said.

"Then that settlesthat,” the President said. " Coffee dl around. Captain Blankemeier, | was given an
executive summary of your report. Then | asked for amore detailed summary. Then | made the mistake
of taking your full report and logs with me for bedtime reading for which | paid the next day.”

"Sorry about that, Mr. President,” Spectre replied.
"Y ou have agift for turn of phrase, Captain. Y ou would make agood speech writer. But you've certainly



dropped an enormous . . . something probably obscenein my lap.”

"Sorry about that, also, Mr. President,” the CO said. "But we were sent out to find out what happened to
the colony and then it got alittle complicated.”

"Agreed," the president said, looking over at the Secretary of Defense and Secretary of State. "Arewe
sure about the Dreen spread?”

"Yes, gr," the Secretary of Defense said. "1 had analysts go over both the raw data that the Hexosehr
had and the astronomical datarecovered fromthe. .. Karchavawasit Staff Sergeant Bergstresser?'

"Yes, Mr. Secretary,” Berg snapped. He was sitting rigidly at attention, coffee cup and saucer squared
on hislap.

"The Karchava battleship,” the Secretary continued. " The analysis section agrees that the Dreen are
goreading in thisdirection, aswell as others. They put the maximum period before they reach earth as
twenty years. However, if they become aware of our location before hand, and there are more outposts
between us and them, that could be accelerated. 1'd like to, again, commend Miss Moon on her linguistic
ability. Starting from the point that the Marines reached she has cracked most of the Karchava script.
With that, the andysis became solid. The Dreen are on their way. Worse, they overran the speciesthat
produced the most powerful ship we have encountered to date. No species has so much as dowed them.
And they're headed for our region of space.”

The President bowed his head for amoment then looked back up.

"Then we haveto prepare for war," he said, looking over at the Secretary of State again. "I'm now going
to do something rather rare in this office. I'm going to ask you," he continued, looking at the assembled
group from the Blade, "what your suggestions arein thisregard. Among other things, you've had a month
longer to assmilate the informeation.”

Spectre looked at the President in surprise for amoment and then cleared his throat.
"You're serious, Mr. President?”’

"Don't tdl me you haven't discussed it," the President said. "I've thought about it, discussed it with my
senior advisers. But I'd like your input.”

"Uh..." Spectresaid.

"A codition of thewilling, Mr. Presdent,” Berg said, gill sitting rigidly upright and looking past the
President. "L ed by the United States and including, at aminimum, Greet Britain, China, Indiaand Japan.
Itis preferred that Germany, some of the other Old Europe countries, the Eastern European block and
the Seven Tigersareincluded aswell as certain countriesin South America. It should specificaly exclude
France."

"Exclude the French?" the Secretary of State asked.
"Yes, dr," First Sergeant Powdll replied. "Though diplomaticaly difficult, that's actudly rather important.”
"Explain,” the Presdent said, leaning back and putting his hand over his mouth.

"In the two hundred plus years of our country, we have been involved in wars with the French severa
times" Weaver sad, rductantly. "All of them asdliesand dl but oneto our net detriment. Basicdly, Mr.
President, every time the French get involved in anything, they tend to do more damageto their dliesthan
their enemies. Examples redound but Vietnam, the War on Terror and World Wars Oneand Two all
cometomind.”

"Infact, Mr. President, there was significant discussion of what to do on the way back," Spectre finaly
admitted. "And the last time we can recd| the US benefiting from having the French involved with uswas
inthe Revolution.”



"Which, I'd like to add, was when they were under the Bourbons,” First Sergeant Powel | pointed out.
"So, basicdly, if they're willing to bring back the aristos, well think about it. Otherwise, our
recommendation isthat they be excluded.”

"Except for the Legion,” Miller interjected.
"Y eah, well take the Legion," Spectre agreed.

"And well take some volunteersif there are any,” Berg said, lightening up. "As soldiers, they'refine. It's
their paliticians and generasthat suck. Oh, boy, do they suck." He suddenly whitened as he redlized
what held just said to the President of the United States.

But the president, far from offended, burst out into laughter and looked over at the Secretary of State
who was nearly purple.

"Thank you, gentlemen,” the President said, grinning, "for making my point for me. And, I'll add, with
some additions | hadn't considered.”

"What about the Louisiana Purchase?' the SecState asked, plaintively.
"That was bowing to redlity, Mr. Secretary,” Miriam said. "Aswadl as sucking our treasury dry."

"Either we were going to take over that territory or the British,” First Sergeant Powell answered. "By
sling it to us, Napoleon got money to support hiswars and kept the British from taking it.”

