Proximity-fused cannon rounds detonated, the nearest forty feet behind me.

My faceplate blackened against the flash, then the shock wave hammered the ded. Shrapnd crackled off
my amor liketinran.

Theridge' s backside was a cirque, the bowl from which aglacier begins. | tumbled through space,
beyond the bow!’ svertical end cliff. Below me, boulders on theice looked smaler than spilled pepper.

The ded spent its momentum, so | hung momentarily in the sky, like aholotoon coyote.

The' Puter durred its last words. “ Recommended maximum dtitude two feet. Current dtitude two
thousand six hundred twenty feet.”

Silence turned to wind howl, louder and louder as| fell, until | heard nothing. Just aswell. | screamed all
the way down.

Praisefor the Jason Wander Series
“Heinlein would have enjoyed this.. . . The near future he paintsisasbelievable asit isterrible.”
—JOE HALDEMAN, author of The Forever War

“Fadt, sharp, thisfuture war tale rings with the authority of awriter who knowsthe Army from theinsde
out. Amid dl themilitary SF, thisone getsit clear, straight and right.”

—GREGORY BENFORD
BOOKSBY ROBERT BUETTNER
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For Mary Beth,

For everything,

For ever

Patton, himsdlf, pinned my Purple Heart on my pillow today. | told him our Shermans were coffins.
Undergunned, underarmored. The gasoline engine makes them rolling bombs. Still, | took on a German
Tiger. My boysburned dive. | cried, and | thought he'd dap me. But he patted my shoulder and
whispered, “ Son, the Army’ sabig family. But command is an orphan’sjourney.” Then that SOB cried
withme.

—Tank Commander’ sletter from France, December 1944
ONE

TEN YARDS SEAWARD from where | stand on the beach, the new-risen moons backlight our assault



boats, outbound toward six fathoms. Beyond six fathomslieshell.

Wind bleeds oily smoke back over me from lanterns roped to athousand gunwales. Fifty soldiers
churning paddles whisker each boat’ s flanks. The boats crawl up wave crests, then dive down wave
troughs, like pitching centipedes. For milesto my left and right, the lantern line winds like asmoldering
viper.

I’m Jason Wander. Earthling, war orphan, high school dropout, infantryman, field-promoted Mgjor
Generd. And, on thissixth of August, 2056, accidental Commander of the largest amphibious assault
since Eisenhower hurled Gls across the English Channdl.

New century. New planet. Old fear.

An assault boat’ s Platoon Leader stands bent-kneed amid his paddlers, waving his boat’ s lantern above
his head. He shoutsto me, “We gladly die for you!”

| salute him, because I’ m too choked to shout back. And shout what? That only fools die gladly? That
he' d better sit down before his own troops shoot him for afool ? That someone should shoot me for one?

At my side, my Command Sergeant Major whispers, “They won't shoot him, Sir.” | blink. Ord hasread
my mind since hewasmy Drill Sergeant in Basic.

The Bren may not shoot one another tonight, but the first Bren proverb we trandated was “ Blood feud is
bread.” For centuries, Bren has suffered under the thumb—well, the pseudopod—Slugs are man-sized,
armored maggots that have no thumbs—of the Pseudocepha opod Hegemony. Still, every Clan midwife
gifts every mae baby with awhittled baitle axe. Not to overthrow the Slugs. To whack human neighbors
who worship the wrong god.

But if the newly unified Clansfall a sunrise, the Sugswill ped humanity off this planet like grape skin.
Because we four Earthlings arrived.

Did | say “unified’? Ha We should' ve segregated every boat. Mixed Clans may brain each other with
their paddies before the first Sug shows. The final toast a Clan funerasis“May paradise spare you from
dlies”

Packed into twenty square miles of beach dunes, the Second and Third Assault Waves' cook fires prick
the night. Smells of wood smoke and the dung of reptilian cavary mounts drift to me on the shifting wind,
aong with Clan songs.

Y et twenty-two miles across the sea, the Slugs deep.

Actudly, no human knowswhether Sugsdeep. But | have bet this civilization' slife that tonight the Sugs
have left the cross-channel beaches undefended. It seems a smart bet. No boatman in five hundred years
has crossed the Sea of Hunters at full moons, and lived.

| chin my helmet optics. Two heartbests thump before | get afocus. A mile out, faint wakes veethe
water. Thefirgt kraken arerising, like trout sensing skittering water bugs.

Seamongters mightier than antique locomotives are about to splinter thosefirst boats, like fists pounding
straw. But troops that survive the crossing should surprise the Slugs. Surprised or not, the Slugs will il
be the race that daughtered sixty million Earthlings, asindifferently as mouthwash drowning germs.

Waves explode againgt boat prows. Windblown brine spits through my open helmet visor, needling my
cheeks. My casualty bookie saysthat, even before the moons set, four hundred boats and crews will



founder. Because | ordered them out there. The brine hides my tears.

Ismy plan brilliant? Hanniba crossing the Alps? Mac-Arthur landing a Inchon?1 swallow. “What if |
blundered, Sergeant Mgor?’

Ord nods back his helmet optics, then peers through binoculars older than heis. “Sir, Churchill said that
war ismostly acatalogue of blunders.”

Ord told me exactly the samething aswe lay in the snow of Tibet, three yearsago. If I d listened, this
ratscrew could' ve been avoided.

TWO

“SLIDERS, SIR!” Ord gripped my elbow and whispered over Himalayan wind asthin and sharp asice
picks. Welay together, hidden belly-down behind a storm-scoured boulder, as he pointed. A half mile
below us, sx Chinese hovertanks did on their air cushions out of the tree line that bounded the Tibetan
valey.

| shuddered, squeezed my suit temp up adegree against the gusts, then boosted my helmet optics
magnification. Each Chinese hovertank’ s commander swayed waist-deep in his open turret hatch. Chin
high, each Slider’' s commander was goggled and masked against snow fog billowing from each
hovertank’ s skirts asit did across the snow.

| said, “They’ re unbuttoned!”
Ord snorted. “In thirty secondsthey’ll regret that.”
Enginesdroning like distant bumbl ebees, the hovertanks did down the narrow valey singlefile.

| looked ahead of the armored column to where the Free Tibet Forces rebels we were advising lay
hidden beneath snow-piled tarps. In fifteen seconds, the hovertanks' light-armored flanks would comein
range of our rebels old-but-deadly Rocket Propelled Grenades. When the ambush sprung, the infantry
squad insde each hovertank would charge out, and our little Tibetan rebelswould hose their Chinese
tormentorswith smal-armsfire. Just the way we taught them.

Ord thumbed his old binoculars' focus, then swore. “They’ reriding high!”

| jerked my optics back to the hovertank column. The Chinese Leopard isjust a bootleg-copied
Lockheed Kodiak with a cheaper, manua cannon. Like the Lockheed, and every other

Nano’' Puter-stabilized hovertank, a Leopard dides over snow, swamp, or prairie faster than old, tracked
tanks ever could. Like the Lockheed, the Leopard’ s ass-end droops when itsinfantry squad is aboard.
These didersdidn’t droop.

My heart skipped. “Then where are their—7?"’

Ord wasway ahead of me, as ever. He pointed behind our rebel ambush party. Scurrying gray against
the snow, dismounted Chinese infantry popped, one after another, over the knife-edged ridge behind the

unsuspecting rebels.

On my advice, the rebel commander, Tensing, hadn’t covered histroops' rear. Why waste combat
power? The ridge s backside dropped away in haf-mile cliffsthat | assumed wereimpassable. Likethe
Romans assumed the Alps were impassable to Hanniba . Like North Korea assumed the Inchon mud
flats were impassable to Mac-Arthur. | shook my head. “With an adviser like me, Tibet doesn't need
enemies”



Somehow, the Chinese had seen our rebels preparing our ambush, and had dropped off the Chinese
infantry behind our rebels to ambush the ambush.

Officidly, it wasn't “our” ambush. Since mankind won the Sug War, globa unity hadn’t crumbled back
to“Cold War,” but U.S.-Chinardations were frosty. Within the borders of what Chinalaughingly called
the Tibet Autonomous Region, Ord and | supplied clandestine advice and back-channel equipment to
Tibetan rebes. But combat participation was forbidden. Officialy.

The hovertanks stopped short of the kill zone.

| chinned my radio to our rebels’ frequency. “Mousg, thisis Ox—"

Nothing but Setic.

Hovertank turrets swiveled toward the hidden rebels.

“How did the Chinese know—" | asked.

Ord craned his neck at the blue sky. “Overhead surveillance. Must be.”

“The Chinese don’t use overhead ' Bots.”

Ord sighed. * So the Spooks claimed.”

Chinese hovertank cannons chattered, but the rounds thumped high and wide of the rebels.
Hidden benesath their tarps, our rebels returned fire with RPGs.

| pounded my fist on rock. “No! They aren’t close enough!”

The ancient rockets died fifty yards short of the hovertanks, then burrowed into the snow.
The RPGs' back blast flapped the tarps and geysered snow, revealing our rebels postions.
Cannonstwitched as hovertank gunners adjusted aim toward the firing Sgnatures.

The rebd commander dready had histroops up and running. Clanking rocket tubes dung across their
backs, they ran crouched behind a snow drift that concedled them from the hovertanks. At the drift' send
lay secondary firing positions, close enough for our rebels RPGs to reach the hovertanks.

The hovertanks second volley thundered harmlesdy into our rebels emptied foxholes.
Ord pumped hisfigt. “Good boy, Tensng!”

But Tendaing still hadn't seen the infantry dipping ever-closer behind our rebels. The Chinese
outnumbered hisband six to one. He was brave and bright, but he had been the village schoolteacher
until Sx months ago.

In minutes, the Chinese infantry would scramble far enough downd ope to daughter our rebels before
they could get off ashot.

“Mousethisis Ox. Over.” Static answered.
| swore. “Why can’t we smuggle them decent radios, Sergeant Mgor?’
Ord blinked.



A handy thing about rank is subordinates have to answer your rhetorical questions. During the second
that Ord was distracted, | levered mysdlf up on one elbow, and locked my rifleinto my GATr’' s wegpon

bay.
“Sr?Youcan't—"
Crack.

A cannon round whistled toward one rebel lurching behind the drift. Smiling Lobsang had dwaysbeen a
step dower than the others, limping on an ankle broken in childhood.

Whump.

The Chinese round bored through the snow drift, struck Lobsang's chest, a Golden Beebe of a shot, then
exploded. Lobsang became atwelve-foot-wide red-fog umbrella, drifting dowly on thewind.

My head snapped back inside my helmet, so hard that my optics blurred.
| breathed deep.

Ord whispered, “When | buy the farm, | want aquick sale, too.”

| thumbed the cover off my GATYr s starter button.

“Y ou can't go down there, Sir. We re not legdly in-country.”

“Let them die? Because | blundered?”’

“War isacataogue of blunders, Sir.”

“Tendang swifeis pregnant. Did you know that?’

“Tensing knew therisksjust likewe did. He could have stayed home drinking buttered teawith hiswife.
But he choseto fight.”

“When | quartered with Tensing, he and hiswife drank their teawithout butter. | found out later they
gaveit dl tome. Now | return the favor by doing nothing?’

A hdf mile below, the Chineseinfantry undung their weapons.

Ord laid hishand on my Plasted forearm gauntlet, and shook his head. His gray eyes softened, but didn’t
blink. “I understand. But we can't, Sir. Rules of Engagement.”

“I know the Rules. No shooting. Unlesswe re shot &t first.” Thefirst shot of the Slug War killed the
remaining haf of my parents. If the Chinesekilled Tensing, and identified his body, hiswife would be
reeducated. After graduation, the heads of reeducated Tibetans showed up on roadside poles. Was |
going to let Tensing’ s baby become an orphan, too?

| pressed my GATr s starter, then twisted the handgrip. Instantly, instead of lying on my belly ona
Plasted dab in the snow, | wasfloating on that dab above Ord, and above the rock that had hidden us. |
looked like a body-armored kid, belly-flopped on the ded from hell. The GATr’s’ Puter blegped in my
earpiece, then said, “Maximum recommended atitude two feet. Current dtitude seven feet.”

A Specid Operations ground-effect assault transport rides on an air cushion, just like arecreationa
ground- effect toboggan ateenager might rent at Aspen or Malibu. Nano' Puter stabilization



revolutionized ground-effect vehicles, from toboggans to hovertanks, like headlights revolutionized night
driving. But aGATTr islots more. With its supertuned engine, Carbon9 chassis, and ThinkLink, its price
would buy apre-Blitz condominium.

GATrsdsorun assilent asfield mice, unlessthe operator bypasses the suppressor. | toed the bypass,
and my ded bellowed like arutting moose. The roar echoed clear off the cliffs acrossthe valley.

A GATr skimsthe ground, presenting a, well, dligator-low target silhouette. But that supertuned engine
can blast enough downforce to bounce the ded into the air for a couple seconds, like apronking
antelope.

| blipped the throttle again, and pronked again.

Below, adider turret traversed, away from the rebels, toward me. Its cannon snout lifted.
| swallowed hard.

Crack.

| flinched, even asthe round screamed past, S0 high that it exploded againgt the cliff five hundred feet
behind us.

| stuck my head over my ded’ s Side and forced my eyeswide. “ Sergeant Mgjor! Those bastards just
shot a ud”

Ord, lying on hisown GATT, just shook his head and muttered something that included the word “fool.”

| throttled forward, downhill. A GATr’sslhouetteis so low that at full throttle over snow, the ded’ sown
snow spray masksit. The enemy has no ideawhereit is. Of course, that meansthe driver behind the
windscreen has no ideawhere heis, either. The GATr Mark 11 would correct that, but, military
production being military production, the Mark 11 was six months behind schedule.

| shot downhill, my chin afoot above the snow, as blind as justice—but faster.

The’ Puter blegped. “Maximum recommended speed, eighty miles per hour. Current speed one hundred
nine miles per hour.”

| squeezed the handgripstighter.

With my rifle clamped in the weapon bay, | could fire wherever the GATr pointed. All it took was
depressing atrigger in the right handgrip.

| dowed enough so the windscreen cleared itsdlf. Tensing’ s rebels had spotted the Chinese infantry, and
now ran for their lives. But our rebelswere picking their way across aboulder field. The Chineseinfantry
above them |loped over asmooth, wind-bared downd ope, and were gaining.

Tensing' srebelsraced on toward the distant trees.

| raced through the Chinese Gl s close enough to see their wide-eyed faces.

My light-brigade charge dowed the Chinese asit carried my ded dmost to the ridge top.
Meanwhile, Tenang' s rebels best feet for the trees.

My GATr's’ Puter scolded, “One hundred twenty-three miles per hour.”



Drive-by-wire Nano' Puters made al-terrain hover vehicles possible, but ' Puters can’'t overcome physics,
or human gupidity.

| peeked backward over my shoulder, to locate the Chinese.

When | looked forward again, afridge-szed boulder jutted from the snow ahead. At eighty, even ninety,
| might have steered around it.

Pow.

The ground-effect skirt clipped the boulder, and the GATr corkscrewed skyward. A ground-hugging
GATr isunhittable. But an airborne GATr becomes aclay pigeon for adider cannoneer.

| cranked back the throttle, but the GATr floated on above theridge line, barrdl-rolling for endless
seconds againgt the clear Tibetan sky. The dider gunners down in the valley adjusted aim, and fired.

Proximity-fused cannon rounds detonated, the nearest forty feet behind me. My faceplate blackened
againg the flash, then the shock wave hammered the ded. Shrapnd crackled off my armor liketinrain.

The ridge' s backside was a cirque, the bowl from which aglacier begins. | tumbled through space,
beyond the bowl!’ s vertica end cliff. Below me, boulders on theice looked smadler than spilled pepper.

The ded spent its momentum, so | hung momentarily in the sky, like aholotoon coyote.

The' Puter durred its last words. “ Recommended maximum dtitude two feet. Current dtitude two
thousand six hundred twenty feet.”

Silence turned to wind howl, louder and louder as| fell, until | heard nothing. Just aswell. | screamed all
the way down.

THREE

FOURMONTHSLATER, | sat in my private room at New Bethesda Nava Hospita, while my Rehab chair
flexed the hip and knee joints at both ends of my repaired femurs, and anebulizing tube circulated
antibiotic migt through my regrown lung. Eternad armor kept the fal in Tibet from killing me, Ord kept the
Chineseinfantry from killing me, and the State Department, of al people, sorung me from Chinabefore
socidized medicine could kill me.

Thingswerelooking up. Until my therapist decided | waswell enough to receive visitors.

My second visitor was Lieutenant Generd Nathan M. Cobb. General Cobb was my commanding
officer. For the second timein my career.

Thefirgt time had been fourteen years ago, during the Battle of Ganymede. Then, aSug round had left
him naturdly blind, and had left mein temporary charge of saving the human race.

Thelast four years, tied by his wounds to a Pentagon desk, Nat Cobb dispatched me, and others under
him at Army Advisory Command, to romantic foreign climes, al of which smelled like urine.

Therewetrained partisans—and regular troops—aligned with American interest. Meaning we fomented
or unfomented revolutions, coups d’ état, or insurrections, wherever the United States deemed justice
needed serving. Proving that justice was blind, though Nat Cobb now read faster with his Virtulenses
than anaturdly sghted English mgor.

Before Genera Cobb arrived, my first visitor was a Quartermaster Colonel. Thin and bald, hewore a



chestful of non-combat ribbons. He inquired after my health, then commented on the westher.
| said, “What' s up, Colond?”’

He sat down, flicked on alap display, and kept hiseyeson it. “ Genera, you are Commander of the
Fourth Military Advisory Team (Detached).”

| nodded. MAT(D)4 was actually Ord and me, but it sounded like the Army of the Potomac.
“Sir, before you enplaned en route to Nepa—"

“Tibet.” | pointed at my dowly flexing legs. “ All this happened after the Zoomies pushed us out over
Tibet.”

“Tibet is part of the People’ s Republic of China, Sir. Y ou weren't there.”

| rolled my eyes. “Whatever. | don’t suppose you know what happened to a Sherpanamed Tensing,
then?’

“I have no information on Chinese Nationas, Sir.” The Colone whispered arecdl code and adocument
flashed upinthear between us.

“Tensing thought he was a Tibetan, not a Chinese Nationd.”

“At dl events, before you enplaned en route to—sha | we say, your previous duty station—as
MAT(D)4's Commanding Officer, you thumbed for the standard equipment load.” He pointed a a
scrolling form.

“Sure. That'smy name under my thumbprint.”

“Asyou know, what a Commander can't sign back in, he reimburses the Army for. Norma wear and
tear excepted.”

“ &?l

The Colonel squirmed in his chair, then red-clicked a seria -numbered document line. “ The Inspector
Generd’ s office has brought to our attention that a ground-effect attack transport signed out to you may
have suffered abnorma wear.”

| tried to shrug. “If you cdll diff-diving abnormd.”

He scowled.

| said, “It was acombat 10ss.”

“Y ou were non-combatants in anon-combat zone.”

My eyesbulged. “Me? Pay? Y ou know what GATrs cost?’
“Tothedime”

My monitor beeps sped up, as| pointed at the 1V tube curling from my forearm. “Y ou want my blood?
Line up. Thetest orderly dready sucked today’ s pint.”

The Colond switched off hisaudio recorder. “ Take it easy, Generd. Show’sover.” He leaned forward,
elbows on knees. “I had to give you the lecture. Now listen up. Sir.” He was twenty years my senior, but



| wore gars. “As of now, you' re thumbed out for that GATr.”
“I never denied that.”

“It won't officialy show up missng until you thumb MAT(D)4' sload back in, and the inventory turns up
light”

“ &?!

“Where MAT(D)4 goes, that equipment goes. Aslong asMAT(D)4 isfield-deployed, Quartermaster
never inventories. Just keep MAT(D)4 in the field for ayear and ahalf.”

| rolled my eyes. “ Stay of execution?’

“Better. Thefirst GATr Mark lIsare dready coming off the production lines. In eighteen months, the
Mark | you wrecked will be obsolete.” He waved ahand, and his display vanished likeamagician’'s
rabbit. “Oncethe GATr Mark | isdeclared obsolete, we'll write its book value down, and declare’em
al surplus”

“That' sstupid. They’ll still be top-drawer wegpons.”

“Of course. But Military Advisory Command is authorized to resdll surplus abroad, cheap. Indiawill buy
anything, if it’s chegp enough. Indiabadly wants Tibet asits Himaayan buffer from China. So Indiawill
buy, then quietly resdll, the GATrs, at India scost. Which is?’

“Chegp?

He smiled. “Who to? To those Tibetan rebel s you' re so concerned about. Result? Y our rebelswill get
top-drawer wegpons. Coincidentdly, your bill for that wrecked GATr will drop to lessthan aweek’s

pay.

| cocked my head. “Why are you doing me favors?’

“I’ve never been shot at. | respect soldierswho have. The Army’ sabig family, General.”
“Weareafamily. Sorry | got pissy.”

He pointed at my rebuilt legs, and smiled. “I"d get pissy too.”

| smiled back. “1 respect what you put up with, too, Colonel. Paper pushing’ sthe hell of command.”

He stood with hisdigplay, then raised his eyebrows. “Redly, Sir? 1’ d have thought the hell of command
was ordering your family to die”

An hour later, my therapist led Genera Cobb in. He sat in a padded turquoise hospital chair acrossfrom
me, Class-A’s crisp across his thin shoulders, chin high, lenses humming as they echo-located. “Y ou look
good, son.”

After four months on my buitt, | looked like unbaked bread.
“Spoken like ablind man. Sir.”

Nat Cobb chuckled. “Both of us are high-mileage units now, Jason.” His smilefaded. “Leave us, please,
Lieutenant.”



General Cobb spoke to the room, but my therapist nodded, fluffed my pillows, and warned meto avoid
sudden movements and emotiona upset.

She stepped out and pulled the door shut behind her.

Nat Cobb adjusted hislenses.

Then he sighed. “What were you thinking?”

“gr7

“Arewe a war with China?

“Americans don’'t know how Chinaraped Tibet for the last century. Or we might be.”

The generd turned his head to the celling. “ Americans know Greater Chinaistwo billion people. People
who build 76 percent of our cars, and 94 percent of our holosets! Did Congress delegate its war powers
toyou?’

| swalowed. “I guessyou're not hereto pin a Purple Heart on my pillow.”

“Your pillow?" He stood, turned, and stuck out his butt, bony as ever under his uniform trousers. “Last
sx months, the Foreign Relations Committee’ s chewed thisass ninetimes. It's me should be Stting on a
pillow!”

| gulped. Nat Cobb was a plain-spoken GI’sgenerd. I'd never heard him raise hisvoiceto a
subordinate before.

“The Chinese shot first, Sir. Ask Ord.” | leaned forward. “1 heard he—"
“He sfine. Except for the case of Dumbass he caught from you. He told me you provoked the Chinese.”
| studied a bandaged finger. “ Sort of.”

“I didn’t pair you with the best Non-Com in the Army so he could dig you out of some hole | can’'t even
pronounce.”

“Bergschrund. It’'sthe crevasse where aglacier pulls away from its head wall.”
“Whatever. If Ord hadn’t held off the Chinese, you’ d be wolf shit now.”
“What kind of shitam | now?’

General Cobb stabbed the air in my generd direction. “Don’'t get smart!” He sat back, then sighed again.
“Jason, what do | do with you now?’

“We both know I’'m not General Officer materid. I’ m amediocre Company-Grade officer, with rank for
show.”

General Cobb pointed between my eyes. “Moose shit! | had you snuck into Command and General Staff
Collegetwice. Y ou weasded.”

“My aptitude scores—"

“Are s0 high you can define bergschrund! Y ou just think adminigtration and logistics are boring.”



“No. | just think they’ re hypocrisy. Y ou wouldn’t believe the scheme some Quartermaster weasdl laid on
me an hour ago.”

“I would. You're not the first pup I’ ve had that weasdl bail out.”
“Oh”

He sighed again. “Y es, command requires bureaucratic hocus-pocus. And you' re haf right about your
rank. Y ou kept your field promotion because the world owed you—"

“The world owed the soldierswho died, not me.”

“And because ahero Mgjor-General Adviser impresses Host Advisees. They usualy get amiddling
Captain.”

“Whichiswhat | redly am. So let me keep doing what I’ m suited for.”
“Suited for? Peru?’

“Hewas abutcher.”

“Kazakhstan?’

“They were going to stone those women to death.”

“That shoot-out in Sudan?’

“Okay. Maybe I’'m not suited for advisng.”

“The Pentagon thinks you' ve cowboyed up once too often. They think you' re suited for forced
retirement.”

| stiffened. Most people would think retirement on aMajor General’ s pension would suit a
thirty-something bachelor. But the Sug War had cost me my family, thewoman | loved, and more friends
than | could count. The Army wasthe only family | had.

| leaned forward. “No!” Something hissed in my chest. | coughed, which felt like gargling tacks. The
monitor howled.

My therapist tore the door open, like afirst-grade teacher policing afood fight. She pointed, first at
Genera Caobb, then a me. “ The taxpayers paid to regrow that lung once. Y ou two juveniles buy the next
Or’e_”

She backed out, eyes narrow, then dammed the door.

General Cobb waved his hand, palm down. “Easy, son.”

“Sir, you know the Army’sadl I'vegot. I'd die to save another GI.”
“That’' sexactly your problem.”

“| should have let those Sherpas die?’

Heleaned forward. “If that would have saved the mission. For which they choseto bet their lives. Yes.”
He stared down into his hands. “Y ou’ ve heard me say that rifleman istheworld’ s hardest job. Thetruth
is, sending riflemen to dieis harder. But more vita. Jason, the Army may be abig family, but commandis



an orphan’sjourney.”
“I know about being orphaned.”

Genera Cobb pressed hislipstogether. Then he said, “ So you do. That’ swhy | convinced the brass that
you were worth salvaging. They gpproved an dternate assgnment. An old friend of oursactudly
requested you. It'sadush tour. Just buying you timeto grow up, and buying the Army time to sweep
your private wars under therug.” He tugged his Chipman from his uniform jacket, and keyboarded faster
than a Stenobot while he talked.

“What if | never want to grow up and throw Glsinto the mest grinder?’

“The Army doesn’t want Peter Pan. Neither do the soldiers who depend on their commanders to spend
their liveswisdly.” He shook his head. “ Thisis no debate, Jason. Grow up. Or ship out. Besides, this
posting’ swhere you and Ord can’t get into trouble.”

Old Nat had saved what remained of my ass! | nearly smiled. “ There'saplace | eft on Earth where |
can't get into trouble?’

Generad Cobb downloaded the orders he' d typed onto my Bedside Reader, then patted my arm ashe
turned to leave. “No. Oh, no.”

In the doorway, he nearly bumped my therapist, then he pulled her head close to him and whispered.
She stepped back into my room.

| asked, “Did hetdll you to re-break my legs?’

“No. Hetold meto tdl you something he forgot to mention.”

| frowned.

“Hesadtotel you, ‘ Tensng, wife, and baby arefine’” Good news?’ She smiled.

“Excdlent.” | amiled a her. She was very pretty. “Y ou should take specia care of me. I'mredly apretty
good guy.”

“Actudly, the Generd said dl that, too.”

Over the next two months, | worked up amonster crush on my therapist. The morning Bethesda
discharged me, | asked her to dinner. She shook her head, patted my cheek, and said she thought of me
more as a brother.

The last pretty girl who had told me that was the first person | spoke to when Ord and | got to our new
duty station.

FOUR

THREE DAYSAFTER my therapist harpooned me, | stared at the Hima ayas again. From twenty-three
thousand miles up, through four inches of quartz porthole, Earth’ s mightiest mountains were just
brown-and-white wrinkles, with the blue Bay of Benga shining to the south.

| flexed fingersthat had death-gripped my armrest since takeoff. | liked spacecraft. | just hated space. |
suppose that was because the last few times | traded a perfectly good planet for space, some disaster
had shot me out into cold vacuum. Once explosively decompressed, twice shy.



Ord, in the seat beside me, tapped the rigid shoulder beneath my civvies. He pointed forward. “ Almost
there, Sir.”

| looked up, then sucked in gardenia-scented cabin air. Holo shows couldn’t do justice to New Moon. It
revolved against black space, enormous, carrying the weight of its five thousand inhabitants, but as
ddicate asthree sde-by-side bicycletires. And so white that | blinked. Cocooned inthetires center
turned their common axle, the eongate, blue-black spider that was the Firewitch.

The attendant floated down the cabin aide, deding red silk arriva kitsleft and right. As she floated, she
repeeted, aternating Chinese and English, “Thank you for choosing New Moon Clipper.”

| smiled. Some choice. | fdt fine. But New Bethesdawouldn’t guarantee my regrown lung against
military-launch G-forces, yet. Therefore, the taxpayers had flown Ord and me up commercid, likethe
plush vacationers with whom we shared the Clipper’ s eight sedts.

Acrossthe aide sat atycoon and hiswife. He had spent the flight puffing the attendant how he owned all
the Empress Motor dedershipsin Western Pennsylvania, while she smiled and nodded.

The tycoon shook his head at hiswife, asthe Clipper drifted toward its mooring. “Look at that! Our
room’' s subsidizing haf that boondoggle.”

Ord raised his eyebrowsto me.

One of New Moon’ sthree rings was the Great Happiness-Hyatt New Moon. Its small rooms were
grictly tycoon posh. But even the overal naming rights, for which Sno-American Lodging had paid The
Brick, didn’'t cover New Moon'slight bill.

Neither did the revenue generated by bike tire number two, the Multi-Use Ring. Multi-Use housed Holo
Bouncers, overhead imaging, € ectronic snoops, vacuum-optimized manufacturing, medical research and
rehabilitation, and a protruding observatory caled the Hubble Bubble, named after a pioneer-days
telescope.

No, mankind' sfirst permanent outpost in intralunar space existed gtrictly because of the alien war prize
that formed New Moon's core. That captured Pseudocephal opod Fighter-Escort, UN phonetic
designator “ Firewitch,” would teach mankind to fly to the stars.

Or so the Intel Spooks persuaded Congress. America, in turn, funded New Moon under the table, via
the United Nations Space Force.

U.S. tax dollars subsidized New Moon's commercid window dressing, not the other way around. The
deadbeat Chinese handled Firewitch research participation just like they handled technology
development of everything from last-century submarine propellersto Drive-by-Wire Hover Nano' Puters.
They let Americafinance the discovering, then tried to steal the results.

Therefore, New Moon crawled with more M SS agents than the Chinese Spook academy. This meant
that the Firewitch, and bike tire number three, a.k.a. the Spook Ring, to which the Firewitch was joined,
were off-limitsto Happiness-Hyatt’ s guests. Asif they cared.

The tycoon’ swife shuddered. “| hate seeing that Sug thing.”

“Youwon't. | sprung for outboard views. But we should visit the Memoria.” The tycoon shrugged.
“Higtory and al.”

Hiswife shuddered again. “| hopeit'sjust history.”



He patted her hand. “1t’ s been sixteen years. Even that kid genera must be over thirty. Wonder where he
wound up.”

The wife rummaged through her silk arriva kit, and fished out ared-glass|otion bottle. “L ook, dear! Lily
de Chine!” She cocked her head. “I'm sure hefound anice girl and they had afamily.”

We passengers nodded forward as the Clipper bumped New Moon’s mooring collar. The nicest girl |
ever knew was aso the best pilot anybody ever knew. She would have flown the Clipper in without a
nudge. But she died. No family.

Once the Clipper moored, and New Moon' s rotation gave us weight, Ord went to claim baggage.

| walked through the disembarkation tube directly into the Happiness-Hyaitt lobby. Acrossthe lush
bustle, through a quartz inboard wall, the Firewitch loomed. Its forward mag rifleswerein-folded like
dien squid tentacles, and it gleamed as blue as bruises. Breathtaking, if you like reminding about awar
that killed sxty million people.

| shuddered like Mrs. Tycoon.

“Jason!” ShariaMunshara-Metzger ran across the lobby, then hugged me as hard as afour-foot-ten
Egyptian woman can. If she' saformer infantry soldier, that’ s hard enough to pinch aregrown lung. |
winced.

She sprang back, eyeswide. “I’m sorry. Y ou looked fine.”

A hospitdity 'Bot glided by. | snatched free champagne from itstray and gulped. “Y ou look better than
fine” Her eyes 4till shone huge and brown, her olive skin remained smooth, and shefit her tailored suit
just aswdll as she had eleven years ago. | waved my glass at the hanging orchids and lacquered tables.
“Youdl livefat up here, Munchkin.”

Munchkin shrugged. “ The Spook Ring's more like base housing.”
| glanced around. “Where's my godson?’

She stared into the carpet. “He didn’t come over with me.”
“Howard keeps him busy?’

Munchkin pointed to atube signed “ Shops and Entertainment” as shetook my arm. “1’ll show you
around. We'll talk later.”

| frowned. When Munchkin postponed talks, what came later was always bad.
HVE

MUNCHKIN LED ME DOWN a boutique corridor where tourists browsed space-themed trinkets, aswell as
ordinary goods made extraordinary by shipping them twenty-three thousand miles.

| had shared foxholes with Munchkin, patched her wounds, served my best friend as Best Man when
Munchkin married him, and delivered her first and only child seven months after the Sug War widowed
her. I knew Munchkin better than abrother knew his sister. Whatever was wrong with Jason Udey
Munshara-Metzger, | would hear about it only when she was ready.

At akiosk inthe corridor ahead of us, the tycoon from the Clipper and hiswife eyed a zucchini-sized
model Firewitch. The mode’ s stand held ablue-black cinder in atransparent vid.



The wife bent and read thetag. “ It saysit’ sared fragment from the Pittsburgh Projectile.”
The tycoon snorted and dragged her away. “ At that priceit should bereal.”
| bent and whispered to Munchkin, “ Does anybody remember the real price, anymore, Munchkin?’

Munchkin gripped my hand. “We asked the hotel not to sell souvenirs. But it's been sixteen years since
the Blitz. Everybody knows the Sugs bypassed Earth. Or they're dl dead.”

Munchkin waved her wrigt ID at the wall, a hatch irised open, and we stepped into an unlabeled tube
Cap.

“Where does this—"

The hatch closed.

Munchkin said, “To the Spook Ring.”

| nodded. “Howard doesn’t need atoy space ship. He' sgot hisown life-sized Firewitch to play with.”
The Cap shot through the tube and we both floated for a second.

“He shares histoy with eight hundred other geeks.”

“Who al report to him.”

We stepped out of the Cap, and alive MP Corpora who looked too young to be wearing the sidearm
on her belt—and too petite to be an MP—checked our ID. She looked back and forth at me, then at my
image, then patted me down.

Munchkin led me through another hatch into an admin bubble in which adim man douched, intent on his
screens. Bubbles were paperless offices, but Howard' s bulged with ancient books that swung open like
chipboards, charts, and scraps of rock and bone that he' d packratted, even into orbit.

Sixteen years had changed only Colondl Howard Hibbl€e s rank. He was the same wrinkle-faced
scarecrow | met at the height of the Blitz, when he was anew-minted Intelligence Captain, and | wasthe
Army’smost expendable trainee.

Howard' s uniform bagged over his bones, and he still wore turn-of-the-century plastic vison lenses.
Wire replaced one missing temple piece. Before the Blitz, Howard had been a Professor of
Extraterrestrid Intelligence Studies. Since only nuts believed in extraterrestrid intelligence, Howard' sjob
was as relevant as clog dancing. Then the Slugs greased Indy and Cairo faster than a sneeze.

Howard sprang from his chair, aamswide, as the screensretracted. “ Jason!” He tugged the tooth-dented
ydlow stub of an antique wooden pencil from his mouth and waved it sadly. “The only smoking on New
Moon'sthe Cigar Loungein the hotel.”

“They wouldn't let me start now, if | wanted to.”
Hefrowned. “New lung?’
“And Plagted femurs. I’ ve got enough Carbon9 in me to make aracing bike.”

Howard winced. “Y ou up to atour?’



“I"ve been resting for months. Lead on.” The truth was that just flying up on the Clipper, then following
Munchkin around for a quarter hour, had left my kneestrembling.

Howard waved on aholo in the compartment’ s center and conjured a shimmering image of the Spook
Ring, surrounding afloating Firewitch. The display stretched longer than an Electrovan.

Howard pointed to a tube that connected the Ring to the Slug ship, like abike whedl connected to its hub
by asingle spoke. “We breached the hull here, amidships, four years ago. The Exit Tube was completed
ayear later. Wonderful engineering. The Tube' s both structurd and umbilical. What we found once we
got insde amazed us.”

| raised my eyebrows. “It hasn't amazed the public.”
“If we publicized results, we' d have to publicize cogts. Y ou know how politicians get about costs.”
“Not to mention how taxpayers get.”

Howard crooked afinger and led me away from the holo compartment. “Besides, there are minor risks
I’d as soon not dwell on.”

Hair stood on my neck. “Thelast minor risk you didn’t dwell on dmost extincted mankind.”
“Nothing likethat.”
“Of course not.”

Howard waved his hand as he led me past row after row of admin bubbles. Within them rank after rank
of histechnicianslabored. He smiled and waved. They ignored him. Asafull-bird Colond, Howard had
the command presence of dryer lint. But nobody on Earth knew Sugslike he did. Not even me.

Howard stopped beside alock-down hatch stenciled “ Firewitch Portal. Cav 512 Monitors required
beyond this point.”

Howard unhooked three orange chest badges from awall cabinet, handed one each to Munchkin and
me, then clipped his own to a pocket flap.

| clipped mine on, then asked him, “ Cav 5127’

“The atomic number’ s a convenient fiction. It snot redly an element.” Howard passed hiswrist across
the entry plate, the hatch hissed open, and chill wind dapped my face.

| shivered, but not from the cold. At the tube’ send lay an ova cross-section passage, barely tall enough
to stand in. It corkscrewed away for fifty yards, suffused in purplelight.

Howard said, “How long since you boarded a Pseudocephal opod ship?”’
“Not long enough.”

SIX

MUNCHKIN POUTED. “ Thisthing till crespsme out.”

Howard strode down the passage toward the Slug warship. “ Oh, come on! The most dangerousthing in
here now isthe employee lunch cart.”



| did onefoot across the threshold, fingering my orange badge. “What about this Cav 5127
“There s nothing dangerous about properly shielded Cavorite.”

My jaw dropped. “You'rejoking.”

Munchkin frowned, her face lavender under the Sug lighting. “ Cavorite sajoke?’

| said to her, “Cavorite' sanonexistent minerd H. G. Wellsthought up. It blocked gravity, so his
characters could fly to the moon.”

Howard grinned. “ Catchy name, huh?” Heindex-fingered hischest. “My idea.”

“That's how the Sugs could approach light speed? A gravity shied?’

Howard frowned. “More agraviton sponge. But that' s the least puzzling part of it.”

Howard must have been the only onein hiskindergarten class unpuzzled by graviton sponges.

The passage widened into a chamber bigger than a concert hal, with walls aslumpy and purple as
stomach ulcers. From the chamber floor’ s center, a spot-lit stalk twisted upward thirty feet, then flattened
and widened like ameta toadstool. All around the stalk, Howard' s geeks had erected a spiraling
Aluminex sceffold.

Howard motioned to me to follow him up the scaffold' s stairs. “We ve identified this as the control
ganglion. Filot’ s seet, if you will.”

In the twilight spill around the stalk a hundred admin bubbles, with empty chairsand dark screens, lay in
aring. Hard wire bundles fatter than fire hoses ran across the floor from them to the stal k.

We climbed toward the ganglion’ stop. Our boots' clatter echoed in the chamber’ s emptiness. “Where
aredl your people, Howard?’

Howard glanced down a Munchkin. “ There' s nothing left to do in here. For the moment.”
“Meaning?’

“We need cooperation.” Howard reached the metal platform atop the stairs, knelt, and panted.
“Fromwhat?’

Howard pointed at the stem’ stop.

| stared down into the toadstool’ s cap. Its blue-black center dropped down in adepression. Within the
depression an upholstered day-glo orange pilot’ s couch was welded to Aluminex girders that suspended
the couch in the middle of the depression. A control yoke curved in front of the couch.

| nodded. “Okay. Y ou fabricated a human interface. A pilot’s couch, so we can replace a Sug pilot with
ahuman.” | sniffed disinfectant. “\Was there adead maggot in the seat when you got ingde?’

Howard shook hishead. “Wejust did routine cleaning. Virtualy nothing organic remained in the hull.”
| shuddered. “A ghost ship?’

“Nothing supernatural. The Pseudocephal opod maintained symbiotic disposa bacteriato ded with
organic waste. In the four years after we captured the ship and before we got inside, the bacteria



consumed dl the organic matter, notably the crew’ s corpses. When nothing else organic remained, the
bacteria consumed each other, until the last few starved. Our microbiologists identified the resdue.”

“The Slugs got esten by their recycling toilet?’

“Bagcaly. Turnsout aFrewitch maintainsitsaf. Like acar that changesits own oil and hammersout its
own dents.” Howard pointed forward. “ This section was battle-damaged and transparent when we
captured the ship. By the time we started building New Moon around the ship, the section was repaired
and solid.”

“How did the Sugsfly thisthing?”

Howard tapped a blob that looked like ametal liver. “ This converted visible-spectrum light to infrared for
thepilot.”

| nodded. “Sugs seeinfrared.” Every schoolchild knew that.

Howard nodded. “But evidently, the Pseudocephaopod found infrared light inadequate for interstellar
navigation.”

Howard called Sugs “the Pseudocephalopod,” because they were a single organism with physicaly
disparate parts.

Howard stroked the couch. “Unfortunately, even though human vison bypasses the visble-light-infrared
converson, we haven't been ableto achieve an interface”

“Y ou’ ve owned the car four years and you can't turn the key?’

Howard shook hishead. “A cockatoo has a better chance of starting a Cadillac. We' velaid sixty-one
different astronauts and test pilots and six custom-designed ' Botsin this couch. The Firewitch never
responded.”

“Then we can’'t make thismongrosty fly?’

“| didn’t say that. We think the ship is programmed to respond only if an organic pilot demonstrates
adequately quick reflexes. Like the dcohol lockout on the family Electrovan.”

“Reflexes?’ | looked down at Munchkin. “ Jude?’
She nodded.

My godson was the only human conceived and born in space. More specifically, conceived in atroop
ship bound for the orbit of Jupiter. Jude was the gifted offspring of a supremely gifted pilot and asmart,
sharpshooting female GI. But more than that, by age four Jude was quick enough to ’round on afastball
nanoseconds faster than a mgjor-league shortstop. Arachnids do it too, detecting phenomenain the
physical environment before other animal's, or even’ Puter sensors, can.

Why could Jude do it? Mutation. “Empty” space teemswith heavy metal ions. Earth’ s atmosphere soaks
them up before they can pass through human embryos. But in space, thoseions zip through aship hull’s
atomic fabric like dust through awindow screen. New Moon had shielding, even the Clippers have
shielding today, but the first troop ship of the Slug War didn’t. It had been as naked as an old-time space
capsule. Astronauts used to seetheions, tiny light streaks flashing through their cabins.

The Spooks figured anion diced one of Jude’'s DNA strands in utero. Therest was natura history.



| asked Munchkin, “How’d the Spookstalk you into this?”

Once the Spooks deduced Jude' s “ Apparent Precognition,” he became Space Medicine' s must-have
toy.

Unfortunately for Space Medicine, Munchkin wouldn't let them use her only child asther lab rat. She
had been winning the tug-of-war since Jude turned five.

She stabbed her finger at Howard. “Ask him!”

Howard unwrapped two nicotine gum gticks at once. His fingers shook alittle. “1 just offered. | objected
totherest of it.”

Munchkin pointed at Howard. “Objected? Y ou were a spineless, devious dork!”
Howard straightened. “I was never spineless”

Munchkin sniffed, then said to me, “1 turned Howard down. So the Army ‘discovered that | was Six
months short of requirementsto kegp my pension and Metzger’ s dependent carry-forward. But if |
accepted acivilian contract up here under Howard for sx months, and by-the-way brought my minor
child dong, they would tack onthetime. All forgiven.”

“That' sextortion. Get alawyer.”
“I did. Wdll, I asked Judge March. He said any decent lawyer could beat the government on it.”
| shook my head. “ So why—"

“I thought it over. Then | just thumbed the contract.” She dropped her eyes and stared down into the
Firewitch’s lumpy deckplates. “ Jason, Jude needed a change.”

“Change what? He' sagreat kid.”

“Y ou haven't seen him for three years. HE' s sixteen, now. Suddenly, adults are all—" She paused. For
former infantry, Munchkin cursed rarely.

13 RJgge’S’?’

“Every fifthword isthe ‘P word. Even around girls” Munchkin rolled her eyes. “ And the girlshe was
hangingaround. . .”

“Ah.” | nodded. Metzger had saved the human race, and he' d been my best friend since preschool, but
at Jude' s age we had both been jerks bound for nowhere good. “Hisfather and | survived sixteen. And
then we found nice girls”

| bit the words off. Even after al the years, it was as bad ajoke to Munchkin asto me.
Munchkin swallowed, blinked, then shook her head. “Maybe. But hewon’t listen to me.”

“He syour minor child. Tl himhe'd better fire up thisship. Or he does’t get to fire up the Electrovan
on Saturday night. That ways got my attention, evenif it ticked me off.”

Howard frowned. “It’ s not as smple as physicaly starting the family car. Pseudocephal opod control
systems are more like brain link robotics, extrapolated to next century.”



“He hasto want to drivethisvan?’
Howard nodded. “But he won't even talk to any of us. Not even my younger techs.”

| smiled. “He sawaystaked to me.” The shrinks said Jude saw me like afather. Of course, they said |
saw Ord that way, too, which was bent.

We walked toward the Firewitch’s midships, down another ova corridor. Howard smiled back. “ That's
what we thought.”

| stopped, and held up my hand. “What we?’
“Me, the psychologists, and Nat Cobb.”
“I got pulled off important military duty for this? To manipulate ateenager?’

Howard chewed hisgum fagter. “ This is important. The Firewitch project’ s stopped dead, but the
meter’ s running. New Moon' s daily operating budget exceeds Finland's. Besides, Nat said your people
skills needed work.”

| hung my hands on my rebuilt hips. “The Army can make mefight. But it can’t make me manipulate my
own godson.”

“Just think it over.” 1t would never occur to Howard that | had no right to think it over. Unlike
sixteen-year-olds, soldiers obey lawful orders. But it occurred to me.

Howard cleared histhroat, then waved hisarms at the ship around us. He was a geek, but he knew how
to change subjects. “Y ou never saw this aspect of a Pseudocephal opod vessel, Jason.”

| stared. I’d crawled through an inbound Projectile during the Blitz, and a Troll-class incubator ship four
years later, but dwayswith Sugs chasng me.

The passage widened. Not only was a Firewitch as big as adomed stadium on the outside, it was as
open asoneingde. | couldn’'t have hit anineiron to the far end of the chamber we now stood in. At the
chamber end opposite us grew another lump, like the pilot chamber we had I €ft. It took us five minutesto
walk to the opposite lump. “Why dl thisempty space, Howard?’

“Buffer zone.” Howard handed each of us dark gogglesthat hung on arack placed aongside a passage
into the lump, theninwewriggled.

The passage widened into achamber like the insde of afifty-foot-wide purple egg. At its center floated a
thirty-foot-tall glassy sphere, which seemed to befilled with boiling ruby fog.

Howard stepped under the sphere, reached up, and rapped it with hisknuckles. “ That glowing miasma
insdethisshielding israw Cavorite. An unprotected Pseudocepha opod warrior would have dropped
dead before it entered the passage we just crawled through.”

“Howard, we aren’t protected.”

“No need. Shidlded Cavorite has no discernible effect on humans. Though you wouldn’t want to swallow
any. But Pseudocephal opod tissue we preserved after the Ganymede campaign decomposed likefat ina
blast furnace a thisrange.”

He pointed at panelsthat curved across the sphere. “ Open a shutter, and unshielded Cavorite weakens
gravity in that direction. The mass of the universe pullsthe ship in the other direction. Smple. Elegant.



This chamber’ s Size kegps the poison a arm’ s length.”

“Sugsdon’t havearms,” | said as Howard led us back into the main chamber.

Howard said, “People do. Which brings us back to your stubborn godson.”
“Manipulating peopleisn't aGl’sjob.”

Munchkin said, “Leading peopleisaGenerd’ sjob.”

“I'm not that kind of Generd. And when did you jump on the government bandwagon?’

“When | redized we can't leave until Jude makes Howard' s stupid chair light up.” Munchkin pointed at
the big toadstool.

Behind us, amechanica whinerose and echoed in the Firewitch’ s vastness.

| turned and saw Ord, pointing this way, then that. Behind him lurched a Cargo’ Bot caravan, like spidery
Sherpa porters.

Howard said, “ Y our baggage is here.”

Munchkin turned her chin up like asnippy little sister, and pointed at Ord. “Why don’t you ask your
Command Sergeant Mgjor what kind of General you are?’

| pointed at her. “I will!”
| did. | wished | hadn't.
SEVEN

| WALKED TOWARD ORD. Within twenty yards, my long-unused thigh muscles burned, even at Orbita
Weight. By thetime reached him, he had decrypted the anti-tamper on aPlasted crate, and two ' Bots
were lifting out aV-Range s holo generator.

Thisassgnment had as much to do with military advising asfrogs had to do with fireworks. But General
Cobb, bless him, had issued orders to Ord and me together as the Fourth Military Advisory Team
(Detached). | hadn’t signed any gear in or out, so thelost GATr remained officialy unlost. And |
remained officially unbankrupt. But the taxpayers had shipped four tons of useless equipment to space

like tycoon luggage.

Ord sduted. “Thisisthe only Pressurized Volume on New Moon large enough to deploy the Smdl-Arms
Firing Smulator. Colonel Hibble suggested the location, Sir.”

The sole resemblance between a Sergeant and anybody’ s mommy is both can do six things at once. In
the time it had taken Munchkin to walk me from the hotel through Howard' s tour, Ord had recovered
our equipment from the Clipper, consulted the Spook Ring’s Commanding Officer on whereto et it up,
hired’ Bots, moved the gear, changed from civviesinto pressed Utilities, and polished his old-style boots
so they shonelike glass.

Ord held out a Chipboard and pointed to icons on the screen. *Y ou thumb here, here, and here, Sir.”
Ord had a so completed our disembarkation forms, billeting vouchers, detached-duty per diem
authorizations, and enough other documentsto sink the Bismarck.

| thumbed where he told meto.



The Small-Arms Firing Simulator flickered asthe ' Bots calibrated it. Once the SAFS was cdlibrated,
Ord and | would be equipped to teach any lay civilianswith 1Qs higher than bacteriato aim and fire any
infantry wespon sold aftermarket anywhere on Earth at any timein thelast century.

But why uncrate the SAFS?1 smiled insde and nodded to myself. Sane soldiers dept, overate, or
chipped home during free moments. Ord low-crawled around the firing range, testing antique firearms he
restored on hisown nickd. This he misnamed fun.

Sacrificing afew inconsequentia hours of the SAFS' useful life to satisfy Ord' s soldierly perversions
didn’t bother me. | would commend any other soldier who was that devoted. But opportunitiestorib
Ord for anything, no matter how minor, had been few since thefirst day heroasted mein Basic.

| looked away so he couldn’t see me amile. “We offering the tourists target practice, Sergeant Mgor?’

“Y ou missed your Annud Live-Fire Smal-Arms Qudification while you were hospitdized, Sir. The
quaifying sandard dlows Virtua-Range makeup exams. But your deadline is midnight, tonight. | don’t
think your taking the test will detract from this. . . important misson.”

“Oh.” Well, someday | would catch Ord in ascrew-up. But Ord'slast remark puzzled me. It was as
closeas|’d ever heard him cometo bitching about lawful orders.

“Wondering how you and me playing tourist defends the United States, Sergeant Mgor?’
He shrugged. “ General Cobb aways has hisreasons, Sir.”

“Sure. | think it sucks, too. Colond Hibblejust told mewhat it’ sredly about. The Army shanghaied
Commodore Metzger’' s sixteen-year-old son up here.” | looked up eighty feet, to the Sug-metd ceiling.
“The Spooks think Jude sthe only human who can switch this monstrosity on.”

Ord raised gray eyebrows. “Interstellar travel’ s quite aprize. If the young man’sachip off the Metzger
block...”

“At the moment the chip’ s acting like ateenage dick on the first day of Basic. His godfather’ s supposed
to talk him out of hisattitude.”

Ord knelt beside another Plasted crate, thumbed off its anti-tamper, and lifted out an assault rifle, while
he narrowed his eyes and nodded. “1 did agree with Generd Cobb that this assignment could give you
timeto mature.”

| snorted. The Pentagon made Byzantium look transparent. Not only had Cobb and Hibble cooked this
up behind my back, Ord was an unindicted co-conspirator. “ So you think I'm alousy officer, too?’

Ord concentrated on therifle. It was a decrepit Kalashnikov AK-47, but so taffy-appled in Cosmoline
preservetivethat | barely recognized it. “ Sir, war means people die until somebody wins. Once our
country puts usin it, theway homeiswinit. A Commander too focused on saving histroops, and not on
the mission, does't win. In the end, defeet kills more soldiers than compassion saves.”

“I"m too soft?”

“Y ou' re human. And young.”

“And twigting my godson’ sarm will age me?’

Ord held out the gooey AK-47 in one hand, a Laser Simulation Adapter and cleaning kit in the other.



“Hrd thingsfirg, Sir.”

“Y ou expect meto qudify with that?” | stared. The year before we left for Tibet, | made my Annua
Qual on arange in the Pentagon subbasement. An Orderly helped meinto goggles and earmuffs, then
handed me a zeroed, white-glove-clean M-40. | rattled off afew rounds. | handed back therifle, the
Orderly handed back my coffee and my upchecked Qual form. | sat back down in my Genera’ s swivel
char twenty minutes after | left it.

Ord smiled. Thelast time he smiled at melikethat, | had ended up scrubbing a Basic-barrackslatrine
with amanua toothbrush. “ Sometimeswe learn our best lessonsthe smplest ways, Generd.”

Wewere atwo-soldier unit, so Ord was my judge and jury for field-administered testing, just as| was
his. If he downchecked me on Small Arms, I’ d be stuck with Six weeks' reorientation. Even though |
wore stars, and he wore chevrons.

| Sighed, then grasped the tar baby and started cleaning.

Insurgents still choose the century-old Avtomat Kalashnikova Modd 1947. It sinaccurate, even with
2050s optics, but cheagper than rocks, unjammable even if it’ s dragged through yak dung, and it makes
human mest just aswell asan M-40. However, an AK iswood and stedl, and weighs more than two
modernrifles.

Ord made me low-crawl between stations, like arookie. | fill fired expert, even dragging that old
blunderbuss.

| lay on the deck wheezing while Ord eyed the score screen. “ A couple more runsshould doit, Sir.”
“What?1 hit saventy-six of eighty!”
“I’ve seen the Generd fire seventy-eight.”

Two hours of crawling over Slug metd later, my knees and elbows throbbed and looked like pizza. But |
fired saventy-nine.

Ord rewarded me by downloading the Rehab PT schedule that Bethesda had ' mailed up. | dapped the
Reader. “Thisign't Rehab. It's sadism!”

Ord relocked atamperproof, eyeing my noodle-soft forearms. “ Asyou say, Sir. Would the Generd care
to join mefor hisprescribed morning run?’

No was not an option. “Okay.” | rolled sdeways, so | could stand without using my knees, then
douched toward the exit tube. “1’ m gonna shower, Sergeant Mgor.”

Then | was going to visit the only person aboard these hamster whedlswho fdlt sorrier for himsdf than |
did.

EIGHT

| FOUND THAT PERSON somersaulting around the Airpool.

Oncethey’ ve gawked the Earthviews, the only thing people can redlly do in space that they can’t do
dirtadeisfly.

New Moon tacks peopleto its deckswith rotationa gravity, so tourists can't even enjoy flying in the 90
percent of Pressurized V olume that makes up the outer rings.



New Moon'’ s specs describe the Airpool as pure utility, the auxiliary atmosphere reservoir. But those
swooping, smiling modesin the holo ads sure sl vacations.

Suspended from ahollow transfer tube that runsinboard from the hotd ring to the centerline, the Airpool
domeiswider and taller than adirtside hockey rink.

And more fun. On New Moon' s dead-centerline, everything weighs zero. Even at the Airpool’ srotating
edge, a person weighs ten pounds. Give average goofs arm and leg paddles, helmets, and lessons, and
they soar through the Airpool like eagles. Well, turkeys, at lesst.

| buckled my rental helmet while trophy wivesjiggled overhead. In designer synlon that couldn’t have
increased their weight one ounce. No wonder a sixteen-year-old male spent hours here.

Abovethe rental counter, ahundred halmeted novicesflailed. Above them coasted two dozen
experienced flyers, bardly twitching custom-painted paddles.

Abovethem dl, Jude soared and barrdl rolled from one perch to the next. Hisfather’ sathleticism
showed in every flip and rebound.

Helooked down, spotted me, and waved me up.

| shook my head and shouted, “Doctor’ sorders.” It wasonly hdf alie. Thelast thing | wanted to do was
jump ahundred feet up and crack an aching knee or elbow against some tourist’ s paddle. Heights scared
meevenwhen | didn’t fed fragile.

“Wussl” He grinned, then folded back arm paddles air-brushed with skull-and-crossbones. Then he
plunged two hundred feet like a swooping Peregrine falcon. Heflared his paddles at the last nanosecond
and shot through a semi-private lesson group. Jude didn’t even mess anybody’ s hair, but awoman
screamed. Then my godson touched down beside me.

The group ingtructor glared at Jude and held up hisindex finger. “One more! One more and you' re gone,
Metzger!”

Judeflicked adifferent finger at the instructor. “Pugger.” Then he turned to me and grinned. “Y ou should
have seen the losers | scared yesterday. That bozo sounds like Mom. ‘ Jude! Language, please! Jude!
Language, please!’”

“Y our mother said you clipped somebody last month.”
“Utter pugger. Hewasin the wrong layer.”

In fact, my godson’ s recklessness had broken an old man’sarm. So far, Jude hadn’t been banished to
dirtsde Juvie only through repeated interventions by Howard' s JAG officer. | began to share Munchkin's

parental pangs.
We bumped knuckles. | hadn’t seen Jude in three years, but sixteen-year-old thug-wannabes don’t hug.

| said, “1 brought usrea bacon.” | hadn’t known when | overpaid at duty-free, but the hotel sizzled up
Genu-Swine on its breakfast buffet aslavishly as Fakon. Y ears ago, frying overloaded ship ventilation, so
bacon was addicacy, off-planet. Now, just pay Climate Offsets, certify you' ve added null-gravity diet
supplements, then fry up astorm. What was space coming to?

“Mom’ll love that.” Munchkin hadn’t practiced Idam since the Sug War. What kind of God letsbig
snails daughter sixty million people? But childhood habits die hard.



| pointed at Jude’ s helmet decal. 1t showed aclinically detailed Het couple doing rudies, with paddies on.
“Does shelovethe hat?’

Hetugged off hishemet, and grinned. “ She saysit’ sdisgusting.”

At Jude sage, hisfather and | actually would have loved the hat, but | wasn't about to tell my godson
that.

Under his hemet, Jude sprouted his father’ s strawberry- blond hair, too. But Jude' s hair had overgrown
into alast-century afro, with peach-fuzz muttonchops. And he had dyed it green, like hisface.

Before | joined the Army, when | was Jude s age, | shaved my head and lasered skulls onto my
fingernails. But that was beside the point. “'Y ou look like broccoli.”

“I'look bump. Check the’ zines.”

| Ssghed. “Why do sixteen-year-olds mimic every sixteen-year-old within athousand miles—and cal it
individudity?’

Jude swung his hand at the middle-aged vacationers crowding the exit lobby. “ Jason, look around. I'm
the only pugging sixteen-year-old within twenty-three thousand miles.”

| did my paddies back to the rental attendant, while Jude lockered his. “Fair enough. That sucks. Y ou
want back dirtsde? Do what Howard says.”

“Hibble? Give me one reason | should listen to a bag-face nicotine addict. HE s never even heard of
Raging Phlegm.”

It seemed to methat last was a great reason. But | said, “ Colonel Hibble served with your father.”
Jude snorted. “ Bag-face? He' s a Spook. My father was a pilot.”

“If Howard hadn’t fought Sugs on the ground until he broke hisrifle stock over one, your father couldn’t
have saved theworld.”

Jude snorted harder. “Tug me, Jason.”
“| wasthere”

Wewaited in the emptied lobby for the next Cap, in silence. The Moon gleamed through the Panoramic,
slver againg spangled black.

| hadn’t lied. In fact, | had so told the truth that | had to blink back tears. Howard was no more hero
than | was. But when it comes down to it, Glsdon't fight to save the world. They fight for each other.

As Jude gtared out at space, he twisted hisfinger ring. Munchkin had it made from Metzger's
Digtinguished Flying Cross, Posthumous. Jude cleared histhroat. “Mom says he loved flying. Not this
Airpool suff. Red flying.”

| nodded. “ Since he could walk. It wouldn't kill you to try it.”
Jude blinked at the Moon.

Then he grinned, and punched my arm. “If it does, Mom will so whack you.”



NINE

TWODAYSLATER, in the Spook Ring's amphithester, twenty feet below Howard, Munchkin, and me,
Judelay in aFirewitch control chamber mock-up, complete with toadstool, hardwired cables, and
bubblesfilled with saring, chattering technicians.

Howard leaned, ebows on therailing that ringed the test bay, sucking alollipop in lieu of acigarette. “It
took life three billion yearsto leave Earth. Less than a century later, here we stand on the threshold of the
first step toward leaving the Solar System.”

Munchkin frowned. “It’ s still too long. Jude’ s already missed soccer season. SATs are next month.”

Howard said, “Tomorrow we go live. Heliesdown in thereal couch. The Firewitch powers up. Wetake
readings. Then we shut down. Y ou and Jude will be on the afternoon Clipper.”

“And then?’

“WEe |l andyzethe data. WE ll replace therigid tube that you' ve been coming and going through with an
umbilical that can be disconnected from New Moon, so the Firewitch can move. All that will take two
years. Then, and only then, if we gill need him, Jude will come back up here. At that time, we think we
might actually get the Firewitch to move a couple of feet. Baby steps.”

Munchkin was spooled too tight. | poked her. “Come on! It sjust rocket science.”

Howard said, “ Actually, rockets have nothing to do with it. Reaction propulsion istoo dow to fly usto
the stars.”

| waved my hand. “Y ou dready told me. We need anti-matter drive.”

“No. Anti-matter drive sjust another reaction propulsion system. Slap anti-meatter against matter. Squirt
the explosion out the ship’ s back end.”

“Y ou said Cavorite was anti-matter.”

“No. | said Cavorite wasn't even matter. Not as we conceive of matter as occupying the four dimensions
of space and timethat define thisuniverse.”

“Oh.” | leaned back againgt the rail and crossed my arms and ankles. Ord’'s PT had rgjuvenated me
enough to risk around of Hibble baiting. “ Then what is Cavorite?’

“A piecethat broke off of what's beyond the end of the universe. Obvioudy.”
“Why obvioudy?’

“Becauseit consumes whatever it contactsin thisuniverse. Especidly gravity.”
“Howard, there can’t be something beyond the end of the universe.”

“No. There can’t be nothing.”

Munchkin rolled her eyes.

Below us, the hourly break chime echoed. Techs stood and stretched.

Enlisted Zoomies lifted away the control yoke that sandwiched Jude against the mock-up. He sat up,



shook his head & me, then wiped swest off hisforehead.
Howard said, “ Jason, he' sachanged kid.”

Jude and | had findlly cruised the Airpool acouple of times. It scared the crap out of me, but it was good
PT, and it helped with my fear of heights. | helped him with homework, at |east the non-math stuff, and
we went to a holo together. Unbidden, Jude cut his hair pilot-short and washed out the green dye. He
spoke when spoken to with minima profanity, and hadn’t heard, “ Jude, language pleasel” from his
mother in days.

Moreimportant, he regularly showed up for his*job,” which consisted of being taped with el ectrodes,
then poked and prodded by Spooks.

| said, “He sthe same kid. He wantsto go home. There are girls his age down there. Y ou remember
girls Howard?

“Still, I credit your influence.”
“I want to go home, too.”

The break chime sounded again, and Howard' s minions strapped Jude back in. Today’ s cycle had four
hoursto run.

Munchkin stepped away from therail, amsfolded. “ So, tomorrow we leave. What are you doing
tonight?’

| smiled, then | scuffed the deck. “I thought I'd visit the Memorid. | dunno. Isit too hard to take?’
She stared down, too. “I wouldn’t know.”

“Y ou' ve been here five months”

“Then| guessit’ shard.”

“It' stime. For both of us. W€ ll go together. We ve done harder things.”

Munchkin looked up, her eyes glistening, and nodded.

Few Earthlings ever actualy see the Ganymede Memoridl.

But then, few Earthlings ever saw the ten thousand men and women who actually fought on and above
Ganymede, either. We trained and embarked in secret. We were gone six years. The battle ended before
most of Earth knew it began. Only seven hundred of uslived to come home aboard the relief ship.

There were parades, but no loved oneswelcomed or mourned us. The volunteers of the Ganymede
Expeditionary Force were chosen from among orphans who had dready lost their familiesto the Sugs.

The Memorid abuts the hotel. Tours end at noon. But veterans can visit in slence, 24/7.

It sjust ahollow marble cylinder, not much bigger than adim-lit horse barn. That’ s enough wall to carve
9,700 names. The clear window &t the cylinder’ s end looks down on the Firewitch, and on space.

Our breathing echoed in the chamber.
Munchkin’slip quivered, then she stepped to thewall and touched the first name. “ Abazan. Airman



Second Class. | didn’t know many Zoomies.”

We both knew two. | touched the letters. “Hart, PriscillaO., Cpt.; UNSF; Meda of Honor;
Distinguished Flying Cross; both Posthumous.” Pooh Hart had been Munchkin’s Maid of Honor when
Munchkin married Metzger. Munchkin never got to return the favor for Pooh and me.

Munchkin turned away, her head shaking, and sobbed. “I can’t.” | touched Metzger’ s namefor her.
She buried her facein my chest and we cried together. | don’'t know how long.

| dried her tearswith my lapdl. “ Come back to my cabin. There' san old friend therewho' Il cheer you
up.”

My cabin befit a General, meaning | had aroom with stall shower, fold-down bunk, and desk. And a
robot cockroach, hanging from the ceiling.
| opened the hatch and whispered, “ Company, Jeeb.”

Jeeb wasn't part of the furniture. | held histitle chip. He was an obsolete Tactical Observation Transport,
bought at DOD auction.

Jeeb had once been brain-linked to aname on the Memoria Wall. Ari Klein; SP6; UNSF; Medd of
Honor; Posthumous. Ari had been aTOT wrangler. More important, he had been my friend.

| bought Jeeb for scrap. If aWrangler dies, or hislinked TOT getsfried, it's prohibitively expensiveto
rehabilitate the other. Redlly, | had adopted an orphan.

“Jeeb!” Munchkin squesled.

Jecb flew into her armslike athrown footbd|. If footballs had six legs. J-series TOTs il hed
eye-shaped optics, and radar-absorbent fuzz for skin. Compared to puppies, TOTs creep people out,
because they look like roaches as big as turkeys. But compared to cold modern Tacticas, Jeeb was an
anthropomorphic teddy bear.

Jeeb folded hiswings, then backflopped on my bunk, six legsflailing. Munchkin scratched his belly, and
his diagnostics hummed.

That'sjust the way it looked. It’ strue that even an old TOT like Jeeb has more cognitive power than an
Enhanced Ausdtradian Cattle Dog' s brain. But ’ Bots were animate machines, nothing more.

The stuff about TOTs acquiring persondities from their wranglers was nonsense. Or s0 Jeeb’ s technical
manuas claimed.

Munchkin drew her finger across a scratch that diagonaled across the radar-absorbent fuzz that coated
Jeeby’ s back, and frowned. “He' solder.”

| rocked back. If Jeeb wasold, | wasold. “He sold, but he's combat-fit. If you want to map a
battlefield, eavesdrop a thousand conversations at once, or learn Mandarin overnight, Jeeb’'ssill aTOT

ready totrot.”

Jeeb rolled hiswhining carcass over, mooching aback-scratch from Munchkin. It just looked that way.
The J-Series was programmed to preen its radar-absorbent skin against any non-abrasive object.

She stroked the scratch and smoothed it away. Jeeb purred.



Munchkin said, “I should have just taken aMandarin lesson last night.”

| raised my eyebrows. “Last night? Do tell.” Munchkin got lucky rarely. Me even morerarely.
Unfortunately, | wasthe only one of ustwo who wastrying.

“Not that. | had abad dream. About tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow’ s cake.”

She shook her head. “Maybe. But after this, they can take my pension. Jude' s not coming back up here.”
“But Howard—"

“Howard' sadeviousidiot.”

“Howard' s not really dishonest. HE' sa smart kid who's covered up to fit in since kindergarten.”
Munchkin raised her eyebrows. “ Since when did you start having motivetiond ingghts?’

Including forcing my surrogate sister to face the redlity that her husband was dead.

| cocked my head. Since, | guessed, Ord and Nat Cobb sent me up here for acram coursein family.
| chucked her chin. “I'll be there tomorrow, too. I'm not an idiot.”

“Y ou have your moments.”

Unlike me, Munchkin dready had ingght. It sin femae DNA. But, though | might have my idiot
moments, history can't blame what happened next on me.

TEN

HOWARD SCHEDULED THE LIVE TEST for dawn. In geosynchronous orbit, the sun still rises just once each
day.

The only reason for Ord and me to remain on New Moon was Jude. After this morning, Jude would be
gone. Surdly, General Cobb could bury MAT(D)4 somewhere else harmless. If not, and | had to face
the music over thelost GATT, so beit. | had Ord book us on the Down Clipper.

| dept late, then overspent per diem on ahotel breakfast.

By thetime | reached the Firewitch’ s big bay, Ord aready had a’ Bot gaggle poised to haul our gear to
Clipper check-in. Jeeb, who never dept, perched on acrate.

“All accounted for, Sergeant Mgor?’
Hesduted. “Tothelast MUD, Sir.”
| sghed. “A deployment without Med s Utility, Dessicated is aday without sunshine.”

Ord stared toward the control room’ s bustle. His gray eyes unfroze. * Soft deployment, true. But | rather
enjoyed being part of it, Sir.”

| raised my eyebrows. “Who's soft now, Sergeant Mgor?’
Ord shrugged. “When | wasaboy .. .”



My eyebrowsticked up further. | had assumed Ord sprang from the womb in pressed fatigues, forty
yearsold.

He continued, “We had discovered that the rest of the Solar System was cold rocks. Not worth a human
trip. After Ganymede, | never thought I’ d live to see mankind reach for the stars.”

It'snot that people ignore historic moments. It sthat they don’t know they'rein them. | said, * Shut down
the’ Bots, Sergeant Mgjor. Starting astarship’ s engine’ s a pretty short reach. But let’s go watch.”

Ord actudly smiled a me.

When we got to the control chamber portal, the petite MP Corpora who had checked me and
Munchkin in on my first day wasworking security. Even after six weeks of carding me daily, she rotated
my ID in spotless, white-gloved hands. Maybe | fit the Chinese-Agent profile. Then she handed my 1D
back stone-faced, with a perfect salute.

Ord'skind of gd.

Over the past six weeks, she must have carded Ord as often as she had me. But when he stepped up,
her eyeslit, and | noticed they were blue.

She whispered to Ord behind her glove, “They accepted my App!”

Ord grinned at her, then shook her hand. “Outstanding! You'll loveit.”
Shedill carded him.

Aswe stepped through the portal, | asked Ord, “What was that about?’
“I recommended the Corpora for Drill Sergeant’s School, Sir.”

“Funny. She seemed so normd.”

Ord smiled a my joke. Two smilesin ten minutes broke his record. Maybe thistour really had grown me
up.

| patted my breskfasted-but-solid-again belly.
Nothing could spoil aday that started thiswell.
ELEVEN

INSIDE THE CONTROL CHAMBER, every admin-bubble row glowed like strung pearls. Supervisors
hovered behind each row, their eyesfor once on Howard. Two hundred voices rumbled like an idling
MagLev.

The vents were cranked to teeth-chatter cold. Asthe day wore on, two hundred tense bodies would
make the chamber steam.

Howard stood in ahydraulically elevated basket that was raised up even with the empty control couch,
like he was an orchestra conductor. Somebody had even pressed his uniform.

Ord and | stepped aongsde Munchkin, who stood hugging herself against the chill. | poked her, then
whispered, “Where s Jude?’



Howard pointed to a side hatch. He said nothing, though he wore alape mike. Two Zoomies opened the
hatch.

Suddenly, the only sound was vent whisper, and Howard' s breathing, magnified through his mike.

The figure who entered wore pilot coverals, with “Metzger” gtitched above his heart. Strawberry-blond,
arrow-graight, with afighter jock’ s swagger.

My jaw dropped.

Ord sad, “The resemblanceis—"
Munchkin sobbed.

| swallowed, so | didn't.

Jude stopped at the base of the sairsthat led to the Filot Couch, then lifted hisarms while techswired
him.

Howard nodded. Jude climbed, and as he corkscrewed around the pedestal, he faced us.
Hewinked. Not arrogant, just supremely confident, like hisfather had been.

Twenty minutes later, Jude was hidden from us, down in the pedestdl. The techs scurried off the platform
and into the shadows.

Ord asked, “Now what?’

Munchkin whispered, like amother watching her son at ahigh-school gym foul line, “ They clamp Jude
into the couch, so the Firewitch senses an organic presence. Jude performs an operating sequence. If the
Firewitch senses apilot with reflexes that won't crash it, its systems activate. The Spooks record
everything. Then Jude climbs out, the ship shuts down, and we get to go home.”

Munchkin's scenario was boring enough.

| put ahand over my mouth to cover ayawn. Nobody said it, but the other possibility was a bigger
snore. If Jude was too dow, absolutely nothing would happen. Jude would just be one more princessthe
peacouldn't fed.

And Howard would think up Plan B.

Meanwhile, Howard pointed at a bubble bank.

Thetoadstool’ s top whined and vibrated. Silver clamp wings enfolded Jude.
Two hundred people held their breath.

Thirty seconds passed. People started to exhale.

Nothing happened.

Thirty seconds more without result, and technicians started muittering.

“Son of abitch!” | whigpered. The Army put up with Howard Hibble because his hunches about the
Sugswere dwaysright.



But thistime Howard had been—

The chamber went black.

TWELVE

THEN THE VENTILATORS THUNKED, and stopped.
Munchkin lurched forward in the dark. “ Jude?’

| grabbed her arm. “Don't just go—"
Thelightsflickered back on. The ventilators whumped to life.
Then thewalls glowed purple, then red.

Techsin the bubbles craned their necks.

Beneath my boots, the floor trembled.

Munchkin gripped my arm.

The toadstool had twisted and thrust itsalf toward the Firewitch’ s bow. The platform that held Jude had
thrust Howard' s cherry picker aside, and Howard had turned and faced the chamber wall that wasthe
Firewitch’s bow.

The whole forward hemisphere of chamber wall disappeared.

Beyond us, five hundred yards dead ahead, the Airpool dome hung like alollipop on agtick. Beyond the
domelay black space. And beyond that, Stars.

“Holy moly!” Howard' s amplified whisper boomed in the chamber. “Were the ’ corders back up? Did
we get that?’

| realized that | was clinging like death to a stanchion. | waited for tornadic decompression to suck usdl
into space through the hole that now gaped in the Firewitch’s bow.

But nothing tugged at me except Munchkin'sfingers.

Jude had brought the Firewitch’ sadien machinery to vibrating life. The forward wall wasintact. It had just
turned transparent to visiblelight.

All around us, dong the opaque sections of the ship’s skin, blue light veins spread and pulsed. Animated
light spangled the control chamber, floor to roof, as though the place was an ancient disco club.

Someone cheered.
Then applause spattered the chamber, first adrizzle, then adeluge.

Hisface spangled reflected blue, arms upraised, Howard jumped up and down in the cherry picker, so
hard it shook.

| said, “Wow.”

Ord whispered, “Wow.”



Munchkin sad, “My son did thigl”
Ten minutes later, things settled down.
Howard faced a different bubble row, and his voice boomed again. “ Commence shutdown.”

In the opposite bubble row, techs whose jobs were done for now stretched, shook hands, and
back-dapped.

| would have liked to high-five Howard, but he would be playing band leader al day. So would Jude. |
would see my godson dirtside soon enough. And | could holo Howard anytime.

| eyed my ’Puter. “ Guess that’ sawrap, Sergeant Mgjor. Let’ swake those Cargo’ Bots.” | took
Munchkin'sarm and turned her toward the exit, while the ship’s blue veins pulsed. “ Come see us off,
Munchkin.”

Munchkin, Ord, and | stood ten yards behind the nearest tech row.
| heard the row Supervisor say, “Reboot and retry.” Pause. “Well, doit again.”

| glanced around, toward the control stak. Silhouetted against newly visible space, dappled in the wall
veins pulsing bluelight, the cherry picker’sarm had moved dongside the stak. Howard' s basket at the
arm’send quivered, empty.

From below, al | could see of what was going on atop the toadstool was awaggling shock of mussed,
gray Hibblehair.

“Jason?’ Munchkin turned back toward me, then sucked in a breath.
Crap. She saw it too.
| madeit to the sairs at the toadstool’ s base in five strides.

Munchkin ran a step behind me, sputtering Arabic. | caught the word “Howard.” From her tone, | think
the rest would have embarrassed an angry camel herder.

| clambered onto the platform aongside the pilot couch. Opposite me, Howard bent over Jude' sreclined
body.

Munchkin elbowed past me. When she saw Howard and Jude, she dove on her son. “Jude!”
Howard said, “It'sdl right. Heisn't—"

Munchkin ran her hands over my godson. “Oh God! Oh God!”

“Mom! Take abreath, huh?’

Munchkin straightened, her hands shaking. “You'redl right?’

“Hine”

As amachine gunner, Munchkin wasthe coolest soldier | knew. Asamother—well, I'd never accuse
her of underreacting.

“Mom, I'm just stuck.”



The Spook-engineered couch clampsfit Jude’ sform like cosmic modeling clay. He shrugged as much as
he could. “I1t'sno big dedl. Like being buried in the sand at the beach.”

Sofar. | frowned a Howard. “He can't lie there forever. How long before you can unbury him?’
“Wereworkingonit.”
| pointed at the pulsating and till-transparent walls. “But until you spring Jude, the motor keepsidling?”

Three Zoomiesin orange-and-yellow firefighter Eternads dragged atoolbox onto the platform. Two were
Airman Seconds, and the third was a Tech Sergeant.

One of the Seconds—I am not making this up—took out a bar of sogp and started rubbing it dong the
junction between Jude' s shoulder and the couch clamp. Helooked down at Jude and said, “ Seeif that
loosensyou up.”

My godson had become an orbiting cat stuck in atree, firemen and dl. | rolled my eyesa Howard. “I
bet this never happened to NASA.”

He made aface and waved his hand. “Improvisation is the soul of—"

A rumble echoed through the chamber. The toadstool shook so hard that Munchkin stumbled against the
guy rubbing sogp on Jude.

The rumbl€e s pitch rose, and became the squed of bending metdl.

A Supervisor on the Chamber floor screamed up through cupped hands. “We have displacement!”
| bugged my eyesat Howard. “ Digplacement? Thisthing’ s moving?’

Howard shook his head a me, his browsknit. “1t can't move. It’ s tethered to the station.”

Howard thought the Firewitch couldn’t move, but it was suretrying. A row of admin bubblesdid across
the chamber floor, caught an edge, and cartwhedled like a crashed snowboard. Somebody screamed.

Cables snapped, sparks fountained. Consoles toppled. In moments, smoke blanketed the chamber floor,
and thesmell of charred insulation filled the bottled air.

Behind Howard, through haze, and through the transparent wall, the hotel ring inched into view asthe
Firewitch's nose svung.

| pointed over Howard' s shoulder. “Can’t move?’

Howard turned. “Holy moly!” He frowned, then scuttled around the platform until he stood beside me.
“Jason, thismay be bad.”

Munchkin grabbed Howard' s lapels and shook him until his glasses popped off hisnose. “May be? May
be?’

| pushed her away from him. “Worst case, Howard. Quick.”

Footsteps thundered on the deckplates as techs ran screaming toward the Exit Tube. Someone tripped.
Squirming bodies piled one upon ancther.

Howard pushed his glasses back onto his nose, then stared down at the melee. “Worst case? The



Firewitch will pull at thismassuntil New Moon' s orbit destabilizes. Findly, the umbilicd tether'll fatigue
and separate. The Firewitch will break free. But New Moon has no maneuvering capability to restabilize
itsdf. Itsorbit will decay. Findly, it will enter the atmosphere, and burn up.”

“How long?’

He shrugged. “Depends. How far and in what direction will New Moon be displaced? It could take
days, or weeks. But New Moon could incinerate within hours from now.”

| shook my head. “Y ou can't risk five thousand people. Tell management to abandon ship.”
Howard looked away.
| squeezed my eyesshut. “No. Don't tell me.”

Hesaid, “They could jam fifty into the Clipper, if they skip cargo. The Emergency Pods can take another
three hundred, total. The design worst case was aone-ring 10ss.”

| winced. “Unsinkable. Y ou rebuilt the Titanic.”
Jude lay immobile and unsmiling, his eyes shifting between my face and Howard's.
Munchkin clawed her son’ s shoulder. “Get him loose!”

Below us, the Exit Tube' s emergency lights glowed red through the smoke. Where there had been a
thrashing arm-and-leg haystack, asingle, coughing line now marched, hand-on-shoulder-in-front, into the
Exit Tube. Something had transformed panic to evacuation.

“Singlefile! That's better!” On one Sde of the human line, the transforming something bellowed,
hands-on-hips. Ord pointed at the shuffling technicians. “My uncle Elmo movesfaster than that! And he's
dead!”

Theline sped up.

Thelittle MP stood opposite Ord, penning in her Sde of the line, white-gloved hands windmilling the
evacuees dong like atraffic cop. Unfortunately, the people Ord and the MP were saving were
evacuating onto a sinking ship with no lifeboats.

| turned back to Howard. “Isthere a best case?’

“Two cases, actualy.” He pointed at the Exit Tube. “If the tube gave way sooner, New Moon would
day in orbit. The Firewitch would—wdl, I'm not sure.”

“But at worst, we' d save five thousand people. Case two?’

He shook his head and looked away. “ Thereis no case two.”

| grabbed hislapd and spun him toward me. “ Goddammit, you just said there was!”

He coughed, then 9ghed. “If the Firewitch didn't senseapilot, it might shut down immediately.”

| pointed at Jude and the three firefighters. An eectric saw whined and sparked, but the metal around
Jude held fast. “It sensesapilot.”

Howard dropped hiseyes. “A live pilot.”



The Tech Sergeant paused, listening to us. He wore asidearm.
Munchkin's eyes widened. So did Jude's.
| said, “You' reright. Thereisno second option.”

Howard pointed to the Exit Tube again. Fifty people besides Ord, the MP, thefirefighters, and the four
of usremained in the Firewitch. Thefifty were crawling, now, to stay under the smoke.

Howard said, “But there’ sno first option, either. That umbilical’ s engineered to withstand hours of worse
flexion than this. If the tube doesn’t sngp in the next thirty minutes, New Moon will beirretrievably
undable”

A red beam diced through the smoke. Ord must have dug alaser designator out of our gear, and set it to
mark a path to the Exit. So MAT(D)4' s equipment had been some usg, after dll.

The smoke thickened. Jude coughed.

The saw screeched, then died. Its smooth-worn chain glowed dull, defeated red. Under the firefighters
headlamps, the clamp metd reflected barely a scratch.

The Tech Sergeant nodded his head from his two ass stants toward the laser beam. “Go.”

The other two Zoomies stared at him.

Hetold them, “Y ou can't do dick here. Ther€ |l be casudtiesin the station that need treatment.”
“What about the rest of you, Sarge?’

“Thisain't adebate. Move!”

They turned away, heads down, then clattered onto the scaffold.

Electricd fires crackled in the darkness, while the four of usknelt dongside Jude.

The smoke boiled higher, curling around our feet.

The Tech Sergeant strapped arespirator from the toolbox on Jude, then handed respiratorsto the rest of
us

The Tech Sergeant pressed the side of his helmet, over his ear, with one hand. Then he spoke from
behind his Eternad’ s visor. “ Damage Control says orbital velocity’ s dropping.”

Howard asked, “How fast?’

The Tech Sergeant said, “ She'll sart losing dtitude in thirty minutes.”

Howard shook his head. “ Once that happens, there' s no turning things around.”
After three minutes, four respirators whirred while we stared a one another.

The Tech Sergeant cleared histhroat. “General Wander, you' re the senior officer here. Colond Hibble
said New Moon'sgot achance if we can make this ship shut down—" Hefingered his pistol.

Eyes watering, Munchkin sobbed behind her mask.



Jude struggled againg the clamps. Nothing budged.

The undulating Exit Tube, by which the Firewitch was dragging five thousand peopleto their deaths,
groaned louder. But it didn’t break.

| shook my head and muitered.
The Tech Sergeant cocked hishead. “ Sir? | didn’t catch what you said, Generdl.”

“Nothing.” | lied. | had repeated what that Quartermaster Colonel had said to me back in my hospital
room at New Bethesda. The hdll of command is ordering your family to die.

THIRTEEN

| POINTED AT THE TECH SERGEANT’ S antennaed helmet. “Y ou got contact with New Moon?’
He nodded.

| turned to Howard. “1f the tube breaks soon enough, the station will stay in orbit, right?’
Howard said, “Jason, | told you! It won't break soon enough.”

“So bresk it!” | turned to the Tech Sergeant. “New Moon’'s got maintenance equipment. Tell the staff in
the Rings to whedl some Plasma cuttersto the other end of the Exit Tube. Tell them as soon asthey get
al the evacueesinto Pressurized Volume, cut the Exit Tube &t their end.”

The Sergeant frowned and shook his head. “ Heavy equipment storage’ sin the Multi-Use Ring.”
“So moveit out of the Multi-Use Ring, Sarge. Fast.”

“Sir, soon asthishit the fan, al Pressurized Volume on New Moon locked down. Nothing passes
between the public rings and the Spook Ring.”

| nodded. “ Sure. Airtights. Override’em.”

Howard said. “They can’t be overridden. Jason, the lock-down program’ s anti-espionage encrypted.
Nothing in or out for four hours. To prevent technology loss”

My breath hissed out between my teeth and | clenched my fists. Knowing why Howard behaved like a
paranoid Spook didn’t make melikeit.

Munchkin hissed through clenched teeth. “If I’ d brought my own gun, I’ d shoot you, Howard!”

| Sghed. Aninfantry soldier fedls naked without her wespon, even yearslater. Then it hit me. “Munchkin,
what did you say?’

Shesad, “I said I d shoot this pugging pugger with my own pugging—"
Jude’ smouth formed an“O.” “Mom! Language, please!”

| said to Munchkin, “ Before that.”

“If I'd brought agun—"

| legpt onto the scaffold gtairs, did down the handrailslike they were playground equipment, and crashed
onto the deck.



| scrambled to my knees, limping, and felt my way through the smoke.

It seemed like | stumbled across the Sahara before | felt the first equipment crate. | voiced the
Cargo’'Bot that held it, and the’ Bot’ s forward manipulators whined. The’Bot tore back the crate top as
eadly asachild popping a Coke Plasti.

| rummaged. Obsolete radios with blanked serid numbers. “ Dammit!”
A hand touched my shoulder, and | jumped.

“gr7

“Sergeant Mgor! We need—"

“The breaching charges are in crate Sixteen, Sir.” Ord voiced adifferent ' Bot, and it unpiled crates until it
lifted out number sixteen, yellow-stenciled “DANGER: EXPLOSIVES'”

Therewas no point asking Ord how he knew we had to blow the connecting tube off oursaves. Every
Non-Com speed-reads his officer’ smind.

| lunged for crate Sixteen, and tugged out the first Semtex packet even while the’ Bot was pedling back
thecratelid. | told Ord, “We ve only got twenty minutes. | don’t know if you and | can wire that many
charges—"

“Delegate, Sr.” He voiced two more’ Bots; they whined to life and began uncoiling det wire.

Through the red-tinged smoke, three human figures sumbled toward us. Munchkin, the Zoomie Tech
Sergeant, and Ord’ s MP.

| asked Munchkin, “Howard? Jude?’

She jerked her head toward the toadstool. “Howard' s still working on Jude up there. Howard figured
out what you were doing. | can wire charges faster than you ever could.”

Ha
Over the scream of the flexing Exit Tube, Ord shouted to the MP, “ Status?’

“Last of 'em are on the way down the Exit Tube, Sergeant Mgor.” She arced her arm at the five of us
and at Howard and Jude, as she shouted back. “Nobody e se left in here but the seven of us.”

If we could blow the Firewitch loose in time, those two hundred evacuees, and anybody €se who could
make it down the Exit Tube into New Moon’s main structure, would be safe. Anybody |eft in here
remained imperiled.

Four ’ Bots spidered up the chamber walls, planting explosives that would clean-cut the Exit Tube from
the Firewitch, at the Firewitch end. A fifth’Bot unredled adet wire spodl.

| repeated, “ Seven of us. That' s three more people than we need in here to voice the’Bots.” | pointed to
the Corpora, the Tech Sergeant, and Munchkin. “Y ou three, down the Tube.”

Nobody moved.
| glared at the Tech Sergeant, like | wasareal Mgjor General. “Thisain’t no debate, Sergeant.”



He straightened and saluted. But, sweeting behind his helmet visor, he didn’t look happy to be leaving
this party. Neither did Ord’s MP. But both faced about and ran, crouching, toward the laser-marked

path.

Munchkin stood, neck-deep in swirling red smoke, feet planted, arms crossed. “Pug off. I'm acivilian.”
“We don't need you here.”

“My son needsme. | won't leave him. | won't leave you. | won't even leave pugging Howard.”

Ord knelt dongside a detonator control unit, and glanced at hiswrist’ Puter. “ Sir, | could use your help
here”

| rubbed my chin, so | could get close enough to my uniform mike to voice a’ Bot, without Munchkin
noticing. After | whispered, | said, “Munchkin, you said it' sa Generd’ sjob to lead people.”

“And it'samother’ sjob not to abandon her son.”

Behind her, the’Bot | had voiced crept close on four legs. Itstwo forward manipulators unfolded, like a
ider after afly.

“He smy godson, Munchkin. I'll take care of him.”
She pointed at me. “We. W€ |l take care of him.”

| sad, “I'msorry.”

Munchkin narrowed her eyes. “What?’

The’Bot gragped her around the waist, with manipulators gentle enough to pack Ming vases but strong
enough to lift ataxicab.

Munchkin screamed, tore at the encircling manipulators, then looked up a me, eyeswide. “ Y ou! Makeit
let mego!”

| shook my head.

The'Bot devated her off the deck, while she screamed, and she kicked the smoke until it swirled. The
"Bot turned and crabbed toward the Exit Tube, like King Kong clutching his bride while she begat her fists
againg hisches.

“Jason, you dick!”

| shouted after her, “I’ll bring him back to you! | swear!”

Then | knelt beside Ord, and fastened wire leads to the Detonator’ s old brass screw posts.
Ord said, “Well done, Sir.”

| sad, “Well seein twenty minutes”

“Five.” A thin hand touched my shoulder.

| looked up. “Howard? Did you get Jude—"

Howard shook his head. “He s il stuck in the couch. Fine for the moment. Jason, the Firewitchis



pulling stronger. We don't have twenty minutes. We havefive.”
“We can't havefive. It takesten just to run through the Exit Tube to the Spook Ring.” | glanced at Ord.
He held up the detonator. “It’ swired. We re good to go, Sir.”

| snatched the box from Ord’ shand. It was just agenerator that you hand-cranked like a pepper grinder,
until it stored enough el ectric charge to spark off caps at the opposite end of det wire, when you thumbed
thetrigger. Old but reliable, like Ord.

| ran to the Exit Tube' s mouth, cranking the generator as| ran, then peered down the Tube.

The Tube sair was barely fogged with smoke, compared to the clouds inside the Firewitch. Through the
haze, so far away | could barely make them out, the last evacuees clambered through the opposite hatch,

into the Spook Ring' stemporary safety.
Two hundred evacuees down, three to go.
Hafway down the tube ran the Tech Sergeant and the MP.

The’ Bot carrying Munchkin skittered behind them. | had voiced off its governor, so it had dready made
up their head start. It clanked up the Tube' ssidewall, and onto its ceiling. With Munchkin kicking and
screaming initsjaws, the ' Bot skittered upside down above the human runners, and passed them faster
than aroach caught under aflashlight beam.

Ord and Howard came alongside me. Howard panted. “Now.”

| held my thumb still on the detonator trigger, and my eyes on the three figures moving down the tube.
“Wedill got three runners.”

Howard frowned. “ Two minutes. Maybe less.”

Ord grabbed Howard and me by the backs of our belts, and tugged us ten yards back from the Exit
Tubelip, ingdethe Firewitch.

Alongside usthe remaining Cargo’ Bots idled, manipulators folded, their work done. A web of old-school
det wire stretched from the chargesin the floor and ceiling back to thetrigger | clutched.

Howard craned his neck at the charges. “When those blow, the decomp sensorswill lock down this
hatch in ahalf second.”

| swallowed. It had better. When the charges blew, the Exit Tube would expel itsair into spacelikea
popped balloon. Anything inside the tube, such as us, would be sucked aong for theride.

| had seen human beings explosively decompressed. | had nearly been one, more than once. Fifteen
screaming seconds to remember your lifeistoo short.

Ord handed me asynlon cargo ding. “Around your waist, Sir. Then through the floor tie-downs.”
“Huh?’
“It' sgoing to get windy in herefor amoment, Sir.”

The’Bot carrying Munchkin dowed asit neared the far hatch.



Howard said, “Now, Jason!”
| shook my head. “Couple more seconds.”

Munchkin's’Bot reached the far hatch, lifted oneleg at atime over the sill, and she and the’ Bot
disappeared into Pressurized Volume.

Howard grabbed my shoulder. “Now! It'stoo late, dready!”

My heart thumped. Ord'slittle MP and the Tech Sergeant ran for their lives, till a hundred yards from
sfety.

| pointed at them, and shook my head. “ That’ stwo living human beings down there, Howard.”

“For God' s sake, Jason!” Howard said.

“Two againg five thousand, Sir.” Ord placed his hand over my thumb, and squeezed until the trigger
snicked loose.

The rotor whirred, then vibrated in my hand.

FOURTEEN

WHUMP. WHUMP. WHUMP.

| squeezed my eyes shut againgt the flashes as the charges exploded in three opposing pairs.

| opened my eyes, and the Exit Tube was till there, till flexing like a python’ s gut, but intact.
Then metal moaned and echoed.

A tear opened aong the Tube' sleft side, with aboom that made the charges sound like popcorn.

A ring of black nothing opened al around the hatch margin, and red, smoky air howled out into space.
Wind dammed my back and threw me across the deck toward space, asthe Airtight began scissoring
shut across the Tube mouth.

| did on my belly toward the too-dowly-closing hatch, clutching the cargo ding | hadn’t looped through
the tie-down ring. “Crap. Crap, crap, crap.”

Ahead of me, sandwich wrappers, dust, screwdrivers, and Kleenex got sucked into space. Through the
narrowing opening between the closing hatch segments, | saw the Tech Sergeant and the MP tumbling
head-over-hedls, back up the severed tube toward us, asthe air outflow sucked them to the breach.

Air rushing from the Firewitch hurled me againgt the lower hatch segment, then rolled me up and across
thecloanglip.

| pulled myself back insde, until | clung, spread-eagled, across the hatch opening, while the wind tore at
me.

The MP hurtled toward me, now close enough that | could see her bulging blue eyes, and count the
white-gloved fingers on her flailing hands.

The hatch segments seemed to close in dow moation. My hands, then my feet, dipped, until just fingers
and toes held me back from spinning out into the vacuum. Wind roared around me as loudly asif | had



fallen beneath a speeding train.

Thefingers of my left hand did off the hatch lip. “Oh, no.”

Something grabbed my waist and held me,

Theairtight hatch lipsjoined and seded.

Wind howl stopped as though chopped by acleaver, and | hung in mid-air, safe insde the Firewitch.
Thump. Thump.

The hurtling MP and the Tech Sergeant bounced off the outside of the closed hatch.

With luck, the impacts knocked them unconscious. Before my heart could begt, they became debris
adrift infrigid nothing, along with the Kleenex, dugt, and screwdrivers.

Behind me, the Cargo’ Bot that Ord had ordered to snatch me back from the brink whined and lowered
me to the deck.

| shivered, as much because the air remaining in the Firewitch had turned thin and cold as from shock.

The decompression had snuffed the fires and cleared the smoke. | got to my knees, shaking, and turned
away from the closed hatch.

| lay with my cheek againgt the floor plates, panting.
Ord kndlt besdeme. “You dl right, Sr?’

“l couldn’t doit.”

‘G

“You had to pull the trigger for me. | couldn’t even subtract two from five thousand and get the right
ansver.”

Ord touched my shoulder. “We're past it now, Sir.”
| shook like an out-of-tune Electrabout. “Isit cold in here, or isit me, Sergeant Mgor?’

Ord rolled me onto my back, tucked a crate plank under my feet to elevate them, and covered mewith
my uniform jacket. “Mild shock, Sir. Y our replacement parts aren’t quite up to thisyet.” He tugged the
end off asyrette with histeeth, then rolled my deeve up to expose aforearm vein.

| shook my head. “No drugs, Sergeant Mgor.”

Ord patted my cheek. “Sir?’

| shook my head again. “Put the syrette away. | just need to catch my bresth.”
He smiled. “Y ou' ve been out two hours, Sir.”

| flexed my arm. Better. | rolled onto an elbow and sat up.

Twenty yards away, Howard stood, knees shaking, silhouetted againgt the Firewitch’ s transparent bow
plate, thirty yardsin front of him.



He bresthed, “Holy moly.”

Infront of him, where the Airpool dome had dangled from its connecting tube, the Firewitch’ssix
forward-pointing arms, tipped with Mag Rail cannon, had unfolded like an inverted umbrelaframe.

Dead ahead of usloomed awhite, pock-marked disc. It grew larger and larger, until it scemed tofill the
bow plate.

The disc flashed past usto starboard. Ahead now lay only blackness and stars.
| said, “What was that thing?’

Howard turned to me, hiseyeswide. “The Moon.”

FIFTEEN

| SHOOK MY HEAD. “No. Howard, theMoon s, like, aquarter million milesfrom us. Three days away if
we were boosting like a Clipper. And we ' re barely moving. Where s New Moon?’

“No. It just fedslikewe aren't moving.”

Above us, something clanked on the Aluminex scaffold.

“Jeson!”

| looked up as Jude clambered down the scaffold stairs on shaky legs.

Howard, Ord, and | ranto him.

Howard said, “What happened?’

Jude shrugged. “I saw the big thing coming at us. | steered left. Next thing | knew, the clamps released.”
Howard nodded. “ That big thing was the Moon. Obvious.”

| rolled my eyes. “Y eah. Obvious.”

“The Pseudocepha opod sees in the infrared spectrum. We see in what we call—appropriately for
us—the visible spectrum. The pilot couch mount stretches into the forward dome so the pilot has aclear
view. Hereactsto visble-light images of objectsin the Firewitch’s path.”

“Then why is Jude waking around down here?’

Howard said, “ The ship wouldn't rel ease Jude while it was near Earth. Planetary gravity pullsin too much
floating junk. The ship requires apilot close to planetary masses, like asailing vessdl requires a harbor
pilot. Clear sailing now that we' re past the Moon. No pilot required.”

Jude jerked his thumb toward the Chemdon bank, behind MAT(D)4' s crate pile and the employee lunch
cart. “Then | can go pee?’ Hedidn't wait for an answer.

| walked to the bow and laid my nose againgt the transparent Slug meta. The surface was coal, vibrating
asfaintly as an old-fashioned wind-up watch. | craned my neck. Through the clear dome, | had to admit,
| saw no sign of Earth, or of New Moon, or of the old one.

| turned back to Howard. He ransacked an admin bubble' s wreckage, then straightened up, holding a
salvaged drive as big as stacked pancakes.



| said, “When | floor my car, | get dammed back against the seat. When the Clipper boosts, the tourists
weigh six hundred pounds for a couple minutes. If we just went from zero to a hundred twenty five
thousand miles per hour, we' d be squashed againgt the rear bulkhead like tomato paste.”

Howard waved hisarms at the hull pulsating al around us. “ That’ sthe elegance of it. When we started
moving, the vessd channeled Cavorite' s propertiesdl around us.”

“We rein agravity cocoon?’
Howard nodded. “We're so insulated from G-forces, we don't even fed that we' re moving.”
“So, how fast are we going?’

Howard shrugged. “No idea, redly. We did Earth-to-Moon in under two hours. I'm sure we' re il
accelerating. But we' |l never exceed light speed, of course. So we can't go fast enough.”

Pop.

| turned toward the sound. The therm tab on the wrapped Burrito in Jude’ s hand poked up red, where it
had popped. My godson sauntered back toward us, Jeeb perched on his shoulder.

| asked Howard, “Not fast enough for what?’
He shrugged. “ To arrive wherever this ship is programmed. Before we sarve.”
Jude paused, steaming Burrito halfway to hislips. “Where are we programmed for?’

“I don’'t know.” Howard extended his elbow like afal coner. Jeeb telescoped out hiswings and fluttered
from Jude’ s shoulder to Howard' s. “But Jeeb can help usfind out.”

Jude asked through a mouthful of queso, “Why would we starve?’

Howard walked toward the bow, then dropped his shoulder and Jeeb fluttered to the deck. “Even if
we' re going two-thirds light speed, we' re decades away from the nearest star with a planetary system.
Probably farther still from any habitable destination.”

Jude sad, “Can | turn us around?”’

“I don't know. But if you could, we' d need to know where we wanted to get back to.” Howard felt
around Jeeby sbelly until he popped Jeeby’ s output access panel and sprung it. He hardwired the drive to
Jeeb, then stood back as Jeeb bugged out his opticas. “ Jeeb will record star positionsaswetravd. If we
ever figure out how to turn around, we' || have aroad map.”

Fourteen days later, we found out that amap was the least of our worries.
SIXTEEN
WE SPENT THE FIRST FOURTEEN DAY'S Of our ride to nowhere discovering surprises.

Howard was aparanoid geek, but he was till agenius. He used Jeeb’ s optical spectrometer to calculate
Red Shift aswe sped away from certain stars. From this, Howard estimated that, by Day Two, we had
settled in a acruising speed of ahundred twenty thousand miles per second.

The Firewitch’s six splayed, forward-facing tentacles were more than just gun mounts. They |eaked
enough Cavoriteinfluence forward to make an invisble umbrelain front of us. Thisbuffed asdetherare



debris of interstellar space. Without that umbrella, at that kind of speed, collision with debris smaler than
alimabean would blow the Firewitch into rubble.

In the lima bean department, Ord determined that between the preservable stores in the lunch wagon,
which was provisioned to feed two hundred people, plus MAT (D)4’ s Medls Utility, Dessicated, the four
of us could survive for months. The ChemJons recycled what our bodies didn’t need any longer into
potable water, and the Firewitch seemed to manufacture fresh-enough air.

The difference between our Stuation and alife prison sentence was that aconvict could always dream of
parole.

Our problem quickly became morale. That meant | had to keep my troops busy.

Howard and Jude worked together each day, trying to refine Jude sflight skills, get the Firewitch off
autopilot, and turn it for home. So far, no dice. But it kept them busy.

We dso devised lessweighty diversions. Ord broke out the SAFS and taught Jude marksmanship. A
firing smulator wasredly aglorified hologame.

Ord aso taught Jude hand-to-hand combat. On Day Fourteen, in the central bay, Ord, silver drill whistle
between hislips, refereed Jude s pugil stick bout with aCargo’ Bot.

Howard now released Jeeb from astrogation duty one hour of each forty-eight, so Jeeb could perform
self-maintenance. Jeeb perched ringside on acrate, extending and retracting antennae while he wiped
them with hisfordimbs.

On paper, no clumsy Cargo’ Bot can last even around with aVegas Kick’ Bot, but | wouldn't bet against
the Cargo’ Bot Ord had reprogrammed. The’ Bot could grip the padded pugil stick in itstwo forward
manipulators but still stand stable on three legs—and sweep at its opponent with the fourth.

The only sounds echoing in the vast bay were the clack of pugil against pugil, the rubber squesk of Jude's
dips across the deckplates, and the éectric whine of the’ Bot’s motors. The air smelled of swest and
'Bot-joint Synlube.

The’Bot thrust its stick at Jude’ sjaw. My godson dodged easily, but in the same ingtant, the’ Bot’ sright
center ambulator kicked forward, so fast it blurred, toward Jude' s padded kneecap.

I’m fair with apugil, even with al my replacement parts. But that leg sweep would have caved my knee
joint like a hammer whacking adrinking straw.

| said “toward” Jude' s kneecap because the’ Bot leg swept through empty space.

Jude sidestepped, lunged, and thumped the ' Bot' s cargpace with his stick end.

Ord tweeted hiswhistle. Then he stepped in, touched Jude' s shoulder, and announced, “ Point. Match.”
Jude grinned and wiped swest with awristband.

| swear Jeeb’ s optic lids drooped when his dumb but muscular cousin went down for the count. Synlube
isthicker than water, | suppose.

| jerked athumb toward the control chamber and said to Jude and Jeeb, “Howard says break time's
over.”

Jude nodded, still grinning. “Y ou see that? Want next?’



| shook my head.

Ord and | watched Jude meander toward the control room, peeling off pads and strewing them on the
deck. Jeeb clattered behind on four legs, plucking up the swesety laundry with the remaining two,
diagnostics clicking like afussy nanny.

The Sergeant Mgjor shook his head. “Never seen anyone so fast, Sir.”
“Come see him in asoccer game. He—" My stomach tightened.

Activity helped meforget where we were. But when | remembered, the nearest soccer goa was il
dropping a hundred twenty thousand miles further behind us every second.

Ord crouched alongside the inert ' Bot, and flipped up its program pand. “ Care to tangle before | wipe
thefighting program, Sir?’

| shook my head. “What' sthe point? | could plug in to Jeeb and learn alanguage, too.” Overnight, a
TOT could teach even agrunt enough of any language to get into brothels and out of coups d’ état. A
TOT could even decipher alanguage it didn’t know, aseasly asit cracked codesin signd intelligenceiit
intercepted.

Ord sad, “If anybody can turn this ship around, it’s Colond Hibble, Sir.”
| nodded. “He' ssuited for hisjob.” Whereas| sucked a mine.
Ord paused, cocked his head. “Sir, the detonator hesitation was nothing. A split second.”

| sighed, and waved my hand. “It does't matter any more, doesit? 1’ [l never have to command anybody
agan.”

Howard’ s voice crackled from my uniform mike. “Y ou two better get up here!”
SEVENTEEN
ORD AND | HIT THE CONTROL CHAMBER entrance on the run, panting.

Jeeb had resumed his station front-and-center in the ship’ s transparent bow, Howard knedling beside
him. Above us, Jude swung aleg into the toadstool, then disappeared as he lay down in the pilot couch.

Wejogged to astop adongside Howard, and | asked him, “What?’

He pointed at the stars with the antique yellow writing pencil that he had taken to chewing in lieu of
cigarettes. The stars dong our flanks were no longer the points of light we had become accustomed to
over the past fourteen days. They stretched out in elongate stresks.

Dead ahead, the stars were gone.

Howard pointed at the discarded pugil pads mounded above Jeeb’ sthorax like an inverted pyramid.
“Get dl of those we have up here”

Ord voiced a’ Bot with hislape mike, and it scurried away.
“What'sgoing on, Howard?’ | said.

“Y ou remember | said we were moving too dow?’



“Yesh”

“We re accelerating.”

“That’ swhy the starslook stretched out?’

“No. Ther light isbeing bent.”

“By wha?’

Howard pointed at the black void in front of us. “That.”

The Spooks had aways assumed the Sugs transited interstellar space by short-cutting through Tempora
Fabric Insertion Points, places where the gargantuan gravitation of collgpsed stars tacked folded space
together.

“We re so close that black hole' sbending light?’
“Sucking it like gravity suckswater down adrain.”

| swallowed. “Ustoo?’ The central mass of a black hole packed matter bigger than the sun into agolf
bal. | didn’'t want to die asapiece of agolf bal.

Ord's Cargo’ Bot dumped a pugil-pad wad as big as amattress at Howard' sfest.

Howard said, “| think this ship’s designed to trandt the hole by skirting the central mass so fast that the
ship dingshots out the other sde.”

| eyed the toadstoal. “ Jude?’

“The closer we get to the central mass, the more inbound matter, like the ship itsdf, the ship hasto avoid.
Jude sreactionsto what he seesin the visible spectrum will dodge the ship around anything too big for
the bow array to deflect.”

“Why the pads?’

Howard hunched on hands and knees, spreading out a chest protector across the deck plates. “ Jude will
make the trangt in aform-fitting, reclined couch. But insertion-point gravity may be so strong that, evenin
a Cavorite cocoon, an unsupported human body would be crushed.”

| pointed at the pads, so flimsy that they nearly floated in air. “ And those will hep?’
Howard shrugged. “I dunno. It'smy first time. We might get squished anyway.”

Ten minutes later, | lay flat on the deckplates, my body’ s hollows shored up by air bubbled into
petroleum-based plastic. Nothing shored up my confidence. Howard and Ord lay dongside me, and
above us Jude lay in the toadstool couch.

The starswere al gone, now. Their light was being sucked pardld to us, into acosmic garbage disposal
that whirled us closer every second.

The Firawitch, massive asit was, shuddered.

| gasped; it felt like the bar had dropped on my chest during bench presses. Howard cautioned that the
dightest movement risked seriousinjury and told usto stay as motionless as possible during the trangit.



That was like putting up a“Wet paint—Don’t touch!” sign, for me anyway. Naturdly, | tried to lift my
little finger. It was just an organic prosthetic that dated back to awound during the Slug Armada days,
and it didocated.

I’ve never been an orange, so | don’t know what it feeslike to get juiced. But now | have a pretty good
idea

| think | felt the ship juke atime or two, but that could have just been one of my joints popping.

According to Howard, at this point, the ship’s Cavorite was pushing back against the gravity of the
densest massin this universe. One of thefour basic forces of this universe was battling dead-even with
our power plant, something that tumbled in here from a universe next door, across the e eventh
dimenson.

| sweated. Or maybe water was just being squeezed out of my tissues. Howard predicted that the trangit
would be*“eegantly smple.” Maybe when aSug crew flew this ship off the showroom floor, that would
have been true. But Jude was our only crew, and he didn’t even have hislearner’ s permit. And

Howard' s Spooks had been tampering with the Firewitch for years. What if they had broken something?

|f—if—everything worked, the ship would retain just enough angular momentum to dide around the core
mass with sufficient oomph to pop out in what Howard cdled “ new space.”