" And it was a causative factor of the War of 1812," Miller said.

"| disagree, Todd, | think that war was guaranteed no matter what happened,” Powell argued. "England
was aready angry over us using neutraity to covertly supply Napoleon and we were, of course, wroth
over thepressingof .. ."

"I've got the point,” the Presdent said. "Mr. Secretary, that has to be understood in the negotiations. The
USwill retire from any planetary mutual defensetreaty if the French are part of the pact. WEll go it done
before well take any cheese-eaters. And we're not starting from the point of departure of the UN.
Coadlition of thewilling, we're the top-dog. Why? Because we're the only superpower on the planet and
we're going to take the brunt no matter how many alieswe have. Dressthat up in pretty diplomatic
language when you have the meetings.”

"Yes, Mr. Presdent,” the Secretary of State said with asigh.

"And don't let your department try to weasel around it,” the President said. "'I'm serious.”
"l won't, Mr. President.”

"The Hexosehr, Captain,” the President said.

"They're headed for Runner's World, Mr. President,” the captain replied.

"And it will take them aminimum of two yearsto reach it with their warp technology,” the Presdent said.
"Two years we don't have. How do we speed that up?’

"They'll reech Michdin's World in about Sx months, Mr. President,” Weaver replied. "Therésagate
there that opens up in Alabama. We can easily moveit, though, to anywhere we want to establish a
major base. Open a gate that leads to Runner's World. Perhaps another to Cheerick. We can drop both
off quickly enough. Bring what we can fit through a gate from their ships, their people in deep deep
especidly, and move them to Runner's World. Most of them. Many will end up on Earth or Adar
working on defense systems and bringing in their technology. They were ableto build the Blade 11, while
on the run and in deep space, in lessthan thirty days. Everything from soup to nuts. We're going to need
them leading the drive on devel oping the new space navy we're going to require to defend earth.”

"If I may, Mr. President,” Miriam interjected. "One of the problemsis going to be the economic



destabilization of their technology. Their technology islegps ahead of the Adar whichiis, inturn, well
ahead of our own. Their fabricators, done, are going to impact manufacturing across the globe. The way
that they work with metalsis going to stand the entire machine-shop industry on its head. Every precision
manufacturer in the world could be put out of business overnight. Which meansthat their employees, who
are some of the highest paid and most highly skilled workersin any industry, are going to be out of jobs.
Preparing for that ondaught is going to be nearly as difficult as preparing for the war.”

"On the other hand, Mr. President,” First Sergeant Powell said, "when you have two problems. . ."

"Sometimesthey cancd out,” the Presdent said, nodding. " Such workerswould be highly useful, with
some retraining, in agpace navy. The Draft ison theway, big time."

"We're going to need schools," Weaver said. "We're going to need somebody besides me who can
astrogate. We're going to need to send grad studentsto their schools to understand the theory behind
their systems. They're going to need schools, and supplies and lots of food from the Adar for thetime
being..."

"And now we're getting into details," the President said. ""For which | have avery able gaff. But | wanted
to hear what your thoughts were on the broader picture and I'm ddlighted that they match my own so
well. Therewill be changes and I'm sure that we will weather them as Americaaways has. But afew are
more immediate. Captain Blankemeier.”

"Mr. Presdent?"

"I know that you love this new ship that the Hexosehr built much as you loved the one scrapped on the
arms of Orion. However, you are leaving command.”

"Yes, Mr. President,” Spectre said, hisfacefdling.

"You're no longer digibleto commandit. | just sent your name to the Senate for confirmation of
promoation to rear admiral. It was pointed out to me by some senior officers that there were boards and
such for such things and that you are very junior to be aflag officer and | pointed out that not only did we
need some admirals who had actualy been in space combat, | was commander and chief so | trumped
them."

"Thank you, Mr. President," Spectre said, nodding.

"I've been told that as a bipartisan show of support, you're assured confirmation. | was assured that
shortly after | showed the Select Armed Forces Committee your mission report. Commander Weaver."

"Mr. Presdent?’

"Y ou've been what the Navy cdls frocked' for some reason to Captain,” the President said. "Which
means you've got the rank but not the pay. I'm told the pay will come dong in time. The same people that
mentioned boards were somewhat more vehement that you did not yet have sufficient experienceasa
nava officer to assume command of the BladeI1."

"Understood, Mr. President,” Bill said. "And agreed.”