“New space” was gpparently not the same as breathing space, because, much as my chest tried to
expand, | took no air in.

Howard never said whether gravity would get so strong that light sponging would blind us.
So when everything went black, | didn’t know whether | was blind—or just suffocated.
EIGHTEEN

WE TOTED UPTHE DAMAGE NEXT DAY . The net cost to us of trangting atempora fabric insertion point,
as Howard cdled it, was one did ocated finger (mine), intermittent blood passed in urine (Howard and
Ord), and thirty Fakon, lettuce, and tomato braninis squished when alunch cart tray buckled.

Plus everybody, even Jude, popped enough eyeball blood vessalsthat we could have passed for ten-day
drunks.

Sometime during the first post-transit day, the stars returned. Well, not the stars. Some stars.

Two days after the trangit, Howard cal culated that we had resumed cruising speed of a hundred twenty
thousand miles per second. We didn’t know where we were going, but we were making greet time. He
stood in the bow, stargazing, bloodshot eyes aglow. “Fabulous.”

“How is nearly killing five thousand people and press-ganging us onto this Flying Dutchman fabulous?’

Before us, aband of stars sweypt like spilled diamonds. Howard said, “1’m not even sure thisisthe Milky
Way, Jason! No man ever dreamed of seeing this!”

Howard had had no luck turning the ship around before we shot through the hole in space. Now, even if
we turned around, there was no certainty we could find the hole again, retransit safely, or come out
wherewe origindly went in. “Howard, why do | carewhat stars|’m looking at when | findly starve?’

Hesaid, “ That' s the downside.” He touched the screen wired to Jeeb, looked at it, then raised his



eyebrows. “Holy moly!”
| had given up trying to teach Howard to swear like a proper grunt. “What isit?’

Howard pointed dead ahead. A star among millions seemed brighter than the others, yellowish, and
swelling bigger each second. He fingered the screen to display the position of his marker starsfrom the
prior sampling compared to current. He said, “Don’t worry about starving.”

“Why not?’
“| «ill don’'t know where we re going, but we' re dowing down. We Il be there before lunch tomorrow.”
NINETEEN

HOWARD WASWRONG. We sped through the orbits of the outer planets of the big yellow star’ s system.
Then wetrailed dong behind the fourth planet out from our new sun, following inits orbit. Not just before
lunch, but before Ord even finished his morning coffee.

From space, the planet looked Earthlike, blue with white cloud wisps and polar caps and brown
landmasses. Aswe closed in, we saw that the largest continent was actualy one, alandmass connected
by anarrow isthmus, like North and South Americarotated from North-South to East-West, to lie dong
the equator like adumbbell.

One crater-pocked moon orbited the planet’ s equatoria belt line, in the plane of the ecliptic. If you think
of the planetsthat orbit a sun as spinning like topswhile circling the sun like meetballs around atray, that
tray isthe plane of the ecliptic. All the planets and moons of the Solar System we had | eft behind spunin
the plane of the ecliptic. According to Howard, most stars and their systems were arranged the same

way.

The planet’ s other moon was smdller, the bright red of arterid blood, and marble-smooth. Stranger ill, it
orbited dowly, north to south, over the poles. AsHoward would say, its orbit was perpendicular to the
plane of the ecliptic.

Howard and | stood side by side on the toadstool’ s platform in the bow, watching the scene come
closer. | had my Eternad helmet on, so | could use the opticslike binoculars. | narrowed my eyes. “We
hit an Earth clone on the button. How convenient.”

Howard shook his head. “Of courseit’s convenient. The Firewitch homed on this planet. The
Pseudocepha opod would establish itsdf where it found worlds temperate enough to support life.”

“But we know the Sugs can just make arock Earthlike. They were terraforming Ganymede.”

Howard |ooked away, at arounded corner of the control chamber. “True. But why terraformif you find
an Earthlike planet sitting right in front of you?’

| cocked my head. “But the Slugs did sit out on Ganymede when they found Earth. They bombed us
from adistance, like a caveman would begt arattlesnake with along stick.”

Howard kept looking away. His Spook “need to know” paranoiawas his |east-endearing characteristic.
“Rattlesnakes are dangerous, if you get too close.”

| narrowed my eyes. “But, Howard, the first time a caveman came across a rattlesnake, he wouldn't
have known it was dangerous. So the andlogy doesn’t hold, doesit?’



Beyond the trangparent bow, we sped on above the ocean, but the inside of the Firewitch felt as till as
houses.

Before Howard could answer me, the Firewitch dipped into the planet’ s uppermost ionosphere, and red
flames of incandescent plasma blossomed from the leading edges of the ship’sforward arms.

Howard pointed at the planet below. “If this were the Pseudocepha opod homeworld, we would have
been challenged by now. Thisship isgoing to land in an outpost of somekind.”

“BEvenif it'sjust an outpost, a hundred thousand warriors will ssorm the ship and kill us” | said.

Jude frowned up at me. He had clamped in to the pilot’ s couch as soon as we reentered the traffic jam of
interplanetary space.

Howard and | stood dongside Jude.
| asked Howard, “How much have we dowed?’
Howard rubbed his chin. “I’d guess we re down to ten thousand miles per hour.”

The huge ship skipped like a stone across the top of the planet’ sionosphere, but we felt no motion. We
might aswell have been sanding in the still gdlery of an aquarium, watching aflaming ocean flow by.

| said, “ So, in acouple minutes, we land. Then wedie.”

Howard lunged past Jude, and thrust the control yoke full forward.
| grabbed Howard’ sarm. “ Are you nuts?’

Jude’ s eyeswidened, and | looked up, to see what he saw.

The horizon had disappeared. The Firewitch had been cruising like a Clipper reentering Earth’s
atmosphere, paralld to the ground. Howard had plunged the Firewitch into akamikaze dive straight
down toward the planet’ s surface.

Howard said, “Four thousand miles per hour. But dowing.”
| heard Jude srapid breathing, felt no motion.

Within two heartbegts, we shot low enough that | saw the rocky ridges of low mountains. In another
blink, mossy, jagged boulders and scrub brush became clear.

Snow patches dusted the ground in the shadows under the brush.
| closed my eyes.
Everybody screamed at once.

Wewere dtill diving at two thousand miles per hour when the Firewitch splattered againgt the planet like a
gnat againgt a gpeeder’ swindshield.

TWENTY

SOMEONE HAD STRAPPED A SCHOOL BELL to my head, and it wouldn't stop clanging. My cheek was
cold and dl | could seewasrock as grainy and gray as headstones.



Weas | dead and buried?
Corpsesdidn’'t fed icy wind.

| levered mysdlf onto my knees, and looked around. | knelt on gray sandstone—grow up in Colorado,
know your rocks—under gray clouds.

To figure out whether my eardrums had ruptured, | shouted out loud to mysdlf over theringing in my
ears. “It' snot the twenty-story fdl that killsyou, it’ s the sudden stop.”

Not only did | hear mysdlf, | understood what Howard had done. The Firewitch had protected its
payload from accel eration to two-thirds of light speed, and from gravity strong enough to squeeze the sun
insdeagolf bal. So protecting uswhen we hit abrick wall at two thousand miles per hour had been
smadl beer.

Howard had crashed us on purpose, because he knew a crash was more survivable than a soft landing in
anest of ahundred thousand Sugs.

| looked around. The Firewitch, itself, didn’t land soft. Fist-sized Sug-Hull fragments lay impact-blasted
across the scrub-covered rock over aradius so large that the fragments looked like poppy seeds. The
War had taught us that when a Sug ship blew, it blew into nothing but junk. That’ swhy the intact
Firewitch was so valuable. Had been so valuable.

My armor’ s heaters kicked in aswind scuffed atwig across the rock of my new home. Mine alone?

My suit’ saudio and ’ Puter nested between my shoulder blades, formed into the Eternad underlayer,
alongside the battery pack. But the antennae were mounted in my absent helmet. My earpiece was
connected, but useful now only to block wind.

| shouted, “Jude?’
Nothing.
“Howard? Sergeant Mgor?’

| cupped my hands, then shouted over and over, turning through 360 degrees. Only wind screeched
back.

| screamed so loud and so long for them that | panted and saw spots. | wore no helmet, but | seemed to
be breathing fine. Much on this planet might kill me, though it seemed the amosphere wouldn’t.

But my ears burned, numbed by the wind. | unfurled the weether hood from my armor’s neckring, tied
the drawdtrings beneath my chin, then turned round again.

The rock on which | stood doped up behind me toward snow-capped mountains, and down toward flat
prairie that stretched to the horizon. The Firewitch had blown itsdlf to rutabagas against what on Earth
would be cdled foothills.

| visored my hand over my eyes, scanned the landscape, and wished | still had my helmet optics. But
therewaslittle to see.

Thewatery sun had aready dipped below the peaks at my back. Acrossthe prairie, in adiver of sky
between clouds grayer than Earth clouds and the horizon, one of the moons rose, huge and pale.

The sun went down, and clouds snuffed the moonlight. | sumbled in the dark for an hour, calling for the



others, asthe temperature dropped. Findly, | found awind- shadowed crevasse between boulders and
tucked mysdf intoit.

During the final hours of our inbound voyage, Howard had Jeeb ca culate this planet’ srotationd period;
he got 24.2 Earth hours per day. | recaibrated my wrist * Puter, assumed the sun had set at eighteen
hundred hours, and agreed with mysdlf that where the sun set would be west, where it rose east, and
north and south would be at right anglesto those directions.

My body ached and my eydlids drooped. Eternads aren’t pgjamas, but the underlayer is padded. The
motion of breathing, and the occasiond rollover during deep, stores enough kinetic energy to recharge
their batteries.

| fell adeep cold, and awoke colder, in the dark, when cold deet stung my cheeks. It rattled off my
armor, ricocheted off rock, and puddled in the bare depressions that pocked my new home. My head
pounded from snot that packed my sinuses. The first night deeping outdoors after alayoff aways sucks.

| turned my face to shelter againgt the rock, then flashed my wrist ’ Puter. Zero three hundred.

At three in the morning human biorhythms hit low ebb. It'sagreat time to catch your enemy napping by
mounting anight attack, to attempt suicide, and to fed sorry for yourself.

| thought about my broken promise to Munchkin, that | would return Jude safe to her. | thought about
failing once more to put mission ahead of troops, when it cametimeto blow the Exit Tube charges. |
thought about the woman | didn’t get to marry, and about too many friends buried.

Mostly, | thought that | was now marooned for eternity, so far from homethat | couldn’t find the suniif |
had the Hubble Bubble, an orphan once again. | hugged my rock pillow, wiped my nose on my gauntlet’s
snozz pad, and cried.

At four, the deet quit, the clouds parted and the second moon—the blood-red one—shone down asiit
traveled among the unfamiliar stars, from north to south. If 1 waslooking at Sol, somewhere among those
billion sparks, thelight | saw could have left the Solar System centuries ago.

Five A.M. brought red-glowing dawn in the esst.

By sunrise, | had scooped puddled deet into arock depression, and melted it with meager Eternad
exhaugt. Alien bacteria might kill me, but dehydration certainly would, so | drank until | belched.

| peded off my armor and washed, shivering, with the remaining water. Eternad padding is anti-microbid,
but after afew days, you don’'t care for the smell of yourself in Eternads. | re-dressed, then | blew my
nose like a saxophone until 1 could bresthe through it again.

My ablutions were no hot shower and coffee, but an infantryman learns after many nights on cold ground
that if your body feels beaten, your mind does, too.

| stood at the edge of the debris circle that marked the Firewitch’sremains. The circle seemed centered
downd ope from me. Anything or anyone else that had been saved by the ship’s gravity cocoon likely
aso lay dong or within the debris perimeter. | picked my way adong that perimeter, sooping to examine
every cinder for lifesgns.

| also broke twigs, laid stone cairns, and generally tried to mark my trail, so that if the others crossed my
path, they could follow it and find me.

An hour later, the debris-field edge had turned me east, downdope. The lower | descended through



boulder fields toward the plain, the thicker the vegetation grew. To me, the brush looked like mesquite;
scrawny twigs with scabrous green leaves withering to brown, mixed among gnarled pineswith stunted
needles. Thisfar from ground zero, the mesquite had had afew leaves blown off by our explosve arrival,
but remained intact enough that | couldn’t seethroughit.

| wove through the brush and swore to myself. Back at the barren spot where I’ d landed, | had been
ableto see clear to the horizon. But here, farther downd ope, the head-high scrub kept me from seeing
twenty feet ahead.

That meant | could walk right past significant wreckage. Worse, | couldn’t see trouble, from Sugsto
something that might eat me, until it was on top of me.

| had seen no hint of animate life on this planet yet, but I’ d picked up afist-sized rock for aweapon,
anyway. In my thigh pocket, next to my Aid pouch, | carried asingle-shot .22 caliber toy of asurviva
pistol that Advisersjoked wasissued to alow suicide before capture. | decided to saveit for signaling.
With norifle, | felt like a Neandertha with no spear. And with no helmet audio or optics, | felt deaf and
blind.

What happened next shows you how much our species traded away as we depended more and more on
our tools.

With aclimate-controlled hdmet, | could see and hear better. But | couldn’t smell much.
Now, without ahelmet, | tilted my head back, sniffed thewind, and wished | hadn't.
TWENTY-ONE

VENTED HEADGEAR OR NOT, an infantryman who has survived combat knows the smell of desth.

The stench on the wind wasn't like any corpse I’ d experienced, but this place wasn't like any battlefield
I’ d experienced. This stunk like meat that had rotted for a semester.

| followed the scent upwind, no longer snapping twigs or kicking rocks, but my heart pounded so loud
that | must have been audible twenty feet away.

| stopped and listened. Close ahead, something buzzed.
| elbowed back a pine bough, and there, in arock-floored clearing, it was.

Looking left and right, like | wasjaywalking through atennisgame, | crept forward until | knelt dongside
it.

I’m no hunter, but four years before, | took acourse a Ft. Bragg caled “ Patrol Craft.” We spent a
whole morning studying spoor. Spoor is crap.

| knelt besde aturd the size of abed pillow.

Basad on arudimentary gut-diameter estimate, whatever deposited it was twenty to forty feet long.

The buzz | had heard was a cloud of winged beetles. They hovered over their feast, but hadn’t burrowed
inyet. So it was fresh spoor.

| poked the turd with atwig.

The brown mass lacked plant fiber, like horse dung had, and was more like pudding in consstency. A



carnivore scaling card.
Steam curled up from the blob where | had poked it. Very fresh.
Acrossthe clearing, brush rustled.

| backed away from the noise, dowly, clutching my rock, scanning the ground for another, and
wondering whether to dig out thelittle .22 pistol.

Movement flickered beyond the brush, twenty yards from me, and something snorted like asteam
engine. The beetle buzz stopped as though cut by aknife.

My eyes on the spot where the brush moved, | backed away until my hand touched brush at the back of
the clearing, where | had entered it. My heart hammered. Make my stand here, or runfor it?

Behind me, something clamped my arm.
TWENTY-TWO

| BIT OFF A SCREAM as | jumped and pulled away.

| spun, raised the rock in my hand, and saw what had grabbed me.

A man kndlt in the brush.

| blinked, looked again. Dirty. Emaciated. But atwo-arms-two-legs-one-head man ashuman as| was.

One gray eye blazed up a me. The other wasjust adit in scar tissue. Thin lipswere drawn back from
clenched, ydlowed teeth, and dirty hair tangled down below his ears.

He spun ahand, as thin as mahogany wire, beckoning me toward him, while he hissed something |
couldn’t make out.

| glanced back acrossthe clearing, then said, “I don’'t understand you.”

He cocked his head, stood and grabbed my hand again, thistime with both of his. His clothing was
crude-cut hide that covered historso and legs.

| leaned back away from him.

Hetook one hand off mine, pointed across the clearing, then clamped and unclamped hisfingersand
thumb, pantomiming snapping jaws.

Something snarled, across the clearing, and | caught awhiff of animal, in addition to the dung, on the
breeze. The only reason we hadn’t been noticed was that whatever predator lurked in the distant brush
was upwind from us. If the wind shifted, we' d be snacks.

Glancing over my shoulder, | pointed in the direction the man was backing, nodded, and whispered,
“Lead theway.”

He sprang into the brush, hobbling. A rough wood stump replaced hisleft leg below the knee.
On onewholeleg and his sump, he zigzagged silently through the brush asfast as | could sprint.

Weran for five minutes, then he dropped to one knee, panting, and tugged me down beside him. He
cupped hishandsto hisears, turned his head, then moistened afinger and held it inthe air.



We waited another five minutes. There was no sound but the wind and our heavy breathing. Then he
stood, grunted, and stumped off into the brush.

Five paces on, he turned back to me and spoke.
| shrugged. “1 don’t understand.”

He held up hishand again, thistimeto hislips, and made chewing motions. Then he patted the dack belly
benegath his hide tunic and smiled. He windmilled his hand, then walked on.

My stomach growled, and | stood and followed him.

Twenty minutes later, he began side-crabbing, as we descended a scree dope into a steep valley. Distant
rumbling grew.

My one-eyed, one-legged friend made his home alongside rocky rapids through which a creek dropped
from the mountains. His home was a shelter woven of brush laid over logs asthick asmy arm. It sat on a
rock shelf that looked to be above flood stage.

| looked around for a stone pit, or some evidence that he possessed fire, but saw nothing.

He sat me on aflat stone beside the water, scuttled into his hut, then returned with agrainy brown patty
aslargeasadinner plate. He brokeit, and offered me half.

| stared at it.

He broke a bit off his haf, chewed it, and smiled.

| said, “Thanks.” | tapped my breastplate. “ Jason.”
He tapped hischest, and said, “Bassin.”

| still hadn't bitten Bassin's bread.

Hefrowned, reentered his hut, and returned this time with a stone two feet long, chipped sharp aong one
edge. He stood in front of me, and raised the dagger in two hands.

| leaned back. “Easy! I'll try the bread.”
Before | could raise the patty to my lips, he stabbed down.
“Jesus!” | jumped, and threw my armored forearm across my face to deflect his blow.

Bassn' s blade dug into the ground between my boots, then he dropped to his knees, and dug furiously
with theknife,

After thirty seconds, he dropped the tool, and dug with his fingers, until he tugged out, and shook dirt
from, ashiny, chestnut brown root as round as a grapefruit. He made chopping motions with his hand
over the tuber, then pointed at the patty in my hand.

| tore off apiece of the patty with my teeth, then smiled. “1 understand. No additives or preservatives.
Vey tagy.”

It was, if you enjoy hemp rope seasoned with frigid water. My stomach growled.

An hour later, the sun set. Bassin the Assassin beckoned me to share his shelter’ s matted grassfloor.



By thetime| snuggled in, he had unstrapped the sump from hisleft leg, laid it a hissde, and snored like
agasoline-powered motorcycle.

| stared up into the darkness and sighed.
| was destined to live out my daysin the distant analog of the Stone Age. But at least | was't alone.

For the next two days, | watched Bassin enjoy life. Morning consisted of a bracing breakfast of brown
rope cakes, followed by standing ankle-deep in the muddy midstream bars below the rapids. | supposed
thejob was easier because hiswooden leg didn’t fed water that had been snow forty-eight hours earlier.

Over and over, Bassin bent down and sifted silt through around twig basket. At most once each day, he
would pluck amuddy ball as big asawalnut or an egg from the basket, examineit with hisgood eye,
then toss it on the stream bank.

After azesty lunch of rope cakes and water, Bassn gathered hisday’ stake, if any, thenburieditina
hole he had scraped aongside his hut, which he covered with aflat stone. Seven identical muddy stone
bals defined hislife swork.

After that, Bassin the Assassin got his sharp stone, and hunted the always-tasty brown root balls. These
helocated by crawling, nose an inch above the mud, sniffing. After washing the ballsin the creek, he
strung his harvest from tree limbsto dry, so he could make more rope pancakes. Apparently, the secret
to zest and tenderness was proper aging.

Thenwe dept in the dark.

On the morning of thethird day, | pointed upslope. “Y ou’ ve got agreat career here, Bassin. But the
prospects for advancement? Not so great.”

He stared.

| told him, “I’m gonnago prospect for flint. Y ou will absolutely lovefire.”

| walked toward the trees that bounded Bassin'svalley.

“Jason!”

| looked back. Bassin shook his head, and made the chomp sign with one hand.
| made the chomp-chomp sign back. “1 know. I'll be careful .”

He pointed at the sun, then pointed at the sky’ s midpoint, where the sun would be a noon, then raised
his eyebrows.

| nodded, and patted my belly armor. “Don’t worry. I'll be back by lunchtime.”

He frowned and watched me dl the way into the woods, crooked on hisleg and ssump. His stone-sifting
basket dangled from one hand.

Two hours later, | had retraced the path Bassin and | had followed to his hut. The breeze wasin my face,
| carried aspear | had fashioned by sharpening afalen branch against arock, and now | knew what to
watch out for.

| resumed my search along the debris perimeter, marking my trail as| went, increasingly sure that no
Earthling would ever follow it. It had now been more than three days since the crash. But | had survived.



| persuaded myself that the others could be hunkered down somewhere, too.

At eleven hundred by my ’Puter, | had circled around to the point where the debris field arced back
updope. Sofar, | had found no sign of life more advanced than a dung beetle, not even a monster turd.

To traverse the remaining unexplored perimeter would take until well past noon. But if | shortcut the
search, I'd just have to come back after another frigid night.

| Sghed.

Bassin had eaten lunch aone before | got there, gpparently forever. One mea without me wouldn't kill
him.

| started on around the crash Sit€' s remaining unexplored quadrant. The visibility was asbad here asit
had been everywhere else.

Brush crackled.
| froze. This sound was no whisper, it was crash-crash- crash.

| clutched my spear, no thicker than apool cue, and wondered how it would work on something hungry
and forty feet long.

My heart racing, | retraced my steps for ahundred yards. Then | mounted alow boulder cluster and
scanned the area.

All | saw was a gray-green brush sea, ten feet tal, quaking in the wind that blew toward me, and split by
rare clearings.

Again thewind carried the crackle of snapped branches.
| knelt, froze, and stared toward the crackle. It came from the clearing from which | had retreated.

Something bigger than a backhoe bucket rose above the low tregtops. It was an animal head on athick
neck, white and ochre, like a pinto pony.

The head dipped out of sight.

| leaned forward and squinted as the head rose again. It had big, brown eyes, and abroad duck’ s hill.
Leaves and branches mustached from the bill, and the animd’ slower jaw ground side-to-side as it
chewed. Its skin was hide, tufted not with hair so much as with coarse down. Based on the length of the
neck above thetrees, thisanimd fit my size estimate of twenty to forty feet long.

The good news wasthis giant ate plants. The bad news was whatever |eft the spoor | had found didn’t.
The duck-billed pinto swallowed the lagt of its mouthful, except for two long, stubborn tendrils.
| stared at them. And blinked.

Thetendrilsdidn’t hang from the anima’ s mouth. They dangled from its nogtrils, brown, artificid, and
secured with rings. The straps disappeared down behind the brush that screened the creature’ s body.

| stood, and peered over the brush to see what lay benesth.
TWENTY-THREE




| STARED. THEN | BLINKED. Then | shook my head.

What | saw remained. The pinto stood on massive hind legs, but bent forward on shorter forelegs, with a
tail aslong asits body balanced behind. | guessed the thing measured twenty-five feet, nose-to-tail.

To dodge caculus, | satisfied the science requirement of my mail-order Masters with Paeontology. The
anima looked like ateaching-holo recongtruction of aduckbilled dinosaur.

In aworld becoming loonier by the second, that dmost made sense. Thefloral had seen, conifers,
angiosperm plants, was andogous to what existed on Earth during the late Cretaceous. This planet fell
within the same diver of cosmic creation that Earth did. Smilar mass, and close enough to its star to
liquefy water, but not o close asto boail it away. It was not so strange that pardld life would evolvein
two identical petri dishes.

Onefact was strange, however. Men like Bassin hadn't evolved on Earth until more than sixty million
years after the last duckbilled hadrosaur died off.

The puzzle grew stranger as | looked below.

Beneath the pinto’ s great head afigure kndlt, head down dongside the path | had just followed, clutching
the dangling strapsin one hand.

Hand. It was aman. But aman unlike Bassin. This man was black-bearded, booted, and his shoulders
and chest were plated in coppery armor. But unmistakably he was another man.

| staggered back against atwisted tree trunk.

The man tugged off an armored gauntlet, then reached down, and rubbed the soil with bare fingers.
Where someidiot had industrioudy left broken twigs, stone cairns, and Eternad bootprints.

The man stood, hands on hips, and rubbed the chin benegth his beard. Six foot six, he wore brown
leather trousersthick enough to deflect modest battle axes, and amatching tunic beneath hisarmor. From
each hip hung aholstered pistol so large that its muzzle nearly reached hisknee. Two more pistolsjust as
big were strapped to his chest, cross-draw, over his breastplate. A sword hilt diagonaed from a
scabbard strung across his broad back. A scar asfat and brown as anightcrawler creased his nose
bridge, and he scraiched it with three fingers and the stub of afourth.

Tough neighborhood.

Blackbeard patted his monster’ sflank, then drank from askin bag hung from the beast’ s saddle. All the
while, hiseyestraced up the hill, dong the path | had followed back to these rocks.

| ducked behind the tree, and peeked out from behind it to watch him.
He stared at the outcrop that hid me. Then he threw back his head, cupped his hands, and bellowed.

Small and distant, another duckbilled head rose above the brush, this one dappled gray. Then another,
and another. Human bellows answered.

One minute later, thirty duckbills and riders thundered toward the big bearded man, crashing through
brush like armored personnel carriers.

| did down the outcrop’ srear dope, then sprinted, away from Bassin'svalley. If these guys turned out
friendly, | could dwaysfind my way back to Bassn. If they were unfriendly, Bassin didn’t need me



bringing them homefor lunch.

My breath grew ragged as | picked my way over boulders, and wove through brittle trees.
A middling treeto my front splayed flat benesth amongter’ sfoot.

| skidded to astop, spun left, but that way another tree rustled.

| ducked right, and the barrel-chested, black-bearded warrior on the pinto crashed into sight ten yards
from me. His mount reared. He reined it with one hand, drew one of his chest pistols, and | stared down
aboreaswide asacarrot.

Blackbeard shouted at me.

| had no more clue what Blackbeard said than | had when Bassin spoke, but by Blackbeard' stone and
gestures, “ Drop your spear” was afair guess.

In that instant, ahalf dozen mounted warriors surrounded me, pistols drawn. Their mounts pranced,
snorted, and stomped feet big enough to squash me.

| held my little sharp stick between my thumb and forefinger, away from my body, kndt, and laid it on the
ground. | raised my empty hand, pam out, and said, “Friend.”

Six pistolsfired asone.

TWENTY-FOUR

FEW ROUNDS CAN PENETRATE ETERNADS. But armor doesn't insulate the wearer from physicslikea
Firewitch does. Six outsized bullets whacked my chestplate like ablindsiding linebacker, and the impact
whiplashed my head forward. Without my helmet, my chin struck my helmet-connection ring, and |
dropped like a boxer KO’ d by ahard right.

| awoke strapped like abedroll across a duckhbill’ s butt, face-down behind its rider, with my hands
bound at the small of my back. Thisnew guy had hair as coarse as Blackbeard's, but as gray asthe plain
armor he was wearing—I’ d been handed off to one of the lower ranks. He and the rest of the cavalry
rode their mounts in unornamented, stirruped saddles. | was till in my armor, my face against the beast’s

dapple-gray flank.
Branches dgpped my face. The anima was lumbering through the foothills thick brush.

If you ever vacation here, bring nose plugs. Whatever | might estimate as aduckbill’ s gut diameter, it's
big enough to ferment gas by the blimpful. And bring bug repellent. Ticks as big as quarters crabbed
beneath my ride’ sfeather-like fur, inchesfrom my eyes. | shuddered a what might aready have crawled
down my armor, then tried squeezing my sore chin against my suit’s neck ring to close the gap—but gave
it up asabad dedl.

| craned my neck. The sun had sunk so low that hours must have passed.

The duckbill that carried me stopped, but | could hear others crashing through brush, and | heard rock
dide

| was warm enough under my armor, but | shivered at the sound. The cavary had followed my trail back
to Bassn' svaley, and now they were descending the scree dopeintoit.

Bam.



One gunshat.
| squeezed my eyes shut.

Bassin had warned me not to leave hisvaley. But | was smarter than hewas. That smple little man had
saved my life, and now my stupidity had cost him his.

An hour later, | heard shouts, then the sounds of snorting duckbills. I craned my neck.

Four cavalrymen spurred their mounts, as they scrabbled back up the valley’ s steep dope. One man held
high alunch-bag-sized sack that dripped muddy water. They had pillaged Bassin' s pitiful homestead,
killed him, and had even stolen his meager life savings.

| hung my head and fdlt alumpin my throat.
Whup.

Something pliant and heavy got dung across my duckbill’ s back, forward of me, hard enough that the
beast snorted. Probably a sack of muddy stones.

“Jason!”
| twisted toward the whisper.

Bassin lay belly-down across my duckbill, his hands bound behind his back, like mine were, hisfacea
foot from mine. He amiled.

| could have kissed hismuddy lips.
| sad, “I’'msorry. Thisismy fault.”

One of the quarter-sized ticks crawled across the duckbill’ s hide, toward Bassin’s chin. Before the bug
could sink claspersinto him, Bassin stretched his neck, bit theinsect in two, then spit the piecesinto the
brush.

| said, “ Suit yoursdlf. But protein’s part of abaanced diet.”
He stared at me. Wherever we were going, it was going to be aquiet trip.
Two hours later, the posse had ridden down out of the hills, and made camp out on the plains.

My rider hefted Bassin off the duckbill, carried him like aflour sack to aflat rock, unbound Bassin's
hands, and handed him awater bag.

Then he did the same to me, but staked me down so far from Bassin that we couldn’t talk to one
another. Segregating prisoners was standard procedure, but our captors evidently didn’t know that
Bassnand | didn’t communicate well enough to escape if we had Houdini’ s own lockpicks.

Our minder looked older than Blackbeard, and his bushy eyebrowswere as gray ashislong hair.
| drank, wiped my mouth on my gauntlet’ s snozz pad, and said, “ Thanks.”

He scowled, and tapped the sword hilt at his shoulder. “Friend” evidently trandated in their language to
fightin' words. “ Thanks’ seemed little better. | shut up rather than press my luck.

He pointed at my leg armor and pantomimed.



| dropped trou and peed, asinstructed. | watered the brown grass, inspected my tackle for giant ticks,
then buttoned up. My minder re-bound my hands, dung me back on the rock like aduffel, and roped my
leg hobblesto adriven stake. | sat up and looked acrossthe twilight at the endless prairie. If | could get
untied, wherewould | go, anyway?

Something flicked across the darkening sky. A bird? | looked closer, and my heart legpt. Jeeb hovered
twenty feet away, barely visible, his carapace chameleoned to match the gray clouds.

| whispered, “Return after dark.”
The cavary unloaded their mounts, hobbled them, then set them to graze. Downwind, mercifully.

Someone made afire, from what looked like dried dino dung patties. The men sat around their fire,
talking, laughing, and eeting while sparks spirded up into the cold night. A half dozen hide bags, which
one of the animals had carried, the men kept close beside thefire.

Blackbeard tapped three men’ s shoulders, pointed, and set them out as perimeter pickets.
The smell of roasting mest drifted to me and my mouth moistened. Evidently prisoners got water. Period.

Jeeb’ semergency default setting wasto track me. But without my helmet antennae to boost my suit
trangponder’ ssignd, it waslittle wonder finding me had taken him days. Especidly since my transponder
had wasted days broadcasting straight up from the narrow funnel that was Bassin'svaley.

A TOT chassswill survive aBrilliant Bomb near- missthat would vaporize aGl in Eternads, and TOT
electronics withstand even anuke' s e ectromagnetic pulse. Still, Jeeb had survived, so the others could
have, too.

Findly, Jeeb tiptoed to me through the dark on four of his six legs, and cocked his optics.
How to use him? Tomorrow, when the others might be active, | would send him to search for them.

But for now? A TOT’ s manipulators couldn’t untie knots, even if | had somewhereto go. But a J-series
TOT hasmany tdents.

| pointed my hands toward my ear, then nodded toward the conversing horsemen. “Listen. Learn.” |
pointed at my earpiece. “ Teach.”

Jeeb scuttled toward the circled men, then hunkered down just beyond thefirdight.

| lay on my back, not on my six-shot-sore chest, popped a Sedtab out of my breastplate dispenser, and
swvdlowed it dry.

Within minutes, | felt my eyelids droop. | haven't drugged, not even Sedtabs, Since oneterrible day, light
yearsaway, in Basc Training. But | had abusy night ahead.

By morning, Jeeb squatted six-legged aongside my head. He unplugged, then shut down in the grass,
impersonating aloca rock.

My minder rolled out of hisbed robe, cocked a shaggy-browed eye my way, and muttered, “ Sleep well,
Fisheater?’

Overnight, Jeeb’ s Nano’ Puters took in, then decrypted, my captors language, based on frequency and
recurrence of eavesdropped sounds and word groups. Then Jeeb had plugged into my communications
"Puter, and force-fed me the download through my earpiece while | dept.



My jailer walked five yardsinto the grass, turned his back, and peed.
| rolled onto my side and tasked Jeeb. “Find Ord. Bring Ord.”

Jeeb telescoped his wings from benegath his carapace, and spiraled up into the clear morning. In ablink,
he became a speck indistinguishable from abird.

| glanced over at Bassin, who sat hobbled to his distant rock, hisgood leg crossed over his stump. He
stared at me, head cocked, like he was making mental notes. When he noticed | waslooking at him, he
smiled and waved.

Bouncing acrossthe frigid grassland of Bren—that’ swhat these folks called their garden-spot
planet—tied to afarting dinosaur’ s buitt is better when you' re eavesdropping.

After an hour’ sride south, Blackbeard dropped back from the column’s head, and brought his pinto
aongsde my minder’ sdapple gray.

Blackbeard leaned out of his saddle, rapped my shoulder plate, and said, “What did this Fisheater offer
lagt night, Yulen?’

| twisted 0 | could watch them talk.

My minder shrugged. “ One word, Captain. Gibberish.”

“A Fisheater who doesn’t bargain? Even when a Casuni may take hislife?’
Life? | twisted my wrigtsingde my bonds.

Y ulen, my minder, threw back his head and boomed alaugh. “ Scratch aMarini, find ahaggler.” He
paused. “He is peculiar. I’ ve never seen such armor.”

“He' sMarini, dl right. Only a Fisheater magazine train could make such an explosion.”

Now that | understood their language, | till wasn't understanding much of what these two were
discussing. But | understood that the explosion when we crashed was what had attracted these guys.
And | understood that they might kill me.

Y ulen fingered hisreins. “ Fisheater wagons would need amonth to travel from the Frontier to the Stone
Hills. And wher€ stherest of thisone' s Legion? Where stheir gun peloton?’

Blackbeard shrugged. “Maybe the explosion sent his Clan mates back to hell.”
“Exploded by their own powder? Maybe they were Tassini, instead.” Y ulen grinned.

It was the Captain’ sturn to laugh, then he nodded. “A Tassini would defecatein hisown yurt. But Tassini
are aso too stupid to operate cannons. Thisone' s smple-minded even for aTassini.” He jerked Bassin's
head up by the hair, then let it flop back down against the duckbill’ sflank.

Now | understood alittle more. These big guyswere part of a Clan, the Casuni. There were two other
Clans, maybe more. Bassin, theferd loner, wasfrom a Clan caled Tassni. Tassini were primitive. The
Marini Clan lived far from here, and were smart enough that they had artillery. My captors thought | was
Marini. Hattering, | guess.

They rodein sllence for aminute.



Y ulen said to his Captain, “ Do you suppose the Marini have started poaching Stones?’

“For thefirst time in three hundred years?’ Captain Blackbeard snorted, glared down a me, and sighed.
“1 hope you' re no poacher. For your own sake. Casus roasts Stone poachersin their own armor.”

A distant bugle sounded.

Y ulen, the Sergeant, drew a curved, hollowed tooth as big as awarus tusk from his pack, and bugled
back.

Blackbeard stood in his stirrups and shaded his eyes. “It’s Lieutenant Brendin’s Troop.”

| twisted to follow Blackbeard’ s gaze. Far acrossthe rolling prairie, another duckbill-and-rider gaggle
grode like monstrous ostriches, trailing adust plume. Above them atiny shadow flitted, zigzagging like no
bird, and my transponder detection circuit beeped in my earpiece. Jeeb.

| had tasked Jeeb to find Ord. Jeeb wasn't some mutt who could be sidetracked if arabbit crossed his
path. Jeeb wouldn’t shadow a cavary troop unless—

Captain Blackbeard said, “Looks like Brendin found poachers of hisown.”
Sergeant Y ulen nodded, as he visored ahand over hisown eyes. “1 count three bodies.”
My heart sank.

TWENTY-FIVE

TEN MINUTESLATER, Blackbeard' s cavalry crossed paths with the distant group.

The other troop’s Lieutenant, if | was reading hisfancier armor style right, rode forward, grinning. He led
asecond, riderless duckbill by itsreins. Where arider would have been, there clattered an empty jumble
of roped- together Eternad armor segments. | saw my own helmet, two stars on itsfascia. | counted
segments that added up to two old crimson suits and one modern suit, with three-up-three down
chevronsclearly vishleonitsfascia And“Ord” stenciled on the bresstplate.

| shook my head and closed my eyes.
Blackbeard said to the new Lieutenant, “Find any Stones on the Fisheaters?’

The new Lieutenant, whose beard was brown, shook his head. “None they confessed. They answered
questions with nonsense, or silence.”

Blackbeard' s eyes narrowed. “No Stones at al?’

“We stripped their armor, and searched them lips-to-assholes. Their armor is of new design, by the way.
Light as magic. If the Fisheaters have any on offer a The Fair, I'll trade dl three of these poachersfor a
st inmy sze” The new Lieutenant shrugged. “But question them yoursdlf, over the embers.”

Embers? | squirmed. But the Lieutenant had used the future tense. My heart pounded. Maybe.. . .

Blackbeard shook his head. “No time. Already, we' re going to have to overwork the mounts. The men
would set us on the embersif we make them lateto The Fair.” Heturned to Y ulen, and pointed at me.
“Sergeant, strip the armor off this one, too. Dump him and that addled Tassini back with the Lieutenant’s
other Fisheaters. Just have one man guard dl five. We || make better time.”



Five minutes|ater, | shivered in my uniform underlayer. Y ulen left me my boots and gauntlets. Without
them, my tied hands and feet would have been frosthitten in hours.

Asl lay bound at hisfeet, Y ulen watched Blackbeard and the Lieutenant’ s troops trot in column toward
the horizon. Thetroops mounts, spares, and pack animals added up to a hundred, so much tonnage that
| felt the prairie shake beneath my shoulder blades.

Y ulen reached into his saddlebag, and drew out a double handful of brown wafers. They resembled
Bassin's patties, but appeared to have been baked, and they actually smelled good. He knelt beside me,
tucked them in my chest pockets, and patted the bulge with agreat hand, on which remained two fingers.
“For you and your friends. It' sfour days rideto The Fair. Brendin will starve you, otherwise.”

As six-foot-five barbarians who roast enemies over embers go, Sergeant Y ulen was anice guy.

“Thanks, Sarge.” | bit my lip, because the words blurted out in my new-learned language, which caled
itsdf Casuni.

His eyebrows rose, then he smiled and nodded. “ That’ s more likeit. | never met a Fisheater who wasn't
clever. And dippery.”

“Y ou’' rewrong. But you wouldn't believe meif | told you. Just thanksfor the kindness.”

He loaded me and my armor onto his duckbill, then heled his mount toward the lone cavaryman the
Lieutenant had left behind. Our new minder, draped in pistols and bladesin the Casuni fashion,
dismounted and hefted Bassin onto one duckbill among aremudaof five, al grazing head-down. On each
of three duckbills squirmed one bound but obvioudy live Earthling in his quilted Eternad underlayer.

My heart |legpt.

Y ulen and the minder made the duckbills hunker low, and sat the other three captives upright in their
saddles, bound hands grasping the saddles. Then Y ulen hefted me so | rode upright, too, in the saddle on
the vacant fifth duckbill.

Y ulen said, “Kindness? | show Marini kindness when groundfruit isin season.”
“When'sthat?’

He grinned. “Groundfruit is never in season.” He dapped my duckbill’ s rump; it trotted, and he shook his
head. “Fat prisonersjust bring higher ransom. That'sdl.”

“Crap, Sarge,” | sad.
He grinned as our five-animal caravan bounced away.

Our new minder paid out twenty feet of rope between him and usfive. Then he turned his back on usas
we rode, ignored us, and focused on egting hislunch whilein the saddle.

After aday’ s backseat driving, | knew how to steer aduckbill, and to distinguish the girls from the boys.
| kicked my mount’ s flanks, and she trotted forward, aongside Ord, Howard, and Jude, who rode three
abreast.

Jude said, “We thought you were dead!”
I smiled. “I thought you were dead.” | asked Ord, “What happened?’



“Sameasyou, Sir, | expect. We survived the crash, found one another, gathered up the gear and
anything we thought might be useful. Then we got engulfed by an overwheming, more mohbileforce. A
firefight would have been pyrrhic.”

“Our gear?”’

Ord nodded toward the main body we were chasing acrossthe prairie. “ The’ Bots shut down and
folded. The cavary loaded them and everything else up on pack animds. | gather from what | just heard
that Jeeb taught you their language, Sir.”

| nodded. “He |l deep-teach you dl tonight.”

“The language barrier didn’t keep them from asking questions.” Beneath one eye, Ord wore a mouse the
sizeand color of aplum.

“Bad?
Ord shrugged. “Enthusiagtic. Rudimentary.”

Jude said, “ Jason, these are dinosaurs!”

Howard said, “ Pardld-evolved dinosaur andogs. They aren’t dinosaurs. They resemblethem.”

| steadied mysalf with my tied hands against my saddle, and turned to Howard. “If they’ re dinosaur
anaogs, there shouldn’t be people analogs here for sixty million years, true?’

Aswerode, Jude, Ord, and | swung in our saddles like metronomes. Duckbills rode easy once you
caught the rhythm. Howard pogo’ d up and down in his saddle, wincing and poking his glasses back up
on hisnose every few srides. “ T-true.”

“Then who are dl these guysthat tied us al up and gave Sergeant Ord the analog of ashiner?’
Howard shook hishead. “1 have atheory about that. But it' salittle odd. | need moreinformation.”
Ord nodded toward Bassin, who wide-eyed us as we spoke among oursalvesin English. “Who' sthis?’

“Bassn the Assassin. Harmlesslittle guy. | thought he was a caveman. He' s asubsistence-level
prospector, acast-off from aClan called the Tassini. These cavary, the Casuni, don't like Tassini.”

Ord asked, “ Sir, you' ve been listening to the cavary. What do they want with us?’

“They cameto investigate the big bang when we crashed. They think we' re from another Clan they don’'t
like. ‘Marini.” The Casuni cavary cal Marini ‘ Fisheaters” The Marini are smarter than the Casuni.
Everybody’ s smarter than the Tassni.

“The Marini are smdler than the cavalrymen, and they look like us. The cavary think we re survivors of
some Marini raiding party that snuck in here to poach valuables from their Clan. They assume the rest of
our party got blown up when a powder wagon exploded. They’ re taking usto some swap mest. To
ransom us back to our fellow Fisheaters.”

Jude frowned. “What happens when the Fisheaters don’t want us?’
| shrugged. “These guysroast poachersdive.”

That night, Jeeb latched onto Ord, Jude, and Howard in turn and dumped each of them alanguage



download. But they didn’t get to speak it much, because our minder was aways struggling just to keep
usinthe main body’ sdust cloud.

According to Jeeb’s mapping, during the four days after we Earthlings got back together, the Casuni
cavary traversed theinterior prairie of Bren'slargest continent, from the Stone Hillsto the navigable
headwaters of the River Marin.

That was like traveling twelve hundred barren grasdand miles east from the foothills of the Rockiesto the
Mississppi a St. Louis. Earth horse cavalry of the 1880s couldn’t have sustained athird of that speed. In
fact, last-century Panzers couldn’t sustain that pace.

Aswetraveled, other Troops intersected our line, from north and south, with their own booty. The total
column grew to four hundred in dl, cavary, spare mounts, and cargo duckbills.

We picked up information by eavesdropping as the column traveled. Prisoners like uswererare,
especidly sncewe were, obvioudy to them, Fisheaters. Mostly, the Casuni cavalry collected taxesin
kind from Tassini progpectors dl along the Stone Hills, then let the little guys go back to work. Poor
Bassin became a cropper only because he was associated with us Fishesters.

The new minder didn’t share Sergeant Y ulen’ s gppreciation of the need for prisoner segregation. Once
twilight, aswe rode eat, trailing the main body by two hundred yards, Jude said in English, “ Jason, we
should make arunfor it.” He nodded at our minder, ahead. “The four of us can take this bozo.”

Howard said, “1 don’t know. The other Clan may treat us better, Jason.”

Ord looked to me. “We' d have to retrieve our weapons and armor to sustain any escape, Sir. That
would be difficult.”

| was pretty sure that the drafters of the U.S. military command structure hadn’t contemplated its
gpplication outside the Solar System, but everybody here seemed to think decisions were up to the
ranking officer. Even though that was me.

| jerked my head back at Bassin. “Whatever we do, we don’t abandon my friend back there, if he wants
to come.”

Ahead, the column halted, and so did we.
Commanders pointed off our left flank.

Five minutes | ater, three groups of five riders each separated from the column, and ran off at right angles
to our line of march, until they disappeared into the darkness. Graceful in their saddles, they skimmed the
prairie at an easy thirty miles per hour.

Jude breathed, “ Cool!”

| walked my mare back to Bassin, who usudly trailed us by twenty yards. He had been hearing snatches
of our conversation for days, so it probably didn’t surprise him when | pointed at the outriders, then
asked him in dowly pronounced Casuni, “Bassn. Y ou know what these men do?’

He squinted ahead. The minder had his back to us, watching his comrades ride out.

Bassin answered in Casuni, “ They’ re flank-security outriders. Their armor and tack weigh 60 percent of
astandard trooper’s, for better speed. Tonight, they’ re thinning out predator packs. A column of five
reinforced Troops likethisoneis aslarge asamigrating herd. The predators shadow large columns as



they would herds, picking off stragglers.”

| sat back in my saddle and stared at Bassin like he' d grown hornswhile | watched. There was moreto
my prospector friend than he let on.

In the distance, ydlow flashes bloomed.

Therattle of the shots echoed acrossthe prairie a heartbest |ater.

| stood in my stirrups, but in the darkness, | couldn’t seethe fighting.

The cavary pumped fistsin the air, and roared like their team had won the World Bowl.

Our minder trotted back to us, jerked his head at me to get back to my placein line, and we moved oui.

The outriders dragged back rib dabs so big that it was clear the predators would make short work of
four Earthlingsin long johns.

| said to Ord and the others, “Asfor escape, we' d never outrun Casuni regulars, much less the outriders.
If we did get away, we don’t even know what the predators |ook like, much less how to fight them.
None of us even knows where the waterholes are out here. We sit tight for now.”

Ord nodded.
Howard nodded, too. “| agree. What did Bassin have to say, back there?’
| cocked my head. “Not much we wouldn't have guessed. But he said it the damnedest way.”

The rib dabswere enormous, and they got roasted and distributed later that night, but not to the five of
us. Werrationed the flatbread Sergeant Y ulen had dipped me, and listened to our somachs rumble.

The next morning, Bassin's mount went lame, and he got separated from us.

For therest of the ride, we escaped rain and snow. That meant we only got water because my duckbill
had anosefor it, detoured frequently, and dug out subsurface springs and puddles with her blunt-clawed
forelimbs. She had ahint of strawberry in her bristly mane, so | cdled her Rosy.

At sunrise on day fivein the saddle, the main body hdted, then fanned out in aline. Tralling asusud, we
caught up at awalk.

The only sound and movement in the chill dawn wastheting of duckbill bridie hardware as the huge
animals shook their heads, and their snorts of steaming breath. Riders and mounts stared at the scene
before them.

The cavary was drawn back ayard from the top edge of an escarpment that stretched north and south
for miles, inthe form of aten-foot rock cliff. The escarpment divided the continent’ s high prairie from its
coastd plain. It also demarcated the obvioudy undefended border between the Plains Clans and the
Fisheaters.

Below the short cliff, the land beyond doped away into ashalow, green basin that stretched to the
horizon. Through the basin’s center abroad river curved, slver in the sun. Forested arcs split meadows
intheriver flood plain, and sunlight glinted off flocks of something that wheeled above the water.

My jaw dropped, but not at the natural beauty of the Headwaters of the River Marin.



Strewn acrossthe valley like spilled candy were round multicolored cone-topped tents. Hundreds were
red, moreindigo, many violet. Between the yurts and the river rose hundreds more tents, multi-peaked
like sailing ships, striped in yellow or garnet, and hung &t their centerpoles with pennants that twisted in
the breeze like rainbow pythons. Beyond the peaked tents, on the river, two hundred wooden ships
rocked at anchor under scimitar-shaped salls.

Beside me, Jude stared at the vast encampment and whistled. “Now that iswhat | cal bump!”

Down theline, Y ulen turned in his saddle and spoke to a cava ryman whose beard was barely more than
blond fuzz, and whose armor was as elegant as Blackbeard's. “First Gresat Fair, boy?’

The youngster nodded, then swallowed.

“Y our father saysyou keep with me.” Y ulen pointed below. “For one month each year, that’ s the biggest
city on Bren down there. With more wickednessthan dl the janga dens of Marinus.”

| turned and stared at Jude, then stared back across the thousand miles of arid barrens we had just
crossed, dashed by frigid winds, patrolled by man-eating monsters, ruled by dinosaur-riding cutthroats.
But Y ulen thought the pretty scene below held worse peril for ayoung man. My promise to Munchkin, to
protect Jude, seemed more tenuous than ever.

Y ulen said to hisyoung student, “If you met a Fisheater yesterday, what would you have done?’
The boy patted one of his pistals, and grinned. “If you see a snake and aMarini, kill the snake last.”

Y ulen wagged afinger. “But a the Fair, you nod, and raise an empty palm, and greet him, ‘ Peace of the
Fair toyou.” HE Il do the same.”

The boy frowned. “Tassini, too?’

Y ulen clapped the boy’ s shoulder, then smiled. “Don’t worry. If you see either of *em after the Fair, you
dtll shoot’em.”

Blackbeard drew his sword, circled it above his head, and looked |eft and right at his troops. He grinned.
“A Stonefor any man who bathesin the Marin before me!”

Then he bellowed, spurred his pinto, and | watched four tons of dinosaur lurch forward and try tofly.
TWENTY-SX

BLACKBEARD'SDUCKBILL STALLION hit the broken scree apron at the cliff base like a snowboarder off
adair ral, rolled onitsrear haunch, and came up galloping downhill like there was free beer & the
bottom.

Down the line came more bellows and whoops. Duckbills and riders Niagara d over the escarpment.
Our minder dropped our lead and spurred his mount over the edge.

The ground shook as three million pounds of dinosaurs stampeded.

Rosy raised her head, scenting the river—more water than she had drunk since spring. | tugged back her
reins and looked north and south. “Easy. There' sgot to be another way down this—”

Rosy launched hersdlf into space.

“Crap.” | leaned forward and clutched the down on her neck like alife preserver.



Rosy feathered a three-point landing on hind claws and tail, then trotted downdope. Ord and Jude, pale
but in their saddles, trailed us by ten yards.

Updope | heard rocks dide, then “Holy moly!” echoed off the cliff, over and over. Behind us, Howard's
duckbill trotted toward us, with hisrider crooked in the saddle.

Ahead of us, our captors raced down toward the river, shaking the ground and spraying turf clods.

Our minder waited below, two pistols drawn and trained on us, until the rumble died. Then dl four of us
reattached our mountsto hislead rope, and heled usforward at awalk.

Twenty minutes later, we reached the Fair’ s edge farthest from the river, where the Casuni and the other
Pains Clans pitched their yurts.

The breeze carried the alcohalic tang of whatever passed for booze here, and of urine and vomit. We
rode paths where the meadow grass had been beaten to mud and was strewn with horn flagons that
would be missed when their owners sobered up. The paths wound between round hide tents from which
buzzed snores, moans, and human flatulence.

Jude sad, “Mudt’ ve been arager last night.”

For ten minutes, we snaked among yurts. Here and there Casunis peeked out from behind tent flaps at
us, bloodshot eyes screwed narrow againgt the sunshine.

We crossed to the yurt city’ s opposite edge, then continued a haf mile across open meadow. There, our
captors hobbled duckbills grazed ameadow aready chewed to stubble by earlier arrivals. The saddles,
bridles and other tack, our gear, and the hide bags the cavalry had kept close at nights, lay in pilesat the
meadow’ s edge, guarded by ahaf dozen of Blackbeard' sfinest. Sergeant Y ulen had been left in charge.

Y ulen motioned usfour off our mountswith adrawn pistol. The other guards cut our wrist bonds but
replaced them with sprint-proof rope hobbles around our ankles.

The guards unsaddied our duckbills, then set them to graze with the others.

Y ulen lined usfour up, then paced in front of us, hands behind his back, armor clanking. “First you clean
that tack until it shines. Then you cleanit again, till it shinesto my standards. Then you'll clean Stones.”
He looked us up and down, shook his head, then sighed. “Why does God test me with the pathetic likes
of you?’

| whispered to Ord, “Do al Sergeants go to the same acting school ?’

Four hours of tack cleaning, and re-cleaning, piled upon four days' riding, left us dragging ass enough that
Y ulen cut us abreak. Four women, the first we had seen, walked out from the encampment and brought
usflatbread, skins of water, and pae blue fruit that tasted like limburger peaches.

Wéll, I'm pretty sure they were women. Each stood a head shorter than the scrawniest Casuni
cavaryman, smelled better, and whispered constantly to the others. But indigo robes draped them
head-to-ankle, and the eyes that peeked above their face scarves were kept downcast.

| sat on arock, chewed a blue peach, and asked Howard, “What do you make of this?’
He peered into the half-moon he had bitten out of his peach. “ Dicotyledonous Angiosperm.”

“ meanthisFair.”



He cocked his head. “ There must be aquarter million people jammed in here. The ships and pesked
tents don’t belong to the Plains nomads who brought us here. I’ d guess once ayear the Plains Clansand
the*Fisheaters cdl atruce, and trade. Obvioudy, it'sbecome afestiva.”

| nodded. “Brendin talked to Blackbeard about trading us for fancy armor. But what do the Fisheaters
getinreturn?’

Howard pointed at the mounded bagsin front of us. “I expect we're about to find out.”

Y ulen had been sitting on arock, edging his sword with a sharpening stone. He looked up and snorted.
“Now my aching Fisheaters wag their tongues like women. Then you' re rested enough to do women's
work.”

Y ulen pointed his sword at the hide bags, which made amountain taler than he was. Alongside them sat
wooden tubs of river water, coarse-bristled brushes, and empty, iron-banded chests. “Clean Stones go
inthechests”

He drew his sword back behind his shoulder, one handed, then spun ablue peach in the air with the
other, likeajuggler.

Y ulen’s sword flashed, and the peach fell in two dicotyledonous haves. “ Steal one Stone, that’ s your
hand. Steal two Stones, that’ s your head.”