"I wouldn't say that the Chief of Nava Operations pitched afit in thisvery room, but that's because I'm
polite," the president continued. "Personswho shal remain nameless, however, were more than willing to
accept you taking the pogition of Executive Officer, despite the bump in rank which would technicaly
disqualify you, after | again had to use the phrase ‘commander in chief.’ The Blade, until we have other
deep space ships, will probably be undergoing a series of skippers. We need officers with experiencein
pace, smple asthat. To an extent, in your new position as XO, it will be your job to train them. They
will, of course, be your superior officers. They will have timein grade on you not to mention a superior
position in the chain of command. But persons who shdl remain namelesswerein agreement that one
Captain can say something to another Captain, even if that person istheir commander, which a



Commander could not. If that sentence parses out. Are we on the same page?’
"Yes, gr," Bill replied.

"Very good. And we are left with the inimitable Staff Sergeant Bergsiresser,” the Presdent said. "The
Blade is about to undertake some tedious but necessary infrastructure missionsfor what | believeto be
the next severd months. In other words the necessity for derring do is significantly reduced. Areyou,
once again, going to volunteer to go where no Marine has gone before, Staff Sergeant? Or hasthe long
drawn strife quitted you of the desire for adventure?!

"I will admit, Mr. President, that being baked by a plasmaball and having to take off my suit before | ran
out of air, on aDreen ship, has cooled my ardor,” Berg said. "But, no, Sir. I'm not quitting if that isyour
question. | dready told the First Sergeant that I'm onboard for the next cruise. | was hoping for some
persond time before we left, though. I've. . . got somethings | need to take care of."

"I think that can be arranged,” the President said. " Among other things, given the Blade's next few
missions, | believe that the First Sergeant can spare you, can you not, First Sergeant?”

"Yes, Mr. President,” First Sergeant Powdll replied, stoically. It wasn't like the Prez had just cut off his
right arm or anything. Left, yes.

"Very good," the President said. "I'd hate to have to use the dread phrase upon you, First Sergeant. In
that case, Staff Sergeant, you're going to school.”

"Excuse me, Mr. President?' Berg asked.

"I'mtold that if oneisintelligent, perceptive, in good physica condition and doesn't bresk aleg or
something, that ayoung Marine can complete officer's candidate school in abare four months. Don't
break your leg and the next time you run into First Sergeant Powell helll be required to sdlute you.”

"Yes, Mr. President,” Berg said, stunned.

"When | discussed this choice with personswho shal remain nameless, after along tirade about
something called 'mustangs which | had previoudy associated with horses, the sdlient point of sending
you to OCSingtead of my initial choice, direct commission by order of the dread phrase, wasthat you'd
receivetraining in your new duties which have something to do with venered disease and inventories.
Since I'm sure you have no experience of the former and minimal experience of the latter, | acquiesced.
Havefunin OCS. Oh, | was aso told that Force Recon Platoon leaders had to have at least ayear ‘with
troops in regular units. The Dread Phrase was repeated at that point. Upon graduation you will become
Third Platoon leader of Bravo Company, First Space Marines. If you don't graduate, you will become
something called 'agoat’ and be sent to durance vile probably somewhere nearby as an ingtructor in
Marine Space Combat which wastheinitial suggestion of personswho shdl remain nameless. | assure
you that would be a tedious assgnment. Graduate. Preferably with honors and on time. Barring another
emergency, the ship will not leavefor it's next serious mission until you show up. | didn't haveto usethe
Dread Phrase that time but | was definite.”

"Yes, Mr. President,” Berg said, starting to grin.

"And I'm throwing in another medd for capturing a Dreen battleship. Something tasteful, Silver Star or
suchlike. First Sergeant Powell”? Promoting you to sergeant mgjor would remove you from your present
position. Want the pay or the position?"

"The position, Mr. President,” the First Sergeant answered.

"Eventudly well be ableto put abattalion on a space ship at which time, if I'min office, dread phrase or
no dread phrase you'll get abattalion. In the meantime, you remain. Want ameda ?'

"Got plenty, Mr. President.”



"Y ou sure? Legion of Merit? Silver Star? That's dways bright and cheery on auniform. Or aflag for that
matter. Something to clutter thewall in your old age and dust? I'd be hard pressed to swing aMedd of
Honor but | could try."

"Got plenty of dust catchers, Mr. President.”
"Very wdl. Chief Warrant Officer Second Miller?!
"Mr. Presdent?"

"Youjust got ajump in pay, Chief Warrant Officer Third Miller. Again, it was suggested that you
become an ingtructor aong with asuggestion that maybe a SEAL team would be better off on the Blade.
At that point, a pointed discussion ensued between two persons who shall remain nameless, both of
equd rank but one the other's technical superior because of something called a'junior service, which
phrase caused the larger and stronger to nearly strike histechnical superior. After tempers had cooled, it
was agreed that the Blade would continue to host Marines. And one SEAL if he's il interested. If not,
Coronado or Little Creek, take your pick."