Y ulen must have known that his demonstration kept Stone washers honest, because he backed off thirty
yards, sat with hisback against atree, and propped his helmet over hiseyes.

| yanked a pillow-case-sized hide bag from the pile, staggering backwards as it popped loose. “It' slike
featherd”

| tipped the bag, and ahundred dried mud balls the size of eggs and walnuts bounced to the ground.
Howard dipped onein a bucket, then duiced mud off the Stone with abrush.

Therough rock in Howard' s hand glittered. | don't just mean like jewelry. It glowed, blood-red, evenin
the afternoon sunlight, like aplugged-in light bulb. | had to squint to look &t it.

Howard lifted his Eternad helmet off the equipment pile behind us, unsnagpped the optics headring, and
peered through the lenses at the Stone, like ajewder louping the Hope Diamond. “Holy moly!”

“What isit?’

Howard pedled off his headring and handed the’ring and Stone to me. | hefted the Stone. “It’ slikea
ping pong bl [!”

Howard sad, “It just feelsthat way.”

“Huh?’ | manual-focused Howard' s optics on the Stone’ s surface. The Stoneitsdlf didn’t glow. It wasa
water-rounded cobble of sedimentary rock. Just anaturaly cemented sand and silt grain lump, as
common as any kid ever picked out of any creek on Earth. The glow shone from transparent spherules,
astiny as pinheads, scattered among the mundane grains.

Jude sad, “What are they, Howard?’

Howard paused. Then hesaid. “Well. . . . A black hole coreweighs gigatons. It sucksin light. The
material encased in those spheruleslightenstherock around it, and it reflects light so perfectly thewhole



Stone seemsto glow. | can only think of one explanation.”
“Cavorite? In theselittle red blobs?’
He nodded. “ So thisisthe naturd state of interuniversal Cavorite.”

“Y ou said Cavorite came from the edge of the universe. This place isthe armpit of the universe, definitely
not the edge.”

Howard shook his head. “ The universes commingle a their interface. The spherules are bits of Cavorite
that crossed over, and picked up a coating of material from our side. Somewhere out beyond the edge,
there are probably smilar bits of our universe in adjacent ones. The Firewitch powerplant just mimicked
one of these spherules, with shutters added to release and direct the Cavorite effect.”

Jude said, “But we're not at the boundary.”

“Meteorites normdly originate within their own star system. But intergal actic bolides are certainly
possible.” Howard held up another washed Stone, between histhumb and forefinger. “1’ [l bet a carton of
cigarettesthat these spherulesfell on Bren eons ago, got buried, lithified, then eroded out over geologic

ti rTe”

Howard laid the Stone he had cleaned in an empty chest. “ Spring thaw would erode new Stones from
the mountain outcrops.” He gazed into the distance. “ The Stones are so light that the spring rains wash
them downstream. The Tassini prospectors must mine the placers all summer. That’ swhy the Trade Fair
isinthefdl.”

Ord had dready filled one chest with washed Stones. He gazed at the peaked tents, banners now
flapping in the afternoon breeze, and at the ship sails swaying beyond them. * Do these river people use
these Stonesto fly in space?’

Y ulen sat up benesth histree, and cupped hishands. “If you' vetimeto talk, I'll fetch Stones enough to
keep you busy al night! Or | could cut out your tongues.”

The bag pile’ s shadow had aready lengthened. We al shut up and scrubbed.

Wefinished scrubbing at dusk, then Y ulen staked us down for the night. He found us an abandoned yurt
in the encampment’ s Casuni quarter.

Our minders stationed themselvesin aring around the tent’ s perimeter.

Jude ran his hands over the yurt’shide wall, tested the ropes that hobbled hislegs, then turned to me.
“lsn’'t it time to escape now? If everybody gets as drunk asthey got last night, we could sneak past the
guards”

“And thenwhat?’ | shook my head. “Tomorrow, Blackbeard’ s going to trade usto the Fisheaters.”

Howard said, “ The Marini seem more gented than the Casuni. We' d probably be better off with them. |
vote we Stay put tonight.”

| raised my eyebrows at Ord.

“WEe re not immediately threatened, Sir. Our resources are limited. Our intelligenceis nonexigtent. And
we lack an objective.”

| tugged off my boots. “ Okay. Let’'s make tonight’ s objective deep.”



Outside, singing began—throaty, off-key, and destined to worsen as kegs emptied. But after what we' d
been through, | drifted off to degp in minutes.

Y ulen and Blackbeard woke us at dawn, made us wash, and dressed usin plain cloth tunics over our
underlayer, then remounted us on our duckbills. They and ahalf dozen othersled us back through the
yurt encampment, until we emerged onto a grass midway. Awninged tentsand stallscut it up into a
rabbit-warren of abazaar, teeming with people, some mounted like us, most dismounted.

| rode dongside Y ulen, eavesdropping while he pointed out passers-by to the blond youngster Y ulen had
taken under hiswing.

| had dready learned volumes listening around the campfires on the journey here.

Across the midway, two men wore sun-cheating robes over bodies as thin and brown as rusted wire.
Indigo dye stained their foreheads. Y ulen grinned as he pointed. “Tassni. The more purple on their
heads, the higher their sation.”

The pitiful Tassini roamed the Plains' arid south. Noble and dashing Casuni raiders routinely burned
Tassini encampments. The cowardly Tassini did exactly the same to Casuni encampments whenever they
got the chance.

This cycle pretty much described Plains-Palitics- according-to-Y ulen, for three centuries. The closest
thing to a Plains-Clan Condtitution was a proverb, “Blood Feud is bread.”

The Plains Clans may have been peevish with each other, but they agreed on one thing. They hated the
Marini worse.

Y ulen pointed a a half-dozen Earthling-sized men and women. The men wore wide-deeved shirts under
brocaded vests and eschewed facid hair. The women waked aongside them unvelled. Men and women
seemed to have a skin fold above the eye that made them look deepy. Y ulen said to the boy, “ God made
Marini look tired because they deep besde the devil.”

Clan Marini, ak.a the Fisheaters, were Bren’ sworldly traders and navigators, and controlled the lush,
temperate Coastal Plain. A transfer to the Marini looked like our most promising way forward.

Our bound wrists drew afew looks aswe rode, but most of the crowd was buzzed on mead, hungover
from same, or bargain hunting.

Rosy, my mare, ignored the first Fisheaters we passed.

But we came up behind one Marini who wore a black-lacquered breastplate and cheek-plated helmet,
and boasted rippled forearms. Rosy reared and squeal ed as we passed him. The Fisheater had a hint of
scent about him. But to me, it was nothing to thrash one' stail abot.

Blackbeard turned our little caravan down azigzag aley so narrow that we had to ride singlefile.

After five minutes, Blackbeard halted usin front of ayellow-and-red avning that fronted an enormous
tent, from which music bubbled. Beneath the awning sat adroop-eyed, turbaned Marini. Cross-legged
on multicolored carpets stacked two feet high, he clenched the carved mouthpiece of awoven fabric
hose between his teeth.

The hose snaked down into the belly of abubbling, glass-globed water pipe. Besde the man’spipe, a
spectacular, dark-eyed woman lay curled like acat. Unlike our lunch porters of the day before, her
costume |eft no doubt about her gender.



Howard leaned toward me, and pointed at the pipe. “ Do you suppose that’ s tobacco?’
Droop-lids raised his pam to Blackbeard. “ Peace of the Fair, Captain.”
Blackbeard raised his own pam. “And of the One True God, may He smite those who lie with the devil.”

Droop-lids snorted smoke out of the corner of his mouth. Evidently the Fisheatersdidn’t like being
accused of desping with devils.

Then the Marini smiled and bobbed his head, counting back up the dley along our line of mounted guards
and prisoners. “A dozen for your men, then? And two for so considerate acommander as yoursdlf, a no
charge.” Hereached down and stroked the woman' s hair. “On my honor, my girls have copulated only
with royaty.”

Jude whispered, “Whoa!”
The woman blew Jude akiss. On her, the droopy Marini eyelids|ooked grest.

| groaned. When | swore to Munchkin that | would protect her sixteen-year-old son, | didn’t expect it to
be from extraterrestrial hookers.

Blackbeard waved agauntleted hand at the pimp. “1’m sdlling. Not buying. Y ou know the flesh trade.
Where can | ransom these four back to their kin?”’

“Ransom isgood business.” Droop-lids nodded. Then he snorted. “But Marini don’t ransom
half-breeds.”

“What?" Blackbeard bristled. “ These four are as Fisheater asyou, old man.”

“Not with those eyes. We dl look diketo you Plains hicks, hey?” The pimp made a shooing motion with
the hand that held the pipe tube, and smoke curled from its mouthpiece. “ Get thisfilth away. They block
paying customers.” Then Droop-lids' eyes brightened. “Of course, my girlswould service them, and your
men, with extraenthusiasm, if you change your mind, Captain.”

We couldn’t turn around in the narrow alley, so Blackbeard led us on down to its opposite end, cursing
asherode. Hetold Yulen, “It'sjust amatter of finding the right match. We'll go visting tonight.”

Jude kept turning in his saddle, gawking back at the woman reclining beneath Droop-lid’ s awning, and
muttering, “Whoal”

Blackbeard reconfined usto our tent, left our hobbles on, and made our guards Stay insde the tent with
us. Y ulen dipped us more flatbread on the dy, and we dept through another party night a The Greeat
Fair.

In the morning, Blackbeard sent Y ulen to spruce us up, like the day before. But this morning, more
guards crowded into our tent behind Y ulen, pistols drawn. Y ulen replaced our rope hobbles with leg
irons, and, as he locked them around our ankles, he knit his brows. Unpromising.

Aswedressed, | asked him, “Hard night, Sarge”?’

He shook hishead. “1 didn’t drain one horn. When my Captain’ s unhappy, I’ m unhappy.”
“Why’ syour Captain unhappy?’

“We passed the night going tent-to-tent among the Fisheaters. None will ransom you.”



Uh-oh.
| looked at Y ulen sSdeways. “ So you' re gonnalet us go, right?’
Y ulen turned up his mouth corner in afaled amile. “In afashion. To the highest bidder.”

TWENTY-SEVEN

A HALFHOURLATER, Y ulen halted the duckbill caravan of usfour, the guards, and our gear at the edge
of avast meadow that doped from The Fair’ stent city to the River Marin.

He sat back in his saddle and sighed to the young soldier dongside him. “In amonth, we' |l strike our
yurts, the Marini will sail into the downriver fog like ghosts, and the Tassini will dink back to the desert.”

Y ulen pointed at two Structures one hundred yards from us, close enough to one another that | could
have thrown abaseball between them. “But The Pillars and The Block will remain here, like they have for
three hundred years.”

The young cava ryman squinted at arow of stones set with iron rings. The stones lined the riverbank,
each one as big as adeeping duckbill. Chains asthick as men'’ s thighs branched from the stones, and
anchored ships out in theriver. The young man pointed at the anchor stones. “My mother said, ‘ Good
boyssal from The Rllarsoneday.’”

Y ulen snorted. “Mine sad, ‘ Rotten boys go on The Block.””
Given my record, | focused on The Block.

The Block was athree-foot-high cut-stone stage twenty feet long and ten feet deep. Situated halfway
between The Great Fair’ stents and the river, it squatted in an open meadow that had been trampled to
lifelessdirt by crowds. The Block’s more complete name, which | had heard around the campfire, was
The Save Auction Block.

That morning a crowd of athousand spectators and a hundred bidders surrounded The Block. Awnings
on poles, placed to protect the crowd, not the merchandise, hung limp, and the sun shonein aclear sky.

When Y ulen cantered our caravan up behind The Block, Blackbeard met us. He flicked his eyesto the
sky, and said to Y ulen, “ Sun makes aman open his pockets, hey, Sergeant?’

Y ulen shrugged. “ For half-breeds? At least they have property.”

From my campfire eavesdropping, | knew that the Clans of Bren didn’t mind bigotry, chopping one
another into lunch, religious intolerance, gender inequdity, public drunkenness, or davery. But the Clans
agreed on threeinviolable rules. First, no chopping one another at The Fair. Second, once the auction
hammer fals, aded’saded. And, third, private property is private property.

When asdler offered aperson for sale, he had to include as a package ded dl property he captured
along with his prisoner, down to the captive' s last peppercorn. The buyer had to bid for the whole
package, too. No cherry picking. In the meantime, the prisoner owned his own stuff (or her own stuff;
they were even-handed that way).

It wasafig lesf of decency, because incoming daves seldom owned more than what they wore. But our
four tons of gear, conssting of sedled Plasted Tamperproofs, four suits of Eternad armor, and our four
inanimate Cargo’ Bots, were just as much ours by law as some peasant’ s peppercorn. For another hour
or 0.



An Apprentice Auctioneer, a Tassini wearing indigo eye shadow, made us unload al four tons of our
own stuff from Blackbeard' s duckbills. Then the Apprentice looped along chain through our leg irons,
paid it out, and locked it to aring set in The Block. Then he made us st in the dirt longside al our gesr.
Not quite dl. Jeeb hovered high above the spectator’ sawning, till unknown to the Bren.

On stage, a Tassini girl, maybe eighteen, held ababy. Her dress was coarse cloth that hung on her down
to her ankles, and her feet were bare but for wooden sandals. Her hair had been gathered with acarved
blue comb. The baby squalled, and she flexed her knees rhythmically, bouncing the child to calm it. Her
lip quivered.

The Tassini Auctioneer stood alongside her, hisface dyed indigo from the nose up. He pointed his
polished wood malet at the biggest Casuni | had seen yet, a broken-nosed mountain who sat in araised
chair, wearing jeweled armor.

“I have one hundred from My Lord, there. Who will say two?’
The enormous Casuni held abid fan, but didn’t moveit.

The Auctioneer looked out acrossthe crowd. “A finelady’ smaid hereto betrained. Seethe intelligence
inthose eyedl”

Someone shouted, “ And who feeds the child? Split the Lot. I'll give two hundred for just the girl.”

The girl clutched her baby, and tears rolled down her cheeks. They couldn’t sdll her without her hair
comb, because it was her persona property. But they could sell her without her child, because he
wouldn’'t become persond property until he was sold for thefirst time.

Jude sat longside me, his eyeswide, shaking his head.
Howard' s hands shook. “They call themsdlves human?’
Ord didn’t speak, but hisfists were clenched white-knuckle tight.

The Auctioneer turned again to the jewel-armored bidder, whose shoulders were so broad they
obscured the chair back. Every Casuni | had seen looked like he could toss a cow through a closed barn
door.

The Auctioneer bent on one knee, and stretched his palm toward the bidder. “ Come, Sir! Say two
hundred! Give thelie to those who say your people are stubborn!”

A woman hooted, “Y ou can dwaystell aCasuni. But you can't tell him much!”
The crowd roared, and even the big, bearded man smiled. But he didn’t twitch hisbid fan.

Intheend, “TheLot,” mother and child, went together to the outsized Casuni, because nobody raised his
bid. The girl ran off the stage, the baby clutched to her, knelt and kissed the Apprentice’ s feet. He toed
her aside, then refastened her chainsto The Block, on the side opposite from us, where sold merchandise
awaited collection.

Then the Apprentice scuttled into the crowd, where a man alongside the seated Casuni counted out
coins, and traded them to the Apprentice for a parchment shest.

| swallowed, and my heart sank. Two human souls had just been sold like beer a aball game.

Jude said, “1 wish we took our chances with the monsters.”



| hung my head. Another crap decison by me. Likely the last decision | would have free will to make.
We should have gone down swinging againgt one set of animals or the other when we had the chance.

| looked around. Besides us, twenty “Lots’ were on offer, Marini, Tassini, and Casuni. The Bren were
equal-opportunity davers.

| saw onefamiliar face.

Bassin the Assassin sat cross-legged in the dirt. He was the next Lot behind us. A small hide bag,
presumably the Stones that were captured with him, lay dongside him. Hewore a Tassini robe, obvioudy
borrowed because it barely covered his knees, and he had been fitted with a hideous glass eye, all
presumably to boost his marketability. He nodded to me, but didn’t smile.

Blip. Jeeb’slow level dert yipped in my earpiece.

| whispered, “Hold.” Jeeb knew something waswrong. But unlessit had abomb stuffed in a pocket, a
TOT had no capability that would be useful to extract usfrom this circus. Jeeb had no pocket, much less
abomb.

Six armed and armored Casuni stood between us and our stuff. Whether the stuff was our property or
not, | doubted that those bouncers would allow usto decrypt our Tamperproofs, unpack our rifles, load
them, and shoot our way out of this.

| looked out in the audience. Alongside Blackbeard stood the Lieutenant whose men had actudly
captured Bassin. That made the Lieutenant Bassn's sdller, just as Blackbeard was ours.

After an hour, the four of us Earthlings got herded from the on-deck circle up onto The Block.
Jude whispered, “ This sucks sewage.”
| asked Howard, “Can’t you predict asolar eclipse or something, and awe the crowd?’

The Auctioneer looked out across the upturned faces. “Four strong Marini, offered asalLot. Who'll start
the bid at theridiculoudy low price of four hundred?’

Somebody ydled, “For haf-breeds? It' sridiculous dl right!”

Laughter rippled.

In the audience, Blackbeard scowled at the Auctioneer.

Blip. Blip.

| covered my mouth with my hand, and whispered into my throat mike, to Jeeb. “1 said *hold’!”

The Auctioneer arched his eyebrows, as he pointed at our sealed Plasted!s. “Who knows what treasures
await in those chests?’

Our armor was too small for any male Casuni, and we owned no other property except the
Tamperproofs, and the folded-down ’ Bots, which looked like iron lumps. Our Seller evidently thought
the chests mystery would romance bidders. Besides, he didn’t know how to open them.

“Maybe there smore skinny half-breedsin there!”

More laughter.



So much for romance.
The Casuni who bought the girl and the baby flicked hishid fan.

The Auctioneer laid the back of his hand across his purple forehead, and swayed like he was about to
faint. “One hundred? Only one hundred for these marvel ous specimens? Even if they survive but one
year, they’ re still cheap at two hundred.”

“The play’ snot till tonight, you purple-faced ham!”

After the laughs came silence, and no bids.

The Auctioneer Sghed. “ Going once.”

The Casuni with the fan smiled.

“Going twice”

Jude muttered, “ Slaves. Forever. | don't pugging believethis.”
“Two Stones.”

The Auctioneer turned toward the voice. “Two Sones? That's more than—"
“Three Stones.” It was the same voice.

The crowd buzzed.

The Auctioneer craned his neck.

Alongside The Block, Bassin the Assassin stood, his ankles chained. “Four Stonesfor the Lot. And two
morefor the next Lot.”

The buzz became arumble.
The Auctioneer pointed hisgavel a Bassin and snorted. “ Y ou are the next Lot! Sit down!”

Bassin bent, drew a handful of Stones from the bag he held, then raised them above hishead. The jewels
glowed o red in the sunlight that he looked like he held aflaming torch.

The crowd gasped collectively.

Someone shouted, “They’re his Stones. Why can't he bid?’

A heckler hooted.

The Auctioneer spun back to the crowd. “It’ sridiculous!”

“It' sthelaw!”

The crowd picked up the phrase and chanted. “It’ sthe law! It’ sthe law!”

Howard nudged me. “L ook at the Captain. Whatever a Stone' sworth, it's ahundred times more than he
ever figured to get for us”

Blackbeard was smiling. The Lieutenant who had actualy captured Bassin stood alongside Blackbeard,



purple and trembling, with histeeth clenched. He must have figured the bidding for Bassin donewould go
up to six or eight Stones, once bidders found out what surprising bonus they would get from Bassin's
bag. If Bassin's ploy worked, the Lieutenant would only net two Stones. But the Lieutenant couldn’t
afford to cross his boss, Blackbeard.

The Auctioneer raised his eyebrows a his Apprentice. The younger man turned his pams skyward and
shrugged.

Ord said, “ Saves buying themselves! Case of first impresson, gpparently.”
The Auctioneer furrowed his brow.

Bassin reached into hisbag alast time, and held another Stone aloft, in his other hand. “ And another
Stoneto My Lord Auctioneer, in gppreciation for his services.”

The Honorable Dickie Rosewood March told me, when | wasyoung, “If the truth won't set you free, try
bribery.”

A heckler shouted, “ That’s more than the old gasbag makesin ayear!”
The crowd roared.

The Auctioneer glared at the crowd. Then he glanced firgt at the bidding Casuni, who folded hisfan, and
nodded. The Auctioneer shot one more glance at Blackbeard, who beamed.

The Auctioneer svung hismallet. “Sold!”
The crowd cheered.

The Apprentice, shaking his head, unlocked our leg irons, then Bassin's, then prodded the next Lot
toward the stage.

Blip. Blip. Blip.
| growled into my throat mike. “It' s okay, now. We'refine. Shut up!”

Somebody dapped me on the back, and thrust afull horn flagon into my hand. “I’ll buy you adrink on
that!”

“Never seen nothing likeit!” A man dapped hisknee.

People surged around us, shouting. “ There' sonein the eye for the Saversl”
“And for the Casuni!”

Someone said to us, “You'll celebrate tonight, hey, boys?’

The Apprentice took Bassin's Stones from him, pocketed the one that was the Auctioneer’ stip, then
shouldered me aside, as he carried the remaining Stones to Blackbeard and the Lieutenant, astheir

respective profits.
Jude asked me, “ Can we go back to the tent with the girls?’
“No!”

Howard stood beside me, shaking his head. “1 don’t understand. If a handful of Stonesisvauable



enough to make a man rich, what happens to those piles of them that we cleaned?’

| turned, stood on tiptoe, and scanned the crowd, searching for Bassin. “ And who the hell ismy caveman
friend, redly?’ Technicaly, Bassn owned us now, but he had vanished, and somehow aformer dave
didn’t seem like the dave owner type.

Judetugged my deeve. “Can| get drunk?’

“No.”

“Jugt one?’

“Maybe”

Blee-Blee-Blee-Blee-Blee.

| tore out my earpiece. “ Goddammit!”

Ord stood beside me, head cocked. “What'swrong, Sir?’

| scanned the clear sky. “ Jeeby’ s up there with afried chip or something. He' s been blipping for ahaf
hour. Just now he kicked up to Threat Level Four.” | nodded toward the quiet green dope acrossthe
river, and snorted. “ Y ou’ d think a thousand Slugs were gonna charge over that hill any minute now.”

| shuddered. | had been to war against the Sugs twice, and even tossing off their namein jest still
spooked me.

| rested my eyes on the graceful wooden Traders nodding their sails out on the river. Between us and the
shipsrolled agreen and gold fall meadow. We four were free men, and whatever my missteps, we were
suddenly as okay aswe could be, so far from home.

The four of uswalked back to our gear, the crowd turned its attention back to the show up on The
Block, and in the soft, windless afternoon we could findly talk to one another without shouting.

Jude cocked his head. “What' s that?”

“Huh?’

“Don't you hear it? It’ s like, boom-boom-boom, boom-boom-boom.”
Howard, Ord, and | looked at each other.

| said, “Uh-oh.”

TWENTY-EIGHT

BooMm-BOOM-BOOM.

| heard it, now. My blood coursed cold in my veins, and hair rose on my neck.
Jude was right. He was just a nanosecond ahead of us unmutated humans, as usual.
Boom-boom-boom. Louder ill.

Howard' s Spooks guessed that Slug infantry could sustain eight miles per hour over obstacle-freeterrain,
at Earth gravity. Howard' s Spooks never guessed why Slugs on the march pounded their mag rifles



againg their body armor. Maybe to beat cadence, maybe to assist respiration, maybe to scare their
enemies. Whatever the Sugs thought, | always thought it scared the crap out of me.

A few facesin the crowd turned up toward the clear sky, puzzled.

A woman near us asked her husband, “Did you furl the tent flaps?’

Hetold her, “It didn't look likerain.”

Mostly, the crowd sunned themsalves, or listened to the Auctioneer’ s Sng-song.

Sugs made war on humans the way humans made war on the common cold virus. Dispassionately and
totally. No one who survived the experience forgot, and neither did their children, or their children’s
children,

| turned to Howard with my jaw dropped. “The dedgehammer’ s about to swat the fly, but these people
have no ideawhat’s coming.”

Howard said, “ The Pseudocepha opod' s contact with this planet must have happened very, very long
ago. Or it’ scurrent, but very restricted.”

Ord said, “Whatever it was, it's changing.” He hopped on oneleg as he pulled on his Eternad leggings. |
redized that | had begun doing the samething, reflexively. So had Howard.

“Jude!” | pointed at his crimsons. “Armor up!”

My godson’' s eyes widened. “Isthis gonna be cool 7’
“No. Moveit!”

Boom-boom-boom.

Now the thunder was so loud that people were turning to one another and scratching their heads. The
Auctioneer paused in mid-rant. He looked over his shoulder, shrugged, and resumed.

| could have shouted awarning, but what? Anything | said would have been as meaningless asastop sign
toawarus.

| twisted my earpiece back in my ear, then locked my helmet to the connecting ring. The ventilator
clicked, and filtered air feathered my cheek for the first time in weeks.

More important, my visor visuals exploded to life like star shells. | was no longer limited to Jeeb’ sbasic
audio feed.

| tasked Jeeb. “ Show threat.”

Asl sadit, | chinned my opticsto panoramic, and focused on the hilltops that bounded theriver’'s
oppositeside. “Oboy.” It suddenly became unnecessary for Jeeb to flash me aerial images of the threst.

The distant ridgeline dowly sprouted aline of black whiskers, like aholo for beard cream.
Boom-boom-boom. Now the sound rumbled, the way trains did in the years before’ levs.

Peoplein the crowd pointed fingers at the hills, and visored their hands over their eyes asthey stared in
the direction of the rumble.



Someone shouted, “What sort of show isthis?’

“A freeone, | hope!”

The crowd laughed.

Z7776c€e.

“Incoming!” | shoved Jude to the ground, and spread-eagled across him.

Slug wegponry isasmple, and asdien, as Sug physiology. Howard calsit the Pseudocepha opod
equivaent of anthropomorphism. Whatever.

The Sugs use magnetic force to accel erate non- explosive projectiles of various sizesadong railsto as
high a speed as necessary to inflict the damage level they want. The big berthas mounted on a Firewitch
look pretty much like therifles Sug warriorstote, except for Sze. But Sze matters.

Ka-boom.

The Sugs hadn’t tossed many Heavys on Ganymede, but | recognized the impact thump. Heavyswere
long-range rounds, as big asagdlon milk jug and as heavy asawall sfe.

Silence. It had been just asingle, ranging round.

| raised my head and looked around. “Jeez!” It had been aranging round, but it had also been a Golden
Beebe.

In the center of the field Blackbeard stood, the bag of stolen Stones that had bought our freedom
clutched in hisright hand.

He stared down at his armored breastplate, his eyes bulging. Where Blackbeard' s chest had been there
now yawned a steaming hole, aslarge and round as amest platter. The distant hills showed through the
opening, bordered by the golden remains of his breastplate, as though alandscape painting hung around
his neck.

Beneath me, Jude said, “What was—" and raised his head. | e bowed his hadmet back into the dirt.
He squirmed. “1 want to see!”
“Youdon't.”

The bag did from Blackbeard’ sfingers, and the glowing red Stones bounced and rolled across the sl
like solid fire.

Blackbeard wobbled on his boots, then toppled backward and lay staring at the sky. A severed artery
pulsed ared arc afoot in the air above him. His blood glistened an ingtant in the sun, then rained back
down on hisface.

One woman screamed.
Then her voice got logt in athousand others, and in the rumble of running feet.

The Auctioneer, his eyeswide, jumped from side to side on The Block, pumping his palms downward.
“Stop! It's some mistake! Peace of the Fair! Peace of the Fair!”



Boom-boom-boom.

Thefar ridge was black for amile in each direction, as thousands of Sug warriorsin body armor spilled
acrossthe crest and glided down the hillside toward The Fair.

| stood, and Jude scrambled up beside me. He peered through his helmet visor, jumping side to sde, and
pointing. “They'rered! They'rered!”

History-chip images taken from HelmetCams, and Holowood specid effects, had shown every kid on
Earth what Sugslooked like, but Jude Metzger was now the only member of his generation to sharea
planet with live ones

| knelt and tugged Jude down alongside me.

He said, “We have armor on!”

“Armor’ sgood against mag rifle rounds, not Heavys.”

Thefirst Sug Heavy volley dammed the meadow. The rounds just plowed dirt.

Slug rounds were as dumb as Napoleonic cannonballs, but the hole in Blackbeard demonstrated that, in
war, smart isn't everything.

| looked back at the Fair. At ten-second intervals, volleys crashed into the close-packed wood, hide,
and canvastents. Already, flamesflickered where the red hot rounds had started fires.

Ord had voiced our Cargo’ Botsto life and tasked them to carry our Plastedls. Now he held my M-40
out tome.

| grabbed my rifle from Ord, cocked, and loaded it, as| looked out to theriver. A Heavy volley
pounded like driven deet againgt the Marini trading vessas. Torn sails erupted flames, then thrashed in
the wind, asfriction-heated rounds dashed them. Spray geysered as rounds bracketed ships. A mast,
snapped like straw, toppled onto sailors rowing asmall boat, and exploded it in afountain of cars and
bodies.

Ord, hisvisor up, held histargeting binocularsto hiseyes. “ Let’ s see how they reect to theriver
obstacle”

Beyond the ships, the Slug skirmish line approached the opposite bank.

Ord hardly needed his binoculars. The skirmish line was so close that individual Slugs were
distinguishable to the naked eye.

A Slug warrior looks like a puke-green zucchini nearly six feet long, tip-to-tail. A warrior has no eyes,
just white patches dong its anterior taper that sense infrared light. A warrior doesn’'t have permanent
appendages, ether, just a pseudopod that toothpastes out of aholein itsbody armor, which the warrior
wraps around itsrifle. Slug body armor is black, shiny, and segmented, and an M-40 round cutsit like
cheese.

Slugs crossing open ground look just like oversized garden pests. When they’ re scrunched up and
oozing, the anterior crest of their armor stands less than five feet tall, and they move asfast as
double-timing infantry.



Howard said, “We ve never seen how It reactsto water.”
A Casuni woman pointed back at the Slugs as she ran away, and screamed, “The Devil! The Devil!”

Howard turned, hands-on-hips, and watched her run. “ She didn’t say, ‘What’ sthat? She seemed to
know.”

“Goddammit, Howard! Load your weapon!”
Thefront rank of Slugs reached the water’ s edge.

Ranks of half a dozen oozed forward, carrying logs wrapped by their snaky pseudopods, like arowing
teamn carrying ascull to the water. Each half dozen dropped itslog in the water, then the next rank and
log oozed dong thefirgt, extending athousand bridges, each onelog wide, acrossthe river in minutes.
The next rank followed, then the next.

The Heavy valleys stopped, and the only sounds were the crackle of flame, distant human screams, and
the splash of water and creak of logs.

| said to Ord, “They’ velifted the barrage.”
Jude asked, “Now?’
Howard cocked hisrifle. “Wait.”

Ord had our ' Bots loaded, with the two carrying explosives and ammunition thirty yards behind us, and
the two carrying inert equipment hunkered down in front of uslike mobile pillboxes. They would move
when we moved, screening usfrom Slug fire.

| knelt behind the’ Bot that sheltered Jude and me, and sighted on the water’ s edge, a hundred yards
away. Behind their ' Bot, so did Ord and Howard.

Judelay dongsde me, hisrifle at his shoulder.

| turned my head toward him. “Just like the Sergeant Mgor taught you on the Smulator. Aim. Breathe.
Squeeze. Okay?’

He nodded. “ But—why don’t wejust run?’

“We can't outrun them forever. We fight when we can take out the most of them with the least risk.
When | say fdl back, you fall back with me. Keep your head down, and keep the’ Bot between you and
the Slugs. Reload on the run. Howard and the Sergeant Mgor will cover us, then we' |l stop and cover
them. Y ou keep doing that until | tell you to do something else. If | don't tell you, do exactly what the
Sergeant Mgor says.”

“Why wouldn't you tell— Oh.”

A warrior rank dropped alog that touched the river’ s near bank, in front of us, then another bridge was
completed, and another.

| asked Ord, “Did you clock ’em?’

“| caculate the water crossing dowed them about two miles per hour, Sir. They’ ve dways been full of
urprises”



They were ten feet from shore, now, al across their advancing front.

Bang.

Judefired and hit nothing.

| said, “Wait till thefirst one hitsland. Then we |l back *em up on their logs.”

“Jason, I'm scared.”

“Metoo.”

Ord sad, “1 have atarget.” Hisrifle popped, and awarrior splashed dead on the river bank’s mud.
Zeeeee.

| flinched at the sound of thefirst mag rifleround I’d heard in years.

But not thelast. For the next three minutes| fired, moved, reloaded, and fired, over and over. A haf
dozen rounds grazed my armor without effect.

Jude didn’t stay behind the’ Bot, as he wastold, and took around full on his chestplate. The blow’s
force knocked him onto hisback, and | dove toward him, screaming.

He came up on one knee, coughing and rubbing the dent in his chestplate. “Pug! That stung!”

We retreated fifty yards, while the Sugs we killed became hurdles that dowed the warrior ranks behind
them. Then the rear ranks surged over the corpses. Thefour of uslay, panting, behind the two
Cargo’'Bots. Theremaining Sugs, still too many to count, pressed forward, and their rounds thunked as
they struck the’Bots' carapaces.

| told Ord, “Timeto break contact.” | turned to Jude and pointed updope. Black smoke from the
burning tents oozed across the ground like a great wall. “When we get up thistime, run till we' redl
obscured in that smoke.”

Jude sad, “But Sugs can seeinthe dark.”

Howard said, “Not exactly. Air that’ s aswarm as bodies moving through it will make it harder for those
warriorsto see us.”

| looked one more time at Jude, Ord, and Howard. “Ready?’
Jude grabbed my arm. “But, Jason, what about them?’
He pointed to our |€eft. Fifty yards away was The Block.

Its stage was empty. The Auctioneers had fled moments after the crowd. But a hundred daves and
daves-to-be remained chained to theiron rings that hung from the stage. Slug rounds cracked against the
stone, powdering smdl cloudsinto the air.

A hdf dozen davesdready lay <till and bloody. The rest screamed, clawed the ground trying to dig holes
to hidein, or tore a their chains. The dight girl with the baby and the blue hair comb bled at the ankles as
she struggled to tear free of her leg shackles.

If we turned and ran from the Slugs now, we would make it to the smoke' s safety with fifty yardsto



spare, easy. But the Sugs would daughter the daves. If we detoured to help the daves, wewould likely
be overrun—and killed—oursdlves.

| turned to Ord. “We can't leave them, Sergeant Mgjor.”

Ord was aready working the combination on a Plasted balanced on a’Bot’ s back. “ Thermite sticks
should cut those chains, Sir.”

| pointed up the hill and told Howard, “Y ou take Jude up there. Ord and | will rgjoin you after we get
those people loose.”

Jude sad, “No way. | stay with you.”
Howard shook hishead & me. “Y ou'll need covering fire”

| looked downdope, where the Slug wave rolled on toward us, and blinked. Asa soldier, it was
Howard' s privilege to spend hislife, and my duty to order him to do so. But Jude was no more a
combatant than those screaming, bleeding people trapped in chains. He was a child. My child.

Jude said, “Jason, | just want to do the right thing.”

Therewasn't time to debate. And he was right. | pointed at The Block. “Okay. Keep down, behind the
'Bots.”

Ord tossed me abound pack of Thermite sticks as we ran to The Block. Now the Slugs were close
enough and thick enough that | thumbed my rifleto full automatic, and fired as we ran without fear that
any shotswould miss.

Aswe gpproached, the daves scrabbled back away from us, throwing up their hands, wide eyed, and
pleading.

With our visors down, in armor the like of which no Clansman of Bren had ever seen, we must have
looked like demonsto the daves. Bren firearms were single shot, but our rifleswere spitting seven
hundred rounds per minute, like dragon fire. And at our Sides crawled iron spiders as big as young
duckhills.

No wonder we terrified the people we were trying to save.

| dodged out from behind the ' Bot that sheltered Ord and me, molded a Thermite stick around the first
manacle | saw that had an animate foot in it, jammed an insulation pad under the manacleto shidd the
foot from the heat and flash. | yanked the starter ribbon.

Whoosh.

A red, forty-five-hundred-degree-Fahrenheit flash severed the manacle. | brushed the red-hot iron away
with my gauntlet, pushed the man to hisfeet, and pointed toward the smoke. “Run!”

Ord had cut three daves|oosein the time it took meto free one.
He knelt beside me, firing, and shouted, “Sir, it' staking too long!”
| said, “Retask the ' Bots. Have’ em bresk chains with their manipulators.”

Ord nodded, and moved out.



Howard and Jude saw what Ord was doing and Howard retasked their ' Bot, too.

| glanced up the hill and counted twenty freed daves, sumbling and crawling for their lives. Farther up the
dope, just in front of the smoke screen thrown by the burning of The Great Fair, wasthe only other Bren
who had not fled the meadow in panic.

On aprancing, snow-white duckbill sat the huge, jewe-armored Casuni who had allowed Bassin to win
the bid for us. He pressed a brass spyglass to one eye, watching the battle.

The Sug front line wasthirty yards away, now.
A ’Bot snapped the last chain and freed the last dave on the for-sale side of the block.

Three daves, four counting the young girl’ s baby, remained imprisoned in the “sold” compound. | ranto
them, and wrapped the first Thermite stick.

Ord knelt besde me again. “ Sir, we' re about to be overrun.”
“Tell Howard and Judeto fall back.”
“I did, Sir. Colond Hibble said he outranked me. Jude told me to pug mysdlf.”

A Slug warrior legpt acrossthe’ Bot that formed our final barrier, Sx feet from us. Ord shot him, point
blank, then stood and hosed down a half dozen more, nearly as close.

The girl with the baby wasthelast chained dave. | knelt dongside her as she trembled in the dirt, her
eyes aswide and white as hard-boiled eggs. Crimson stained her dress hem, where her ankle had bled as
shetried to free hersdf from her chains.

| wiped blood off her chain, so the Thermite stick wouldn't dip, then said to her, “Look awvay when | pull
the ribbon, and don’t touch the manacle. I'll pull it off. Then run up the hill and don’t stop.”

She stared at me.

| popped my visor, and made my speech again.

She nodded, pulled her crying infant to her chest, looked over my shoulder and screamed.

| spun, dapped a Slug warrior off my back, then clubbed him with my M-40, barrd fird.

A Gl can adways take one Slug, hand-to-pseudopod. But he can't take fifty.

| burned the girl’ sleg iron, helped her to her feet, and shoved her toward the smoke screen.
Then | turned back to the fight.

Howard had retasked a’Bot, S0 it flailed its manipulators like aLawn’ Bot, dicing through a Slug every
second. Each Slug's armor split, and green dop exploded onto Howard' s and Jude' sred Eternads. The
two of them looked like Chrismas evesfrom hell.

Ord stood literdly knee-deep in dead Slug warriors, while he blazed away with apistol, hisown
1911-modd .45 automatic, in one hand. Historso shook as he fired the M-40 he held in his other hand.
He had fixed a bayonet to therifle, and green dug blood dripped fromiit.

Beyond Ord and Jude and Howard, the ground was black with advancing Slugs. Therewas no



outrunning the wave now.

The smdls of burning canvas and flesh, and of cordite, swirled through my open visor. The incessant
rattle of our wegpons punctuated the unending sigh of thousands of Slug mag rail rifles.

| didn’t review my life, or think that we saved some daves, or even think that my friends, and my godson,
would die dongside mewithin two minutes.

What | thought of were dl those ol paintings of last stands, in dl those military museums, like Custer at
Little Big Horn, or Chelmsford at |sandlwhana. The central figure always stood aone, surrounded,
blazing or dashing away at his enemy, someflag flapping behind him, before he and al the troops around
him got killed. They didn’t have Cam’ Botsin those days, so who told the artist what the scene looked
like a the end?

Something behind me struck my shoulder and knocked me face-down in the bloody meadow. That
didn’'t conform to the portrait model.

TWENTY-NINE

| TURNED MY HEAD, and saw, six inches from my face, a snow-white, clawed foot as big as my torso.

| rolled onto my back, aming my rifle, and stared up at the jewd -armored Casuni who had spyglassed
our battle, looming from on top of his mount.

Theman held apistol in each hand and hisreinsin histeeth. Hisblack hair and beard swelled around the
edges of acrested gold helmet with a metal nosepiece, and he wore the showy armor he had on at the
Saveauction.

Blam. Blam.

The big man’ s pistols flashed yelow, and two Slugs' anterior armor exploded. The white duckbill
trampled three more, whileits rider holstered histwo spent pistols at hiswaist. Then he reared his mount
back, so it balanced for aheartbeat onitstail, and the huge anima pummeled two more Slug warriors
with itshind feet, like a boxing kangaroo.

| scrambled to my knees, and sprayed ahalf dozen Slugs.

The cavaryman’ sintervention had opened atiny hurricane eye around us four Earthlings, our ' Bots, and
himsdlf.

He leaned down, and extended me a gauntleted hand. “Up with you! Be quick!” He tossed his head
toward the massing Sugs, and grinned. “ God defends the virtuous only while the devil rests.”

| looked around. Three more riders had aready scooped up Ord, Jude, and Howard, who sat behind
them on ther duckbills

Ord aready had the four ’ Bots quick-marching uphill.

| took the big man’ sarm, and he swung me—Eternads, rifle, anmo, and all—up onto his saddle behind
him like | was akindergartner.

A Slug round glanced off his helmet, and he snorted. He reined his mount so it turned and faced the Sug
that had fired the shot, then cross-drew the two pistols holstered across his breastplate.

As hisduckbill reared, the pistols kicked in his huge hands, the armor of the Sug that had fired at him



it like a peeled banana, and the bullet killed afollowing Slug aswell. The other shot dropped athird
Slug. Then he holstered the spent, smoking single-shot pistols, drew his sword, and dashed awarrior in
half asthough its armor was paper.

The man frowned. “I would have expected the devil to provide better sport.”
Then he turned, and we galloped until we crossed into the smoke and | eft the Slugs behind.

Five minutes | ater, we caught up to within a hundred yards of the ragged rear of the fleeing crowds. The
big man glanced over his shoulder at the empty countryside we had opened between usand The Fair's
wreckage, then reined in his mount.

From our |eft, the duckbills that carried Ord, Jude, and Howard approached and dowed to our pace.
Our ’'Bots scurried in their wake.

We hdted, and the man swung me down. Then he dismounted and led hisfrothed and panting duckbill
by itsreins.

A draggler scurried alongside us, hisarmsfilled with blankets and crockery. He bowed as he passed.
“M’Lord.”

The big man ignored him.

| said to the big man, “Thank you.”

“What?' He held hisreinsin hands clasped behind his back, aswe waked sde by side.
“Y ou risked your lifeto save us.”

“Save you? | paid good money for that girl! Then you cut her loosel” He shook his head. “A hundred
pissed away!”

| turned to him, and my jaw dropped.

He stared, too, then a grin spread out from the middle of his beard, and he threw his head back. He
dapped my shoulder so hard | stumbled, then roared alaugh. “You're gullible, for ahaf-Marini!”

Wewalked on, as he plucked huge cartridges from a bandolier, and reloaded each of hisfour single-shot
pistols. Then he reached for the M-40 | had dung across my shoulder, and poked it with afinger asthick
asasausage. “Gullible, but aclever sdlesman. These gunsthat talk like women would make a Tassini wet
himsdlf. Y ou know where| could buy afew, quietly?’

“How few?’

“A shipload.”

“Sure. Factory-direct, and cheap. But you won't believe the freight.”

He shook his head, and rumbled achuckle. *Y ou gun runners dways play the virgin. We' ll talk again.”

The othersjoined us. The big man pointed at the’ Bots, asthey trundled along beside us. “ Do those eat
much?’

| said, “Y ou have questions. So do we. But the devil, as you cal the black worms, will be back on our
tall as soon asthose warriorsregroup.” | jerked athumb back toward the smoke plume that rose behind



us. “They’ll catch up to you before your defenses are prepared. Y ou need to select terrain and dig in.”
He snorted. “Holes are for the crap of snakes, and for the Marini who grow from crap. No offense.”
| pointed at the refugee throngsin front of us. “If you don’t dig in, the wormswill overrun those civilians.”

“So0? They’re Marini and Tassini. But, God willing, there will dways be morefighting. I'll regroup my
Army.”

He swung up onto hiswhite charger, then pointed at us and said to his men, “ See no harm comesto
these half-breeds. Or their weapons.”

“Where should we take them, Casus?’

“Wherethey want to go. But if they choose to go back to the Fisheaters, you don’'t help them.” He
spurred his mount, and galloped off, his duckbill spewing astorm of dirt clods.

Casus? Blackbeard had mentioned “ Casus.” | stood with hands on hips and watched him ride off.

Jude walked up dongside me, adjusting his M-40' s ding to match mine. Ord had said Jude was aquick
study. Munchkin hadn’t raised her boy to be a soldier. Neither had my mom, but suddenly and
unexpectedly | had become one. Now events had made my godson a soldier, too.

Jude asked, “Who' s thet guy?’

“Casus. Heroasts poachers dive. He attacks the devil incarnate on awhite charger, while al about him
fleeinterror. And he doesn't care flea snot for any Clan on this planet but his own. The Casuni must be
named for hisbloodline”

“He's like, King?’
“A king who can shoot.”

Ord stepped dongside us, reached over and tucked in the flapping tail of Jude s ding. “The equipment
aurvived. Therest of us made it through with bumps and bruises. You, Sir?’

“Same”
“Sir, | took the liberty of retasking Jeeb to overfly the area, to assess damage and enemy dispositions.”
| nodded. “ This was the weakest Slug force I’ ve ever seen. Something's screwy.”

An hour later, neither Jeeb nor Casus had returned. When the Slugs had attacked, Casus' s troops had
cut the hobbles off dl the duckbillsthey couldn’t ride. The animals smart enough or lucky enough to run
away from the battle had been rounded up by Casus s men later.

So | was reunited with Rosy, who actualy honked when she sniffed me, and the other three Earthlings
got mountsto ride aswell.

Headed uphill thistime, we returned to the base of the ten-foot escarpment that divided the barren
Casuni steppes and the Tassini deserts, from the green, watered meadows of the Marini. Casus's
gppointed bodyguards led usto anarrow gap in thelong dliff, through which refugees from the Sug blitz
gtill dlimbed, funneling up and crossing into Casus s wind-scoured kingdom.

| stopped and swept my hand left and right at the north-south barrier, and said to Ord, “ Casus should



make a stand here. Now we know the Slugs can bridge rivers, but we ve never seen’em fly. Thisgap's
the only way up for miles. A platoon could hold it againgt adivision. Then Casus could cover the rest of
the escarpment with afew dug-in troops per mile.”

Ord frowned. “Casus and his cavalry aren't built to dig in, physically or mentaly, Sir.”
| nodded back. “Let’ s stop at the top of the gap for lunch. If Casus comes back here, I'll talk to him

agan.

The bodyguards Casus assigned to us did double duty, setting up an aid ation for any Casuni stragglers
who staggered back. Their first-aid businesswas lousy. Sug rounds hit hard. Human casualtieswere
mostly dead, few wounded.

The bodyguards a so made afire, and boiled a soup made with what looked like dried peppers.

| walked over to the pot, sniffed, and the odor watered my eyes. | coughed, and shook my head. “ Smells
great.” | patted my abdomen plate and grimaced. “But I'm coming off ssomach surgery.” Which was not
alie

He nodded. “ Once aman' s eaten the janga, he never wantsit again.”

Evidently, every man within sniffing distance had dready eaten the Janga. The pot just sat there and
boiled.

ThefoodstuffsMAT(D)4 carried werefinite, but we had plenty of MUDs | eft. After weeks of esting
nothing but groundfruit patties, | had Ord crack open aprovisons Plasted.

Thefour of ussat cross-legged in acircle, while our bodyguards grazed Rosy and the other duckbills.

| squirted water from a hide bag into the nipple on aMUD that Quartermaster’ s comedians labeled
“Spicy Chicken with Savory Chipati,” then waited while bagged glop swelled and warmed itsalf.

Howard gazed back across the smoke-shrouded valley of the River Marin, and shook his head. “Wéll,
we no longer have to wonder whether the Pseudocepha opod maintains a presence on this planet. But
these people seemed astoni shed to see those warriors, and more astonished to be attacked.”

| swalowed aMUD mouthful, tasty after weeks of groundfruit hardtack. “ Especialy during the’ Peace of
the Fair.” Something must’ ve changed recently.”

Howard said, “The biggest thing that changed recently on this planet iswe four arrived from outer

| paused with the packet halfway to my lips, and shook my head. “We re just four more humans. Why
assume the Slugs even noticed the crash?’

Evenasl sadit, | didn’'t believeit. If Bassn the one-eyed prospector—or whatever he was—noticed
the crash, the Slugs certainly noticed when one of their shipswent down.

Jude squeezed “Homestyle Beef Stew” into his mouth, then he stared down at the smokein the valley.

He could only imagine the human carnage it hid, and Munchkin would want me to keep it that way. If it
were only Ord and me, and even Howard, | would cowboy up and join the fight on our new neighbors
sde. But | had Jude to protect.

| said, “All Casuswants from us are autometic rifles, so he can grease his neighbors. Once hefigures out



we can’t manufacture more M-40s, he won't want us a al. We have our gear. We can hole up
anywhere on this continent for months. Our misson hereisto survive. Period.”

Thethree of them frowned a me.

Jude whispered, “But it’ sour fault!”

| stiffened. “No. We didn't expect this. We didn’t wish evil on these people.”
Thethree of them kept staring.

| said to Jude, “I promised your mother when | |eft her on New Moon that I’ d keep you safe. Nobody
promised we d save thisworld. My mission iskeeping usdive. That means getting usal away from this
mess, and keeping usaway. Y ou al want meto take charge? Fine. We aren't getting involved.”

Jude said, “Y ou say you're keeping a promise to Mom. Mom said that if a person makesamess, he
should clean it up. Evenif it was an accident. We made this mess.”

| couldn’t have said it better mysdlf. But | wasn't going to admit that if doing so would risk Jude' slife,
| stood, crossed my arms, and glared at Jude. “1 don’t have to decide this now.”

The ground shook.

Howard' s eyes widened as he stared at the prairie behind me. “Yes, you do.”

THIRTY

| TURNED AND STARED. A mileswide dust cloud sizzled on the horizon as Casus sarmy thundered
toward us. | chinned my optics and spotted Casus, on his white beast, out ahead of hisarmy. He twirled
his sword above his head, shouting. Scarlet, gold, and purple banners, borne by other riders, boiled in
the dust that churned behind him.

| bit down on my threat-count tab, and my optics began counting individud riders. | turned off the tab
when the counter on my display whirred past four thousand, and kept spinning.

Casus, now there was acommander. Literaly larger than life, skilled in the arts of war as he knew them,
courageous, charismatic. Me, | couldn’t even persuade a sixteen-year-old, ageek, and a Sergeant Mgjor
who reported to me to save their own skins.

Three minutes later, Casus s great army dowed to a canter, then hated, athousand yards before they
reached the Escarpment lip. His commanders rode from their unitsto confer alongside him. Casus
seemed content to let the Slugs bring the fight to him.

Asthefour of usremounted, Ord said, “ Thisisbad, Sir.”

| nodded. “ Casus wants to fight the Sugs out on the plains, where his cavalry can maneuver. But the
Sugs |l overwhelm them. Those single-shot Casuni hand cannons shoot dinosaurs out from under
opponents fine. But when the rider shootsthefirst four Slugs out of ahundred, what does he do about
the ninety-Sx |eft?”

Ord sad, “Digging in at the Escarpment istheir best option.”

| sghed, and shook my head. “I’ ve been talking to Casus. Like that heckler at the auction said, *Y ou can
adwaystel aCasuni. But you can't tell him much.’”



Howard said, “ Show him, don’t tell him.” He had unfolded a holomap generator, and balanced it across
his saddle. The generator popped asits display crackled on. Howard voiced up adirect feed from Jeeb,
who hovered high enough above the Fair’ s flames to show thewhole area.

In theriver shallows, the smudges of sunken ships showed benesth the surface, or jutted bow or stern
up, above the water. Dead Sugs littered the meadow between the river and the tents like spilled caraway
seed. Smoke and flame still obscured most of the tent city’ s wreckage, but too many charred human
slhouettes|ay sprawled in the ashes. There had to be tens of thousands dead.

Jude gulped, then turned hisface away.

The Slugs werevisble, too, of course. They maneuvered in ablack mass, surging toward the
Escarpment. The threat counter identified ten thousand individua warriors.

| said to Howard, “Only ten thousand left? We only killed afew hundred.”

Hesaid, “I’ll want to review Jeeb’ s broader survey to see the big picture. But thisisasmaler force than
It normally deploys.”

Ord pointed to atreeline off the Sug right flank. “What' sthat?’

Visble from Jeey’ s overhead vantage, but screened from the Slugs at ground level by the trees, scores of
foot troops and vehicles drawn by animalslay behind rough earthworks. The bermswere being improved
as we watched, faster than ants could empty asugar bowl.

| said, “They’re not Casuni. Casus says earthworks are for snakes. I’d guessthey’re Marini.”
| overrode Howard' s generator and tasked Jeeb. “Oblique close up.”

Unnoticed by the combatants, Jeeb dove, flattened hisflight line, and hovered a hundred feet from the
force hidden behind the trees.

The animals dominated the image Jeeb transmitted. They waked on hind legs, like Casuni duckbills, but
fifty feet long, where abig duckbill stalion might go twenty-eight. And these monsters had tumorous,
blood-red heads, set with ranks of teeth aslarge and scabrous as overripe bananas. Their hides were
elephant-gray, and their fordimbs like clawed twigs.

They snorted, so loud that Jeeb’ s audio picked up the sound, and they pawed the ground as they swayed
their great heads sde-to-side.

Howard whistled. “ Theropod carnosaurs.”
Jude asked, “T. rex?’
“Sameniche. But | can’t imagine atyrannosaur could look that mean.”

Iron muzzles clamped the beasts jaws, the muzzle halves joined by a pin from which hung achain. The
chain, and two more chainsthat hung from rings that were pinned into each monster’ s head just behind
the earholes, hung in arcsthat gathered and ran benegth the beasts' centerlines. Reins.

A rigid harness attached each carnosaur to atwo-wheeled cart behind it. A chariot. In each chariot stood
two men, onewho held the massive reins, and the other whose armor bristled with pistol holstersand a
short sword. They wore the same black-lacquered helmets and armor as the Marini whose scent had
spooked Rosy yesterday at the Fair.



| muttered, “No wonder shewas scared.” Those jaws could bite aduckbill in haf at the neck.

The Marini infantry wore the same round helmets and armor, but dull blue. They carried rifles so dim that
they were as obvioudy single-shot asthe Casunis' pistals. They crouched in ranks, waiting.

The scurrying Marini troops wore brown tunics and helmets, and armor hung with scabbards that held
short-handled axes. Squad-sized groups hefted phone-pole-sized logs, ran them forward as precisaly as
ballet troupers, then fitted them together to form causeways that bridged a creek bed that separated the
Marini from the Slugs. Once the causaways were in place, the carnosaur chariots could roll to battlein
seconds.

Ord said, “ Sappers.”
Jude cocked his head. “ Sappers?’
“Combat engineers. And good ones.”

Their officer scood hands on hips, directing hismen. A man stumbled, his group dropped alog, and the
officer ducked in and lent a hand. There was something awvkward, yet familiar, in hisgait.

| tasked Jeeh. “Right five.” Theimage we saw centered on the officer. “ Closer.”
The back of the officer’shdmet filled our image.

Heturned, shouted to hismen, and | saw that he wore a black patch over one eye. The other eye looked
familiar.

THIRTY-ONE
| WHISPERED, “Bassin, you mendacious, one-legged son of abitch!”
But my former hut-mate' s duplicity wasthe least of my immediate concerns.

| motioned Howard to bring the holo generator, and to ride with me to Casus. Ord and Jude rode behind
us

Jude sad, “Casuswon't trust you. He thinkswe' re Marini.”

“No. Hethinkswe' re Marini half-breed crooks. He knows we won't cross him, because we want to run
gunstohim.”

When Casus looked up and saw me, he frowned. Then he shooed his commanders back so we could
parlay. “Y ou' ve reconsdered my proposa ?’

| shook my head. “I’m here to make you a better one. Free combat intelligence.”

Howard had been hidden behind Rosy. He walked his mount out where Casus could see the trand ucent,
holo-generated image.

Casus s eyes bugged, and he paled beneath his beard.

Casus had been surprised at our rifles, our armor, even our ' Bots. They were next-year’ s models of
thingsfamiliar to him. But moving picturesthat hung in the air were beyond any Bren human's
imagination.



Casus extended hishand until hisfingers touched theimage, then he thrust them into it, wiggled them, and
whispered, “ Y ou're not half-breeds! Y ou’ re warlocks!”

“No. We'reyour best friends,” | said.

| voiced Jeeb to pull back to panoramic. Once hedid, | pointed at the tree line visible in theimage, and
the Slugs massed a thousand yards beyond.

| asked Casus, “Y ou and these Marini aren't planning this together, are you?’

“Make common cause with Marini?” He pointed at the red head of one of the muzzled mongters, asit
flickered inthe air, and Casus snorted. “I’ d sooner bed that wronk.”

“I didn’t think so. But even if you aren’t working together, you have a chance to destroy the devil whole,
if you'll takeit.” | pointed at the floating image. “If—"

Casus nodded, and pointed hisfinger at the Escarpment, where it appeared on the holo. “Yes! If my
army attacks frontally now, we' Il draw the black wormsin upon us. Once they engage with us, the black
wormswill be stuck to usliketar. They won't be able to whedl, and defend their flank. Then, if the
wronkers attack the flank, they’ll roll the black worms up like abed mat.”

| said. “Otherwise—"

He nodded his huge head, and narrowed his eyes. “ Otherwise, the black worms will concentrate against
two weaker forcesin succession, and defeat each of usin detall .”

TOT-link overhead holography might have seemed like witchcraft to Casus, but he saw abattlefield as
clearly asLee had seen Chancdlorsville.

Then he frowned. “But what if we cross the Escarpment, and the Fisheaters don't attack? The worms
would drive us back againgt the cliffsand crush us”

“Y ou can see that the Fisheaters are about to attack the black worms anyway. Why would they hold
back?’

“The Marini arein league with the devil. These black worms are the devil reincarnate after threetimesten
thousand years. Thismay be acharadeto luremy army into akilling box.”

“No. Trust me. Uswarlocks know who' sin league with the devil.”

He cocked his head at me, and nodded. “I suppose so, if anyone does.”

“So | say attack. Together, your Clans will sweep the black worms from thefield.”

He pointed at the holo generator. “Y our glass foretdls victory?’

| took a deep breath, and tried not to blink. “Guaranteed. But you need to move fast, or—”
Casus spun away from me, and remounted his salion.

He reared the huge white duckbill, and shouted to hisarmy, “ Today!”

Four thousand men fdll silent. The only sound was banners snapping in the wind. Casus pointed his
sword toward the Escarpment’ s edge. “ Today, we send the devils back to hell! Forward!”



Four thousand warriors roared. Trumpets echoed through the ranks. Then the ground trembled under
massive footfalls, and the vast army rolled toward uslike aliving tsunami.

Jude, an eyeblink before the rest of us, turned his mount toward the Escarpment, kicked it to agallop
andydled, “They’regonnarun usover!”

The remaining three of us, and the’Bots, followed Jude. But the vast cavalry charge swallowed usup as
it cascaded over the Escarpment into the impending battle and bore us dong like leaves on aroaring
wind that smelled of dust and overheated animal.

Howard bounced side-to-side, clutching his saddle. As his duckbill lesped over the Escarpment for the
second timein days, Howard shouted to me, “Y ou said we weren't getting involved!”

THIRTY-TWO

THE SLUGSBUNCHED into an armor-touching-armor phalanx, as the Casuni bore down on them.

Gdlloping two-ton animals occupy lanes wider than Electrovans on a Guidepike. Therefore, Casus's
charge couldn’'t overrun the Slugsin asingle, broad wave. The cavadry had to funnd itself into lines, one
behind the other, and attack in successive, weaker pulses. And asthe rear ranks waited to move up, they
milled around, exposed to Sug artillery. Sugswere dien, but they weren't dumb.
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Sug Heavystoreinto the Casunis al around us. Animals and men screamed, as soil, blood, and flesh
whizzed through the air around us.

| swung Rosy around until | spotted Jude. Thiswas hisfirst sght of men, not dien blobs, torn into arms
and legs and mest by bettle.

Heraised hisvisor, leaned off his mount, and puked.

Aheed of us, the leading ranks of cavary and Sug infantry came within range of one another’ s direct-fire
wegpons. Casuni pistols rumbled, and Sug mag rall rifles howled in acollective moan.

Duckbills sumbled, then cartwhedled, tail s thrashing, spraying blood. Riders somersaulted ahead of their
mounts, until the reinsin their hands snapped them to the ground.

Casus sgtalion reached the Sug front rank, hurdled the black picket fence of Sug-warrior helmet crests,
and Casus dashed | eft and right with his sword.

Casus s second wave dowed, as cavarymen jerked left and right around fallen duckbills and riders. At
dow speed the cavalry made better targets.

| peered to our |eft, through milling riders, at the distant trees that had hidden the Marini. If their
commanderswere al as smart as Bassin seemed to be, they should recognize the opportunity presented
by the Casuni attack, and exploit it.

But nothing stirred.

| chinned up my magnification, scanned the tree line, saw nothing but leaves, and muttered, “ Come on!
Now!”

The Casuni third wave surged forward into massed volleys of mag rail rounds. In sixty seconds, the
momentum of the charge would carry Howard, Jude, Ord, and me into the front rank.



“Ahhl”

Alongside me, ahemeted Casuni clutched the ssump of hisleg, thefoot and caf torn away by aSlug
Heavy.

Even ashefdl, Rosy carried me past him.

| tapped my M-40's magazine to be sure it was seated in the well, thumbed off the safety, and stared one
last time at the vacant treeline.

My blunder became obvious. The Marini wouldn’t attack. Why would they? They could smply hang
back, and watch an old mortal enemy and anew one punch and counterpunch one another into
hamburger. Decades of fighting Slugs, Buddhists, Atheists, Christians, Mudlims, and assorted lunatics
should have taught me that what makes sense to one culture usually doesn't make sense to another.

| clenched my teeth. The only thing that made sense to me, at this moment, wasto get Jude, and Ord,
and Howard, through this debacle dive. Time enough later for recrimination about bad advice.

| spun Rosy until | picked out Jude again, abillboard in hisinfrared-cheating crimson armor. | swiveled
my rifle muzzle toward his duckhbill. I could shoot Jude' s mount out from under him. Then Judewould lie
herein therear, nosein thedirt, away from the close-quarters battle. With luck, the bulk of hismare's
corpse would both pin him to the ground and shield him from stray rounds. In the chaos, Jude would
never redlize what | had done.

| amed at the flank of Jude' s duckbill. A three-round burst would tear her heart out. She would go down
in seconds, and die dmost before shefdt it.

Before | squeezed the trigger, | coughed, and paused to wipe my eyes.

Bren gunsmiths had advanced far enough that their single-shot wegponsfired unified bullet-and-casing
cartridges. But their gunpowder was decades away from smokeless.

Already, the Napoleonic pall that spawned the phrase “fog of war” shrouded the battlefield, so thick that
its acrid tang overloaded my helmet ventilator.

“About timel” Ord’ svoicerang in my earpiece.
“Sergeant Mgjor?’ | looked away from Jude, toward thetreeline.
L eaves parted, twelve feet above the ground, as a hundred crimson snouts scented blood.

The Marini carnosaurs stalked into the meadow, crushing saplings and tearing tree limbs like spider
webs. Black-armored charioteers clung to the two-wheeled carts that the monsters dragged behind them
on rigid booms. Infantry, rifles at port arms, trotted in the chariots wake.

The carnosaurs stalked only asfast asaman jogs, heads turning left and right. The pinsthat had clamped
shut the iron muzzles now dangled from chains beneath the animals' jaws, and the beasts flashed dripping
teeth, and bellowed as they advanced.

“Wronnkk!”
No wonder Casus called them wronks.

The Slug Heavyslifted fire from us, shifted, and rounds began falling among the onrushing chariots. The
respite we got was thefirst dividend paid by the suddenly-two-pronged human attack.



My clenched jaw relaxed one millimeter, and | stopped aiming at Jude' s duckbill.

We were upwind of the onrushing chariots, but Rosy reared and squea ed when she heard the wronks
bellow.

| reined her in, hard, until she settled and stood fast.

Howard' s mount squedled and reared asit dashed alongside Rosy and me, while Howard clung to his
saddle.

Howard said, “ This ends the debate.”
“Debate?’ | said. About my leadership abilities?

“Whether tyrannosaurid carnosaurs were predators or scavengers.” He pointed at the advancing
chariots. “They' retoo dow to chase down prey.”

“They look plenty predatory to me.” With their lumpy red heads, dobbering jaws, and teeth like rusty
cutlery, they looked as unfriendly as eight-ton buzzards.

“Mean isn't necessarily predatory. Big, ugly, and grumpy scares competition away from a carcass.”
Thefirgt chariots reached the Sugs' flank.

Green-dripping armor crunched, then flew like crawfish husks. The carnosaursrolled up the Sugs' lines,
open-mouthed heads scooping like bulldozer blades. Warriorsthat didn't get bitten in haf got trampled
beneath clawed feet bigger than they were.

The Casuni pulled back before the wronks, but humans and duckbills that moved too dow got mangled
asthoroughly asthe Sugs. So did Marini infantry who came within range of their own carnosaurs’ jaws.
The beasts were more unguided missiles than smart bombs.

Asmore Slugs turned to battle the Marini attack, the Sug ranks broke, and Casus s cavalry were ableto
dash through formations, pistols ablaze. Then the cavary reloaded, wheeled, and dashed through again.

The only things that dowed the plodding wronks were themsalves. Every few seconds, one would pauise,
drop its great head like a power shovel’ s bucket, and tear at a downed duckbill, ahuman corpse, or a

limp Sug.

The halted wronk’ s charioteer would jerk the chains joined to the rings mounted in the beast’ s skull, and
it would growl, raise up, and stalk forward, devouring the next animate object that came within reach.

Within fifteen minutes, the Sugswithdrew. | had never seen Sugswithdraw.
Marini infantry trailed after the chariots, shooting or stabbing anything that twitched.

The chariot force had split asit advanced, bypassing and ignoring us, and the few Casuni cavary around
us. So acolumn led by chariots had swept by our position on the upd ope side, and another on the
downdope, isolating usin between.

Acrossthe barrier created by the advancing Marini infantry, Casuslooked at me, twirled his sword
above hishead, and pumped hisfist.

| sluted him.



Ten Marini chariots, these pulled by duckbills smaler than the ones the Casuni rode, peded off the
upd ope column, and rumbled toward the four of us, low-drifting gunsmoke swirling around their whedls.

The chariots wove around heaped Slug carcasses and dead Casuni duckbills. Asthe chariots drew
closer to us, they swung wide around awronk bleeding buckets from aneck wound. The beest lay onits
sde, itsflank heaving, its chariot overturned behind it, with awhed 4ill revolving dowly inthewind. The
mongter lunged at the Marini asthey passed, and aMarini fired apistol round into the dying monster’s

eye.
Ord said, “Sir, those chariots are coming after us.”
“Y egh. But why?’

The chariots gpproached in aline, then circled the four of us, while black-armored marksmen in nine of
the chariots aimed outsized pistols at us.

When the chariots had surrounded us, they stopped, their duckbills panting.

Weraised our rifles, and | felt the selector switch to be sure | was on full automatic. The four of uswere
outnumbered, but hardly outgunned. We could easily have mowed down the lot of them, while their
handful of roundswould have pinged off our Eternads like beebe shot.

But the rest of the Marini army, not to mention their monsters, were more than we could handle.
| sad into my mike, “Hold fire.”

The brown-hel meted passenger in the tenth chariot stood, his shoulders crooked, and laid his gloved
hands on the chariot’ s woven wood rail. He blinked his eye, and stroked the black silk patch that
covered the other. “May | invite you four to accompany us, Jason?’

“What if we say no, Bassn?’

“Y ou wouldn’t get your questions answered, would you? And neither would |.” He craned his neck,
visored his hand above his hemet, and scanned the smoke-stained sky. “Where is that marvel ous insect
of yours? Where did your wegpons and armor come from? Where did you come from?’

| glanced at Casus, who eyed us across the battlefield through his spyglass. “Y ou may havetrouble
kidnapping usif Casus wants usto stay. He' s curious about us, too.”

Bassin shook his head. * Casus knows the law. Someone ese outbid him fairly for you, and for your
goods. Not even a Clan head who hates the Marini will interfere with the movements of another’s

property.”
“Another?Y ou. The law protects you, even though you Marini deep with the devil?’

Bassnrolled hiseyes. “Y es, even though.” He Sghed, then motioned to the riflemen in the chariots to
lower their weapons.

| nodded to Ord, Jude, and Howard, and they followed suit.

Bassn reached inside histunic, withdrew afolded parchment, then held it over hishead in two hands. He
pointed at two of hisriflemen, who nodded. “ Asfor kidnapping”—Bassin tore the parchment in two, and
let it dip away on the wind—"1 owned no daves before today, and by this Act of Emancipation Before
Witnesses, | hold none once again. Jason, you and your friends may accept my invitation—or do asyou



please”

Jude swhisper sang in my earpiece, as he pointed at the soldiers who il surrounded us. “ Some
invitation. HE saphony.”

Howard whispered, “But I’'m curious.”
Ord said, “Your cdl, Sir. The devil you know, or the devil you don’t know.”

THIRTY-THREE

JUDE WASRIGHT. Bassin was a phony who had fooled me once. If he fooled me twice, shame on me.
But Bassin had aso saved me—and the people | was responsible for—once. And that made me as
curious asit made Howard. Curiosity won.

| turned to the other three Earthlings, and waved them toward Bassin. “Let’ s go deep with the devil we
don’'t know.”

| patted Rosy good-bye, then the four of us got loaded one-each into chariots, and Bassin'slittle caravan
bounced downd ope toward theriver.

The Marini chariots were built of light woven reeds, for speed. Their solid-axle suspensionswere for
durability, not comfort.

| clutched the Sderails as we bounded aong, and shouted to my driver, “Why do you carry amarksman
aong in each chariot? He can't hit anything from aplatform this unstable.”

The charioteer shouted back, eyeing my unfamiliar armor. “Did you train in acave? The marksman isn't
there to shoot the enemy. He' sthere to shoot the wronk if it turns. I’ d sooner trust a Tassini than a
wronk.”

Our chariots skirted the Fairground. A few men struggled, loading corpses on wood carts and dragging
them to pyres. They wouldn’t be able to cremate a tenth of the bodies before the scavengers arrived.
Too many fairgoers had been adeep in their tents when the Sug attack fired the encampment. The dead
had to number in the tens of thousands.

My driver shook his helmeted head, and asked nobody, “Why would they do this? The Peace of the Fair
has held for three centuries.”

At theriverbank, Bassn's chariots fanned out among the handful of shipsthat remained afl oat, some
listing in the shallows, some beached by their masters to save them.

My driver reined up in front of agreen-lacquered vessdl ahundred feet long. A manwith a
close-cropped white beard stood dongside it in the shalows, uniform trousers rolled above his knees,
hammering wood pegsinto ahull patch with amallet.

My driver said, “ Shelooks sound. Y ou did well to beach her.”

The white-bearded man straightened, and stretched, hands at the small of hisback. He nodded. “She'll
float the Locks.” He glanced back toward the Fair. “If my crew can scavenge replacement canvas, we' ll
bethefirs to sail away from thisgraveyard.”

The charioteer said, “We need passage to the coast, Ship Master.”

“Suddenly everyone does. Who' swe?’



“I spesk for the Queen’ s persona representative.”

The Ship Master turned and cocked an eyebrow. “ And who might represent Her Mgjesty thisfar
upriver?’

“Bassnthe Engineer.”

The Ship Master snorted. Then he threw back his head, laughed and dapped his ship’shull. “Bassin?
Bassin' sdead!”

The charioteer said, “No—"

“You'reblowin’ up the wrong trouser! | wasthis close to Bassn”—the Ship Master held his thumb and
forefinger apart—"when the davers offed hisleg.” The Ship Master turned back to his patch job.

“An engineer’ sfaster on oneleg than apirate on two, Wilgan,” said avoice behind me,

| jumped, as Bassin limped up aongside me, and | stared at the well-formed prosthetic that had replaced
the crude stump below hisleft knee.

Wilgan the Ship Master froze at the sound, then turned, and wheezed. “Bassin?’ Hisvoice dropped to a
whisper. “Mother’ sblood! The daverstook your eye, too?’

Nine hours later, at midnight, Wilgan's patched-up ship set sail down river on thetide that rose with the
big, white moon. Four hours after that, Bassin, Ord, and Howard dept below deck, with our gear and
the’Bots, while Jude and | sat in the prow, helmets off, breathing the river breeze.

Treeswalled the riverbanks, and the chirps and hoots of smal animalsin the trees echoed acrossthe
water.

Jude looked up at the second moon. “The crew says the white moon raises the tide, but the red moon
never does. That shouldn’t be, should it?’

The dtitude drop from the Stone Hillsto the high plainsto the vdley of the Marin warmed the air and
moistened it, but made two of my fingersthrob. | tugged off my gauntlet, and rubbed them. “ A lot of
what you saw today shouldn’t be, Jude.”

Rehabilitation Command says organic prosthetics are “indistinguishable from natural limbs” Like
Quartermaster says MUDs “taste farm-fresh.” In the years since | acquired those two fingers, courtesy of
aSug Viper, every change in wegther or dtitude made them throb. My hand never let me forget that only
the dead see the end of war.

“Today | saw men die, Jason. It made me sick. Doesit get easier?’

“If it does, you should be ahangman, not asoldier. It still makesme sick. Every time.”
“I should be bump with this. It’ slike living aholo game. Dinosaurs. Sword fights—"
“Haf-naked women?’

He smiled, and looked down at the deck. “ Jason, I’ m sixteen. |’ ve already—"

“I know. | was Sixteen, t0o.”

“But even with dl the cool stuff, —" He swalowed. “ Thisisthelongest I’ ve ever been away from Mom.



Thefirgt night in the hills, when it deeted, | couldn’t deep. | just looked up at the sky and cried.”

A lump swelled inmy throat. | had been e ghteen when the Blitz took my mother. | couldn’t tell my
godson to get used to it, tell him that forever was along time. | touched his shoulder armor. “1 missyour
mother, too.”

“Y ou two get below!” Wilgan the Ship Master shouted from the stern, as the deck planks shook benegath
the feet of running sailors. “You'rein theway!”

We dodged scurrying crewmen as we lurched back to the hatch ladder, and | paused with my hand on
the ladder rail and looked up at Wilgan. “What’ s going on?”

He let thewhed spin through his hands, then pointed toward a pale red stripe that grew on the horizon
ahead. “Fird light, first portage.”

“What doesthat mean?’
Herolled hiseyes. “Did you fal off the Red Moon? Just keep your riflesloaded.”
THIRTY-FOUR

AN HOUR LATER, ASTHE SUN ROSE, Wilgan put us, hisFirst Mate, and the rest of the crew ashore at a
log ramp carved into the river bank. Termites, or Bren's anal ogs thereto, had swiss-cheesed most of the
deadfal| that littered the river’ s banks, but the logs that made the ramp looked, and thunked underfoot,
solid and fresh-cut.

The ramp joined aten-foot-wide trail that twisted across aflat gray rock shelf. Unlike the log ramp, the
trail was ancient, worn two feet deep into the rock by the foot traffic of centuries.

The crew split into two groups, one ahead of us, one behind. Every man carried adim Marini rifle, and
had apistol in hisbelt. Most had put on lacquered leather armored vests.

Then we marched off downriver, east toward the sunrise. Wilgan steered the ship back into the
mainstream and passed us by with awave, headed the same direction.

Within another hundred yards, the pines thickened around us, until we neither saw nor heard theriver.

After two hours walk, thetrail grade dropped away. It switched back repestedly, and the pines mixed
more and more with deciduous trees until we were transiting amulticanopied, temperate rainforest.

Theair grew warmer, sweeter with flower scent, and louder with bird cries and adistant rumble.

We had descended athousand feet when the trail switched back at abald rock outcrop from which we
could look toward theriver.

| walked up behind Bassin, who stood at the outcrop’s edge. He still wore the wide brown bowl helmet
and thick leather armor of the engineers we had seen the day before, and his hands were on hiships. |
looked where he looked.

We stood on one rock wall of agorge that dropped away athousand feet below us, and rose a thousand
feet behind us. To our right, the Marin thundered in a glistening ribbon, itsfals cascading ahaf mile over
ared stone escarpment, sparkling in the morning sun. Rainbows pierced the mist clouds that swirled up
from the catch pool at thefdls base.

| sucked in abreath as| stared at the scene, then | gasped, grabbed Bassin's elbow, and pointed at the



fdls. “The ship! Bassin, the ship can’t go over that!”

The First Mate, hisrifle dung over agiff leather vest that covered his shoulders, came up dongside us,
amiling. Neither Bassin nor the Mate shared my panic.

| looked again at thefals, at insects crawling on the rocks dongs de them, then chinned my magnification.

From the top of the escarpment to the catch pool at the falls base, a series of straight, manmade ribbons
dropped. Up one st of ribbons crawled awater-filled box bigger than an ocean liner, within which a
Marini sailing ship floated like atwig. Down the other set of ribbons crept asmilar box, descending a
the same pace the opposite box rose. The sprig of lacquered green floating in the descending box that
counterwelghted the rising box was our ship.

Howard stood aongside us and whistled.

The Mate nodded to Howard and me, as we stood open-mouthed. “| seen The Locks on the Marin six
times, and the other Three Wonderstwice each. But | still get the chills”

Howard nodded to the Mate. “ Astonishing civil engineering. Who builtit?”

The man stage-whispered behind his hand to Bassin, and pantomimed adig in Bassn’sribs, without
touching him. “He' shaving us on, hey, Colond? Like any sod in thisworld don't know Bassin the

Enginear!”
Bassin turned to Howard. “1 had ahand in the design.”

Colonel. Bassin, who grubbed rocks from the mud with aflat stone, was not only a commander of
combat engineers, he was the architect of at least one of the numbered wonders of thisworld.

| leaned out over the crag, and peered downriver.

My kneestrembled, and | clutched asapling while | leaned. My Airborne School Ticket reads
“Restricted,” because the shrinks diagnosed me with Treatable Acrophobia. “ Treatable” means
“dope-able,” and | don’t dope. So whenever | had to drop, | just used to squeeze my eyes shut, then
order Ord to boot me down the extraction tube. | say this proves my command deficiency. Commanders
have no phobias. Ord says true commanders just control them.

Thetrail below switched back and forth down the cliff, then threaded aong the river bank among the
trees, asfar as| could see.

| pointed back at the dowly descending ship, where Wilgan rode, and asked Bassin every infantryman’s
first quegtion. “Why do we haveto walk?’

Bassn frowned, then pointed at the catch pool. Around the dowly revolving whedls of the Locks' great
mechanism floated curved sticks and twigs. Under magnification, they resolved into the ribs and guts of
shipsthat looked like they had falen half amile. “Thetrangt’ srisky. Only Magters stay aboard.”

“Then why even bother? Thistrail lookslike it was here for along time before you built the Locks.”

Bassin turned to me, crossed hisarms, and squinted. “Why does a man of your age and intelligence ask a
child' s questions, Jason?’

The whole truth would have sounded like lunacy or lies. “I’'m new here)” | said.

The First Mate |looked over his shoulder at the trees behind us, then said to Bassin, “Best keep moving,



Colond. Howlers”
| frowned, and rubbed my throbbing phony fingers as we descended deeper and the air got thicker.

Thetrail into the gorge narrowed, so our column broke down in Side-by-side pairs, three yards apart. |
wound up striding dongside Bassin.

He picked up our discussion like we hadn’t been interrupted. “Y ou know the Queen’ sfull titleis
‘Deliverer of the Stones, Protector of the Clans of Marin, and Sovereign of the Near Sees.””

| knew nothing of the kind, but | nodded.

Bassin sad, “Notethat her charge to Deliver the Stones comes before everything else. Every year snce
The Beginning, every child has been taught that Bren ddliversor Bren dies. Every year snce The
Beginning, Stone demand has grown.”

Thetrall traversed a steep section cut through limestone, improved with iron hand grabs corroded by
time, and flats cut in the stone where a climber could rest aheavy load. |, much less one-legged Bassin,
couldn’t descend and have bregth eft for talking.

What Bassin had just told me linked up some clues. The Slugs were nothing but gaactic shakedown
artists. Cough up our Cavorite fuel, and nobody gets hurt. For centuries, the Clans had evolved their
entire society to feed their visitors: Cavorite habit, evenif it meant cooperating with other Clans. But
then, why had the little maggots blitzed the Fair yesterday, for the first timein so long that most people
seemed to recognize Slugs only as pictures from a book?

Skrreek!

Thetrail flattened out, and | looked up at the branchesthat arced overhead. A chittering banana-colored
lizard aslarge asamonkey swung from avine by aforelimb, and bared itsteeth at me.

| waited for Bassin to catch up. Well-formed or not, the prosthetic that replaced his leg made him wince
with every step. Theleg that Wilgan had said davers had cut off. | pointed at it. “Bren delivers. Evenif
the society hasto turn to davery to meet the quota?’

Bassin shrugged. “I’ d die on the pyre before I’ d live in chains, or suffer another to do so. But Bren has
known The Block, in one location or ancther, for millennia”

“But if you could find away to ddiver the Stones without dave [abor, o it wasn't anecessary evil, then
your society could change things. Y ou designed these locks to make dave stone carriers obsolete?’

He shrugged again. “ That was one reason. The davers thought the locks would hurt their business. And
they were unhappy with the fellow who designed them. My locks have hurt the davers. But the few
daves saved were like tears saved from the ocean. Jason, necessity long ago became convenience. Too
many men are comfortable owning other men.”

| gazed again at the huge scde of the dowly rising and faling locks, then narrowed my eyesat Bassin. A
full-bird Colonel like Bassin may be ademigod to asailor, but the locks were a project for apreindustria
society likethe Marini on the scale of the pyramids.

Before | could frame anther question to Bassin, another bananalizard squealed its high-pitched chitter at
us. | asked Bassin, “Isthat aHowler?’

In the distance, low-pitched screams grew, echoing off the gorge' swallslike afire brigaderacing to a



five-dam.
Bassn undung hisrifle, then amiled. “What do you think?’
THIRTY-HVE

FIVE HUNDRED YARDSFURTHER, the half dozen sailors on point dowed and peered ahead at aplace
where tree boles narrowed the trail to shoulder width, forming adim tunnel roofed by leaves. Bassn and
| walked first behind them. Jude, Ord, and Howard trailed us, and a half-dozen more sailorstrailed them.

The screaming grew to a chorusin the surrounding trees.

The First Mate halted our group with an upraised hand, and said, “Let’ s get a count.”
Heraised hisrifle, and fired ashot in theair.

The screams swelled until | had to chin down my audio gain.

A living thing sprang into the path between the tree boles. It was a stump-tailed lizard covered in
rust-colored feathers, except around aflat face, streaked in red and purple and set with dark eyes. Its
fordimbswerelonger and thicker than its haunches, and it sprang forward on them, screeching, then
hopped back, like an angry baboon, but as large asagorilla

A dozen more Howlers sprang into view, some legping out into the path, some dangling from overhanging
limbsby asinglefordimb.

“Bag off!” The First Mate reloaded hisrifle, then thrust the muzzle forward at the big one that had
appeared firgt, and shook his head. “Don’t make me take that pelt of yours!”

The Howlersjust jumped, sivung, and screamed more, but when the sailor stepped one foot forward, the
big Howler dropped one foot back.

The First Mate crept forward, riflein one hand, and waved the other hand for usto follow. “ Steady on,
mates.”

Rifles up, we shuffled between the shrieking Howlers, one so close that | could count histeeth, as his spit
splattered my visor.

The ones on thetrail would leagp forward, bare their teeth, then retreat, then repesat the behavior. The
onesin the treeswould swing down, dap a ahelmet, then pull themselves back up onto a branch.

Bassin whispered, “Once they redize that we re only passing through their territory, they’Il draw back.”
Howard whispered in my earpiece, “l1sn’t thisgreat?’

Blam.

Behind me, aHowler wailed in adifferent key.

| spun, and saw asalor inthe rear group clutching his bleeding shoulder. Therifle of the man dongside
him smoked from itsmuzzle,

Both men stared down at aHowler, lying still in the middle of thetrail at their feet, like arusty sack of
feathers.



The howling died, and the air became so till that the only sound wasthe Falls distant whisper.

The Firs Mate sighed. “Y oung male on hismuscle.” He glanced around. “That will back them off for an
hour.” He waked back to the man the Howler had bitten, unwrapping a bandage, and turned to the
others. “Right. Rest ten minutes.”

The man with therifle knelt on thetrail, drew aknife from his belt, and began to skin the dead lizard.

| walked to the kneeling man, and stood beside Jude. Howard bent, hands on knees, peering at the
carcass. “With that pdvis, it' satheropod. More parald evolution.”

| said, “Pardld my ass. Wronks are like Earth carnosaurs. Duckbills are like Earth duckbills. Earth didn’t
have dinosaur chimps.”

“Not parallel to Cretaceous fauna. To primates. This reptile occupies aniche the great apes occupy on
Earth.” Howard sivung his hand at the steep wall the trail clung to. “Besides, do you think an upland
species skeletons are going to get buried in theriver as often as fish bones? If we haven’t found
primate-mimic dinosaurs on Earth, we just may not have looked in enough places yet. Y ou see what this
al implies about the people here, don’t you?’

| rolled my eyes. “No. Tel—"

Deepinthetrees, asingle Howler cried.

| looked down at the meet that had been aliving thing minutes ago. Wasthe cry hismother’ s?
Jude stared into the trees, toward the sound.

| tapped his shoulder, and pointed toward the trail ahead. “ Time to move on.”

We saw no more Howlers, but six hourslater, when we rejoined the ship and Wilgan, we could hear the
lizard monkeysfar behind us.

This planet scared us Earthlings. But our technology would scare Bren' s natives like we were space
invaders. Which, of course, we were.

Therefore, that evening, as Wilgan sailed us on toward the coadt, only usfour Earthlings and Bassin
clustered around the holo generator set up on the forecastle table to review the data Jeeb had gathered in
his reconnai ssances.

Bassin passed hisfingers through the holo image, with his mouth widened into an “O.” “It'sdone with
light, then?’

Howard nodded.
Bassin shook hishead, dowly. At least hedidn’t call uswarlocks.

Ord switched the display to map view, and there we were, aflashing red icon inching down the River
Marin toward its delta, which was straddled by Bren's one great city, Marinus.

Bassin unrolled parchments, borrowed from Wilgan, on the table, weighted their corners with brass map
instruments, and looked back and forth between those charts and Jeeb’ simages.

“Jason, your chart shows the bar we just passed, which was new after the past spring’ sflood.” Bassin
tapped the corresponding spot on Wilgan's parchment, which showed blue water. “But Wilgan would



have grounded if herelied on the Admirdty’ s chart.”

| pointed at our map. “Thisisan embellished red-timeimage. Y ou' re seeing the world through the eyes
of the flying thing you saw me taking to when we were Casuni prisoners.”

“Theinsect isamachine?’

| pointed at the brass map scdein Bassin's hand. “ As much amachine asthat thing.”

“The machine talks through the atmosphere, asreal asmy voice. But asinvisble asmy voice, to0?’
“Bagicdly.”

He closed hiseye, and sighed. “I need amoment to absorb this.”

| asked Bassin, “Why are we going to Marinus?’

Bassin opened hiseyeand sad, “We aren't.”

He drew hisfinger across his map, down theriver, past the city, to the mouth where the river emptied
into the sea. “We re bound for the Sea of Hunters.” He turned hisfinger and traced south adong the
coastline ahundred miles. “By thistime of year, the Queen hastaken to the Winter Paace. I’'m going
there because she prefers even bad news fresh.”

| glanced at Howard as | raised my eyebrows. Did Bassin also sugpect that it was our arrival onthis
planet that had brought the Slugs down upon Bren like adung storm? | said to Bassin, “Bad news?’

“We can't talk through the air, like you can. The Queen will have no news of the Fair until | reach her.”

| pointed a abold red line on the map that pardlded the coadt, from ahalf mileto severa milesout to
seq, al theway from the north end of the chart to the south end. “What' sthe red line?’

“Six fathoms”

“Isthet aterritorid limit?’

The First Mate caled down the hatch, “ Colonel Bassin, we need those charts back up here, Sir!”
AsBassin rerolled the charts, he smiled. “Y ou could say the Red Line marksterritory, yes.”

The more | knew Bassin, the better | liked him. Except that he hoarded information like an Intdl dick,
based on what he thought was someone’ s need-to-know.

The two days from that time until we reached the seawere anice boat ride, punctuated by descents
through two more sets of locks. After Bassin's Locks, these locks were boring, with gates into and out of
chambersthat flooded and drained, lowering our ship in fifty-foot increments.

The ship got towed from chamber to chamber by hawsers attached to bellowing purple and brown draft
animals bigger than eephants, with hornsthat had been sawed off by their handlers. Howard pronounced
them anaogous to ceratopsian dinosaurs.

So complete had been the Sugs' destruction of the Marini trading fleet that | didn’t see another sailing
ship on the Marin. But smdler loca packets swarmed theriver. A few moved under sail, but most of
them were rowed by ranks of daves, twenty-fiveto aside, like Greek gadley rowers.



We ghosted through the Marin estuary in asinglerainy night, so al we saw of the city wereflickering
lights and spots of red glow. Bassin said the glow marked the forges of the weapons foundries, which
had burned continuoudy for three hundred years. Wilgan said the glow was the raging wickedness of
places that separated sailors from their senses and their pay.

The next day dawned clear, with the ship aready well down the coast. Wilgan and | stood aone on the
rain-washed deck, side by side. The Ship Master steered as we ran south before the wind, while below,
the otherstook breakfast. | had laid my armor out on deck to air, and Wilgan and | chewed warm
biscuits the cook had brought us.

The shore lay amile from us, and smal boats from fishing villages dready dotted the shalows asthey put
to sea.

A hdf miledistant, to the east, toward deep water, asmaller ship, black sailsfull and taut, passed uslike
we were anchored.

Wilgan glanced seaward at the fast mover and swore.

| smiled. “Arewelosing arace?’

“Red Line runners are smugglers, not racers.”

“Red Line?’ | pointed at the smaler ship. “That' swhere the depth hits x fathoms?’

Wilgan nodded. “ She' sbound for the Tassni ports south, with abelly full of rifles, by her draft.”
| nodded. “The smuggler stays on the Red Line so the government won’t stop him?’

“But if he straystoo deep, the Coasties will be the least of hisworries.” Wilgan glanced seaward again,
and swore again. Helocked the whed, then stepped to therail, where anivory horn, carved from atusk
ashig asan dephant’ s, swiveled on an iron mounting. Wilgan swung the horn toward the smuggling
vessd, blew into it, and a note echoed across the waves.

The black ship ran on, oblivious.

Wilgan blew another note, then pounded hisfist on the huge horn, and shouted. “Y ou’ re too far out, you
fool!”

“What' swrong, Wilgan?’

The white-bearded sailor stretched his telescope, and peered through it at the other ship. “ Put on that hat
of yourswith the spyglasses, and you'll see”

| picked my helmet off the deck, dropped it on, and focused my optics on the other vessdl.

A couple of crewmen scurried over the black ship’s deck, and the ship’s bow rose and fell asit cut the
sea. “It looks like nothing—"

“Too late! Dumb bastards.”
Seaward of the black ship, afaint wake curled avee across the waves. | zoomed onit.

At the vee s gpex, afistful of dirty-white snakes broke the surface, fifty yards from the black ship, and
closngonit.



White smoke puffed &t the ship’sbow, then | heard arifle sfaint crack.

The snakes rose further out of the water, and resolved into two dozen suckered, flailing fire hoses, in
front of an eye ashig and ydlow asastop sgn.

Wilgan sad, “Kraken.”

The hoses wrapped the ship’s hull, and as the ship hedled, the monster’ s body came up out of the water.
It looked like agiant squid, but with more arms. The beast was stuffed into the end of atapered shell fifty
feet long, like writhing ice creamin acone.

The others clambered up from below at the sounds of Wilgan's horn, and the shot.
Howard said, “Holy moly!”

The black ship’s masts snapped like straw. A single human scream echoed across the water, then the
mongter did backward and pulled the black ship under like atarantuladragging a beetle into aburrow.

Jude gripped therail, eyeswide. “What was that?’

Howard whistled. “That’ sthe biggest nautiloid I’ ve ever heard of!” He turned to Wilgan. “Are these top
predators numerous?’

“Top predator?” Wilgan snorted. “ That pissant?’ He rapped on the tusk horn he had blown, which was
as big around as my thigh. “Thiswarning horn’s made from arhind tooth.”

Wilgan held up his biscuit between thumb and forefinger, and pointed at it with his other index finger.
“Kraken.” He opened his mouth, then pointed a histongls. “Rhind.”

Wilgan popped the biscuit into his mouth, bit down, swallowed, then grinned. “Any questions?’
Howard said, “Oh.”

| stared at the empty seathat rolled where the smuggling ship had been, as half-chewed biscuit caught in
my throat. | gulped, then asked Wilgan, “Could we sail closer to shore?’

Wilgan returned to the whed, laughing and dapping histhigh. “Top preddy-tours” He shook his head.
“Landlubberdl”

| walked to the bow, where Bassin stood.
| said, “Isarhind the scariest thing on this planet?’

Bassin peered ahead, where the sun glinted off something atop adistant headland. | zoomed on the glint,
which was aturreted complex of white stone that commanded a coastal bluff.

Bassn pointed at the bluff. “Her Mgesty will receive us at noon. Y ou may decide for yoursdlf.”
THIRTY-SX

THE BEAST THAT MENACED Howard, Jude and me for our last few hours at seawas neither kraken,
rhind, nor Queen.

Ord was not about to allow any troops with which he was associated to go before royalty looking
unsoldierly. We polished armor, shaved, cleaned weapons, re-polished, re-shaved, re-cleaned, washed



everything that moved and scrubbed everything that didn’t. Even Jeeb, who Bassin asked usto bring
along so the Queen wouldn’t think he was nuts, got his radar-absorbent fuzz groomed, and Jude polished
Jeeb’ soptics.

Bassin changed into adress uniform that included a broad-brimmed suede hat with one sde turned up,
and plumesthat looked like Howler feathers. He even traded his engineer’ s axe for agold one so dainty
it couldn’t have cut primerib.

The Captain of the Queen’s Household Guard met us at ajetty railed with rhind teeth.
| whispered to Bassin, “Did the Queen pull those?’

The Captain commanded two dozen Householders, who wore polished armor, with helmets crested with
purple feathers, and who carried Marini rifleswith gold bayonets fixed.

The Captain sdluted Bassin, who returned it. “The Queen will receive you in the Morning Room.”

The Morning Room of her Mgesty’ s Winter Palace stood far enough above the seathat avisitor climbed
two hundred twelve stairsto reach it, with bresth-catching intervals dong corridors hung with tapestries.

Along theway, we passed fifty more eyes-front Householders, each guarding a corridor junction or
mammoth carved door, each armed with a gold-bayoneted rifle. Not one blinked at Jeeb, who skittered
ahead of us, Sx legs crackling over the marblefloors.

We also passed one unsmiling woman. She wore a high-necked, floor-length dress as smooth as her
skin, and as black as her skin waswhite. Scarlet feathers winged each deeve, and crystdlinejewels
ruffed her collar and wrists. The dressfitted her so closdly that she couldn’t have hidden acoin under it,
and the material seemed to be leather asthin and supple as silk. Her dark hair swept up, gathered by
combs that matched the deeve feathers, and she carried her chin high and serene.

| didn’t know whether she was a Countess or a chambermaid, but | bet on chambermaid, because she
dropped her eyes as she passed Bassin.

When she saw Jeeb, her deepy eyes bulged, but she said nothing. Jude turned to watch her dink away,
and tripped over Jeeb. | nearly sumbled into a Household Guard mysdif.

We made one stop before we got to the Morning Room. Howard, Ord, and Jude were taken off through
double doorsinto atwo-story paneled room Bassin said was the Queen’ s Library. Then Bassin took me
and Jeeb and the holo generator to meet the Queen.

The Winter Pdace’ s Morning Room turned out to be an awninged roof terrace long and wide enough to
land atwelve-passenger bouncer, surrounded by rhind-tooth ivory rails. These teeth were carved with
battle scenes and inlaid with gold.

Like every proper castle since Beowulf’s day, the Winter Pdace commanded dl approachesto it.
Beyond the terrace rails, and beyond battlements along which Househol ders marched, spun, and
countermarched, | saw al the way across the Sea of Hunters.

On the horizon, like achalk line, rose the low coast of Bren's other continent. That was a distance of
twenty-two miles, according to Jeeb. The water was an epeiric sea, according to Howard. A salt water
puddle that would shrink to nothing over the next few mere million years, barely worthy of the name
“sea” According to me, with its kraken and rhind, the Sea of Hunters was one more bad neighborhood
on aplanet lousy with them.



To the north and west stretched green farmland, cut into facets by an irrigation-canal network that
watered Marin' s southern breadbasket. To the south, beyond the cands, the land remained the
wind-scoured red desert of Tassin.

The Captain of Householders announced us, then backed off the terrace.
The only object on the shaded terrace was one bentwood chair.

Alongsideit, her back to us as she gazed across the Sea of Hunters, stood the Deliverer of the Stones,
Protector of the Clans of Marin, and Sovereign of the Near Seas of Bren.

The Queen pivoted with her hands on ajeweled cane and faced us. She stood five foot three, and
looked no heavier than two pounds more than a hundred. She aso looked no younger than two decades
lessthan ahundred. Her hair was white, her skin pale and creased, but her eyes shone as sharp as gray
diamonds. Her dress was cut like the one on the younger woman, but silver, with ermine-white feathers,
and brighter jewels.

When she saw Bassin, her eyes widened, and she sucked in abreath.

Then the Queen blinked and extended her hand. Bassin stepped to her, knelt, and kissed it. “ Greetingsto
her Mgesty on her seventy-second birthday.”

The Queen waved him to stand. “Bassin, never remember awoman'’ s birthday unlessyou forget her
age.” She appraised Jeeb, with his faceted opticsthat looked like onyx eyes, and she arched her
eyebrows. “Or you bring her jewels”

Bassin shook hishead. 1 bring news.”
She sniffed. “Bad news, if | know that tone. What' s bad enough to raise you from the dead?’

The old woman inched toward Jeeb, in small steps, then bent forward, and eyed him through around
lens she held on ashort gold stick.

Jeeb’ s optics swiveled up at her, like two jeweled Oreos, and he whined.

The Queen’ s eyes widened, then she straightened, shuffled back to her chair, and rested her hand on its
arm. With her back to us, she rapped her cane on the marblefloor. “ Out with it, Bassin! Bad news
doesn't improve with age, and neither do 1.”

Bassn stepped ad ongside her and steadied her with ahand on her elbow. “The Receivers crossed the
Wall. The Peace of the Fair was broken. The Fleet was destroyed. So many died that some bodies were
burned on pyres, Casuni-fashion. The smoke turned the sky black to the horizon. The Stone Tradeis
ghattered.”

A lesthery pterosaur glided above the seaand wailed. Wind flapped the terrace awning.
The old woman’ s shoulders sagged, until she seemed to shrivel insde her slver gown.

Then she straightened, turned toward Bassin, and whacked his ear with her cane, so hard that the crack
echoed acrossthe water. “ That' s avile joke to scare an old woman on her birthday. | expect better from
my only child.”

THIRTY-SEVEN

MY JAw DROPPED S0 far that | chinned my command-circuit audio alarm, and Ord’ s voice came back.



“Sir?” | chinned thedarm off.

Bassin rubbed hisear. “It' strue, Mother.”

The Queen stepped around her chair, and collgpsed into it, trembling and rubbing her forehead. “How?’
“The Fair went like it has three hundred times. Then the Recelvers appeared without warning.”

“Areyou sure—"

“They look like the old storytellers said they look. Wormsin black armor. Once the Peace of the Fair
was broken, we assembled troops, and counterattacked. Casus himsdlf led a counterattack,
smultaneoudy.”

The Queen jerked her head toward Bassin, and narrowed her eyes. “Y ou trusted that dobbering
barbarian?

Bassin glanced over a me, paused, then continued, * Pure coincidence. But the black worms were wiped
out. Tothelast one”

The Queen sighed, and stroked her temple. “For now.”
“For now.” Bassin nodded.
“Y our spy play has brought the end of the world upon us.”

Bassin shook his head, and ticked off on hisfingers. “No! Mother, because of the census, | now know
reserves, and | know deliverability. | have calculated percentage leaked to smugglers. Any fool can seeit
wastheright thing—"

“Theonly fool | seeisthe one whose adventuring has cost hiseye and hisleg. Y ou could have ordered. .
.. The Queen reached up and touched her son’s cheek, below the eye patch, and her eyes glistened
with the beginning of tears.

Bassin reached up, held her fingers, and said, “ Mother, surely you never taught me that ordering othersto
die can beright?

The Queen stood, and sighed. “It can not. But it can be lesswrong.”
Bassn said, “Because of the census, | know we' ve ddlivered—"

The Queen gtiffened. “ Of course we delivered! Y our grandmother would strike me from her graveif we
didn’'t. And her grandmother before her, and so on, and so on.” The Queen’s eyes narrowed again.
“Then what’ s brought the end of the world upon us?’

Bassin looked over a me, and waved me toward them.

Crap. Why did this always happen to me? Bassin had brought me along to blame me for the end of the
world.

Following Bassin'sexample, | popped my neck ring, tucked my helmet beneath my arm, and walked
over and knelt before the Queen.

Bassin said to her, “1 present Mgjor Genera Jason Wander.”



The Queen tapped my cheek. “ Stand with me, General.”
Genera Cobb wasright. Thetitle got Advisees every time.

After | stood, she stared up at me, then frowned at my haf-breed eydlids. “Y ou’ re—ah—as young as

She rapped her knuckles on my deeve armor. “1 know the forge of every armorer in Marin. Where did
your mother bear you, Generd ?’

| sighed, and hoped that, for once, the truth would set me free. “ Colorado.”
The Queen’s eyes narrowed and she swayed. | braced for her to whack my ear with her cane.
Bassnsad, “Shdl we t, Mother?’

The Queen rapped her cane again, thistime against her chair. Footmen in green silk livery appeared and
set atablein front of her chair, and two more chairsaongsideit.

Bassin seated his mother at the table’ s head, and as he stepped around to the table' sfoot, he motioned
meto fill theremaining Sdechair.

A footman stepped forward with a covered tray, but Bassin waved him off, and motioned for meto set
up the holo gen on thetable,

| waved it on, and the first shimmering image that popped was an overhead of the Fair, smoke, corpse
piles, shipwrecks.

The Queen’seyeswidened. “Dreams?’ She snorted. “1 don’t govern by sniffing janga. | leave that to
Tassni Headmen.”

Bassn sighed. “No, Mother. Thisisquite red. Asthough you were looking through the eyes of the
gx-legged machine”

The Queen stared at Jeeb, whose hydraulics hummed as he squatted on the terrace beside me and
preened his antennae.

“Y ou miss my meaning, Bassin. Dreams can be more red than flesh. And thisisno machine.” She sared
down at Jeeb.

Bassinrolled hiseyes. “Mother, itsbones are sted!. It just looks—"
The Queen looked in my eyes. “Thelittle one belongs to you, Genera ?’
| held Jeeby’ s Department of Defense salvagetitle. “Yes”

“And whatever the little one’ s bones are made of, whatever hardheads like my son say, you believe the
littleoneisdive?’

Everybody knew the notion that TOTsimprinted their Wrangler’ s persondities was anthropomorphic
crap. Only anidiot would admit he believed otherwise,

The Queen didn’t blink. “Wéll, Generd?’

| breathed deep. “Y es. He reminds me of someone | was closeto. A comradein arms.”



The Queen turned to Bassin and sniffed. “Y ou see?’

Bassin threw up hishands. “ See what, Mother? | just explained for you how | can rely on what the
machine may tell me. No moreand no less”

The Queen stared at me. “And | am explaining for you, Bassin, how | can rely on what the Generd may
tell me. A liewould have been expedient. The Generd, here, told me the truth, even though it made him
look afool. A man who liesabout smal thingswill certainly lie about large ones.”

She turned back to her son. “Bassin, men only rule machines. Kings rule men. Pay attention. Learn how
to do thejob you' re born to, while I can still teach you!”

| let out my bresth.
Not thefirst quiz | passed by dumb luck. If her Mgesty wanted the truth. . .

| cleared my throat. “ Y our Mgesty, the truth is that we came here from another world. In aship that sails
in the sky. We captured it from the black worms. We' ve fought them before. And, because we know
them, we think now you'’ re going to have to fight them, or they will wipe out every human being on this
planet, most especidly the four of us.”

Bassn'sjaw dropped, and he muttered.

The Queen shot alook a him, then at her cane, and Bassin clammed up. “Generd, if you tdl meitisso,
itiss0.” Then sheleaned forward on her elbows and stared into the holo gen. *Y ou may brief me.”

| sat back in my chair and exhaed. Now | was on familiar ground. I’d winged a hundred Advisee briefs,
if I'd winged one. Sometimes even to royasdoing aceremonid stint in their country’ s uniform, though
Colonel Bassin wasno toy soldier. | began, “Asto Misson—"

The Queen waved her hand. “Defer the Mission Statement. Please begin with Enemy Situation.”

| raised my eyebrows. Her Mgjesty was no toy soldier, either. At least, she was no stranger to alogical
military briefing format.

| waved the generator to map view. Jeeby’ simages from the last few days unredled, beginning with a
pull-back shot from the Fair.

| sad, “The Sugs—we cal the black worms Sugs, because they look like smdl animalswefind in our
gardens—’

The Queen nodded. “My Garden Master kills those with sdlt. The nameis apt.”
“These are tougher. We tracked this group back to where they came from.”

| scrolled the map back along the Slugs' approach, hundreds of miles north of Marinus, then back onto
the fifty-mile-wide ishmus that joined the Clans continent to the other landmassto the east. Theimage
showed in luminous green the path Jeeb’ s sensors had identified as the Sug infantry’ s axis of advance.
Sugsdidn’'t normaly have an axis of retreat. They dways fought to the last maggot. But not thistime.

| froze theimage, and pointed at the object center screen. “ The remnants of their attacking force
retreated behind thisbarrier. They don't usualy retreat.”

Bassnsad, “Wecdl it the Millennium Wall. The Receivers—the black worms, your Sugs—built it long
ago, at least athousand years. And the old stories go that it took a thousand years before that to build it.”



| said, “We don't know what your measurements are, but we measure it as seventy mileslong acrossthe
isthmus, counting the wingsthat extend out into the sea.” | pointed. “ Dense as granite, and three hundred
feet high, dong al fivewadls”

Bassn frowned. “Fivewals?’

| pointed. “Behind the first one, each separated from the one behind it by an obstacle belt two miles
d@.”

Bassn leaned forward, stared at the fortification, and shook his head dowly.
| asked, “Don’t your measurements agree with ours?’

Bassin sad, “We have no measurements, beyond thisfirst barrier. No one who went over thewall ever
came back.”

The Queen stared, too. “We have never seen beyond the Wall. We ddliver the Stonesto the Gate.” She
pointed at aroad that wound down theisthmus' center spine, then ended against the Wall. “When the
Stones have been removed, that isour sgnal to deliver more.”

| scrolled the map east, on across the isthmus, then on into the eastern continent’ s center. | pointed.
“Then you've never ssenthis”

Centered in acleared area bigger than the Cairo Crater rose an iridescent blue egg-shaped mountain.
| raised my eyebrows at Bassin.
He turned his pams up as he shook his head. “No.”

| said, “We ve seen one. It' san incubator ship. Wecdl it aTroll-class. Indde aTroll, the Slugs can grow
anew army in ten months.”

Bassn said, “Wejust defeated an army of theirs. We can defeat anew one every ten months forever, if
we haveto.”

| shook my head. “What we defeated was one tenth of anorma Slug assault force. Probably just what
could be spared on short notice from the skeleton garrison that has operated this outpost for centuries.
Until now, al these Slugs had to do was sit behind the Wall they built to keep you out, retrieve the
Stonesyou l€eft at the Gate, and, probably, load cargo ships when they caled to pick up the Stones.”

| zoomed in on the Trall, and pointed at the forest belt that surrounded the Troll’s mile-wide base, and
long, low stone buildings that curved around astone pad big enough to land a Firewitch. “ From the height
of the redwoods grown up around it, and the deteriorated surrounding stoneworks, we think thisship’s
been dug in for centuries. Probably millennia.”

Bassin shook his head. “So, the Sugs didn’t retreat. They came to get something. My census counters
say the Stones at the Fair disappeared. Perhaps the Slugs got what they came for, then left. And that will
betheend of it.”

The zoomed image of the Troll resembled a swollen beehive. | pointed at openings that ringed itstop,
and shook my head back at him. “But these vents opened during our overflight. We think that meansthe
Sugs are sarting up the incubator. If they intended to let you stay around and keep ddlivering, they
wouldn’t need anew army. And they wouldn’t have attacked you in thefirst place.”



The Queen nodded.

| looked from Bassin to the Queen. “Let me be clear. We bdieve those reinforcements will number in the
millions. Sug warriorsare—" | paused, and cocked my head. Howard' s Spook autopsies showed that a
Slug warrior was a single-purpose element of one enormous organism, more white corpuscle than
independent-minded Gl. The Marini barely had microscopes, much lessaword for “corpuscle.”

| said, “To explain Sug warriors, | need aword you can understand.”
The Queensad, “*Evil’ will suffice”

| nodded. “ Slug warriors never disobey orders. They never complain about the food. They retreat only
tacticaly, and they never surrender. We bdieve that new army’smission will be to eradicate human life
from Bren. And that army won't rest until it accomplishesthat mission, or itslast warrior isdead.”

The Queen closed her eyes, and frowned. Then shelooked a me and asked, “ Do you bdlieve that army
will succeed?’

“If the Clansfight separately, yes”

The Queen tapped afinger on the table. *Y ou speak from experience?’
“I've fought them twice”

“Towhat result?’

“Wekilled dl of them that came at us, and they haven’t come back since.”

| didn’t say that we had won the war. | had aways believed that we had won only in the way that the
American Colonies had begt the British, and North Vietnam besat the United States. We were too far
away and too much trouble, so the Sugs eft usaone.

| continued, “But Bassin telsme dl the Clans together number twenty million people. Our world's losses
aonewere sixty million. And, with al respect to Marin’sarmorers, our wespons were more advanced
than yours.”