"Blade, Mr. President. | hate ingtructor positions.”

"What isit with al you suicidd people?* the President asked. "Never mind. And we are left with Miss
Moon. People who shdll, etceteraa so discussed the fact that there was acivilian running around on
'their' ship. After pointing out that it was my ship, thank you very much, you work for me not the other
way around, | dso pointed to certain details of the captain's most thorough and well-written report.
Well-written enough that | suspect he had some help. But the hidden details caused what could best be
termed a'harumph’ and a suggestion that certain persons could best be used in any number of training or
technical capacities right here on earth. About which | agree, most wholeheartedly. Or not on earth. I'm
in need of ambassadors to both the Cheerick and the Hexosehr. | could even switch out the one to the
Adar dthough Peter isdoing very well. Or, via use of the Dread Phrase and magic signature powers
accorded me by fifty point zero two percent of the American people, you can remain aslinguistic officer
of the Blade Il. Frankly, | think that's a step down, but | leave it up to you."

Miriam looked frozen for amoment then shrugged.
"The Blade, Mr. President.”

"Isthat your fina answer?' the President said. "I have been informed of your dmost habitud lack of self
confidence. While I'll admit that could be a problem in an ambassador, | nonethelessfed that thereisno
person more suitable to the position of ambassador to the Hexosehr, especialy. Y our technical
competenceiswhat I'm looking at there, far more than your linguigtic ability. And the short communiqué
you returned with from the Hexosehr mentions you by name as a suitable interlocutor.”

"| gppreciate that, Mr. President,” Miriam said. "Redlly | do. But | think I'm of more use on the Blade.
We're going to encounter more species, we're going to encounter more linguistic problems and we're
going to encounter more. . . technica problems. | think | can be of more use there than negotiating
detailswith the Hexosehr. Nice asthey are, | think it would drive meinsane. Moreinsane.”

"Very well," the Presdent said, waving hismagic finger. "Y ou are permanently, at leest aslong aslI'min
office, thelinguist for the Vorpa Blade, whatever number it ends up as. If you change your mind, you can
of course unvolunteer a any time and options remain open. Ambassador, linguist right herein the White
House, heck | could use atechnical advisor as easy on the eyes asyou are. Whatever you ask."

"Thank you, Mr. President,” Miriam said, dimpling.

"Therésjust one problem with Miss Moon continuing on the Blade 11," the CO suddenly said, frowning
serioudy.

"What'sthat?' the President asked, blinking.



"It'sabrand new ship,” Spectrereplied. "If it hasto take another long cruise, there aren't any pipesto
paint! God help whoever takes over as CO!"

"Brooke, thisis Amanda Bergstresser.”

"Yes, maam," Brooke said. It had been nearly four months since that one single exchange of messages.
Eric'smom wasin contact with other familiesfrom hisunit and al of them were worried. The ship Eric
was on wasn't supposed to be able to be gone thislong. The Marines weren't saying anything, just that
the unit was"overdue.”

Nobody was giving up hope, least of al Brooke. Prom was coming, but she'd turned away every offer of
adate. She had her dress, she wasready to go. But only if shewason Eric'sarm. But acall
out-of-the-blue like thisfrom Mrs. Bergstresser could mean only one of two things. . .

"I've received two messages, one for us and onefor you. Yoursistwo words. Can | just read it to you?”
"Yes, maam," Brooke said, taking adeep bresath.

"From Staff Sergeant Eric Bergstresser to Brooke Pierson. Marry Me. End message.”

"Oh yes," Brooke sad, crying. "Oh, tell him yed!"

"Tdl him yoursdlf; he'sin Washington, DC. They're back, he's fine and he wants to see you as soon ashe
can get home. You've got hiscdll phone number. Useit. And tell himto cal hismomma.”

"The problemwith this. . . anomaly isthat with the subject's normd irregular datait's hard to pin down.
Definiteincreasesin activity in the parietal 1obe. But there have been so many described shiftsin the
record it could just beanew . . . change?’

Thetwo neurologists|ooked at the results of Earth's most advanced medical scanning and the, dmost in
turn, shrugged.

"| can't say that there's anotable change,” the older said, frowning. "And that is the keystone phrase.”
"If we make any suggestion of a change the subject isin for some very invasive procedures,” the younger
sad.
"Beinteresting to pull that brain apart.”
"I'll put that down as a'no notable changes,’ then,” the younger said.
"Spoail sport.”
THE END