The Queen stood, walked to the terrace rail, and gazed across the impassable sea. It had insulated her
land from an enemy that her bloodline had coped with for centuries. “Bassin, join me, please.”

Bassn and his mother whispered together.
| glanced down at Jeeb, and tapped my ear.
Hewhirred up on his hind legs, and swiveled his directiond mike toward Bassin and the Queen.

The State Department might have frowned at my unmannerly eavesdropping. Bad etiquettefills advice
columns. Badintd fillsgraveyards.

My earpiece crackled. “—trust him, Mother, most certainly. But don't rush.”

“Y our grandmother’ s grandmother didn’t rush to resolve the Hgus! The Clans till bleed for her
hestation.”

“Exactly. Jason will suggest that we dly the Clans. He doesn’t know how impossible that is. Casus would
et your heart off the peace table, unless some Tassini Headman cut Casus sout first!”



The Queen sighed. “And | would do the same if God favored me with asharp knife.”
My earpiece hissed silence.

| chinned my radio and whispered into my mike. Nobody redlly knew what made Sugstick, but the
Army put up with Howard because events usually confirmed his hunches about them. “Howard, why did
the Sugsraid the Fair?’

Howard’ svoice buzzed in my ear. “ Jason? | found something down herein the library that you need to
know. Do you remember | said | had atheory about the human population—"

“I found something out up here, too. Answer the question.”
Slence

Howard said, “ Okay. The Pseudocepha opod sees humans like humans see penicillin. A disease
organism that can perform service beneficid to Its hedlth. A virulent new strain of us, the disease, that can
travel independently between garsisanightmareto It. And, suddenly, herewe are. If we contaminate
the humans on this planet, the disease could spread, and threaten Itslife”

“If the Sugskill dl the humans, how will they get their Cavorite?’

“It’ s decided to eliminate the dangerous middiemen. But It will probably keep Eolithic-level daves, like
the Tassini progpector Bassin impersonated, to perform mining and transportation.”

| nodded. “1f we four gave ourselves up, would the Sugs |eave these people done?’

Howard said, “We ve dready contacted this population. To mix metaphors, how much of atumor
would you leavein your body?’

| nodded. “ So the Slugs will wipe these people out, just to make sure they get the four of us? Howard,
how much would you bet that your hunch isright?’

Moreslence.

Then Howard said, “ Thefarm. Jason, don't do anything until—"
The Queen and Bassin returned, so | clicked off.

Her Mgjesty looked meinthe eye. “Generd, | have afavor to ask.”
THIRTY-EIGHT

“WOULD YOU LIKEMY ADVICE?" | asked the Queen.

“Generd, inmy home, it iscustomary that | ask the first question.”

My cheekswarmed. “Yes, Ma am.”

“Why would you share advice? If thisis not your world?’

“I hate Sugs.”

The Queen nodded. “These Slugs. They killed your comrade, the onewho liveson in the little one?’
Howard' sonly living reative, hisuncle; my mother, and Ord sdl died in the Blitz. The War killed Jude' s



father, al four of hisgrandparents, and his six materna aunts before he was even born. And those who
had died while they served with me were family, too.

| said, “The Sugskilled lots of people we dl cared about.”
“Then you have Blood Feud with the Sugs, Genera.”

| shook my head. “I don’t so much hate the Slugs. | hate what they’ ve done. So, get together with the
other Clans. W€ |l share any intelligence we have, advise your commanders about tactics, weapons
desgn—"'

The Queen sad, “ Generd, my counterparts among the Casuni and the Tassini would not follow meinto
battle, any more than you would follow the Slugs. Centuries of Blood Feud divide the Clans.”

Thiswasn't thefirg timel had to refereerival tribesmen, even royas. With the really stubborn ones, |
even had to threaten to withhold American advice and logistic support. They sulked awhile, but,
eventudly, they picked one of them to lead, even if they had to draw straws. Then we watched them get
on with their mission. | caled it my come-to-Jesus speech.

| cranked up my righteous indignation, and said, “Well, with due respect, your Mg esty, somebody’s
going to haveto step up.” | poked my index finger into the tabletop. “ Somebody’ s going to haveto talk
al of you into following somebody.” | poked the tabletop again. “ Then somebody is going to haveto
assemble, and train, and command an army, and lead it into battle. Or ese, by your next birthday, no
body isgoing to be dive on this planet to celebrate, except Sugs, and daves” | stared into her eyesand
didn’t blink.

The Queen rocked back and raised her eyebrows.

Royals and warlords always recoiled at the come-to-Jesus speech. Nobody ever told them what they
had to do.

The breeze died, and a blue-feathered bird fluttered down to aterrace rail and twittered.

Her Mgjesty hadn't cracked asmilein an hour, but she beamed at me. “1 could not have said it better,
Generd! | thank you. | thank you so very much.” Then shelaid her thin hands across mine.

| looked acrossthe table at Bassin. He smiled at me.
My come-to-Jesus speech had never worked that well before. “ Thanks for what?’
The Queen said, “Why, for volunteering to be that somebody.”

THIRTY-NINE

CRAP. CRAP, CRAP, CRAP.

| said, “1 don't have—"

“Every resource of Marin will be placed under your command.”

Ord whispered in my earpiece. “ Sir, we need to talk to you.”

| said to the Queen, “Might | have afew minuteswith my staff, your Mg esty?’

Ten minutes later, the Captain of Householders pulled the double doors of the Queen’ s paneled library



shut as he backed out and |eft usfour Earthlings aone.

Howard hung from the upholstered rungs of adiding ladder attached to the two-story bookshelves, and
scooted Sideways like a skateboarder, scanning book spines.

“Goddammit, Howard! Get down herel” | stood with my fists stabbed down onto the polished wood top
of the room’ s central table. Ord stood beside me, his hands clasped behind his back. Jude leaned across
the table, and snatched something that looked like a pink bananafrom agold bowl in the tabl€ s center.

| said, “The Queen doesn’t want usto advise her. She wants us to take the rap for the whole war. She
wants me to get those other barbarians to dance around the maypole with her. It' sridiculous.”

“A neutra commander seemslogica under the circumstances, Sir,” Ord said.

“Circumstances? Unite barbarians who cut each other’ s hearts out? So they can fight the scourge of the
gdaxy with black-powder pistols?’

Howard said, “We probably have at least ten months' incubation time.”
| rolled my eyes. “ Ten monthsto do what?’
Jude paused with a peded bananain his hand. “To do theright thing.”

| shook my head. “I’ ve never redly commanded more than seven hundred soldiers. And that was on
Ganymede. It was more like Peter Pan and the Lost Boys than being a Genera.”

Ord said, “Sir, Jeely' s’ chips carry more know-how than the Army War College and the MIT Library
put together. And we have MAT(D)4' s equipment.”

“That equipment’ s U.S. Government property, Sergeant Maor.”
All three of them stared at me. Okay, the government-property argument sounded stupid.

| asked, “What' s got into you three? Sergeant Mgjor, you know we can’t teke over some diens war!
We can't even shoot at the Chinese!”

“Our present Stuation isdissmilar, Sir. Our prior formal obligations and loyalties hardly apply.”
| nodded. “ And we have no other obligation or loyalty to these people, do we?’
Jude, Howard, and Ord looked around at each other, like they were about to mutiny.

The thud of armored knuckles on wood echoed through the library. | walked to the library’ s double
doors, and yanked them open. The Captain of Householders sduted me. “Her Mgesty’ s gpologies, Sir.
But she asks how much longer you might be, Sir.”

| glanced a my *Puter, and grumbled under my bresth. Queen, schmeen. She wasn't pushing meinto a
decison. | said, “We ve only been in here five minutes. Is her busleaving, or what?’

The Captain knit his brow beneath his chrome visor as he mouthed, “Bus?’ Then he said, “Why, no, Sir.
Your shipis”

| knit my own brow and mouthed, “ Ship?’

“A minute longer, Captain.” | pulled the doors closed, turned, and said to my three mutineers, “Am |



missing something here?’
Howard frowned. “Yes.”

FORTY

HOWARD LAID HISHAND on astack of books on thetable. “I did some quick reading while you were
gone.”

“Red quick,” | said.
“Y ou remember | said | had atheory about the human population here? But | had to fill in some gaps?’

“And you couldn’t tell us before?” Sometimes Evil Spook Howard shanghaied Goofy Geek Howard,
like Dr. Strangelove.

Howard asked, “Y ou remember you were surprised to encounter Bassin? Encounter ahuman on this
planet?

“I’'moverit.” | shrugged. “Humans evolved faster here.” | frowned as | thought about Jude and his
cosmic rays. “Isthat what's got you puckered? Are we getting mutated here?’

Howard shook his head. “Nothing like that. Remember the Howlers?’
| nodded. “The lizardsin the monkey niche.”

Howard picked up abook. “Thisisadictionary. There' s no Bren word for monkey. Or any kind of
primate.” He waved his hand at the shelves. “In fact, no reference to any mammals bigger than mice,

except people.”

| shrugged. “It'sabig library. Maybe you missed abook. Hell, it'sabig planet. Maybe these people il
have exploring to do. They evolved from something.”

Howard held up another book. “Thisisahigtory treatise. The Casuni and Tassini split with the Marini
over religion.”

“Fromwhat | heard upgtairs, it was three hundred years ago, and they still hate each other.”

“The core difference that caused the split dates back even further. The Casuni and Tassini believe God
crested man in hisown image, and placed him in thisworld in the beginning.”

“Mog rdigions believe that. They got kicked out for it?’

“TheMarini didn’t kick them out. The Casuni and Tassini sects co-existed among the Marini for
centuries. Then they felt persecuted, and left.”

“Why?

“Too many Marini came to accept the growing body of conflicting paleontologic, anthropologic, and
archaeologic evidence.”

“Whichsad?’
“That the Pseudocepha opod placed man on this planet thirty-five thousand years ago.”

| raised my eyebrows. “Man was crested by evil giant snails? That might be abitter pill.”



Howard shook his head. “It’ sthe smplistic way the Casuni and Tassini seeit. But the key word is
‘placed,’ not ‘ created.””

| narrowed my eyes. “Y ou're saying the Marini believe that the Sugsimported people to this planet?’
“Jason, these people aren't merdly like us. They areus.”
FORTY-ONE

| SHOOK MY HEAD. “No. We had carnosaurs, they have carnosaurs. We had duckbills, they have
duckbills. You said yoursdf it' sjust paralel evolution.”

“That' sthe point. We evolved over millions of years, until modern man emerged about thirty-five
thousand years ago. According to the fossi| record of Bren, Homo sapiens just popped up here about
thirty-five thousand years ago, with no evolutionary precursors. We know the Pseudocephal opod
traveled between the two planets often enough that our Firewitch came herellike ariderlesshorseto the
nearest barn. The circumstances aren't clear, but the Pseudocepha opod appearsin Bren'slegends from

their beginning.”
The Captain of the Guard knocked at the door.

| hollered over my shoulder, “Inaminute!” | turned back to Howard. “Why would the Slugs import
humans from Earth to Bren?’

“The Pseudocephalopod in its exploration of the universe discovered two things at about the sametime,
on two planets only weeks' travel gpart. A rich new supply of Cavorite, and a primitive species that was
smart enough, and sufficiently resistant to Cavorite' s poisonous properties, to take over the dangerous
mining of it. It put Itstwo discoveriestogether.”

“Sugsdidn’'t vist Earth thirty-five thousand years ago.”
“We don't know that. What should we have found? A missing persons report on acave wal?’

| shook my head. “Wouldn't an organism that can fly between stars have come up with something more
sophisticated than endaving primitive mammals? Wewould have.”

Howard said, “We milk cows. We use cats to exterminate rodents. And | call a system that’s worked
perfectly for thirty-five thousand years sophidticated.”

It explained why the Queen didn’t bat an eye when | claimed to be from another world. It wasin their
lore. Even if Howard was wrong, the Slugs threatened us as much as they threatened every other human
on the planet. And we were stranded here, anyway.

Ord and Jude stood beside Howard, with their arms folded.

“Y ou three believe this? These peopl € s ancestors got kidnapped from their parents? Which are us? So
we should fight dongsde them?’

Howard said, “Unless you have a better theory.”

Jude sad, “Unlessyou have a better plan.”

Ord sad, “It'syour cdl, Sir.”

The Captain of Householders knocked on the door again.



Command was an orphan’sjourney. But, if Howard wasright, the journey these orphans had taken
madeit look small.

| shook my head. “I disagree.”
The three of them frowned.
Jude sad, “But, Jason—"

| raised my palm as| looked a Ord. “Y ou said our prior forma obligations don’t apply here. But
Congress declared war on the Slugs six daysinto the Blitz. There was never any geographic limit on the
declaration. No treaty ended the war. Neither you, me, nor Colonel Hibble has been discharged. Mr.
Metzger, here, can enlist underageif a parent or gppropriate guardian consents. And | do.”

Jude grinned.

| looked around at them, sighed, and dapped my pamson the table. “ So let’s go save the human race.
Agan”

FORTY-TWO

I’ M NO SWABBIE, S0 | wouldn’t know abarge if | waterskied across one, but the Queen’ s Barge turned
out to be nicer than it sounded.

It was asailing ship dightly bigger than the one we arrived on, but, by my best estimate as we sailed north
retracing the route we came by, the Roya Barge sailed twice asfast.

Maybe the Barge was faster because of its sails, which were striped in two shades of silver. Maybe it
was the onyxwood hull, which sizzled asit cut through the sea. Maybe it was the crew, so pressed,
polished, and square-cornered that even Ord admitted they were okay, for Squids.

The speed couldn’t have been helped by the weight of the Queen’ straveling library, which Howard
inhaled to learn The Natures of our new home world. It couldn’t have been helped by The Basket, a
rope nest that dangled from the fore spit, from which arotation of the best harpoonersin Marin kept
watch. | wastold that any kraken that strayed into the submerged kelp forests that choked the shallows
insde six fathoms would be dead meat. But | was glad the Ship Master stayed well shoreward of the
Red Line.

And the Barge' s speed certainly wasn't helped by the weight of her tableware.

The evening following our afternoon audience with her Mgesty, usfour Earthlings and Bassin sat around
the Sdon’ s onyxwood dining table, while light from the swaying chanddier sparkled off the solid gold
platesin front of us.

Howard held up ashdlfish on hisfork. “On Earth, we' d call thisaflexicalymenid trilobite.”

Bassn shrugged shoulders now covered by the gold epaulets of the Crown Prince of Marin, then smiled.
“Our Chef has sautéed those each first night at sea since | wasthree.”

Howard chewed hisforkful. “ These should have gone extinct at least a hundred million years ago. Not
only should they not coexist with humans, they shouldn’t coexist with dinosaurs.”

Jude asked Howard, “Why do things go extinct?’

Howard poked his glasses back on hisnose. * Rise of competing species. Environmenta change.”



“Likethe comet and the dinosaurs?’ Jude shoveled a second helping onto his plate.

Howard nodded. “A bolide impact did close the Permian contemporaneous with trilobite extinction.
And—"

| pointed my knife at Howard to stop hisramble, and said to Jude, “From Howard, that’sayes.” | had
ten monthsto learn what made the Clanstick. Howard could discuss bugs on hisown time,

| turned to Bassin as| stabbed my sautéed fossil. “Isthiswhy the Plains Clans call Marini Fisheaters?’
“Eight hundred years ago, the Plague of Men swept Bren.”
Howard frowned. “Plague of Men?’

Bassin nodded. “Women suffered mild symptoms, but the male organ blackened horribly, then fell away,
entirely. The histories say the plague was carried in these shellfish.”

“Paugh!” Jude spit trilobite into his napkin, then stuck his tongue out and scrubbed the cloth againgt it.

Bassin blinked, but kept his eyes on me. “ The church taught the shunning of seafood. When the plague
had run its course, the shunning stopped, except among the most religious. Historians date the split of the
Clan stocks from that time. The cultures diverged for five hundred years. Theflight of the Tassini and
Casuni to the Highlands, the Hglus, came three hundred years later. The Clans have been at war since.”

Bassin' sroyd ancestorsweren’'t Abe Lincoln. They preserved davery, but failed to preserve the union.

| said, “Your grandmotherstolerated religious bigotry. They dlowed your society to fragment into
perpetud civil war. They made bad decisions.”

Bassin amiled. “I can not improve my grandmothers decisons. | hope to improve their grandson’'s.”

A steward gppeared, and Bassin circled afinger at our plates, then stood. “It is customary to take mead
on deck between courses.”

On deck five minutes later, Bassin, Ord, Howard, and | Sipped sweet wine in the twilight, and watched a
Master Harpooner teach Jude how to throw abarbed iron, with abulb that could be loaded with
explosives at itstip, into around, yellow target the Size of akraken eye.

| asked Bassin, “ Can aharpooner kill arhind?’

“Salors believe they can harpoon everything, after afew cups.” Heraised hisglass, and smiled. “But they
asosay ‘I don't haveto outsail therhind. | just have to outsail the other boat.””

“Waél thrown!” The harpooner clapped Jude on the shoulder, and stared at an iron quivering in the
yellow target’ s center. The harpooner turned to Bassin. “It’sin thisone' sblood, Sir!”

Bassin stared toward the sunset. “ Jude' sfather died ahero?’
“Hisfather saved our world. Jude drags around big expectations.”
“| understand. Blood chose me, t0o.”

| stared at the sun asit set in the west, and smelled the continent on the breeze. Somewhere on that
landmass were Casus and the Headmen of the Tassini, who had to be persuaded to join forces after
centuries of Blood Feud. And that would be the easy part of ajob | hadn’t even applied for.



Blood had chosen Bassin. Maybe blood was choosing Jude. Whatever had chosen me for command, |
had my work cut out for me.

The steward climbed out of the hatchway and tapped a gong with afeathered mallet, to announce the
next course.

Bassin stood aside, bowed anotch from the waist, and extended his palm toward the hatchway. “ After
you, Commander.”

| nodded, and stepped ahead of the man who would become king.

The next morning we reached Marinus. In the days since we had passed through the city, word of the
massacre had spread downriver to the city.

The Roya Barge, which drew crowds even in norma times, could barely pull aongside a stone quay
without crushing the skiffs—and the river boats rowed by daves—that bobbed in the estuary. The bank
itself was so choked with pedestrians that the crowd forced a dozen people off the quay and into the
water. A few people hurled rocks and garbage at the Barge.

| pulled Bassin back from the Bargerail, and said to him, “I thought everybody here was used to war.”

He shook his head. “ The perpetud relation of the Clans, one to another, iswar. But, at least during my
lifetime, war has been waged in the form of uncivil talk punctuated by cross-border raids, not genocide.
Few peoplein any of the Clans had no relative a the Fair.”

Most of the dockside people didn’t realize we had come from the sea, not upriver, and they screamed
for news of themissing. A crying woman held up aframed oil portrait of aman in amagentastriped tunic.
| had seen a magentatunic like it thrown on aburning pyre aswe left the Fair. Many waved newspapers
that looked to have printed front-page casudty lists.

Thefirst great terrorist attack of the turn of this century, and the first reactive warsthat followed it, had
shocked America. Seven thousand Americans dead from a population of three hundred million. No one
would ever know thetoll at the great Fair and in the battle that followed, but the Queen’ s Secretary
estimated a hundred thousand dead from a population of ten million, just among the Marini. The wonder
was that this shock hadn’t collgpsed Marinusinto its own foundations.

We dropped off Ord and a’ Bot loaded with all the Earth hardware we thought the armorers of Marinus

might be able to copy. The Minister of Armaments was supposed to meet uswith his carriage, but it took
ahaf hour for Marini infantry to clear a path through the crowds to the quay. It took ten minutes moreto
convince the Minister’ s coachman that the’ Bot wouldn't run away if he didn’t tether it to the back of the
cariage.

A haf hour further upriver the Minister of Natures met Howard and Jude at the University’ s quay and
hauled them off to the Great Library of Marin, where Howard would download anything we could use
into his’ Puter, and would arrange for ameeting among the Clans, if we could form an dliance.

At every settlement upriver, the crowds lined the banks, but the closer we got to the headwaters of the
Marin, the quieter they became. | suppose it was the black smoke from the pyresthat drifted above them
on thewind. That and the smdll of burned flesh.

The Royal Barge' s Master didn’t care much for taking the Barge up the great Locks, even though his
future king had designed them. With the Marini fleet sunk like the Spanish Armada, other large vessels
were scarce, and the down lock had to be loaded with rocks for counterbalance. Bassin himsdlf did the



math with alittle abacus made of shell and bone. But Bassin knew his business, and the trip was
uneventful. Even the Howlers seemed subdued.

We anchored at the Pillars after sunset, though the Red M oon dready hung overhead and lit the skeletal
carcasses of the Marini fleet all around us. Bassin and | stood at the rail, looking out at the ash heap.
Jeeb perched alongside me.

Bassin said, “Y ou know, I'm not afraid to accompany you.”

| glanced down at histrouser leg, which covered the prosthetic reminder the davers had given him.
“Bassn afraid” was an oxymoron.

| sad, “1 know.”

“Our intelligence stopped trying to infiltrate patrols into the Casuni lands decades ago. The Casuni are
excellent trackers, and they shoot firdt. | had to go in done, myself, and act the part of an addled
Tassini.”

“You had to go, yoursdf?’ | rolled my eyes.

“The Stone Trade isliterdly life to us. Our picture of the Trade was decades out of date. Our agents
went in, but none ever came out.”

“Maybe somebody had to go. Did you just want to get out of the Palace, so you could persondly whack
somedavers?’

He rubbed his eye patch. “That aspect ended badly. Mother complainsthat | delegate poorly.”
| rubbed the plate in my own thigh. “Ord says | do, too.”

Bassin gared into the water, sighed, then clapped hispamson therail. “ So. That iswhy | delegated to
you the job of Allied Commander.”

We had had this conversation before.

Thefirg thing an Allied Commander needsis dliesto command. Haf of Bren's human combat power
resided with the Casuni and the Tassini. So thefirgt thing | had asked Bassin to do was have his
diplomats propose an aliance, maybe by a note in the diplomeatic pouch to the embassy in the Casuni and
Tassini capitd cities. | knew about such stuff. Back home, Ord and | once diplomatic-pouched a copy of
a captured parliamentary resolution back to the U.S. Spooks.

However, the Casuni and the Tassini were nomads. They had no diplomatic pouches. They aso had no
diplomats, no embassies, no capitd cities, and no parliaments.

A delegation would have to track down and persuade Casus, and a so the Council of Headmen of the
Hundred Encampments of the Tassini.

However, if aCasuni, aTassini, and aMarini were placed in the same tent, the only thing that would
prevent them from stabbing each other would be their desire to choke the crap out of one another first.
Therefore, no delegation member could be Marini, Tassini, or Casuni.

That drained my delegate pool down to one.

| saidto Bassin, “1 don't like the way I’ m being inserted.”



“The herds are migrating thistime of year, so Casus moves his encampment daily. Wewill dllow Casusto
find you. What you must do iswalk to the escarpment. | counsel that you skirt the ruinsto the north.
Better cover, there. Cross the escarpment, let a Casuni patrol pick you up. They will take you to Casus.”

“Eventudly.”

Bassn nodded. “Eventualy.”

“Wedon't havetill eventually. And a prospective commander shouldn't arrive in custody.”
| whispered to Jeeb, and he telescoped hiswings, and whirred off into the dark.

Bassn frowned. “Whereisthe little one going? Jason?’

| checked moons-set time on my ’ Puter, then went below to gather my gear.

“Jason, how do you expect meto help you if you won't tell me what’ s going on, and you won't dlow me
to domy job?’

Bassin wasagood guy. Better than good. But he had been the Crown Prince dl hislife. Evenif hedidn’t
redizeit, hewas till micromanaging my show, sharing what he knew with me only when hefdt likel
needed to know. Thetime to fix the relationship was now, not when the crunch came.

Thislittle charade would put Bassin on the receiving end of micromanagement and of being denied
information, but it wouldn't kick up much dust between us. Bassin was smart. Hewould figureit out, give
me bregathing space from here on out, and we would gtill be able to work together.

A few years ago, | would have handled the Situation by sulking until | blew up. | was maturing into a
commander. Or | wasturning into adevioustotd dick.

FORTY-THREE

THE BARGE SLONG BOAT put me ashore at the Pillars under the 2 A .M. light from the diversof two
moons. | carried full pack, my M-40 cross-dung, and two snacksin silk sacks that Bassin had the Chef
prepare, after | explained my plan.

| stood knee-deep in the lapping water as Bassin reached over the gunwale and shook my hand.
“Remember—"

| nodded. “Don’'t deep on sand in the desert. The screw worms will crawl up my ass. You remember, if
I’m not back in eight days, head back downriver. There’ sno prep time to waste, and Howard and Ord
can teach you more than | ever could.” | tapped the time display on my wrist ' Puter. “Do | have to make
it an order?’

He grinned. “No. But it's going to be interesting to take them from someone bes des Mother.”

Bassin's swabbies turned the long boat without awhisper and rowed him back to the Roya Barge, and |
dogged ashore.

For agraveyard, the Fair was noisy.

The debriswas animated by scavenging shadows dinking from corpse to corpse. The night echoed with
challenges snarled across rotted prizes, and with cracking as teeth crushed bone. Ash twisted up from the
wreckage like whirling ghosts.



In the distance, milling duckbills and other livestock, abandoned in the chaos, bleated.

It was improbabl e that the Slugs or Casuni had posted pickets to secure this mess, so | maxed my vent
filters againgt the stench and clambered through the ruins.

| saved my stedlth for evading Casuni patrols once | crossed the escarpment. | had no time to waste
negotiating with patrols, and lessinclination to begin a peace misson with afirefight.

A hdf hour later, | had left the Fair’ s ruins behind and headed up the grassy dopethat led to the
escarpment, dongsde the tree line where the Marini chariots and the wronks had lain in ambush. My
pack weighed me down enough that | had to chin my suit temp down a degree to retard sweeting, and
my thighs burned.

A treelimb cracked.
| stopped, turned, and nodded down my night goggles.
In the trees, something snorted.

| realized too late that cross-dung on my back wasthe last place my M-40 should be at that moment.
Howard had said wronksin the wild were scavengers. The Fair’ s stench had attracted every carnivorous
fredloader within trotting distance. First would have come the bugs, then the birds, then the rat- and
hyena-sized scavengers. A monster as big asawronk could afford to come late to the party, then scare
off the small fry, or eat them, too. An eight-ton buzzard fifty feet awvay in the bush wasthelast thing |
hoped to hear tonight.

Then atransponder blip flashed on my visor display, above thetrees.
“Found her, huh?’ | said.

“Yip.” Jeeb chirped in my earpiece.

“And Casus?”’

“Yip.”

Rosy, dl twenty-four feet of her, ambled out of the trees, walked to me on dl fours, and dimed my
faceplate with her tongue. | had bet that Rosy was too smart to be caught by men, or eaten by wronks,
and would stay near theriver’ swater supply.

“I missed you, too.” | scratched her neck wattle as | looked around.
If skittish Rosy wasn't spooked, the wronks hadn't arrived yet.
| untied the ik ribbons on Bassin' s snack bag, and fed Rosy orange turnips, one by one.

An hour later, after moons-set, and at the 3 A.M. low tide of asentry’s dertness, Rosy pattered up a
draw into Casuni territory, as silently as atwo-ton reptile can with a human aboard. Then she Stretched
out at agalop that not even a Casuni patrol could match.

With Rosy’ s savvy and sense of smell, and Jeeb’ s overhead surveillance, | evaded two predator packs
and one Casuni hunting party camp. We followed Jeeb across the high plains until, an hour before
aunrise, Rosy stood, huffing and snorting steam, in aboulder clump that anchored arise overlooking
Casus scamp, ahaf mile distant by my rangefinder display.



| dismounted, opened the second silk snack bag, and fed Rosy more turnips, while| ate the breakfast the
Chef had packed in the rest of the second bag. Outside my Eternads, the High Plainsair was so cold it
seemed hard as glass. But stars smothered the black sky, the wind calmed, and Rosy, insulated by bulk,
body fat, and millennia of adaptation, purred like an antique bus at idle.

| tasked Jeeb to Watch and Wake, set Rosy to graze the dope away from Casus' s camp, snuggled
down into a crevasse, and darkened my visor to seep black.

Thelast thing | thought, as| drifted off, wasthat | was getting the hang of this place.
Blip. Blip. Jeeb woke me.

The ground trembled benesth my shoulder blades.

FORTY-FOUR

| LEVERED MY SELFOUT OF MY CREVASSE, and looked up at the sun without even checking my visor’'s
clock. I'd dept three hours.

In smal groups, and from dl directions, two hundred mounted riders approached Casus's encampment.

“Crap!” If Casuswas distracted by raiders, not to mention killed by them, he wouldn’t make much of an
dly.

| chinned my optics. Every rider was Casuni, wearing polished armor. A black cape streamed back from
every man's shoulder. But their weapons remained holstered, and each party drew dong behind it a
duckbill loaded with a cargo of what looked like bundled sticks.

| swung my head to Casus s camp. At the center of ahundred yurts rose one twice astal and wide as
the others. Casus s scarlet pennant snapped in the frigid wind, attached to a swaying pole that stuck up
through the yurt' sbillowing central smoke hole.

In the open space in front of hisyurt, Casus stood, hands on hips, and watched the incoming riders. He
wore ablack cape over his shoulders, too.

Thefirst group of ridersreined up in adust cloud, and itsleader dismounted, walked to Casus, and
hugged him.

The next group thundered up. Itsriders hugged Casus, then hugged the members of the other group.

The scene was repeated as group after group rode up, until Casus s yurt was visible only as a shadow
through ayelow dust cloud.

| whistled up Rosy, swung into the saddle, and patted her neck. “ Ever crash a party before, babe?’
FORTY-FIVE

CASUNI PISTOLSCAN'T HIT A BLIMP outside sixty yards. So, dthough | was staring down four hundred
drawn pistol barrels as | rode toward Casus s encampment, Rosy and | got within shouting distance
without Casus s guests wasting afirst shot.

| popped my visor and yelled, “ Casug! It's Jason!”

He squinted through the dust. “Who esewould it bein that armor?” He waved the othersto lower their
pigols.



When | dismounted, Casus bearhugged me so hard that my armor’ s surface stress display winked
amber. Then he held me by my shoulders at arm’ s length. Tears ran down his cheeks and into his beard.
“How did you know?’

“Huh?’

“Y ulen spoke of you.”

| nodded. “Y ulen. Sergeant Yulen? He did?’

“He said you were the cleverest idiot he ever met.”

“Oh.”

“That’ s quite acompliment from a Sergeant.”

“True”

“Y ulen was never so complimentary of my own sons. He taught them dl, you know.”

“I didn’t know.” Then | remembered the young cavaryman at the Fair, that Y ulen had taken under his
wing. Black cloaks. Tears. “ Sergeant Y ulen is dead?’

Casun stared at the bare ground at his feet. “ Soon. He' sreceiving the bams.”
“How?’
“That bettle at the Fair. A bullet from the black worms.”

It had been ten days, and they didn’t call it first aid for nothing. But maybe. | felt for the Aid Kit inmy
thigh pocket. Over the last century, U.S. Adviser-team medics had made more friends with Plexytose
and Penicillin than the State Department had made with cummerbunds and cangpés. “Can | seehim?’

“Of course.” Casus hung an arm around my neck, and walked me toward hisyurt.

A Casuni woman as gnarled as driftwood held open the big yurt’ s entry flap, and Casus dragged me
ingde.

Through smoky haze drifting off the centrd fire pit, | recognized Y ulen’ stangled gray hair. Helay on his
back atop a pile of hidestwo feet tall. Hisbelly was bare, but robes covered his chest and legs. His eyes
were closed, and his bresthing shalow.

An old woman in bulky Casuni robes sat cross-legged beside Y ulen, rubbing a clove of something across
hisforehead and humming.

A second woman spooned liquid from a pot on the fire, opened hislipswith thin fingers, and drizzled the
liquid into hismouith.

A third woman knelt dongside Y ulen’spae, bare belly.
| stepped closeto the old soldier, and asked Casus, “May 17’
Casus waved the three crones back, and their eyes burned at me.

| knelt, set my helmet on the hide-covered floor beside Y ulen, and whispered, “How you doing, Sarge?’



Y ulen'seydidsfluttered, he stared past me, and hislips quivered. Then hiseyes closed, and helet out a
thin moan.

| tugged off my gauntlet, and laid my fingertips on hisforehead. Hot. | said, “Let’ shave alook.”

| shifted my weight, bent over Y ulen’s middle, and grimaced. An entry wound aswide asagolf bal had
torn Y ulen’ sbelly open, threeinches|eft of hisnave.

Sug mag rifle rounds are bigger than aman’sthumb, and they hit hard. An unarmored body shot usually
made a corpse, not a casualty, out of anormal-sized Gl. Casuni were big and tough, and that was
probably why even a Casuni asold as Y ulen was till hanging on.

| felt for my aid pack, my hands trembling. There might be achance.

| sniffed in the direction of the pot the woman had spooned liquid from. It was the peppery jangabroth
Casus s man had brewed at hisimpromptu firs-aid station, days ago, back at the escarpment. Then |
sniffed Y ulen’ swound, and the odor of janga overpowered even the rot of infection.

My shoulders sagged, and | stopped fumbling with my Aid Pack.

A primitivetriage for intestina perforation wasto feed the patient an odoriferousliquid. If theintestine
was perforated, the smdll leaked out the wound.

Casus s bam squad had been testing Y ulen, and they had found theworst. A Gl could save a buddy
who took aclean shot through the shoulder or thigh, if the bleeding could be stopped.

But this Sug round had torn open Y ulen’ sintestine. His gut had been flooded with excrement for
probably ten days now, and had incubated enough infection to kill ten e ephants.

In the history of warfare, gut shots probably killed more Glsthan any other single battlefield wound. Ord
and | had tamperproofs stuffed with the latest and greatest battlefield meds. If we had known at the time.
... But dl the antibioticsin New Bethesdawouldn’'t save Y ulen now.

| remembered Y ulen, threatening to cut out our lazy tongues one minute, then sneaking us bread the next,
and | blinked back tears. | kissed the old man’s burning forehead, then stood, and wiped my eyes.

The woman with the clove knelt down again, resumed rubbing Y ulen’ sforehead, and said to me, “This
will help your Sergeant’ sfever.”

“My Sergeant?’ | nodded. “Yeah, heis.”
Sergeant Y ulen died just before noon.

Casuni funerals, like those of most cultures, are as much aproduct of environment as of theology. At
spring thaw, the frozen tundra of Bren's High Plains would vomit up corpses buried during her long, bitter
winter, if the ground could be dug at all. And during that winter, BTUs are too va uable to waste.

Therefore, a sunset, Y ulen ascended, presumably to heaven, in the form of arail of oily black cremation
smoke.

Kindling is as precious as warmth on the High Plains, which iswhy the mourners who had ridden from dl
across Casus sdomain brought atribute of twigs and branchesto build Y ulen’ sfunerd pyre.

The mournersformed acircle around the roaring pyre, swaying to the dow beat of one hide drum. |
stood among them, downwind, fighting back nausea at the smell of burning flesh.



Casus stood on the opposite side of the pyre. He motioned meto circle around and join him.

When | stood dongside him, he whispered behind his hand, “ Stay here. The women like downwind
because it' swarmer, and they don’t drink. But the mead tastes better upwind.”

The women |eft the circle, and returned with mead-filled horn flagons, which they distributed one to each
man.

The drum stopped, and the only sound was the wind begating across the prairie, and the crack of burning
branches.

Casusraised hiscup. “Farewdll, brave Yulen.”

All the men raised their cups, and | followed along. Then they spoke asingle toast, with onevoice, and
drained their cups.

| figured, given observed Casuni propensities, that the funerd’ s next phase would be for everybody to
get hammered like Irish at awake.

But on the High Plainsthe nights are too cold for long speeches or parties, mead is hard to come by, and
the dehydration caused by acohol isunwelcomein the cold. So everybody just stood around until the fire
stopped putting out heeat, and the wind picked up, then they scurried for their yurts.

Casusingsted | spend the night at his place, covered in robes, on ahide pile so thick it would shield a
princess from a pea, so the two of us could visit about matters of mutud interest. | figured the topic
would be smuggled guns. But across the chamber, he was snoring like an unsuppressed GATr before |
could get aword out.

| lay on my side, stared into the fire, and shook my head.
Y ulen’sfunerd left me empty, guilty, and depressed.

Empty for theloss of agood man. Y ulen had suffered, though an old soldier like him probably preferred
to succumb to abullet instead of a coronary.

Guilty because, while my emation for Y ulen was genuine, | was going to play thisbond with Casusfor dl
it was worth, like some used-Electrovan salesman.

Depressed because in the morning | was going to ask Casusto aly with the Marini and the Tassini ina
war. And now | had to do it after Casus had told me, after thetoast | had heard earlier in the evening,
that it was the same toast that had ended every Casuni funerd for the last three hundred years.

The toast went, “May paradise spare you from dlies.”
FORTY-SIX

THENEXT MORNING, Casus and | walked out on the prairie, bent forward against the wind. Low clouds
hung a dirty-gray ceiling above us, spitting pelletstoo hard to call snow that skittered acrossthe frozen
ground. | carried my M-40, four 40-round banana magazines, and asack of groundfruit.

Groundfruit was the brown tuber that Bassin had lived on while he spied on the Stone trade, the one that
made the hardtack cakes'Y ulen had shared with me. Groundfruit grew wild year round, everywhere
beneath the High Plains, and Casuni women harvested it, ripened it, then pestled it into flour that made
the leathery bread that served as the staple of the Casuni diet.



A groundfruit was the size of an adult human head, but more durable, so it also served asthe gold
standard for Casuni target practice.

| laid arow of groundfruit on arock ledge, then we backed off two hundred yards. | tapped a magazine
into the receiver, and plinked the gourds forty times without amiss, varying positions prone to knedling to
standing, without reloading. For my last five shots, | swung the optics aside, and, using just the iron sights,
popped onefruit five times, so it yo-yo' d across the distant ledge like arabbit.

| pointed to the salector switch’ sfull-auto position. “ Thismakesit talk like awoman. Useful in close
quarters.”

Casus stared downrange with his mouth open so wide that ice pellets ricocheted off histongue, and
asked, “May | try it?’

| reloaded while we walked up closer to the targets. | decrypted the grip safety and handed him therifle.
He plinked afew groundfruit, then thumbed the selector switch to full auto, sprayed aburst, and
whooped, even though he didn’t hit much. “We must have these! What' sthe price?’

“Y ou understand that repeeting rifles would have to come from the forges of the Marini.”

He winked, then held up his hand, and rubbed his thumb againgt hisforefingers. “I know this sad song.
The price will include a surcharge to cover certain—expenses—to avoid the Bitch.”

“I can not only save you the bribes to the Queen’ s people, | can equip your army for no money at all.
Not just with rifles. Stuff you' ve never even dreamed of. That thing that makes mapsinthear? That's
just the beginning.”

Besides the crash debris that Howard ingsted on dragging along with us like the world' s second-largest
ball of twine, Ord and | carried radios, meds, platoon-level weapons, demolitions equipment, instruction
chipsfor al of them, and for every military subject under our former sun.

Casus wrinkled hisforehead as he tossed an M-40 round in his palm, then tapped the bullet’ s Teflite
jacket againg histeeth. “ Jason, my friend, now isthe time for negotiation, not joking.”

“No joke. Just use the equipment against the black worms, and it’ syours.”

Casus paused with the cartridge between hislipslike acigarette.

| took abreath. “ So long as you operate in concert with the Marini and the Tassini.”

Casus spit the cartridge, and it spun through the air and tinged off arock. “Y ou said no more jokes.”

| picked up the M-40 round, pocketed it, then sat on the rock, and patted the space beside me. “Hear
meout.”

He frowned, but sat.

A half hour later, Casus stood, folded his arms across his wide breastplate, and shook his head.
“Impossible. The Casuni will fight. But the Casuni will fight separately.”

“Then the Casuni will die separately. So will every other human in thisworld. The Queen understands
that. That' swhy she' s making a complete commitment—"

“The Bitch doesn't know commitment!” Casus jerked histhumb over his shoulder, in the direction of the
escarpment. “1 lost two sonsin that battle against the worms, aready!”



| rocked back. An ash flake from the funeral fire tumbled past on the wind.

Two sons? Just the thought of losing Jude, who wasn't even my blood son, pardyzed me.
| blinked, then slammered, “1 didn’t know. Casus, I’'m so sorry.”

| stood, and laid ahand on his quivering shoulder plate, as he wept.

Hewiped hiseyes, then blew hisnoseinto hisfingers and flicked the snot glob downwind. “Yes. My
other sons are devastated, aswell.”

My brow wrinkled. “How many sons do you have?’

Casus cocked his head, and paused. “ Surviving, as of sundown yesterday, five hundred six.” Heticked a
finger againgt two other fingers, then shook his head. “No. Five hundred eight.”

| stared at him. “ All those mourners—"
“Who e sedid you think would attend the funera of amiserable buzzard like Y ulen but his students?”

Casusraised afinger. “1n every encampment | conquer, | bed twenty women. | have each son they bear
metrained asasoldier. Then, when | levy troops from that encampment, my own sons are among them.”
He leaned toward me and winked. “Now, her€’ sthe clever part. By Law, no Casuni can refuseto fight
for someone who commitsal hissong!”

“Oh.”

Casus picked up the M-40, worked its action, and blew into the chamber. “ As one commander to
another, | recommend the Strategy. It's Sow, but the copulation part is excellent.”

“Caaus, if the Queen has committed her only son to thisaliance, that would be dl her sons, true?’

“Bassin? They say he wastoo tough for the daversto kill.” Helowered hisvoice. “Persondly, | think that
means he' s haf Casuni. Though who would have lain with the Bitch isbeyond me.”

“Anyway, if the Queen has committed Bassn—"

“Yulenwasright. You are clever.” Casuswagged hisfinger at me, and narrowed his eyes. “But you
aren't asking meto fight for the Bitch. Y ou're asking meto fight for you. Therefore, Bassinisirrdlevant,
and | may refuse.” He straightened up, nodded, and crossed hisarms.

| Sghed.

Casuswasn't opposed to ahorrible and bloody war. Especialy since he knew it was unavoidable, and in
his nation’ s best interest. He was't opposed to taking orders from me, so long as he retained control of
his own troops. He just needed to fedl like destiny had forced him into doing what he had to do, anyway.

I’d dedlt with afew advisees like Casus, guys who just wanted to act as their own barrack-room
lawyers. Ord aways said they had foolsfor clients.

If it were up to me, when thiswar heated up again, | would make Jude a PFC clerk, and assgn him to
count beansin the degpest subbasement of the Winter Paace, until the shooting stopped. But | knew it
wouldn't work out that way. | didn’t even think that Munchkin would pull strings so unfairly if shewerein
my shoes.



| asked Casus, “If aman only has one godson to commit, does that count?’

FORTY-SEVEN

CASUSREINED UPHISBIG WHITE DUCKBILL with itsforelegs on anatura pavement of red rock dabs
crisscrossed with crevasses, swirled with rusty sand, and studded with scrub. The rocky plain stretched a
mile further south, then the sand coa esced into ared dune seathat marched across the horizon.

| stopped Rosy alongside Casus, and the dozen outriders Casus had brought with us stopped, too. In
two days, we had ridden three hundred miles south from Casus' s camp to reach thisragged border of
the Tassin Desert, and the day had become amost warm. But as we stopped, the sun had dropped near
the horizon. The High Plains' thin air surrendered its warmth fast.

Casusturned in his saddle and faced me as | sat astride Rosy. “We camp here tonight. The ground ahead
suitsthe Tassini mounts, but lames ours. Our fire and smoke will bring Tassini scouts. Y ou'll continue
with them.”

Once Casusthrew in with the Alliance, hethrew in dl theway. He insisted on guiding meto the border
persondly, but his presence any farther south would have chilled negotiations faster than aHigh Plains
sunset, if it didn’t provoke gunplay.

Casus gazed out to the dunes. *'Y ou must win them over. The bastards are good riders and crack shots.
Beddes, I’'m not about to weaken my Clan winning awar whilethe Tassini conserve their strength, then
set upon us later.”

| stared at the sunset. Therewas no point in telling my new dly that without the Tassini, and probably
even with them, there wasn’t going to be alater to conservefor.

Casus hefted aroll of deeping gear off his saddle, and said, “Now, hereiswhat you must know about
the Tassni in order to win them over.”

| nodded. “A Brief.”

Back home, the State Department used to send us off to the Third World with downloads caled
Nation-in-Brief. A Brief provided up-to-the-minute data on Gross Domestic Product, manufacturing,
health clubs, and gpproved restaurants within walking distance of Western-style hotels, and a graphic of
the country’ s flag with circles and arrows that explained the flag’ s colors and icons. Useful when you
were squatting in atent with a Pashtun warlord who was picking histeeth with arusty dagger.

Casus held up onefinger. “First, you must understand that every Tassini is spit from awhore swomb,
ether athief or acutthroat.”

| covered my hand with my mouth and coughed. “ Any exceptions?’

“None. The cutthroats learn riding and marksmanship, then become raiders. Thethieveslearn to drink
acohol and smoke janga, then enter palitics.”

| nodded. “We have the same system at home.”
Casusfurrowed hisbrow. “Redly?’

| knelt on the broken rock, and busied myself with gear so he couldn’t see my face. We unrolled nets
woven from groundfruit fiber that wrapped thick wood poles.



Casussad, “You'll negotiate with the Headman of the Encampment from which the scoutsride. He'll
smoke the janga, then decide. Once you persuade him, he, being athief, will present your ideasto the
Council of One Hundred as his own, and the dedl will be done. Quite smple.”

| shook my head. “Smple?1 don't know much about this place.”

Casus disentangled his deeping apparatus, two wood poles thick enough to support the weight of two
male Casuni. These he wedged deep into crevassesin the rock. Between the poles he strung the two
nets, like upper and lower bunk hammocks.

He rapped his knuckles on one of the poles. “ Jangawood. Worms hate it. Otherwise, if you deep on the
sand—"

“Ah!” | nodded, and repeated what Bassin had taught me. “ The screw worms crawl up your ass.”
Hegrinned. “Y ou see? Y ou know everything about this place already!”

That night, after Casus had told me what else he knew about the Tassini, | swung in the wind in the upper
of Casus s hammocks, and fell adegp with my visor open. | awvoke with my nose so cold | thought it
would blacken and fal off. Maybe that ancient plague Bassin had described had redlly been just frostbite,
and eight hundred years of Blood Feud had begun with amisunderstanding. That was how littlel
understood this place.

| snapped my visor shut, chinned up the heat, and stared at a brass-and-crysta hourglass placed on a
rock. Casus' s cavary turned it each hour to mark shift change for the pickets. Casus said hourglasses
were Tassni inventions, as were calendars, gunpowder, and poetry. Maybe Casus sworldview that
every Tassni was ether acutthroat or athief wasjust dightly biased.

| Sghed so hard that | fogged my visor.

Casusthought | knew what | was doing, and | didn't dare disillusion him. But the truth was | barely
understood enough to keep worms off my ass, and Armageddon was rushing at me faster than sand
through an hourglass.

| set my jaw.

| would force these disparate dlies together by my own sheer will. | set mysdf an internal deadline of
noon, tomorrow, to have them working together.

Blam.

One of our pickets caled out, as his pistol shot echoed, “Halt! Or | shoot your purple ass off!”
Crack.

A Tassni longriflerang.

Bwee.

The round struck rock out on our perimeter, then flashed an orange spark asit ricocheted away.
A digtant voice cdled, “Eat my excrement, you fat ogre!”

| extended my noon deadline.



Rifle and pistol shots crackled like popcorn. | rolled out of my hammock and low-crawled into a
Crevasse.

FORTY-EIGHT

THE FINAL DAMAGE TALLY for our party’s midnight handshake with the Tassini Scouts of the Twefth
Encampment was two jangawood poles shot in haf; one clean, survivable hole through a Casuni
shoulder, and a Tassini mount who broke her leg in the fracas and had to be put down.

The Tassini and the Casuni ceased fire to mourn her, then, just after sunrise, | headed south with the
Scouts, into the dune sea.

Tassni rode what Howard would call ornithomimes—sand-colored, ostrich-like reptilians haf asbig as
duckbills, but lots faster. Desert-adapted, they store water in fleshy headcrests that wobble asthey run,
and webs between their toes | et them scamper over sand dunes that would have mired Rosy like a
mammoth in atar pit.

The dunes we had to cross actualy comprised only atwo-mile wide belt that shifted with the seasona
winds, forming the real physiographic barrier that separated the duckbill-riding Casuni from the Tassni.

Six hours|ater, a Tassini Encampment Headman and | sat across from one another, cross-legged.

He said, as he tamped moist, shredded janga leavesinto the gold-filigreed receptacle of awater pipe, “I
am told the Ogre Prince and the Bitch have forged asingle sword. And have chosen you to wield it.”

We sat together on striped cushions under an indigo canopy. A rising wind billowed the furled tent sides,
asit scudded late-afternoon clouds toward us. They scraped low across the scrubland visible behind the
encampment’ s other thousand tents.

The Headman looked to be seventy, but it was hard to tell because his face was dyed indigo from
forehead to jaw. His mahogany skin was visible only where amustache and goatee would have grown,
and the whites of his eyes gleamed againgt his purple skin like moonsin anight sky.

| pounced on his statement. “Momentous events beget momentous responses. Would it please you to
know more?’

The Headman' s response itself was momentous, because by it he Sgnaed that hisvigtor could findly talk
business. Company came rarely to the Tassin nomads, and their cussoms were arranged to savor it, as
well asto measure a stranger’ sworth.

We had passed four hours discussing my journey; my ancestry; his ancestry; my livestock, which
conssted of Rosy; hislivestock; whether the gpproaching storm would bring rain or only sand, and the
mystery of how devil-worshiping Marini whores and pimps could produce liqueur so sublimethat it
would be served in paradise.

Our four-hour chat had been lubricated by smuggled Marini liqueur, poured hot from atal brass pot into
cupsthe size of aman’sthumb, which my host refilled asfast as| politely drained them.

The Headman lit the jangaleaves he had stuffed into the water pipe, striking aflint he held in fingers as
gnarled as ajanga hammock pole.

In harsh country, from Afghanistan to the Bren Highlands, the few thingslike janga and groundfruit that
didn’t kill you found many uses.



The Headman puffed his cheeks around the ivory mouthpiece of one of the pipe’ s hoses, until smoke
curled from hislips. “ Tell mewhat you know, then what you want. Each detail. Omit nothing.” Then he
lifted the other hose, and held it out to me.

Asl| reached for the hose, my seat cushion tipped, and | had to catch mysalf with my free hand. The
Headman’ s smuggled Marini moonshine had left me zogged, asthe price of politeness.

| grimaced as | sat back, and my bladder sent its own signal about impending business. Purple Face's
liqueur was as diuretic asit was intoxicating, but after four hours wasted on small talk thiswas no time for
apee break.

| had aregrown lung and no-smoking orders from New Bethesda. But | had more immediate concerns,
and refusing to smoke the old boy’ s jangawouldn’t resolve them.

| dipped the hose mouthpiece between my lips, sucked, and choked back a cough as my throat
condricted. “Very mild!”

The Headman grinned. “My mother chewed this batch hersdlf.”

An hour later, | didn’t care what his mother chewed. | was pretty sure | had covered the mgjor points of
the proposed dliance, atentative order of battle, aloose time-table, and an invitation to the first meeting
among the heads of date.

The Headman seemed to have grown two more eyes, my skull pounded, my bladder throbbed, and
Niagarathundered in my ears.

The Headman' s extra eyes were ajanga hdlucination, but the Niagarawas redl. Night had fallen, and the
Headman’ s household daves had dropped the tent sides againgt the storm, which had proven to be this
desert’ s once-per-year scorpion-drowner.

Rain drummed above my head and trickled through the tent’ s seams.

The Headman chopped the air with his hand, and said to me, asfuzzily asthough he spoke through a
pillow, “Therisks aretoo great. The Marini have cities and shipsto lose. We have nothing. Perhapsthe
devil will ignorethe Tassini. | must say no.”

| sad, “The devil—the Sugs—won't ignore you!”

“If God wanted usto fight, He would give measign.” He squinted into the smoke cloud between uslike
it was aholo generator, and said, “I seeno sign.” He shook hishead, again, in wide arcs.

Drunk and stoned as| was, | still knew | waslosing thiswar before it even started.

“You haveto see!” | pounded my fist into apillow, then countered his head shake with my own, even
broader, one. That was amistake. The room spun, | pitched forward into my cushions, and passed out.

FORTY-NINE

SOMETIME LATER THAT NIGHT, cold rain dripped on my face, and woke me in dimness punctuated by
digtant lightning. The storm till pelted the Headman’ s tent so hard that it cascaded afrigid stream onto
the upper-bunk rope hammock into which somebody had dung me. Whoever had put me to bed had
aso Sripped off my armor, so | lay shivering in my underlayer.

| had to pee worse than ever, but | was till so drunk that | didn’t daretry to roll out of the hammock to



stagger outside.

Through my stupor, | redized that | couldn’t have screwed my diplomatic mission worse. The Headman
had aready turned me down. Now | had passed out in front of him, and had been put to bed drunk, by
him or by his daves. Without the Tassni, the Casuni would bolt. Without the Casuni, the Marini would
bolt.

My head spun worse than ever, and | just peed where | lay as| passed out again.

| woke near noon the next day, and looked around. One tent side flap was up again, and aclear day
shonethrough it. A woman, veiled, and covered head-to-toe in a coarse robe, stood at the tent’sfar
edge, hanging awoven rug to dry in the breeze. When she saw me staring at her, she ran away.

My head hammered as | climbed down from the upper hammock. The lower was empty, as was the rest
of thetent, but outside | heard the dapping stride of an approaching Tassini wobblehead.

| found my armor, and started dressing. Then the Headman stepped in through the open tent flap,
brushing dust from his cloak.

Hisjaw was set.

| looked down &t the tent floor. “1—"

Hesad, “Wéll, it sdone. It disgusted me, but it’ s done now.”
“I can't blameyou. But | redly think—"

He chopped air with his hand and cut me off. “ The entire Council of One Hundred till must meet. But |
rode out at first light and met with two other Headmen, so the Council will be only aformality.”

Wasn't it enough that he had turned me down? Did he have to advertise? My blood chilled. No, he
didn’t. So he had to be talking about something else. | must have broken some taboo | was too blitzed to
remember. Had | puked on an atar? Peeked under awoman’sveil in my stupor, and now the Tassini
were mesting to decide to chop off my hand?

Hewalked to alow, lacquered chest in the tent’ s far corner, took out ajeweled sword, and it rang
againg its scabbard as he drew it.

My heart skipped, and | stood there unarmored. | swiveled my head back and forth, searching for my
M-40.

The old man held his sword up between us, and the blade flashed as he turned it in his hand. He stared
into itslight, and hiseyes glistened. “1 take no joy in sending my son to war. But as| must, my blade will
gowithhim.”

My jaw dropped. “What did you tell the other Headmen?’

Heraised hisindigo eyebrows. “That the Tassini must join you in thiswar, asthe Ogre and the Bitch have
done. Y our arguments were stated with reason and passion. | was reluctant, but the sign was
unmigtakable”

| stopped with oneleg in my armor, then sat on a cushion, shaking my throbbing head. After thirty
seconds, | found my voice. “Sign?’

“After | put you to bed, | sat up for one turn of the glass, and waited. But God gave me no sign. |



smoked another pipe, but still no sign. | shivered in the cold rain. Then | took to my bed.” He pointed at
the lower hammock. “And | prayed, onelast time. And God' s rain came upon my face. And | felt His
rain, and it waswarm!” He raised his eyesto the tent roof and smiled.

If | ever write aBrief for the State Department, | bet they won't let me add asection on winning alliesby
peeing on them.

The downside of the rainstorm was that it flooded the wadis that separated me from Casus, Rosy, and,
ultimately, the Royal Barge. The Scouts—my scouts, now—and | were forced to camp two nights, until
the water sank low and dow enough that our wobbleheads could wade across.

| spent the first forced layover teaching the Scouts to fire my M-40, plinking targets one shot a atime.
Then one of them discovered the full auto position on the selector switch, and sprayed my last magazine
across the desert like he was watering alawn.

He gpologized profusdly, and promised to make it up to me by roasting the testicles of the next dozen
Casuni he met. | spent the second layover day teaching the Scouts the etiquette of alied operations.

By thetime | rgoined the outriders that Casus had |eft at the Border, reclaimed Rosy, and bid them
farewdl, | was amost two days behind schedule for my Royal Barge rendezvous. Casus was aready en
route to the Alliance sfirst meeting of heads of state. If | missed my boat ride, I’ d be stranded upriver
while the Clans planned their war without me.

Just in case that happened, | tasked Jeeb to Cruise and Snooze, an overnight surveillance above the Slug
Troll. | hoped Jeeb could gather data on incubation progress, so Howard and Ord would have a better
idea how much lead time the Alliance had to plan itswar.

| rode Rosy harder than | should have, but she never complained and never dowed.

By the time Rosy staggered to the escarpment’ slip, we were both panting. And, for al our efforts,
Sxteen hourslate.

Rosy and | looked out acrossthe valley of the Marin. The sun set at our backs, while the Roya Barge
dwindled to a speck, disgppearing into the downriver mist.

| popped my visor, waved, and hollered, though | knew | might aswell have been an ant caling the
moon. | Sighed. | had been promising Rosy turnipsfor days.

“Goddam you, Bassin.” There was nothing worse than a Crown Prince who had the humility and
disciplineto follow orders.

Short.
Almost nothing.
FHFTY

A WRONK STALKED TOWARD US out of atree clump, head low, tail high, snarling and dobbering inthe
twilight, upwind and eighty yards north of us aong the escarpment.

The mongter looked likeits citified cousins, the onesthe Marini hitched to their chariots, but thinner,
dirtier, and, of course, unmuzzled. A wronk can’t run down ahealthy duckbill, and isjust smart enough
not to try. But awronk sure scares hdll out of anything eseit mests.



So Rosy reared and squealed, then legpt over the escarpment. | had made the ten-foot lesp easily with
her twice before, but thistime, exhausted and terrified, she landed badly, cartwheded, and |
somersaulted off down the dope.

By thetime| scrambled to my knees, Rosy was trying to stand, and the wronk was pacing back and
forth along the Escarpment lip, rumbling asit smelled fresh, rdaively sationary mest that it couldn’t get
at. Another thing awronk was just smart enough to know was that even its massve legs couldn’t absorb
eight tonslanding after aten-foot jump.

But, in about thirty seconds, the pacing wronk was going to stumble onto the path down the Escarpment,
and come down below to make usinto snacks.

No problem, aslong as we kept moving. | ran to Rosy, grabbed her reins, and said, “Up, girl. We gotta
go.”

Rosy bleated, then hobbled on three legs, holding her right rear leg inthe air, while her lower leg below
the knee joint dangled. Thetibia protruded, white and bloody, exposed in an open fracture.

| snapped my head around, looked away, and felt scker than | had when | smelled the rotten holein
Sergeant Y ulen’ sgut. With abroken leg, Rosy was going to die even if the carnosaur vanished in the next
second like an extinguished holo.

Wronk.

The beast found the way down the escarpment, and put afirst foot on the path.
Wronk.

| spun and looked in the direction of the second bellow.

The only thing worse than being chased by a dobbering, fifty-foot-long carnosaur is being caught
between it and aforty-foot-long one.

Whilel had been riding the High Plains, every wronk within an areathe size of New Denver must have
plodded to the ruins of the Gresat Fair, perhaps attracted by the bird cloud whedling overhead, certainly
attracted by the stench of the biggest putrefacted smorgasbord this world had known in centuries.

The downd ope mongter advanced up the hill toward Rosy and me, head down and roaring. When it got
within twenty yards, Rosy gave up hobbling, and rolled on her back, hissing, and kicking at the carnosaur
with her sound hind leg.

The wronk hung back, dodging Rosy’ s punches, and snapped a me as| stood between it and Rosy.
More, | supposed, to scare away an annoying competitor than to catch a snack.

For weapons, | had an M-40 dung across my back for which | had only empty magazines, a utility knife
no longer than one wronk tooth, and, in my thigh pocket, clipped alongside my Aid Pak, the single-shot
.22 cdiber survivd pigtal toy.

| stood my ground between Rosy and the monster, undung my M-40, reversed it in my hands, and
swvung it a him stock firg, likea Louisville Sugger.

Thewronk lunged, and tried to reward my Quixotic stupidity by biting mein haf at the torso.

Whether | ssumbled back over prostrate Rosy, or the wronk’ s breath blew me back across her like a



putrescent typhoon, I’ll never know.

| found mysdlf on my assin the grass, with Rosy between me and the big wronk, staring into her huge
brown eyes as she screamed.

The beast’ s snout thudded into her flank, itsjaws clamped, and bone cracked. Rosy wailed and thrashed
as the carnosaur began to eat her dive.

| fumbled out the surviva pistol, pressed it against Rosy’ s eye socket, and whispered, “I’'m sorry.” Then
| fired the tiny bullet through her eye, into what | hoped was her brain.

| lay face down and till dlongside her, trembling, but her body continued to thrash for what seemed like
minutes. Findly, | redlized the movement was the carnosaur heaving her lifeless two-ton corpse, asit
wrenched her hind leg off like aturkey drumstick.

With the wronk preoccupied, | low-crawled away from Rosy’ s body, dragging my useless M-40 by its
ding, freezing in place every few fest, while | waited to fed huge jaws crush my body.

| wasten yards away from Rosy’ s corpse when the sound of wrenched gristle and cracking bone
stopped. A low rumble replaced the noise.

| turned my head. The smaller wronk had lifted its snout out of Rosy’ srib cage, and gobbets of gore
plopped from its jaws back into her body cavity.

Ten yardsto my right, the bigger wronk that had challenged us at the top of the Escarpment thrust its
head at the smdler monster, and roared ahisslike ajet engine.

The bigger beast trotted to Rosy, and muscled in dongside the small one.
Whilethetwo tusded, | scrambled to my feet and ran like hdll, watching over my shoulder.

The big wronk hip-checked the smaller one so hard that the smaller one staggered three paces away
from the carcass, then caught its balance and snarled. The big wronk snorted, and turned back to feed.

When the smdller carnosaur raised its head, it saw me, tearing ass downhill, just dower than awronk
could run. It swung its head once more at the big bully, then bellowed and stalked after an easy
consolation prize, that being me.

| cross-dung my rifle to free my hands, then shucked my pack, hoping that the beast would stop and
examineit, and dso to lighten my load. Meanwhile, | ran like my hair was on fire downhill, toward the
charnel ground that had been the Fair.

Thewronk trampled my pack without a sniff, and kept coming, but it was eighty yards behind me and
didn’'t seemto be gaining.

Pan B wasthat when | got to the Fair, some rotten morsal would distract the wronk.

Four minutes later, | entered the mounds of by-now skeletal remains, and debris swarming with
scavengers. The chain reaction provided by abandoned livestock and scavengersthat got themsalves
killed in the fray had kept the flesh party jumping for days.

Scavengers snapped and snarled at me as | ran by, and | could hear them doing the same to the wronk
asit passed them. In thefrenzy, fast-moving smal fry like me passed through, ignored by those among
the scavengers that were strong enough to bite through Eternads.



Five minutes later, | emerged from the obstacle course with the beast till hot on my trail, and now only
fifty yards back.

The prof on my Cretaceous-life holo concluded that tyrannosaurs were too big, ow, myopic, fragile,
clumsy, and stupid to hunt. | wished he were here. Not so he could reconsider. So | wouldn’t haveto
outrun the wronk, I’d just have to outrun him.

Three hundred yards downd ope my savation shimmered in the sunset. If aweb-footed Tassini
wobblehead couldn’t swim aflooded wadi, awronk surely couldn’t swim the Marin. All | had to do was
makeit into the river, swim out to deeper water than the wronk could wade, then climb aboard some
hunk of shipwreck flotsam, and wait until the dumb brute lost interest in standing on the shore.

But | was running on repaired legs, bresthing with aregrown lung, and hadn’t had agood night'sdeepin
weeks. Adrenaline takes you only sofar.

The beast had closed the gap between us to within twenty yards by the time my boots splashed into the
Marin. | high stepped out thigh-deep, then belly flopped, and churned my arms and legs like amonster
was chasing me.

Eternads are watertight if the vents are sealed. They aren’t designed for swvimming, but they trap enough
ar, and arelight enough, that a Gl can actudly swim faster in them than without them. They say aNavy
SEAL wearing Eternads swam faster than Olympic Record time for the sixteen hundred freestyle while
he was bagged, to win abar bet. Probably Squid blarney, but the part about being bagged lends
credibility.

| glanced back over my shoulder, and saw that the wronk had paused knee-deep in the river. The beast
swung its head side to side, and the gap between me and it had reopened to thirty yards. Twilight had

deepened, and the paleo chips say tyrannosaurs, based on brain lobe size estimates, could smell dead
mest miles away but couldn’t seewell enough to get adriver’ slicense.

| rolled over and backstroked, wheezing, and catching my breath.

| had lost my pack and gear, but my M-40 was still across my back, and | realized that, if it had cometo
it, | still had one round, the one that | had pocketed after Casus had spit it out so many days ago. It might
comein handy in the survival-mode days to come. Once the wronk wandered off, I’ d recall Jeeb, relay
word to Ord, and make my way downriver.

Sort.

Thewronk sniffed in my direction, then paced out until the water got so deep that rippleslapped its belly.
Then the monster flopped into the river, and swam straight for me, eyes and nostrils above water, lashing
itstail back and forth like Captain Hook’ s crocodile.

FIFTY-ONE

THE CARNOSAUR APPROACHED S0 fast that its snout cut awake like a speedboat. | couldn’t redly blame
my error on the paleontologists. Y ou wouldn't think a hunting dog could swim after dead ducks, either,
by studying its bones.

| swam, windmilling my armslike ashrub-trim’ Bot, but the race would end in two minutes, tops. |
stroked with one hand, and fumbled with my waist sedl, under-water, with the other.

If I could get the one bullet out of my pocket, hand-load the round into the M-40’ s chamber, and hit the
wronk squarely enough to penetrate itsbrain, | might survive. A fool’ s option, but my only one.



The beast was so close now that | saw pupilsinits eyes, which were asfar gpart as my shoulders were
wide.

| wedged my hand inside my armor, and my fingers touched the bullet’ s Teflite jacket.

| snuck one more glance, and the beast had gotten so close, so fagt, that its open upper jaw and teeth
showed above the waterline. | seemed to be swimming in glue. Something doshed, and | redlized that,
with my hand stuffed through my waist sedl, | was flooding my suit, and sinking mysdlf.

Something scraped my boot hed beneath the surface. | kicked, and thumped something soft enough to
be the carnosaur’ snose. | rolled over in the water, facing back toward the beast, prepared to go
thrashing and screaming, like Rosy had.

The beast’ s eye stared into mine, six feet away, softball-sized, black, and impassive. Then the head
rotated Sideways, so itsjaws could open underwater.

After dl thefirefights and helicopter dust-offs, after amoebic dysentery and pneumonia, after going
toe-to-pseudopod with Slugs at bayonet point, six hundred million miles from home, and again here so
far from homethat | didn’t even know the mileage; after surviving crushed bones, atrangt through the
very fabric of the universe, and a spaceship crash, | was about to die as reptile candy.

Brown water leaked around my faceplate, as| sank below the surface. | squeezed my eyes shut,
clenched my jaw, and waited to fed teeth puncture my armor.

Boom.

| opened my eyes and saw a black rod protruding from the carnosaur’ s eyesocket, an
explosive-shredded pod swelling from its barb. Blood and black-powder smoke fountained up from the
beast’ swound, and then river water exploded in abelch asthe carnosaur exhded, then sagged away
fromme

| floated motionless and stunned, then paddied around and |ooked up.

From the rope basket that dangled below the Royal Barge' sfore spit, the Master Harpooner leaned out
and reached his hand down toward me. | grabbed hold, and he clasped my gauntlet and lifted me,
dripping, out of theriver likel wasachild.

Aswater poured from my armor’s hedl vents, he thrust me back up toward the ship. Bassnand a
crewman grabbed me, one on each arm, pulled me over the rail and onto the foredeck, then sat meon a
rope locker.

| gasped, popped my neck ring, and let Bassin tug my helmet off.

The Master Harpooner stood in front of me, bent with hands on knees, and grinned. “You dl right, Sir?’
| nodded, puked muddy water, and said to him as drops trickled down my chin, “Thank you.”

“No, General. Thank you! No other Harpooner’s ever stuck awronk. I'll drink freefor ayear!”

| turned to Bassin. “Y ou were gone—"

“Actudly, | disobeyed orders. We overstayed by fifteen hours, until we aimost lost the tide. The Lookout
thought he heard one shot.”

The Master Harpooner held up his spyglass. “We spotted you, and came about asfast as we could. Fast



enough, hey”’
My forearms quivered, and | shivered so hard that my teeth chattered, though my suit heater whirred.
“No,” | said. “Too dow. Me, not you.”

Then | stood, walked to therail, and stared out into the degpening twilight. A mile distant, assmall asa
beetle on dung, the big wronk till bent over Rosy, its head twisting Sideto Sde asit tore her gpart.

My arms stopped shaking, and my teeth ceased chattering. My bresth hissed in and out, in precise
cadence, as| undung my M-40.

Bassin touched my ebow. “Jason? Areyou dl right?’

| wasn't dl right. | shrugged him off, fished the round out of my pocket, and chambered it. Then |
screwed the rifl€' s optics to night passive, and captured the distant wronk in the green glow of the sight
picture. | paused, checked windage, breathed, sighted on the monster’ s eye, and squeezed the trigger.

| watched through the night sight for three heartbeats. The bullet sped downrange, an invisible, supersonic
Teflite-jacketed assassin, then struck the wronk’s eye. The beast’ s head snapped up, he thrashed,
staggered, then fell.

Heartbesats later, the carnosaur’ s dying bellow echoed back to us acrossthe valley.
Water lapped our ship’shull.

The Master Harpooner collapsed his spyglass between his pams, then turned to me, his eyeswide, and
his mouth agape. “ Genera, that was the finest shot | ever saw. | shdl never forget it.”

My forearms trembled again, so violently thistime that my rifle dipped from my fingers and clattered on
the deck. | staggered back until | flt the solidity of the main mast, then dumped down with my legs
sprawled on the deck.

Thewronk had been acting out itsrole in the great play, adumb, magnificent, living garbage disposdl. |
had killed it in an explosion of vengeful, cold rage, though the anima’ s death came far too late to save
Rosy, or even to spare her an eyeblink’ s suffering.

| now commanded an army that would grow to amillion soldiers, every one as susceptible to inhuman
rage as| had just been. It would be my job to stoke that rage, to leash it, to watch it kill too many of
them, and then to send the survivors home persuaded that they were till human. It would be even harder
to persuade mysdlf that | was.

| said to the Master Harpooner, “1 hope | never forget it, either.” Then | cried.

The next morning, Bassin and | stood on deck after the Royal Barge had trangited the L ocks of the
Marin. Jeeb swooped down out of the clouds, returned from his Cruise and Snooze. He buzzed the
crow’ s nest, looped around the ship like an abatross, then flared hiswings and settled on the deck at my
feet. He turned his optics up toward me, whined, then pogo’d up and down on al six legs.

Bassin raised hiseyebrows. “Y ou and my mother would say your machineis upset.”
Jeeb had reason to be. And his news wasn't the worst of it.

FIFTY-TWO



TWODAYSLATER, the Roya Barge eased dongside the stone quay at the University. Bassnand [, in
fresh uniforms, jumped the last two feet between the deck and the quay, aready late for the first meeting
of Clan headsin three centuries.

Howard, Ord, and Jude sat in a carriage, its duckbills aready turned, and pointed up the hill toward a
multi-peaked, bannered tent. The tent stood on a broad lawn aongside a marble apparition of
onion-shaped domes and sparkling fountains, the Grest Library of Marin.

Bassinand | climbed in, Ord pointed at my lapel, and frowned. | looked down. My Combat
Infantryman’ s Badge was pinned afinger width too high. | fixed it, and said, “| thought we were meeting
intheLibrary.”

Ord sad, “ There were complications.”
| siffened. “Who'smissing?’

Ordraised hispalms. “ Oh, they’ redl under the tent, now, Sir. Her Mgesty and four Marshas. With the
Colond herethat will make six Marini. Casus brought five sons. Six Headmen representing the Tassini
arived last night.”

Bassin narrowed his eyes. “What happened?’
“The Tassini and the Casuni livein tents. They refused to set foot insdethe Library, Sir.”
Bassin'sjaw dropped. “It’ sthe Third Wonder of the World! They should have been honored.”

“That was Her Mgesty’ sreaction. Then Casus said it was astinking rock pile that sherigged to crash
around his ears. Things deteriorated from there.”

Ord had resolved Advisee squabbles before. | Sghed, then raised my pam. “But we' re good to go,
now?’

Ord nodded. “1 think so, Sir.”

| ran fingers through my hair, then said to the others as the carriage lurched forward, “Where the hell do
we gtart?’ Maybe Eisenhower said something more confident before the Alliesinvaded Europe, but he
was fighting on the same planet he got born on.

Ord pulled asword and threeriflesfrom along lesther case dongside him. “Sir, we might start with the
tools we have available—and those we can make available. Marinusisthe nexus of Bren’sarms
indugtry.”

| turned to Bassin. | couldn’t command what | didn’t understand, and | only had a carriage ride lft
during which to learn. “Why? Fifty words or less”

Bassin leaned forward. “When the Plains Clans split off and settled the Highlands where the Stones were
mined, we traded weapons to the Tassini and Casuni for Stones. For the next three hundred years, we
spent athird of our wedlth to assure that the Stones flowed. Hardly atruigtic. It was good business, and
the alternative was the end of the world. The Tassini and Casuni fought one another, and we tolerated it
s0 long asthe Stones flowed. Then they thanked us by sacking our border towns, using the weaponswe
supplied them.”

| railsed my eyebrows, and said again, “Why?’



“Because they thought we worshiped the devil.”
“Doyou?’
Bassn sad, “We hold a pragmatic worldview.”

“I'll take that asayes. The Plains Clanskilled your people. So you kicked their assesto make them
sop.”

Bassin nodded. “ Then the Casuni and the Tassini complained that we were arrogant bullies. So they
raided even more.”

“Using the weapons you kept supplying.”
“We needed the Stones.”
“Soundsfamiliar.”

Ord cleared histhroat. “ Sir, while you werein the field, Jude and Colonel Hibble researched the
technologies availablein this society. | visited armorers.” Ord lifted the sword, which looked like the
saber my Tassini Headman friend was going to pass on to his son. “ The cottage industries of Marinus
manufacture edged wegpons that rival Japanese Koto in qudity, aswell as persond armor.”

Ord laid the siword down, then Jude hefted it. “ Cool!”

“The larger gunsmiths mill steel wegpons aswell as any gunsmith in America could before the Civil War.”
Ord hefted the threerifles, in turn. “The smithies make long-barre riflesfor the Tassini, horse pistolsfor
the Casuni, and short-barreled riflesfor their own military.”

“All Sngle-shot?”

Ord nodded. “ At least they’ ve mastered the one-piece cartridge.”
“Can we make repeaters?’

Ord said, “1 expect aworking prototype tomorrow.”

| nodded. “Any other rabbitsin the hat?’

Howard shook his head. “No infrastructure.” He held up the old Earth lead pencil that he chewed asa
cigarette substitute. “We couldn’t even duplicate something thissimple, if we wanted to. No graphite
mines for pencil lead. Marini housewives are already donating brass potsto melt down, because the
forges can’t make enough cartridges. So thisferrule that crimps around the eraser would be impossible.
And forget about synthetic rubber for the eraser.”

| sighed, then asked Howard, *“ Have we got our ten months?’

He waved on the holo gen, and it showed what |ooked like abowl full of lumpy minestrone. “ Jeeb
actually crawled down aventilator to get these. Asyou can see, the incubator is up and running. Based
on our forensics and experience, I’ d guessthe Troll will Sart extruding mature warriors within seven
months.”

Three months training and manufacturing lost. My heart sank.

Bassn asked, “How many warriors?’



Howard shrugged. “Fifty thousand.”

Bassn's eyeswidened. “ Formidable.”

“Per week.”

Bassin'sjaw dropped. “For how many weeks?’

“Until It runsout of humansto kill.”

We were screwed. But Napoleon wouldn't admit that if he were Sitting in my chair.

| crossed my arms, and looked around at the four of them. “We' Il do the best we can with the equipment
and the time we have. | think we can train the Clansto fight together. There' s cultural baggage to dedl
with. But, when it comesdownto it, they’reredly alot like us.”

Howard gave me a sideways |ook.
If hewasright, they were us. But ancient history was inconsequentia just now.
Ho00000-000.

The footman clinging to the carriage’ srear platform announced our arrival at the tent with arhind-horn
blast.

Thefive of us climbed down from the carriage, and two Marini Household Guards sduted, then held
open thetent’ sflaps.

| checked my gig line of shirt front to belt buckle, then ducked under the flaps, dongside Bassin, and with
the others a my shoulder.

| raised my head, looked around, and whispered to Ord, “What the hel|?’
FIFTY-THREE

THE THREE CLANS DELEGATIONS sat around an equal-sided triangular conference table.

Casus, flanked by five of hissons, dl in ceremonia armor, stared straight ahead, his great handsfolded in
front of him. Two red scratches dashed his face above his beard.

The Queen, in silver, wearing atiara set with cabochon sapphiresthe size of walnuts, sat chin-high across
from Casus, her palms down on the table. One silver-enameled fingernail was broken, and the Field
Marshal next to her sported afat lip.

Theindigo-faced Tassini sat in arow behind the far table edge, as sullen as a hdf-dozen shelved
eggplants. One' s hand was bandaged, and another’ s ceremonial shepherd’ s crook was roped together,
asthough he had broken it over somebody’ s head.

Ord whispered back, “ The Queen hosted a reception last night, but as| said—"
“The Heads of State had a saloon brawl?’
“Their diplomatic skills have atrophied for three hundred years, Sir.”

“But they’ re here, now?’



“I explained things, Sir.”

The last thing any trainee in my Basic Platoon had wanted wasfor Senior Drill Sergeant Ord to explain
things to him. But Queens and warlords weren't trainees. “Y ou threatened them with push-ups?’

Ord shook hishead. “1 assured them that if they didn’t settle their differences among themsdlves, you
possessed otherworldly meansto have them all assassinated, and would take over their nations and
conduct thiswar yoursdlf.”

| rolled my eyes. “They didn’t buy that?”

“They just needed areason to believe something bigger than themselves was driving events that they
knew wereinther best interests.”

Onerationdefor A-bombing Japan instead of invading it had been that the Emperor would have to
sacrifice his subjects to the last peasant against amere gaijin invason, but could yield to a supernaturaly
powerful force without losing face.

| sighed. “Whatever. What otherworldly means would you have dreamed up if they asked?’
“Oh, they asked. | told them Cargo’ Botswould rip their limbs off whilethey dept, Sir.”

| smirked behind my hand. “That' s hilarious.”

“ After reprogramming, it' s quite effective, Sir. Just messy.”

“Oh.”

| stepped to the table head, bowed, introduced myself, and got introduced back. Each participant sat like
asword point protruded from each chair back.

| said, “Firdt, please believethat al | want isto help you save your people from acommon enemy. | have
no ambition to govern, and possess no magic formulafor it.”

One Fiedd Marsha rolled his eyes, one of Casus s sons snorted, and a Tassini looked away, smirking.

But | was't lying about the lack of aformula Like Churchill said, the best argument against democracy
was a five-minute conversation with the average voter. Anyway, Casus and the Queen both relaxed a
hair' swidth, and we had no timefor civicsclass.

Howard set the holo gen center-table, and waved it on. Every Bren except Bassin, Casus, and the
Queen gasped. A couple Tassini Headmen smiled. | suppose aholo looks like what you seeif you blow

jangafor aliving.

The Troll’ simage squatted on the conference table like a trand ucent blue watermel on, surrounded by
misshapen outbuildingsinitscdearing.

| said, “ The good news for usisthat thisis the only objective we need to be concerned with. If we had
the force and mobility to destroy it tomorrow, the war would be over before it started.”

A Marini Marshd muttered, “Here, herel”

Hedidn't know the haf of it. If | could have traded Jeeb, who wasn't equipped to carry afirecracker,
for afew last-century jets packing dumb iron bombs, they could fry the Troll like aturkey on aplatter.
But Bren's minerd ogists hadn’t even discovered bauxite, much less smelted aircraft-quality auminum.



| Sighed.

A turn-of-the-century defense officid said you go to war with the army that you have, not the army you
want. Thearmy that he had then whipped an oppressive tyranny in Sx weeks, while suffering minima
casudlties. Then the oppressed besat crap out of one another for years, and he lost hisjob.

| looked around at the Allies, who had aready been beating crap out of one another for three centuries,
and shrugged to mysdf. Losing thiswar meant losing everything. Losing thisjob meant zero.

“The blue mountain isan easy target,” someone sad.
“Maybe. Getting to it won't be easy.”

| waved on amap of Bren's eastern hemisphere. Where we sat, at the Great Library, was on the east
coast of the continent that dominated the hemisphere swestern haf. It joined the eastern continent, Slug
Land to me, only by the ishmusthat ran east-west, three hundred miles north of the River Marin. The
landmasses looked like North America and Europe, shoved close together, and joined by athin twig.
The Sugs Great Wall sraddled thetwig.

The Troll winked as ablue dot, four hundred miles east of the Great Wall. The Sea of Hunters, only
twenty-two mileswide at the strait south of the Winter Palace, separated the continents.

One of Casus s sons pointed at the Great Wall. “ There’ sthe nut to crack!”

“Theboy’sright.” A Marshd thrust hisfist forward. “A good barrage to reduce the works, then punch
through. Then cavary straight on to the objective!”

Howard said, “We cdculated that if we massed every artillery piece the Marini have now, plus every one
you could manufacture in ayesar, and bombarded the Great Wall twenty-four hours each day, it would
take a year to force abreach wide and deep enough to pass cavary. And that’ s just the first wall. There
arefour more behind it.”

“Rubbish!” The Marsha yanked aMarini seashell abacus from a uniform pocket and fiddled. Then he
raised his eyebrows—and clammed up.

| said, “On the other hand, if we defend the isthmus from behind whatever fortificationswe could erect in
the next few months, we think the Sugs would rain Heavys down on us for two months, then break
through. Worse, we expose both our flanks if the Slugs could bridge around us as fast as they crossed
the Marin. Werisk encirclement and annihilation of our entire defensive force.”

A Tassini threw up his purple hands. “We can't attack. We can't defend. What can we do? Die?’

| shook my head. “First, we can train our soldiersinto asingle, cohesive army. So that whatever we do,
we make every life count. Second, we improve that army’ s equipment, for the same reason.”

| paused, then looked around. “ Third, we attack before the Slugs are strong enough to attack us.” |
pointed at the Tassni coast, south of the Winter Palace, and drew my finger across the twenty-two-mile
drait in the Sea of Hunters, then overland to the Troll.

Casus said, “ Jason, you don’t understand. In the last five hundred years, no sailor has crossed the Sea of
Huntersand lived!”

“And our fleet liesruined! Thisrouteisimpassable.” A white-mustached Marini in Admiraty powder
blue waved the back of hishand at the holo, as he turned to his Queen. “Y our Mgesty, | recommend we



consider ajoint command. Led by someone experienced, knowledgeable—"
“And Marini?’ One of Casus s sons dapped his gauntlet on the table edge. “Go to hell!”
The Tassini buzzed among themsdlves.

The Queen raised her hand. When everyone kept yammering, she dapped the table so hard that it
quivered.

In the silence that followed, the Marshds, and Admirals, and Headmen, and Warlords, turned their eyes
toward the old woman, who sat as straight as a silver dagger.

Sheturned to me, and said, “ Do you believe what these men believe, Generd ?’
| looked around at the others. “No, Ma am. But I’ m betting that the Slugs do.”
The Queen inclined her head, and her sapphirestwinkled. “ Then continue.”
FIFTY-FOUR

THENEXT MORNING, the owner of the biggest gun smithy in Marinus handed Ord and me heavy leather
hoods, set with smoked glass eyepieces, which we wore as he led us onto his foundry floor.

All acrossaroom higger than a Scramjet hangar, golden sparks fountained from anvils asironworkers,
their sweating skin orangein theforges firdight, swung hammersthat shaped white-hot stedl billets.
Roaring steam clouds boiled up from quenching troughs and washed us with the acid smell of fresh stedl.
Ord leaned toward me and shouted, “ Almogt as hot as yesterday’ s meeting, Sir. But boldnesswins
wars.”

| shouted back, “1’d like to think they bought the plan on merit. Not because somebody threatened to
murder themin bed. But I'll tekeit.”

We passed from the foundry into aroom where millwrights bent over squedling lathes, working sted into
rifle barrdls, then into a quiet room where craftsmen planed stocks, then fitted them to finished stedl.

The owner lifted two riflesfrom abench, handed them to Ord. “ Sorry. We couldn’t copy the receiver of
the example you gave us. It'sastamping. | stayed up last night, and milled one, mysdf.” The owner
covered ayawn with his hand.

Ord laid down onerifle, an old, bulky AK-47 exhumed from one of our tamperproofs. The other rifle's
stock had the polished-shark-fin look characteristic of aMarini charioteer’ s single-shot carbine. But its
action was like the bulkier AK, and its barrel looked the same bore asaMarini cartridge. The stedl
hadn’t been blued, so the rifle gleamed as slver as a new-minted Twobuck coin.

Ord baanced the new rifle on two fingers, then raised his eyebrows and smiled. “ That’ sfine. Thefirgt
AK-47shad milled receivers, too. It’ sfirst-class work, Gustus.”

Gustus the armorer was thirty, pug-nosed, with black curly hair, and Marini eyes behind gold wire
spectacles.

He amiled, then frowned. “ The repesting mechanism is brilliant. But the first one we completed seized
after four rounds.”

Ord shrugged. “Black powder residue. We' Il work it out. When can you start production?”



Gustus wrinkled his pug nose. “Not so soon. | have to replace awhole crew.”
Ord raised hiseyebrows.

Gustus said, “My father died last month. After | checked the books, | found that the night shift had been
skimming riflesto the Red Line runnersfor years.”

Ord asked, “You turn’'emin?’

“They’ re mostly good men who went along to protect their jobs and their families. | turned in the
ringleaders, but | gave the others the option to enlist, insgtead.” He grinned. “ Every onetook it.”

Twenty minuteslater, a carriage hauled Ord and me toward the quay.

| said, “Logistics could lose thiswar. Or win it, Sergeant Mgor.” They say Eisenhower conquered
Europe by piling up supplies, then letting them fal on the Nazis.

“Always, Sr.”

“There snot an officer in the Clans that’ s moved an army across a sea, and then across four hundred
miles of unfamiliar ground under fire. What they just absolutely know—that is't redly true—will hurt us
more than what somebody new just doesn’t know. Gustus seems sharp. Honest. Resourceful. Knows
weapons, cares about people. | thought—"

“Sodid |, Sir. Once hisforge completes the changeover to assault rifle production, it'll runitself. |
adminigtered his Commissioning Oath mysdlf, two days ago. Subject to your approvd, of course.”

“Oh”

An hour later, | left Ord at the quay, with ingtructions to have Tassini, Casuni, and Marini cavarymen
figure out how wronk units could operate with wobblehead and duckbill unitswithout eating their alies.

| could’vejust told them what to do, but it’ s better to tell people what needs to get done, then let them
agtonish you with their ingenuity. | was't smart enough to figure that out. A last-century generd named
Petton sad it.

| turned to my newest recruit. “Wilgan, how do | get an army of three hundred thousand soldiers across
the Sea of Hunters?’

The old Ship Master smiled through hiswhite beard, then winked, and flapped hisarms. “Grow 'em
wings”

| told him my plan.
He shook his head. “It’ stwenty months on the ways to build even one ship like mine.”
“We don't have twenty months.”

Wilgan led me along the quay to an open wooden boat cresking asit rocked on the river swell. He knelt,
and grasped one of the shipped oarsthat studded itsflanks. “A river packet like this one could make the
crossing with fifty men, if they wouldn’t mind rowing themselves, and if the seeswerefair. We ve got
thousands of these packets up and down the Marin.”

“They wouldn’t mind rowing. When arethe seasfair?’ | asked.



“At Full Moons, mostly. ' Course, that’ s when the Glowies run.” He scratched his beard, then smiled.
“Which could suit your purposes.”

| knelt beside him, put a hand on his shoulder, and said, “Tell me more.”
FIFTY-FIVE
Boowm.

Three months after Wilgan educated me about amphibious operations, the Winter Palace’ s stone
battlement jumped beneath my feet. Bassin's prototype artillery piece spit ashell toward atarget raft
bobbing in the Sea of Hunters. Startled pterosaurs shrieked, legpt from their cliff perches, and glided
above the waves. Spray fountained, and the raft disappeared.

Bassin and Jude turned to one another, grinning and tugging cotton from their ears. Both wore Combat
Engineers uniform, Bassn'still with Colond’ srank, because he refused aMarshd’ s baton, and Jude' s
with the pips of aProvisond Lieutenant.

When | assigned Judeto Bassin's gearheads, | told him they needed his math smarts. They did. | didn’t
tell him the Engineers also figured to take fewer casudties than first-wave units.

Culture transfer was atwo-way street, so Bassin and Jude knuckle-bumped the gun crew the way Jude
hed taught them, then Bassin grinned a me. “ Ancther fifty you owe me.”

Bassin and | had arunning bet on hisnew field pieces accuracy, which | had lost dl seven dayssince
Alliance headquarters moved to the Winter Palace. “Hisfied piece’ was a gtretch. Bassin'snew darling
grew from blueprints printed out of Jeety’ smemory for aU.S. Civil War 3-inch Ordnance Rifle. It was
the only rifled gun Ord could find that both fit the wrought-iron capabilities of the Marinusforges and had
atube light enough to haul in apacket boat. An Ordnance Rifle could hit the end of aflour barre at any
distance under amile, or fire canister shot at close range into charging Slugs.

Not all our technology had blossomed. Smokeless powder would have to wait until there was achemical
industry cgpable of making nitrocdlulose and nitroglycerin.

Marini industry was years from being able to duplicate radios, even the surplus antiquesthat MAT(D)4
was allowed to share with its Earth Advisees. We tried to get Casusto use a backpack portable. But the
first time my voicetrickled out of the black plastic handset, Casus accused the handset of being abeetle
that stole human souls.

Once Ord' s boogeyman story about the Cargo’ Bots spread, not even the less supertitious Marini would
go near them. Howard used them to packrat his debris collection.

Bassin and | walked to the landward battlement and looked back across the farmland and hamlets of
Southern Marin. Around every hut cluster that swelled where narrow roads crossed, yurt and tent forests
gprouted. In every field, wobbleheads and duckbills grazed, or surged in lines back and forth astheir
riders maneuvered.

From the embarkation beaches south of the Palace twenty miles deep back into Marin, the Alliance' s
Army grew. Munitions and supplies poured in, rowed adong the coast from Marinusin river packets.
From the desert Encampments of the Tassini to the tiny upriver outposts along the Marin, even more
troopstrained, dl to funnd to this place by the jump-off date, which seemed to rush a uslike acharging
wronk.

Bassn laid his hands on the parapet. “ The farmers say their land is about to sink in the sea beneath the



amy’sweght.”
If it did, they would throw their last life preserver to acavaryman.

| said, “1 heard avillage made dinner for two Casuni Troops yesterday. And the Casuni put on ariding
display for them afterwards.”

Community relations hadn’t been so cordid at first, and often still weren’t. Casuni Cavary had trampled
farm fields. Tassini had “requisitioned,” then roasted, livestock. City boysfrom Marinus had taken more
than afew libertieswith country girls. But country girls were good with fowling pieces|oaded with dt, as
afew city boys had learned the hard way.

| leaned my elbows on the stone and groaned. “1 till spend half my day listening to grumpy adermen and
patching broken gates and broken hearts.”

Bassin looked up at the sun. “Timefor Staff Meeting?’
| sighed, and we walked back toward the Palace. “I' d rather date a country girl with agun.”
FIFTY-SIX

“A SOLDIER SURE OF HISFOOTING hasno need of amount!” The Marini Infantry Marsha pounded hisfist
on the conference table. The Casuni and Tassini cavarymen he was arguing with rolled their eyes.

| rapped my knuckles on thetable. “Let’ s get started, gentlemen.”

Bassin sat to my left, Casus and theranking Tassini dternated to my immediate right. Infantry Marshals,
Cavdry Divison Commanders, a Generd of Charioteers, and aMarini Admird filled out the table flanks.

Ord, Gustus, and Howard sat at the table’ s end opposite me. | asked Howard, “What about the
timetable?’

“Jeeb’ slast look showed nothing new. The Pseudocephaopod still has warriors postured defensively in
theisthmus, behind thewall. And alarge force remains dug in around the Troll. Too many to dedl with if
we attacked now with what we had, too few for It to start offensive operations. Aslong aswe jump off
within four months, we have a chance to destroy the Troll beforeit puts out warriorsin overwhelming
numbers. I'd liketo send Jeeb in for acloselook at those outbuildings beside the Troll.”

“The Stone storage sheds?’
“That' swhat they look like, but aworm’ s eye view could be interesting.”

Howard adways wanted to chase interesting. But if some Slug closed adoor behind Jeeb, he couldn’t
shoot hisway out of an enclosed space.

| shook my head. “Jeeby’ sthe only pair of eyeswe have. | can’t risk him.”
| asked Gustus and Ord, “How’ sthe Tassini cavalry project?’

Even the Casuni agreed that Tassini could outride the wind, but our budding divisions needed Troops
with fifty riderseach, trained and integrated into the overdl battle plan. A Tassni Encampment’ slargest
unit was the Raiding Party, twelve riders organized like abus wreck.

So we had established Cavary Basic schoolsin every one of the hundred Tassini Encampments, and
poured in supplies of guns, powder, feed, and body armor.



Ord said, “Penty of volunteers. And they really do ride like the wind. Supply shortages are retarding
training, Sr.”

“I thought we were drowning ’em with tuff.”

Gustus pushed his spectacles back on his pug nose. “We are. But after the caravans unload & the
Encampments, we' re suffering 60 percent pilferage.”

At thetable' send, a Casuni muttered under his breath. “ Scratch a Tassini, find athief.”
| raised my eyebrows at Gustus and Ord. “ Sixty percent isn't pilferage. It' s hemorrhage. Solution?’

Inventory control was acommand migraine even back home, with’ Puters. Gustus did an object the
length of the table' s onyxwood. It looked like abone-carved harp the Size of aham sandwich. Ten
pea-sized mollusk shdlls, drilled through their centers, did along each harp string.

It was alittle abacus like Bassin used.
Someone sniffed. “A zll?’

Gustus nodded, and said to me, “ Experienced Shopwives run huge bakeries with nothing more than one
of these zillsand their wits, and never lose agroundfruit seed.”

“ &?1

Ord turned another of the little harpsin his hands. “Each School Commandant spends elghteen hours
each day on training. As he should. Inventory control would bury him, even if hewereused toit. We
have thousands of femae Marini volunteerswe could train as crackerjack Supply Clerks.”

The Casuni Marshd’ seyes bugged. “ Marini libertinesamong the Tassini?”’
Ord turned to him. “Only after appropriate cultura ingtruction, Sir.”

| did amental eyeroll. Thetwo Plains Clanswere at war for their collectivelives. If the Casuni and the
Tassni had to swalow sometrivia women'slib to win, so beit.

“Makeit happen, Sergeant Mgjor. Be sure the Clerks keep their head scarvestied.” | moved the
meseting on to more important things.

Weeks later, Ord dipped into my office, alone and frowning. “ Sir, I’ ve caused a problem. The Supply
Clerk idea—"

| paused with a handful of Morning Reports. “I thought the Zill Jillswere working out.”

He nodded. “Quick studies, fine soldiers. Last night a Supply Clerk newly deployed to a Tassini Cavalry
Basic unit waskilled—"

“Butit' sadesk job.”
“By the Encampment Headman.”
“Get the Tassini liaison officer in here. Now.”

My Tassini liaison was aformer Encampment Headman. He got his staff job because he was a better
politician than arider.



He sat across from me, crossed hislegs, and dicked an indigo-dyed eyebrow with onefinger. “Isthis
about the progtitute?’

| leaned forward. “What?’ The Earth military history I’ d read reported millions of femae soldiers had
served more than honorably. But there were rare tales of indiscretion, for example during the Cold-War
dust-ups, like Vietnam. And, unlike the worldly Marini, Tassini consdered progtitution acapitd crime. |
couldn’t just tell him hewasfull of crap.

Hewaved his hand. “Her manner of dress provoked the accusation. Then her offense was proved.”
“Proved?’

“By Boxing”

“The Accused had to fight?’

He shook his head. “ Every Encampment carries with it awooden box, large enough for awoman to
crouch in. Thereisalid, with abreathing hole. At sunrise, the Headman places the Accused in The Box.
Then he dropsthree Kris through the breathing hole.”

| cocked my head a Ord, who stood against my office’ s back wall, hands clasped at his back, in the
postion of At Ease.

“Foot-long scorpions, Sir. Their neurotoxin paralyzesin one minute, killsin thirty.”

The Liaison Officer said, “ Kris sting only unclean flesh. The Headman opens The Box at sunst. If sheis
innocent, sheisdive.”

| took adeep breath, then let it out. “How long have the Tassini been using The Box?’
“Three hundred years.”

“Has awoman ever survived?’

“Of coursenot. If sheisn’t awhore, the Headman doesn't put her in The Box.”

Onmy desk | displayed, as aletter opener, ajeweled dagger gifted on meby aVIP vistor. | took itshilt
inmy fist, squeezed it, and debated whether to stab the fool across the desk, or mysdif. | had
misassumed that | could dismantle centuries of divergent culture by giving an order. A soldier was dead,
andit wasmy fault.

| asked the Liaison Officer, “What if, as Military Governor, | forbid use of The Box?’
His eyeswidened. “ The Headmen would lose honor. The Tassini would bolt the Alliance.”

“Those clerks are hel ping to win the war. How do you think the Marini will react if thisBoxing
continues?’

“Likethe cowardly pimps and whoresthey are. They will bolt the Alliance.”
Either way, the Alliance would lose the war, and the Sugs would daughter every human on Bren.
| asked him, “Well, what would you do?’

He shrugged. “Quietly pay each Headman afacilitation fee, so he will not use The Box.”



“How many Headmen do you think would do such aded?’

“Oh, 90 percent or more. And don’t worry, each would swear for you to the public that no unclean coin
had crossed hispam.”

| Sighed.

Asan Adviser on Earth, | had put up with baksheesh in dl its permutations. One man’ s bribe was
another man’ stip. But thiswas different. | was ordering Allieswho had cut one another’ sthroats for
centuriesto trust each other to do right. They had to trust meto do right, too. If | bribed Headmen, Staff
would know. If Staff knew, everybody would know. The Alliance would be doomed to business as
usud, with the Clans at daggerpoints.

| sighed, and rubbed my eyes. Then | said to the Tassini officer, “1 see. Prepare aproclamation for my
sggnature as Military Governor. It will confirm that each Headman has ongoing authority to use The Box.”

Hesmiled. “Very wise, Sir.”
Ord furrowed his brow.

| said, “But it must be used in the fashion that we use The Box where| come from. In my home place,
each Headman begins each month by going in The Box. Since the Kris sting only unclean pdms, we
know from this that our Headmen have taken no bribes.”

The Officer squirmed in hischair. “ A Headman has many civic duties. He might be unableto sparea
wholeday togoin The Box.”

“I understand completely. Where | come from, Headmen often delay their test until year end, without
dishonor. They just don't use The Box inthe meantime.” | smiled.

Hefrowned.
| said, “Well, that’ s settled. Can you issue the Proclamation before lunch?’

He did. Sporadic friction continued between Tassini and Marini femae soldiers, but no woman, of any
Clan, was put in The Box thereafter. Coincidentaly, ninety Headmen resigned just before the year ended.
The following month, pilferage in those ninety Encampments dropped to zero, and stayed there.

Ord told melater that | handled the situation wisdly. But nine-tenths of wisdom isbeing wiseintime. Ord
didn't say that, Teddy Roosevelt did.

Two months afterward | woke at 3 A.M., and looked at my hands. Even in the dark, | saw that innocent
girl’ sblood on them, because | had not been wisein time,

Shewasn't the firgt soldier that died too young while under my command. Shewasfar from thelast.
Perhaps oneday I’ll grow so accustomed to such thingsthat I’ [l wake up and | won't see that blood. On
that day | will retire from command.

The next morning, | rode to one of the embarkation beaches for my morning run. I had covered two
miles dong the hardpacked sand, as the waves rumbled in and out. Another figure loomed out of the
ground fog, closing on me from the shoreward dunes, and caled, “Weneed to talk.”

FIFTY-SEVEN

JUDE SWUNG ALONGSIDE ME, and matched my pace.



| smiled at him. “Would the Lieutenant carefor alittle race?’

Jude had traded his pipsfor regular Lieutenant’ s talons at a promotion ceremony the week before. | had
stayed in the back row among the engineers while Bassin, himsdlf, pinned them on.

Alongside me, in the mist, Jude looked as graceful as hisfather had looked when we ran together on
pre-season early mornings. Even Metzger couldn’t match Jude as arifle shot now, and Jude looked as
hard and asfit asany soldier inthisarmy.

Hesad, “I want out of the Engineers.”

| frowned as | huffed dong. “Take it up with your CO. Y ou know better than to jump the chain of
commeand.”

“| dready took it up with him. He sgood with it. So's Bassin. R and D’ s done, so the gearheads don't
need my math anymore.”

“Sowhy tak to me?’
“I'm transferring to the Scouts.”
“No.” | shook my head.

The Scouts had emerged as our army’ s fastest riders, best climbers, best shots, and most dashing elite.
Rangers, SEALS, Green Berets, dl rolled up in one outfit. But boats carrying the Tassini Scouts and their
wobbleheads would befirst acrossthe Red Line. The survivorswould be thefirst to hit the beaches.
Gustus had Zill JlIs quietly cranking out casudty estimates for me. They predicted the Scouts would take
70 percent casudties. No other unit was expected to take even 30 percent, unless everything went to
hdll.

| sad, “You' reunqudified.”
“| can ride awobblehead with any of them. And | can outshoot al of them.”

“Most of the Scouts have ridden together since they were kids. Shoehorning you in will destroy unit
integrity.”

“I qudified asaMaster Harpooner |ast night. That way the boat carries one more Scout, onelesssailor.
Wewaste lessweight and space.”

Our boots crunched along the sand.

Jude said, “A Fifteenth Encampment Troop Leader broke his arm yesterday. The CO saysthejob’s
mineif | wantit.”

| stopped, panting, with hands on hips. “1f you think I'm going to approve—"

Jude faced mein the gray morning, twisting the ring made from hisfather’smedd. “1’m not hereto get
your approvd. I’'m just asking you to stay out of it.” He toed the sand with his boot. “L ook, | know what
you tried to do. | appreciateit. | redly do. But it smy life. Thisisonme.”

Jude turned, then ran on down the beach, until the mist closed in, and he disappeared.

My swests hung wet on my shoulders, and | sood in the mist until | shivered. The waves boomed behind
me, as relentless as clock ticks.



| said to the place where Jude had stood, “No, it son me. It'sal on me.”
The remaining training weeks evaporated into afog of reports, accidents, arguments, and exhaugtion.

Ord's hand touched my shoulder, and | sat up straight and awake on my cot in the darkness. | saw
invisble blood on my hands, and my wrist ’ Puter read midnight.

Ord whispered, “It' stime, Sir.”
HFETY-EIGHT

| SLID MY TORSO PLATESDOWN over my shoulders by flickering lantern light, and asked Ord, “Whét are
the counts?’

| had accelerated the D-Day morning reports. By sunrise I’ d have no time to read them, and staff lessto
write them. And casuaties would change the numbers for the worse with every heartbest.

We stepped from my tent into the night as Ord read ahandful of papers by hisheadlight. “ First Wave,
50,262 available for duty. Follow-on waves, support units, and other admin, total, 454,006 reporting.
We have 5,233 vessels seaworthy, 36,744 stock watered and healthy, and 620 artillery tubes tested and
serviceable”

| stared into the Sky. Moons-rise remained an hour away, but the night was till, chill, and full of Sars.
| muttered. “ Good.”

| was talking about the sky, not the counts. A fiction of war is“the weather isaways neutrd.” Wind, high
sees, rain, mud, heet, cold, ice, snow—they al favor the defense. This clear wesather was a break, and
we needed every break.

Ord sad, “They’re reporting afront at the ishmus, moving south. Fog, deet. It shouldn’t bother us here
for three days.”

We deployed some of our scarce radios to make arelay net with our diversionary attack forcefive
hundred miles north, up on the issthmus that separated the continents. The isthmus formed the obvious
avenue for ahuman invasion into Slug Land. The Sugs believed that, or they wouldn't have spent a
thousand yearswalling Slug Land off there, like Hadrian walled off the Scots from Roman-occupied

England.

To pin the Sug Legions defending the Millennium Wall, and to freeze their mobile reserve divisonstwo
hundred miles north of the landing beaches, we trumped up an “army” of farm cartsdriven by old mento
kick up lots of dust in the hills on the human side of the Sugs Millennium Wall each day, and light
hundreds of “campfires’ each night. A few buglers Sgnaled to Brigadesthat didn’t exi<t, except for
cannoneers that stood by every obsolete Marini blunderbuss we could scrape together.

At firg light, today, the cannoneers would barrage the Millennium Wall like they were softening it up for
the Meuse-Argonne Offensive.

Ord said, “For once, bad wegther favorsthe offense, Sir. The longer the Slugs can't see how little we
really have deployed at the isthmus, the longer before they counterattack our beachhead.”

“We don't have a beachhead yet, Sergeant Mgor.” | reached ingde my armor, tugged out asingle,
folded taupe page, and handed it to Ord. “If necessary, have the Queen’ s Secretary release thisto the

papers.”



Marinus and the larger towns had newspapers. We sent dl their reporters up north, with the diversonary
force. The New York Times would' ve howled about that, and I’ ve taken bullets defending its right to
howl, but free pressis no issue in an absolute monarchy.

Ord unfolded the paper and read it. I’ d longhanded it the night before, with a dinosaur-festher quill and
blue-black cuttlefishink. It reed:

Our recent landings have failed to gain a satisfactory foothold, and | have withdrawn our troops. The
decision to attack at thistime and place was based on the best information available. The troopsdid all
that bravery and devotion to duty could. If blame or fault attaches to the attempt, it ismine done.

— Jason Wander, Supreme Commander, Allied Expeditionary Forces

| couldn’t bear to think that up myself. | cribbed it from a contingent note Eisenhower wrote before
Normandy.

Ord nodded, refolded the taupe paper, and tucked it into his breastplate pouch.
Hedidn't tel me that we wouldn’t need it.

We wound for amile through tent clusters spread among the dunes behind the embarkation beaches. We
first passed through the late-wave units, the ones that would only make the crossing if we lodged
successfully on the opposite shore.

Sweet janga smoke drifted across the Marini charioteers laagers. The troops weren't getting stoned
before battle. Their wronks were being sedated, so they could be chained down in boats to make the
crossng.

| shuddered at the smell. We had perfected the sedation technique now, but, early on, | had witnessed a
test during which an underdoped, trussed-up bull wronk kicked the bottom out of ariver packet. The
boat sank like an anvil, with dl hands. | handwrote lettersto the family of each soldier logt, and teared up
every time.

Aswe passed onto the beach, the surf boomed. Thefifty Tassini Scouts of the Fifteenth Encampment
squatted in aring around alow firein the sand. They clapped in unison, keeping time with the surf’s

pulse,
Their boat lay on its Sde in the sand, ten yards away, between the fire and the sea.

The upturned boat shielded thefire' s heat signature from the far shore, but Jeeb’ slatest reconnaissance
flights seemed—seemed—to confirm that the far beaches were sparsaly defended.

Howard still hadn’t gotten hislook inside the storage sheds near the Troll, and we hadn’t covered ahost
of other contingencies that hung ahead of uslike swords. But if acommander can give every unit
everything every time, heisn't using everything he has.

Alongsidethefire, painted orangeinitslight, the Fifteenth’s Troop Leader and First Sergeant hopped
Sde-to-side, feet together, in time to the clapping. They jumped across Tassini swords planted
naked-blade-up in the sand.

The Tassini believed the Sword Dance and prayer before battle bought safety. Persondly, I'd buy safety
with agood helmet and acleanrifle.

When Jude saw Ord and me, he stopped mid-hop.



His troopers stopped clapping, looked where he looked, then leapt up and surrounded me. | shook
hands, patted shoulders, smiled, and tried not to think about 70 percent of those kids as tomorrow’s
casudties.

Most of the Marini Marshas, and not afew officers on Earth, thought buddying with the troops wasted
scarce planning time and energy, and familiarity undercut discipline.

But when | was a Specidist 4th, training before we embarked for Ganymede, Nat Cobb was our
Divison Commander. He had 9,950 other soldiers on his mind besides my Platoon. But he woke up and
heard a blizzard howling around his tent, and remembered our Platoon was out on an overnight route
march. Genera Cobb parka d up, had adriver drop him beside the road, then dogged in to camp beside
us, bitching at the snow and the wind louder than any of us.

| never forgot that, and | bet no Gl in that Platoon did ether. I'm not saying the Marshal s were wrong.
I’m just saying commanders' time spent with troops is more gain than give.

While Jude s men doused their fire and toppled their boat onto log rollersto trundleit down to the surf
line, Jude and | stood apart.

Helooked out at his Scouts through the open visor of his crimson Eternads, and said, “ They' re as ready
as| can makethem.”

His kids were older than he was, and as lean and tough as whipcord, but not one of them had ever seen
more combat than a sniping match with Casunis.

| said, “Nobody’ s ever ready for what they’ re going to see. But if you let *em flinch, you'll give more
thanyou gan.”

Hiseyes glistened in the darkness. “1 could never give more than you and Mom aready have, Jason.”

Maybe he couldn’t, but | could, and | didn’t want to. | hugged him before he could see my tears, and
patted his backplate. He wore the old crimson Eternad armor Ord had fitted him with from the adviser
stocks we had brought from Earth. Back home, Eternad crimsons were junk, but they had been enough
to protect me and Jude' s mother through the Battle of Ganymede.

“Always.” Then he pulled away.

An hour later, | stood in the sand with Wilgan, the old Ship Magter, and Ord. We watched both full
moonsrise over the Sea of Hunters.

Thefull moons rare combined gppearance lit the night like fase sunshine, asit had for eons. Thefdse
sunshine bloomed phytoplankton as fast as popped corn. Krill, shrimp no bigger than rice grains, rose to
feast on the phytoplankton. The krill’ s bioluminescence painted the sea beyond six fathomslikeapae
blue prairie burning.

Ord stood aongside me and whispered, “Never thought I’ d see two moonsin one sky, and an ocean on
fire”

Wilgan sad, “ There' sour Glowies, fine asyou please.”

Wilgan's Glowies attracted hungry sardine-sized predators. Behind the sardines, and hungry for them,
swarmed sharks and bony fishes aslong asahuman leg.

Thefirst wave s boats pitched outbound in the surf, their thousand navigation lanterns winding north and



south from where Ord and | stood.

| chinned my helmet optics. Two heartbeats thumped before they focused. A mile out, faint wakes made
veesin thewater. Thefirst kraken wererising, responding to the bigger fish, and to the drum of fifty
thousand oars dl beating the water like struggling prey.

Thefirst boats harpoonerswould chalenge the early arriving kraken that attacked them. The next
kraken would attack their wounded siblings as enthusiasticdly asthe first kraken had attacked our boats.
Thekrakens struggleswould bring up rhind by the hundreds. In the frenzy of feeding behemoths, our
invasion fleet would dip through, asignored as | had been when | dipped through the scavengers that
battled over carrion at the Fair’ swreckage.

Theoretically, our boats wouldn’t have to outrun the rhind, they would just have to outrun or outfight the
first few kraken.

Theoretically.

Wilgan said, “ So far, so good. Just like the test.”

But the next minutes could doom the Glsin those boats, and with them this civilization.
| swalowed, and said to Ord, “What if | blundered, Sergeant Mgor?’

Ord nodded back his helmet optics, then peered through his old binoculars. “ Sir, Churchill said that war
ismostly acatalogue of blunders”

| chinned my optics. A mile out, thefirst kraken, tentaclesflailing, raced toward the lead assault boat,
until the gap between beast and vessel narrowed to twenty yards. The kraken and the boat closed to
within twenty yards of one another. The boat’ s harpooner stood in its prow, and spray dripped off his
crimson armor asit gleamed in the moonlight.

My heart pounded, and | held my breath.
Jude raised his harpoon, and sighted on the mongter’ syelow eye.
FIFTY-NINE

JUDE HURLED THE BARBED BLACK IRON. At the same instant, a tentacle tip wrapped the boat’ s lantern,
then tore the lantern from the boat’ s prow. The boat heeled and dipped toward the waves, as the Scouts
at the oars swayed.

The harpoon vanished into the kraken’ s great eye, the barb exploded, and tissue geysered into the sea.
Tentacles thrashed, dipping off the boat, and it righted.

Scouts thrust their arms skyward, and pumped their fists, as the waters around the boat smoothed.

| breathed again.

Y ards seaward of Jude' s boat, a whitecap appeared on the sea, and grew, first into ablack knob, and
then into ablack mountain that towered twenty feet taler than Jude, as he stood tiny and crimsonin the
bobbing boat.

Therhind’ s ebony head was wedge-shaped, as though the Titanic had surfaced bow-first from the
abyss, and silver seawater rivers cascaded from adouble row of shark-fin scutes down the beast’ s back.



Initstoothed jaws, the rhind vised the limp kraken that Jude had harpooned, like awolf that had
snatched a sparrow asit flew past. Seawater coursed off the kraken’ s tentacles, and ran off the
Spear-point of its cone shell.

Howard called therhind “tylosaurs,” ar-breathing, aguatic lizards—Ilike crocodiles with flippers.

The rhind’ s body shot out of the seauntil its snout wasforty feet in the air, and itsred eye burned down
at the assault boat. The rhind’ sforeflipper, bigger by itsaf than the boat, cleared the water.

Alongside me, Wilgan whispered, “Big fdler. | make him ahundred fifty feet.”

| muttered, and pushed my hand &t the air in front of me, like | was brushing back a dangling snake. “ Get
out of there!”

The mongter toppled back to the seawith itsfifty-foot prize, and itsflipper carved Jude' s boat in two,
like acleaver splitting abread loaf.

“No!” | whispered.

Oars, men, and rifles splintered and tumbled in Slhouette across the brilliant moons.
Jude, armored limbs outstretched, cartwheeled across the sky like afive-pointed ruby.
SXTY

| PUNCHED THE ZOOM ON MY OPTICS S0 hard that they retracted. | swore, tore off my helmet, and reset
them manudly with quivering fingers. By thetime | got them back on, the frame in focus showed nothing
at the spot where the rhind had crashed back into the sea but debris bobbing on the waves. Elsawhere,
al up and down the six-fathom line, rhind and kraken struggled as our boats bobbed and dashed around
and through them.

| switched my radio from command net to Eternad intercom, and spoke. “Fifteen Leader, thisisEagle
joining your net, over.” Screw procedure and chain of command. “Jude? Thisis Jason!”

| repeated for three minutes, but only static hum answered.
| grabbed Ord’sarm. “Can you see him? Did you see—"

Ord lowered his binoculars, and shook his head. “His radio may have been damaged. Y ou know those
old Eternads. . .” He paused. “Nothing moving out there now, Sir. Another boat may have picked him

up.”

The assault boats were to maintain ahundred yards' separation, and to stop for nothing, double
underscored. Ord knew that aswell as| did. He had helped me edit the wording when the orders came
across my desk for review.

My heart sank in my chest like an anvil.

“Sure. Probably.” | stared into the sand, and shook my head. Why had | stayed out of it? Why had |
been so foolish? Why had | let a sixteen-year-old who knew nothing of his own mortality spend hislife
on afool’serrand?

| blinked back tears.

Becauseif he didn’t, some other immorta sixteen-year-old would have died in his place.



The squed of kedls crossing wooden rollers echoed in the night, and | looked up and down the beach.
The second-wave boats and crews moved into launch positions.

A Marini Signals runner, kicking up beach sand as he staggered, stopped, then stood to attention in front
of me. He couldn’t have been older than fourteen. Not so much younger than my godson had been. No,
| lied to myself. Not so much younger than my godson was.

Cheeks flushed, the boy saluted, then panted, “ Sir, first reports.”
SIXTY-ONE

BY THE TIME THE FIRST REPORTS had become second, and third, and fourth reports, the moons had set,
and sunrise had become ablinding diver above the Sea of Hunters.

At thewater' s edge, | stood beneath a dun-colored woven canopy, with Howard, Ord, and the Marini
Admird in charge of follow-on overwater transport.

Follow-on meant extracting survivorsif wefailed, or ferrying admin personne acrossthe Seaif the
landings succeeded. The Admira was the officer who, seven months before, at the Alliance sfirst
meeting, had asked the Queen to relieve me when | recommended an amphibious assault acrossthe Sea
of Hunters.

We stood around a camp table, and stared into the hologen’ simage.

Howard pointed with a chewed yelow pencil at the overhead image that Jeeb was tranamitting. A broad
area of the seabelow Jeeb boiled white, as animals struggled againgt one another like bucketed worms.
Even aswe watched, the area shifted north and broadened. Here and there, our boats darted untouched
through and around the melee.

Howard said, “ The feeding field now extends eight milesin widest dimension. A movesblefead, to
borrow a phrase. The rhind and kraken have worn each other out. The smaller fry are pouncing on them.
We should have forty-eight hours before the predator population recovers and reinfests this area enough
to impede our movement.”

Ord folded back the top sheets of asheaf of reports. “With the first and second waves ashore, and the
third under way, casudties stand at less than 2 percent, Sirs. Some of those are missing in action, so the
find tota should go lower. The Scouts made landfall in disarray. But they encountered only haf adozen
sentries dong the entire landing beach front—and neutralized them al without loss. They’ ve pushed a
beachhead inland two miles aready, without firing ashot.”

| closed my eyes, exhded, then looked again a Ord.

He stared a me, pulled asingle, folded taupe sheet from his breastplate pouch, then crumpled it in his
fist. “We shouldn’t be needing this, Generd.”

The Marini Admird stroked hiswhite mustache. “It' samiraclel”

| stared at the balled notein Ord' s hand, felt cold, and bit my lip. It would never be amiracleto the
families of the dead. For every commander who had to write a condolence letter to one of those families,
and for every family who received one of those letters, the casualty rate was 100 percent. But it was a
miracle, nonetheless.

We waded out through the surf, and swabhbies pushed and pulled us up into the bobbing boat that would
findly take usto war.



Asthe crew loaded our gear, the Admira tugged an ova silver flask from his pocket, flipped back its
cap with histhumb, and toasted me. “Brilliant plan, Commander! Theworst isover now, hey?’

Then hetook apull, and handed me the flask.
It was as empty as his head.
SIXTY-TWO

TENMILESOUT into the Sea of Hunters, aswe skirted the boiling melee of the feeding frenzy, | came
eyebal to eyebal with my firgt rhind.

The exhausted black leviathan lolled at the surface, like a capsized freighter. Its exposed bulk towered
twelve feet taller than our packet boat, and by the time our crew rowed us from the rhind’ sflaccid tail to
its snout, we had covered three times the boat’ s fifty-foot length.

Every few seconds, afin cut the surface, as a shark darted in, tore flesh from the rhind’ s heaving flank,
then flashed away. The beast’ s heart thumped dowly, asthough abass drum lay muffled withinitsribs,
and itsred eye, larger than a cannonball, stared down at me as we rowed past.

Perhaps | should have wondered whether this was the same monster that had crushed Jude' s boat.
Perhaps | should have been outraged, or triumphant, asthe rhind floated, dying.

What could the rhind have made of thisfifty-headed creature that paddied past, scuttling over the seain
itsowninverted shell?

For eons, the rhind and its kind had ruled Bren’s oceans. Neither the Slugs, which Earthlings called
murderers, nor the Clans, which Earthlingswould cal barbarians, had disrupted the natura order of
things. Now, in one morning, four Earthlings had inverted and bloodied thisworld. Once, | had asked
Bassin whether rhind were the scariest thing on this planet. Maybe the Sugs were right. Maybe we were
the disease, not them.

Howard stood aongside me as we ghosted past the rhind like mice past acat.

Howard's helmet cam crackled as he snapped images of the beast. “If | didn’'t seethis, | wouldn't
believeit wasred. The Bunker Tylosaur was athird thislong.”

“New planet, new redity. Just be glad redlity didn’t bite your ass.” | mag'd my view of thelanding
grounds ahead of us. Boats, troops by the tens of thousands, cavalry mounts, cannon, and supply
wagons jumbled on the beaches. “ Y et.”

SIXTY-THREE

AN HOUR LATER, | planted my feet in the sand of our expanding beachhead, and a handler brought up
the dapple duckbill I would ride. As| grasped itsreins, Casus thundered toward me on hiswhite stallion,
capeflying, and reined up.

| squinted up at him, and asked, “Y ou reform your Divisonsyet?’

He shook his head, pointing toward the dunes that bordered the beach. “Each Troop dashesinland as
so0n as its mounts recover from thejanga.”

| sghed. *'Y ou have no command and control of your units?’

Casus gtiffened. “We discussed this. We agreed!”



| had been terrified that our troops and equipment would pile up in arestricted beachhead, where the
Slugs could cut them to bits with heavy fire. The“miracle€’ of Dunkirk, and of the British and French that
the German army had surrounded on its beaches, was that the Allieswon thewar in spite of it. Dispersd
had been my obsession, if we got ashore.

“I know. You'reright.” But | hung my head, and sighed again. “Keep pressing, but try to organize things
onthefly.”

| assigned Casus to command the dash across the three hundred open miles, from the beachesto the
mountains, that lay between us and the Troll, precisdy because he had more speed than judgment.

Hewould press his soldiers mercilesdy forward, wringing out their last swesat drops, because speed
could win thiswar. Casus wouldn't press because he was a bastard, though many of his soldiers surely
would think hewas. Caring about soldiers didn’t mean indulging them. A commander should dways
prefer live soldiers hatred over the affection of motherswho tell him their dead sonsloved him.

A century before, Eisenhower trusted an ivory-handled-pistol-toting, Gl-dapping public-relaions
disaster to boot the Nazis across France. Patton routed the Germans so magnificently that hisarmies
outran their gasoline trucks.

| asked Casus, “Do you even know where your point units are? Whether they need supplies? Do they
know whether our overhead imagery shows Sugs ahead of them? Or friendlies on their flanks?”

Casus shrugged. “My men are like their mounts. They smell the way home, and it’sforward.”

Command is choosing theright horse for the right course, then letting it run. But with alight hand <till on
the reins. Casus was the right horse for thiscourse, but . . .

| swung up onto my duckbill. “ Change of plan. My headquarters will move with yoursfor acouple days.
A couple days turned out to be four weeks. The weether front from the north dammed us one morning
later, then sat for days. Snow turned to rain, rain made mud, and Casus s great dash forward stalled.

Worse, the Slugs figured out where our main thrust was, and shifted their mobile reserve south to block
us

Tassini Scout units made first contact with overwhelming Slug forces at night, in adriving rain.
Light-armored and inexperienced, the Scouts got mauled, and fell back through Casus s cavary unitsin
disarray.

When first contact came, most kindergartens would have had better command and control than we did.

Marini infantry hurled into the breach finaly stabilized the front, thanksto Gustus s assault rifles, afew
Company-level commanders' tactica brilliance, and, asaMarini infantry sergeant reminded me, “A few
bayonetswif’ gutsbehind’em!”

The Slugs, who did aways seem to go to school on human tactics, settled in to amobile defense,
blocking our front, jabbing, then defending every terrain obstacle until we flanked them. Then the Slugs
gave ground, retreating behind the next obstacle. | felt asfrustrated as Sherman marching south toward
Atlanta

Unlike the Confederates who delayed Sherman, time was on the Pseudocepha opod' s side. The Slug
army grew by fifty thousand warriors every week. Our army just grew weaker every day, as our supply
lines stretched and frayed.



The wobbleheads and duckbills ate whatever they found growing in front of them, which actualy eased
our logistic headache compared to, say, a diesdl-powered Panzer army. Gustus devised a system of
prepackaged cargo loadsidentified by manifeststhat cut supply wagon turnaround timein half.

Nonethel ess, Gustus s wagoners rumbled forward twenty-four-point-two hours every day, through mud
and deet. The wagoners' round trips lengthened two miles for every mile our point units advanced. The
resultant exhaustion and haste meant point units sometimes tore tarps off prepackaged wagons and found
saddles when they were short of bread, and bread when they needed cartridges.

The Sugsweren’t winning, but they didn’t have to win. They just had to give ustimeto lose.

Fifty-four days after we hit the beaches, Casus, Howard, Ord, Bassin, and | sood among field
commanders, studying the holo gen map view in atent that was il three hundred milesfrom our
objective.

Casus stabbed the map with hisfinger. “ The Scouts will position themselves here, dong the riverbank.”
He glanced up at the Tassini Scout Commander. “Make abig show, as though you were an army.”

The Tassini nodded. “Many campfires. Much patrolling.”

Casusturned to the Marini Colond of Charioteers. “ Position your chariots and my cavary here, inthe
woodline of these hills aong the river, downstream from the Scouts. The morning fog will hide you even if
thetreesdon’'t. The Slugswill believe our Scouts are our entire army. So they will advance across your
front, dong theriver, toward the Scouts.” Casus did hisfinger upstream, in the direction of his Scout
decoys.

Bassin nodded and smiled. “ Ah! When the Sugs are strung out aong the riverbank, the Chariots and
cavary will charge downhill. They will crush the Sugs againgt theriver, like ahammer againg an anvil.”

Casus nodded.

| smiled. War waged without flying machines hadn’t changed much over the centuries. Casus never got
within light years of the Command and General Staff College at Ft. Leavenworth, but he had just
diagramed the tactics Hanniba used to annihilate the Romans against the shores of Lake Traseminein
217 BC.

The Pseudocepha opod was aslogical as the Romans, but more naive. | suppose if Howard wasright,
and the Pseudocepha opod was just asingle being, it would never understand that the other guy might try
tofool it.

Bassn sad, “Then my sapperswill push pontoon bridges acrosstheriver immediately.”
“And my menwill put them to good use,” Casus said.

The next morning, | hid in the mist that wrapped the pines upd ope of Casus s planned killing ground.
Arrayed to my left and right were so many cavary and Charioteersthat the nervous scuffing of heavy
claws made a constant buzz.

Thiswould bethefirst time many Tassni and Casuni unitsthat had been fragmented on the landing
grounds regjoined. Two hundred thousand of us, two hundred thousand Slugs. It was our chance to bresk
the stalemate of indecisive probes and Slug retreats that had tilted the campaign against us. It was aso
our chanceto lose everything.

Boom-boom-boom.



| heard the Slugs, though | couldn’t see them, and they couldn’t see us. | flicked my visor display andin
front of me | saw through Jeeb’ s passive infrared optics the marching Slugs below him, their Legion
stretched out Alongside theriver in athinned black line,

A bugle echoed, and the cavary buzz became arumble. Upstream, the Scouts charged the Slug
column’ s head, and collgpsed it back into the Sug main body. Downstream, Casus s cavary swungin
behind the Sug column’ srear, and droveit forward into the Slug main body.

Another bugle sounded. Wronks and duckbills thundered down the dope through the migt, into the Slug
traffic jam below, as soldiers and monsters roared.

| held my duckbill as he pranced. He was younger than Rosy. Y ounger and more proneto stick his nose
whereit would buy trouble.

Like Jude. My heart sank. The constant movement, and the detail of running an army of nearly haf a
million, had submerged the pain of lass. But every now and then the pain spiked to the surface like an
attacking rhind’ s snout.

Therattle of assault riflesand the zing of answering mag rails echoed to me live through the mist, while |
concentrated on the visud of the battle unfolding in my visor display.

An hour after the bugles began the battle, the mist burned off, and | watched live aswell aslistened.
Casus s plan unfolded flawlesdy, and histroops executed it magnificently. The Sug dementsthat his
troops backed against the river could do nothing but whed, fight, and die.

| switched my view to panoramic. Wronks trampled armored Slug warriors like roaches. Tassni on
wobbleheads dashed in and out among the warriors. Casuni hacked—and fired point-blank automatic
bursts at—packed-in Sugs. So many dead Sugslay in the muddy shalowsthat their green lifeblood
curled out into the stream and changed its color.

The Sugs rushed reinforcements from their rear up to the opposite bank. Sug Heavys pot-shot Bassin's
pontoon bridges, and the spans shattered and sank, as his engineers struggled to bolt their sections
together.

But, for once, Gustus slogisticians got it right, and new bridge sections gppeared from our rear faster
than the Sugs could sink them.

By afternoon, thefirst Tassini Scouts dashed across the first completed bridge span, while Marini infantry
mass ng along the near riverbank cheered.

The Slugs pulled back, and our rout of them resumed. Eisenhower said, “ Relentless and speedy pursuit is
the most profitable action in war,” and Casuswas provingit.

| stood dismounted at a bridgehead as Marini infantry followed the Casuni cavary that rumbled across
the water. Our mercifully few dead would travel with us, until we could inter them honorably, but the
Slugs cared less than we did about their own casuaties. Slug corpseslay so thick aong the river’ s banks
that dready, scavenging inland pterosaurs circled high above the battlefield, anvil-headed gliders whose
angular wings spanned nearly forty feet.

| had seen similar, smdler gliders skim the sea at the Winter Paace. More awkward reptile than bird,
they had to pick their way up the dliffs on which the Palace stood, then launch themsalves on barely
flappable wings to swoop down on fish at the sea’ s surface. But even those little coastal versions had

plenty of teeth.



One soldier pointed at the river with hisrifle, at water transformed by the blood of Slugs, and caled to
me, “Y ou should change the name, Genera!”

| did. On this new continent, our mapsidentified terrain features by number. But any Gl would prefer to
tell his grandchildren how he won the Battle of Emerald River, not the Action at Water Obstacle No. 89.

For the next weeks, we repeated the pattern, driving the Slugs back acrossriver after river. The Sugs
would shoot up Bassin's bridges, then his Sappers would bring up a spare bridge. The Slugs would shoot
it up, and Bassin's boyswould haul in another spare. Each time, the Slugs ran out of fight before the
Sappersran out of bridges. Each time, the infantry watched the show, then finally streamed across.

Thefirg hillsthe Sugsfdl back to were limestone, honeycombed with caves. Some of those caves might
have made flat, shortcut passages to the other sde for infantry, easier than climbing over the hills.

But from bitter experience, | knew the Slugs liked to set ambushesin caves, or hide out in them until we
passed, then attack our rear. | warned Casus.

Boom.

| stood alongside a Marini artillery battery, hands over my audio receptors, and watched as athree-inch
Ordnance Rifle bucked back on itswhedled carriage. A mile away the shell crashed into a cave mouth,
stone collgpsed in agray dust cloud, and the opening vanished.

A mud-caked infantryman, hunkered on one knee adongside the battery, turned to his buddy, and sighed,
as his potential shortcut disappeared. “Well, now we got astinking day of climbing ahead!”

His buddy jerked his thumb toward the engineer column behind them. “Nah. | bet Colonel Bassin carries
asparetunnd wif’ him.”

The weather had been dry, and we made a good run from the Emerald River to the Limestone Hills.
But every good run ends.
SIXTY-FOUR

THE NIGHT AFTER WE REDUCED the cavesin the Limestone Hills, after security was set, stock watered,
and suppliesdistributed, | left Ord at the Headquarters tent, poring over forms by alantern’syelow
glow, while | made campfire rounds.

| tried to get to everybody, but with athird of amillion troops scattered across aforeign wilderness, |
was lucky to see a couple units each night.

By thetime | started my visits, most troops had taken to their tents. A half dozen Tassini Scouts squatted
around their fire, and when they saw me emerge into their light, they sprang to their feet.

| waved my hand, palm down. “ At ease! What' skeeping you al up?’

One scout frowned. “ General, somebody said we' re gonna have to carry those fat Casuni up the
mountains tomorrow.”

Troops hear the most ridiculous crap, and they take it serioudy until somebody tellsthem otherwise.

George Washington’s Colonias astonished Von Steuben, their Prussian teacher, by indgsting on knowing
why. Likethe Colonials, Glsin combat want truth even more than hot meals, and good commanders
move mountainsto give them both.



| squatted next to the Scouts, and ticked off the facts on my fingers. “1t’ sonly thirty miles up and over the
mountains to the objective. But it'sa hundred milesto get around to the objective if we keep advancing
across the flatlands. Y our wobbleheads can pick their way across the mountain ledges, but the rest of the
army can't. Ther€ sforage for the cavary mounts on the plain, but above tree line the mountains have
barely enough lichen to feed afew wobbleheads. We ve been successful on the Plain. We don’t know
what might happen in the mountains. So what would you do?’

Onesad, “Don’t split usup, Sir. The whole army should advance acrossthe plain.”
| amiled.
Ord was dready drafting this unit’s order for tomorrow, to do just that.

“Okay. WE Il forget the mountains for now.” | looked around at their shoulder patches. “You're
Sixty-Third Encampment. Hear anything about the Fifteenth?’

A soldier dead wounds hisfamily. A soldier missing tears awound that never hedls. Everywhere | went, |
asked about Jude' s outfit, about alieutenant in crimson armor.

Another Scout shook his head. “ Some say men whose boats went down swum to other boats, Sir. But
nobody | know’ s seen one, yet. And, meaning no offense to the General, | seen better-organized pub
brawls than the beach landings. There’smen mixed up in every unit. I’ m redly with the Ninetieth, mysdif.
But the Fifteenth? They dl went down thefirst day, | heard, Sir.”

| nodded, asalump swelled in my throat.

Indl theunits| had visited, nobody had heard different.

| stood, turned, and stared into the night, toward the plain a ong which we would advance in the morning.
It wasonfire.

SIXTY-FIVE

IN THE NEXT MORNING' SDAWN, | stood alongside Gustus, Ord, Bassin, and Casuson alow rise.
Around us, hundreds of duckbills and wobbleheads cropped low vegetation, while ther riders struck
tents and prepared to advance. Ten miles ahead, to our left and right, sheer cliffsrose two thousand feet.

The valey to our front was mileswide, and asflat and suitable to pass an army as the three hundred miles
of ground our army had crossed so far. One hundred miles up that valey lay the Troll fortress that we
could win thewar by destroying.

But smoke grayed the valey floor, and where the wind tore away the smoke, the ground was ash-black.
The stink of embers blew back across us.

| punched up Jeeb’ s overhead. For twenty miles up the valley, not a grass blade remained unscorched,
and the Slugs had deployed unitsthat could torch the rest of the valley in increments, if we advanced.

Gustus handed Ord back his binoculars, and replaced his spectacles. “ There' sno forage for the animals
anymore. WE |l haveto forage in the rear, then bring fodder forward in the wagons. That' Il siphon off our
trangport capacity. We' Il barely be able to provison and arm the troops.” Gustus turned to Casus, and
shook his head. “Now, we can’t support advances of longer than eight miles each week.”

Ord sad, “And that’ sif the Sugsleave us done, which they won't.”



Casus snorted. “1 could crawl that far!”
| ground my teeth.

The little maggots had outwitted us again. They had done it on Earth, twice, on Ganymede, and, here on
Bren, a the Fair.

The Sugs had dowed our advance up the valey by destroying our animals forage.

Now, by the time we advanced within range for our artillery to stand off, and blow the Troll to hell, the
Slug incubator would have cranked out afresh new army of Warriors, dmost twice the number of the
troops we had |€eft, to add to their exigting force. If we did nothing but dog dowly up the valey, we
would lose the campaign, the war, and the world. We had to be shelling the Troll within afew weeks.

| mag’ d up on the distant mountains. They were fault block mountains, aseries of high, gray dliffsthat
rose and faced us, then dropped away in shalow dopes down the far Side, to the base of the next cliff.
Crossing them would be like riding athirty-mile long roller coaster, with each updope averticd haf-mile
high. Most of our army couldn’t make it over those mountains.

| asked Bassin, “If Casus pinned the Slugs by advancing up the valley, could your Sappers advance the
guns across the mountainsin a couple weeks?’

Bassin peered one-eyed through his spyglass a thefirst cliff wal, then he grinned a me. “We move
saling ships up ahdf-mile high waterfdl in the wilderness every day.”

| turned to Casus, and put a hand on his shoulder armor. “The main advance up the valley will be your
show from here out. My HQ will now move with Bassn.”

Casus grinned. “When you get those guns up on the heights, look before you fire. We may reach the blue
mountain before you.”

“I'dlikethat,” | said.

That night we caught another weather break. In adark, cold, obscuring drizzle, haf the Tassini Scouts
dipped away from their positions across the miles of width and depth of our army. Bassin's Sappers
hitched the Scouts' wobbleheads to equipment wagons, and to the limbers of wheeled Ordnance Rifles,
and they and the Scouts moved out on foot.

We reached the scree dope at the base of the first mountain cliff in rain and darkness, and the Sappers
disassembled Ordnance Rifle barrels from carriages and wheedl's, so each could be drawn up the cliffs
with blocks and tackle.

In the meantime, Scouts scrambled up the diff facein the oily rain like spiders, coils of guide rope wound
around their torsos. As the Scouts reached ledges, they dropped guide ropes that the Sappers attached
to the blocks and tackle, which were wrapped in tent cloth to muffle them from clattering against the rock
face. The Marini Sappersand Tassini Scouts coordinated their movements with silent hand signdls,
scarcely visblein the dark, rather than risk the sound of a shout.

The Scouts made the pulley assemblies fast, then pressed silently upward to the next level of ledges.

Through my night snoops, | watched one kid who had made it up three ledges reach out to grasp arope
that flapped in the wind. Whether rock crumbled, or he dipped in therain, only he and his God know.
But in an ingtant he was gone, arag doll tumbling through the green glow of my night vison fied. Indl the
last three hundred feet he lived, he never uttered a sound.



The Marini Sappers gathered around hisbody asit lay in the scree at the base of the cliff, and wept in the
rain for him. There could be no funera fire, so they buried him in theloose rock, Marini-style,

One Marini lifted a stone, and whispered to his buddy, “Can we giveritestoaTassni?’
Hisfriend said, “ Tassni? He sone of us, now.”

At dawn, Casus pressed forward, and drove the Slugs back, so they wouldn't notice afew distant flies
dangling eight hundred feet up adistant wall.

| leaned over Bassin's shoulder, as he sat on arock in the rain and clicked the beads of his zill.
“What' sthe math for?’ | asked.

Bassin rubbed hisforehead. “ Each gun barrd’ sthe heaviest sngle load. The ropes were strong enough,
but the rain’ sweskened them. The weight is close, now. But everything should hold.”

Bassin's Sappers had rigged arope ding around an Ordnance Rifl€ stube as carefully asif they were
swaddling baby Jesus, though they had no ideawho that was.

Bassin shot them athumbs-up. A Sapper grasped the reins of awobblehead harnessed to the pulley
assembly and marched the beast away.

Foot by creaking foot, the first gun tube ascended.

Forty minutes | ater, the gun tube dangled seven hundred feet above us, nearly at thefirst way point of
Bassn'sverticd railroad.

Therain stopped.

A dozen feet above the gun, something small and black thrust out of the cliff face, like adagger through a
curtain. | zoomed on it and saw teeth.

The pterosaur peeked out of its nesting cavelet, looked down at the intruder cregping up toward it, and
pounced.

| said, “ Crap!”

The reptile spread itsforty-foot, dirty-gold wings, asit dug its clawsinto the rope ding, and pecked a
theiron burglar.

The upper pulley groaned, as the squawking pterosaur and the gun tube swung like a pendulum, and the
gun tube clanged the rock wall.

Even apterosaur aswide asasmdl houseis asfragile asakite, and barely outweighs aman. But the
weakened ropes popped, first one, then dl, and the reptile and the cannon plummeted seven hundred
feet.

The gun tube hit the scree muzzle-firgt, crushed the pterosaur’ swing like rice paper, and bounced down
the dope, fifty feet to my right. Straight for Bassin. He stood frozen with his back to me, waiting a
heartbest to learn the batoning gun tube’ strgectory.

| screamed, “Bassinl”

He leapt. Almost fast enough. Bassin dodged his torso around the gun, but the barrel crushed hisleg, and



Bassin, the gun, and the screeching, flapping pterosaur did in arotating hegp down the loose rock of the
scree dope.

Sappersand | ran to Bassin, and the first man to reach the heap of them put the broken reptile down with
his Sapper’ s axe.

Bassin lay on hisback.
| knelt and touched hisface. “Bassin?’
He smiled, and sat up. “ That was close!”

My jaw dropped.

Bassin reached forward, cut away his uniform trouser leg with his Sapper’ s axe, and unfastened his
prosthetic leg. He left the ruined appliance crushed benegth the cannon tube,

Bassn sad, “ A rare advantage of the amputee!”
Thefal bent the gun tube out of plumb enough to render it scrap.

Bassin strapped on a spare prosthetic, looked up at the cliff, and said, “1 figured 5 percent accident
breskage. | just didn’t figureit dl a once. We'll haveto be careful the rest of theway.”

| Sgnaled a Tassini Scout down from the cliff, made sure he wasn't the only Tassini on Bren who
couldn’t shoot, and assigned him to plug the next critter that flew near our rope highway.

Then | rubbed my temples, and muttered to mysdlf. “At least it can’t get worse.”

My Tassini sharpshooter stood aongside me scanning the cliffs. He said, “Y ou going up free-climb or
roped, Sr?’

“What?’
He pointed at the two-thousand-foot acrophobe’ s nightmare that rose in front of us.

| stared at the dangling climbing ropes, and dapped my forehead. How had | expected to get to the top?
Hy up in the Supreme Commander’ s helicopter?

| said, “Crap.”
SIXTY-SX

INFACT, | WASN'T THEONLY part of thisexpedition that was afraid of heights. The surefooted
wobbleheads would be invaluable on the narrow ledges to come, but the Sappers had to sedate them, rig
abasket, and haul them one at atime up the vertical face like flour sacks.

| rode up dangling in the same basket, but | didn’t sniff any janga, first. | cursed myself, trembling, every
foot of the two-thousand-foot journey for skipping it.

Fortunately for command and control, since | was aliteral basket case, operational command wasredly
Bassin's. The mé@ange of two thousand Tassini Scouts, the Sappers, and pretty much everybody but me
and thelast supply carts was gone down thefirst backd ope by thetime | reached the mountaintop.

When | arrived up top, | didn’t kissthe granite, but | did kind of hug it with quivering arms.



Over the next few days, | repeated the funhouse experience four times, once for each new cliff. Then |
low-crawled slently, alongside Bassin, through brush to arock lip, just over the military crest of the peak
our task force had just ascended.

Bassin tapped my shoulder, then pointed ahead at the next mountain, two miles down aforested dopeto
our front.

It wasiridescent blue and dien, and | nearly wept for joy.

SIXTY-SEVEN

| LOOKED DOWN ACROSS FORESTS to the Troll and the cleared land around it, and relaxed. All that
remained of thiswar wasthe end game.

Thirty-five thousand Slug warriors, according to Jeeb’ slast reconnai ssance, made up the defense
garrison dug into a perimeter around the Troll. Roughly one warrior for each thousand yearsthe
perimeter had gone unchallenged. It was asmall force, as Sug forces went, but it outnumbered the
Scouts, Sappers, and artillerymen that had survived our mountain odyssey ten to one.

The Scouts had borne the brunt of battle from the Red Line in the seato the landing beaches. They had
been battered and shifted ever since, as Casus dashed across the continent. Now, they could barely have
forced atemporary breach in the Sug perimeter if Bassin massed them and hurled them a asingle point.
Then they would have been daughtered.

Only the cannon batteries that the Scouts and Bassin's Sappers had dragged across the mountains
changed the oddsin our favor.

Two hours after Bassin and | first saw the Troll, we looked out across the forest and saw only trees.
| said, “ The Scouts are deployed down there in an outpost line?’

Bassin nodded. “If the Slugs patrol these forests, they’ Il encounter Scouts before they discover our guns.
The Scouts could only hold them off for acouple of days, if we' re discovered.”

Alongside us, Sappers and cannoneerslaid our guns.

| said, “We only need a couple of hoursmore. | can tell you from experience, that incubator’ s a bomb
waiting to happen. Once we gtart shelling, that thing will blow and take out everything around it, including
every warrior on that perimeter. Casuswill hear the explosion clear down the valey.”

| drew abreath. We were about to win thiswar with scarcely another casualty.

AsBassin's Sappers reassembled and emplaced our artillery, Bassin and | stood alongside the
ammunition carts. The Sappers cut the cords that held the tarps that protected the rounds with which we
would shell theTrall.

A Sapper said, “What?’

Thefirst cart was loaded with four-inch cannonbals, not therifled shot required by the gunswe had
swested blood to drag over mountains. The cargo was useless.

Swearing, | ran to the next cart, as a Sapper pedled back its cover. Worse than useless, the cart
contained the debris Ord, Howard, and Jude had salvaged from our crashed Firewitch, seemingly a
million years ago, which Howard had been toting across Bren ever since. Nobody had checked to be



sure these pre-packed wagon |oads matched their paperwork.
| squatted on arock, head in hands, and moaned. “War is a cata ogue of blunders.”

This operation had been conceived in hours, executed under the most extreme duress of weather and
terrain, by soldierswho had neither trained for it, nor trained with each other. Under the circumstances,
any fair-minded person would grade it ninety-eight out of a possible one hundred. But, in war, often even
ninety-nineisfaling.

Checking what was actudly in the ammunition carts was exactly the kind of thing that a supernumerary
like me should have been doing. But I had been too worried about my next cliff ascent.

Bassin, shoulders drooping, shook his head. “ L oad manifests must have gotten switched. Where could
that ammunition be?’

| stared at the Firewitch debristhat someidiot had pack-ratted halfway acrossthis planet, then | stood,
and looked around Bassin's HQ camp. “I think | know. Where' syour Prick?’

SIXTY-EIGHT

THREE MINUTESLATER, a Sapper set at my feet an olive-drab, twenty-three-pound metal box the size of
acase of old duminum sodacans. A flat three-foot spring-meta antennalike a carpenter’ s rule poked
from the box top. For a second after the Sapper set the AN/PRC-25 radio down, the antennawhipped
back and forth.

| bent over the Prick 25, twisted the squelch knob, then held the handset to my ear and thumbed the talk
button. “Bear, thisisEagle, over.” | released the talk button, and listened. | repeated the call, over and
over, for three minutes.

Bren's sky wasn't just grayer than Earth’s, it was more transparent to our old radio’ stransmissions. We
had found the old radios range improved to four timeswhat they could transmit on Earth, better even
than our helmet radios. Both Bassin' s Headquarters and Casus s Headquarters carried one. Still, | held
my breath after each transmisson | sent.

No American military unit had been equipped with the AN/PRC-25 radio since the years when Berlin
had awal and the Rio Grande didn’t. But our Earthside Advisees had cheerfully used surplus Prick
Twenty-Fiveseighty yearslater.

The same could not be said of Casus. My handset burbled with hisvoice. “—thing!”

| could picture Casus, eyes bulging, stlanding in his HQ tent, holding his Prick Twenty-Five' s corded
handset between histhumb and forefinger at arm’slength, like it was atalking roach.

Casus svoice grumbled acrossthe gray sky of Bren. “Get Hibble! The tethered insect has captured
Jason’ s soul!”

| muttered to mysdlf, “ Goddammit, Casus, take your thumb off the ‘talk’ button.”
Four minutes later, Howard' s voice sounded in my ear. “ Jason? Where are you?’

| sighed. A full bird Colonel and decorated combat veteran had just identified the Supreme Allied
Commander by name, then asked him to transmit hislocation, and broadcast it al over this operations
areain clear, uncoded speech.



We aways doubted that the Slugs could monitor our radio traffic, or bothered to, anyway. But agood
commander never underestimates his enemy.

| said, “Where I’m supposed to be.” A good commander never overestimates his subordinates, either.
“Put Falcon on.”

“He can’t cometo the phone right now. Ambush patrol.”

Ord would be out of touch for an entire day.

| drummed my fingers on the radio. “Owil, | need you to do something. Fast.”
“I'm glad you caled. You'll never guess what happened.”

| rolled my eyes. “Y ou pulled back the cover on a supply wagon, and found Ordnance Rifle anmunition,
ingtead of your junk.”

Silence.

“How did you know?’

“Never mind. Load that ammunition on a Cargo’ Bot. Ride the’ Bot to me.”
“| hate riding. And you know | can't read maps.”

“Just did the’Bot to head west twenty degrees north from your location—don’t tell me where you are
now!—and hang on. Call on your helmet radio a random intervals. Short transmissions. When you get
close enough that | pick up your transmission, I’ll guideyouin.”

The’Bot would bedine Howard and the ammo over thirty miles of mountains, which had taken us days
to cross, in thirty-six hours. If we had a battalion of * Bots, this war would have been won long ago.

“Can’t somebody elsedoit?” Howard' s voice quavered.

| smiled at my mental picture of the’ Bot pidering Howard up sheer cliffs, then dashing across mountain
ledges, while Howard screamed like a bridesmaid handcuffed to arodeo bull.

My smilefaded.
Thejourney could kill or cripple even ayoung, fit Scout, even if the Sugsdidn’t intercept the’ Bot.

| said, “Nobody but you and Falcon’ swilling to touch a’ Bot, even if they knew how to programiit. You
have ahelmet radio, and nobody else but Falcon and | do. Pack animal transport istoo dow, anyway.” |
drew abregth. “Y ou can do this. Y ou haveto do this”

Howard sighed. “Okay.”
| transmitted, “ Godspeed. Eagle out.”
“Bye-bye”

For the next thirty hours, we al sat hidden in our observation post, and watched newly grown armored
warriors pour out of the Troll. They formed into units, then boom-boom-boomed around the low stone
buildings. Then they headed down the valey to reinforce the Sugsthat Casus sarmy was painfully, and
too dowly, driving back thisway. Aslong asthe Troll remained intact, the Slugs were replacing more



warriors than Casus could kill.

Jeeb overhead here would have reassured me, but Casus' s army needed histactical intelligence more.
Besdes, we had a screen of thousands of Scouts scattered through the forest that provided eyes and
ears.

On the next cloudy afternoon, thirty-eight hours after Howard departed from Casus' s headquarters, |
paced arise two miles further back from the Slug Troll than Bassin'sHQ. | checked my ' Puter again,
and swore.

Howard should have come within helmet radio range hours before. The rise was overgrown with astand
of redwoods bigger around than silos, and five timestaller. From this vantage, | should have been better
ableto receive Howard' stransmissions, and Howard could spot the light of the Marini lantern | carried,
so hecould guideinoniit.

| worried for our missing ammunition, but | worried as much for Howard.

| ssomped around the redwood copse muttering to mysdlf.

“Eagle, thisisOwl, over.”

| grinned. “ Thisis Eagle. How wasthetrip, over?’

“Fair. Please show your position with colored smoke and | will identify, over.”

Howard actudly knew how to soldier. Whenever he started behaving like one waswhen | knew hewas
dead serious and dead tired. Smoke grenades had been asimple location marker on Earth for a century.

But | wrinkled my forehead.

If Howard was thinking straight, even he would have known we were on adifferent planet, and we didn’t
have smoke grenades.

“Sorry, Owl. | have no smoke. | say again, no smoke. | will mark my position with light, over.”
| swung the lantern overhead in the gray, fading afternoon.

“Eagle, | do not identify your light. | say again, please show . . . your light again, over.”

“Owl, areyou okay?’

“Had alittlefdl . .. ontheway.”

My heart skipped. “Wait twenty, Owl. | will reposition my light, over.”

Howard just breathed.

| roped thelit lantern to my back, walked to the tallest redwood, and craned my neck toward its crown,
three hundred feet above me.

Then | popped the wrist and sole-plate crampons out on my Eternads. With my feet together, the tines
touched each other and rattled, because | was shaking insde my Eternads.

| took a step back, jumped against the tree, and my crampons nailed three-thousand-year-old bark. |
hugged the redwood like | was an armored Koala, shinnied for the sky, and never looked down.



By thetime | cleared the shorter redwoods, which thetrip atimeter in my visor called two hundred fedt,
the sun sat low on the horizon. My underlayer was sweat-soaked despite the suit ventilators, and |
trembled, more from the dtitude than the exertion.

| looked up.
| would shinny twenty feet higher, then cal Howard again.
Swoosh.

Something shot past me, behind my back, and | flattened mysdf againgt the tree trunk. | panted inside my
helmet, my cheekplate against bark.

Nether Sug sniper rounds nor friendly fire went “swoosh.”

| inched my head around and peered between branches. A hundred yards away, aforty-foot pterosaur
whedled, then glided back for another pass. It wouldn’t be able to bite through my
armor—theoretically—but it could sure knock me off my perch. | forgot about climbing twenty feet
higher.

| trangmitted, “ Owl, thisis Eagle. Do you identify my light, over?’

Swoosh.

My right arm dipped. | tried to swallow, but my mouth had been dry for ahaf hour.
“Eagle. .. I’mnot sure. Can you shake your light?’

“Goddammit, my light' s been shaking since | |eft the ground!”

Swoosh.

Something thumped the lantern on my back, asthe flying lizard swept past, and | inched around to the
other side of the tree trunk.

Howard' svoice chirped in my headset. “ Eagle, | identify yellow, | say again yelow, light.”
“Thet' sme.”
“Edimate arriva your position one-zero minutes. Owl out.”

Evenas| shook, | smiled, and relaxed. The pterosaur, puzzled by an unappetizing intruder, swung into
view again, but now two hundred yards out and receding.

Magnificent, free, and soaring, it looked nothing like its cousin’ stangled corpse, crushed by our dropped
Ordnance Rifle. Collaterd damage. Usfour Earthlings had, in our short time on this planet, butchered
every sort of animd that walked, flew, or swam on it, polluted rivers with aien blood, and forced our
enemy to burn theland itself.

War iscrudty, and thereis no refining it. Sherman said that to the Mayor of Atlanta, then demolished the
city’srall yards, so Sherman’s enemy couldn’t use them to move troops againgt him. Therest of the city
burned, despite Sherman’ s contrary orders. The cruel and unrefined collateral damage | had ordered
befell areslient ecology bigger than we were. At least killing anima s was better than killing
noncombatant humans.



| moved my left foot down, and began descending, when | redlized that from up herel could not only see
the Troll. | could seethe Trall from adifferent heading and e evation than we got from our observation

posts.
In the dusk, | upped the magnification and switched to night passive.

“No.”

| zoomed my snoopers, then shook my head insde my helmet.
“No, no, no!”

SIXTY-NINE

MILESAWAY, acrossthe artificia green dusk of my visor display ghosted pale, spindly shapes. They
poured from the long, low, windowless ancient stone buildings that surrounded the vast clearing dongside
the mountain that wasthe Troll.

| toggled my threat counter, and it spun into the thousands. | zoomed my optics, and my eyes widened
againg the surrounds.

The shapes were thin and ghostly. They were hunched and naked. But they were human beings.
| hung back away from the redwood trunk, as though theimage | saw had punched me.

We dways wondered whether the Slugs took prisoners. We would have taken Sug prisoners, if they
had ever let us, just to better know our enemy. It stood to reason that the Pseudocephal opod would be
curious, too.

| peered down, again. These people were as often women as men. Their hair tangled shoulder-long, not
Gl-short, and many seemed curled over with age. Here and there, arobust head thrust above the throng.
There might be some of our troops, taken prisoners of war, sprinkled among this population. Some of the
rest gppeared to be civilians, likely captured at the Great Fair and made to transport Cavorite here. But
most of these people had never been soldiers or civilians.

They shuffled on bare, shackled feet.
They had never been soldiers. For countless generations they had been daves of the Pseudocepha opod.
Two hundred feet below me, Howard' s’ Bot whined into the clearing at the redwood' s base.

It lurched five-legged, itsright center ambulator tucked up againgt its carapace, useless. Howard, his
crimsons caked with dust, swayed and leaned to hisright like adrunk.

| attenuated my radio range, and spokein the clear. “Howard?’
SEVENTY

WHEN | REACHED THE GROUND and dragged Howard off the ' Bot’ s back, he was conscious, but his
right arm hung limp.

| popped his visor, and peered into his eyes. “What happened?’
“Slipped off aledge six hours out. Damaged the’ Bot. My shoulder didocated, | think.”



| clenched my teeth, and hissed. Thirty-two hoursin the saddle pounding a did ocated shoulder.
“Y ou reduce it? And drop Morph?’
He nodded. “Morph’sall gone. Y ou wouldn't have a cigarette on you?’

| shook my head, smiled, and did both of my own MorphTabs under histongue. He closed hiseyesand
sghed.

| waited three minutes, until the’ Tabs made him giggle, then dung him back aboard the’ Bot, as gently as
| could. I swung up behind him, and moved the’ Bot out at awalk.

The’Bot could till carry thetwo of usfaster on fivelegsthan | could run.

“Howard, those old stone sheds by that clearing next to the Troll. There must have been peoplein them.
They just came out in the open. Thousands of *em. Most of them look like they’ ve been Slug daves
forever. What' s your hunch?’

Howard didn’t answer, he just giggled, then sang, “Ho, ho, ho .. .”

Howard was fedling no pain, so | kicked the’Bot’s speed up.

Howard’ s head lolled, and he sang again. “Down through th’ chim-un-ee comes old Saint Nick.”
| Sghed.

One MorphTab would have been plenty. Howard had lost dl touch with redlity.

Or had he?

SEVENTY-ONE

THE FIRST MOON HAD RISEN by thetime | got Howard back to Bassin'sHQ. Bassin and | lay side by
sdeinthestill, cold darkness, on arock ledge that overlooked the Troll. | flipped out my Elephant Ear
s0 Bassin could seewhat | saw through my snoopers, showing up in my helmet’ s externd flatscreen.

We peered down at the scene, and Bassin said, “ The warriors that were guarding them before? The
nearest warrior’ sathousand yards away from them, now.”

The moonlight lit the thronged daves now, as they moved into the open space by the Troll, now clearly
vigblefrom our vantage.

| nodded. “But nobody looks inclined to run for it. No wonder the Sugs aren’t worried about keeping
the Stonesflowing if they eradicate this civilization. They know how to use daves, and they can just keep
afew more. You al accept davery, and piling Stones on the devil’ s doorstep, because it’ s been beaten
into you for thirty-five thousand years.”

“It'sconsstent with our prehistory and our theology.”

Had the Sugs trained humans, then turned them loose on Bassin's Sde of the wall? Like sheep that the
Slugs came back and sheared annually? Or did humans escape, breed like [ab rabbitsloosed in the wild,
then get domesticated? It didn’t matter. The question was—

Bassin frowned. “ The question becomes, what do we do how?’



| pointed at the Trall. “If we shdll that thing like we planned, we' ll kill &l those people.”
Bassn frowned. “ But—"

“Basdn, | hate sacrificing soldiers. There may even be POWs down there. But | will not deliberately
sacrifice noncombatants. Period. Slugs may be the devil. | won't be.”

Bassin was the future king of most of the troops around us, and they were under his operational
command. If he ordered them to shell those people, they would.

| stabbed my finger a him. “Youtry it, it' sover my corpsel”
Heraised his eyebrow and both pams. “ Agreed! Jason, don't you know me at al, by now?’

My finger trembled, and | lowered it. “Sorry.” Physca stress exhausts Gl s, then inattention kills them.
The added menta stress of command exhausts Generdsfaster. But if Generals succumb to stress, their
dip-upskill others.

Bassin said, “But every hour that we don’t shell that blue mountain, our enemy grows stronger. The odds
that face Casus have dready grown far longer than our supply lines. The Scouts we have dispersed in
these woods could barely swoop into that position down there, before they’ d be overwhelmed.”

Bassin wasright. Moreover, if | was on edge enough to snap at Bassin, dl our troops were on edge. We
had to end thiswar now, or the Slugswould end it for us.

Behind us, avoice whigpered, “Holy moly! Right ontime.”

Howard, lucid again, crawled up alongside us, favoring his right arm. He stopped, then pointed at the
ky.

From afoxholein brush to our right came asoldier’ s gasp.
| looked up, where Howard pointed, my eyeswidened, and | muttered, “Holy moly isright.”

A silhouette drifted across the white moon. It was a dow-rotating, bulbous, black scorpion with a
down-turned, glowing red stinger and six upturned claws.

The Firewitch half-eclipsed the moon.
Bassin gasped. “ So that isa ship that fliesamong the stars. Y ou arrived in one of those?’

The Sug vessd whispered above us, and itslow hum shook the ground beneath my belly. Then the ship
seitled dowly, tail-firdt, into the clearing dongside the Troll.

Howard' s Santa came down the chimney as he had predicted.
| turned to Howard. “Why—"

He pointed below. A red, glowing human lavaflow snaked from the stone buildings toward the
descending Firewitch. The human daves were hauling thisyear’ s Cavorite harvest from temporary
storage. Bins dongside the Firewitch glowed red like bonfires as Stones by the thousandsfilled them.

Howard said, “ The only reason for the Pseudocepha opod to maintain human stock near thislanding site
was to handle Cavorite. The only reason for that stock to be rel eased above ground was to load cargo.
Cavorite gets harvested by theloca population each summer, the locals trade and moveit each fal, and



atrangport calsto pick up Cavorite once each year. Elegantly smple. Of course, thisyear, the
Pseudocephal opod diminated the middleman, permanently, because we arrived. Now, here’ sthe

thing—"
| raised my palm, and the moonlight reflected off my gauntlet. “Howard, | don’t need elegance. | need to
win thiswar, without killing those people. And I’'m about out of time.”

Howard rolled hiseyes. “| was getting to that.” He frowned. “ But we are amost out of time.”
SEVENTY-TWO

AT FIRST LIGHT THE NEXT MORNING, | sat on one snorting wobblehead among fifty, in the treesamile
back from the clearing where the Troll rose, and where the Slug’ s Stone transport ship had parked,
perched atop triangular landing gear. Between us and the clearing was what Scout reconnai ssance had
identified asasixty-yard gap in the Slug’ s perimeter, where weather had crumbled an ancient ssonewall.

The Leader of the Troop | would ride with reined up his mount alongside me, and held up an empty
ammunition sack. “ Sir, what do we do with these?’ His armored shoulders dumped, and his wobblehead

panted.

“Follow me. Dowhat | do.”

Therewasn't timeto explain the plan that had grown from Howard' s hunches, much lesstimeto train
Scouts, so exhausted they could barely stay in their saddles, to execute that plan.

More battles have been lost by failure to seize opportunity than have ever been won by caution.

Howard expected the Sugsto start their human laborers moving Stones out of the bins and into the
transport ship as soon as the humans had enough visible light to work.

Bassn estimated that it would take an hour, sart to finish, for the davesto shift the Stone volume from
the binsinto the trangport. Once the Stones were loaded into the transport, our opportunity window
would close.

| checked my riflefor the fourth time, checked my ’ Puter, and chinned my visor display to Jeeb's
overhead of the vast battle advancing dowly up the valey. Green bars showed Casus sarmy, drawn up
opposite the red bars of the Slug defending units.

Two hundred thousand men and four hundred thousand maggots boiled in parald lines, separated from
each other by amile, and waited for dawn.

Since we had left the main body, Casus had defied logistics by force of will, pushing the Slugs back to
within thirty milesof us.

| had coordinated by radio, through Ord, what we needed from Casus. His troops and animals had to be
dead on their feet, but in afew minutes he would challenge every one of them to throw everything into
one more assault toward us. If wefailed, they would fail. If wedl failed, mankind would forever after
exist on this planet only as naked daves.

My mouth went dry.

Fadt, improvised initiatives had throughout history won battles—and wars. But too many “ brilliant”
initiatives had proven to be dmost brilliant instead. Lee hurled Pickett’ s divison againgt the Union Center
at Gettysburg, and his mistake doomed the Confederacy. The Ardennes Offensive nearly expelled the



Alliesfrom Europe, but when it failed, Germany’ s defense collapsed.
Thump.

The firgt Ordnance Rifle emplaced above and behind us fired. Seconds | ater, the rest of the battery
rumbled.

Six shells screamed by above the treesthat hid us, and thundered, not into the Troll, nor into the humans
massed around it, but into the Slug perimeter to our front.

| swallowed and shook my head. We weren't going to blow up the Troll, or the trangport, and kill those
thousands of innocents. But we had better not |ose the battle and this world on that gamble.

| checked Jeeb’ s overhead. Down the valley, Casus s troops responded to our guns' distant rumble, and
charged across the mile that separated them from the Sugs.

After three minutes, the guns behind usfel slent, their ammunition expended destroying the Slugsto our
front.

The Troop leader next to me raised hisrifle, and turned to his Scouts. “Forward!”

We galloped through the perimeter breach before the Slugs could react. Six hundred more Scout
wobbleheads followed us, before mag rounds began falling on our column.

| spurred my wobblehead forward, as the lead Troop that | rode with crossed the open space toward
the glowing red Stone bins.

Bewildered daves scattered, but no Slugs advanced to meet us. Howard' s Spooks had estimated that
Cavoritekilled a Slug in thirty seconds from five hundred yards. The little maggots kept their distance, as
we had hoped.

Now that we had gotten insde their lines, the maggots could turn their gunsinward to potshot us, but
they couldn’t advance on us, without killing themselves by Cavorite exposure. Individual Sug warriors
weren't afraid to die. If the ganglionsin them thought independently at dl, they probably
thought—correctly—that snce the overal organism survived they weren't even dying. But individua
warriorswere smart enough to avoid dying without accomplishing anything.

| reined up dongside abin, dismounted, then scooped glowing Stones into the empty ammunition bag |
carried, until | could barely heft it across my saddle.

My visor display showed the green bars of Casus sarmy racing forward, now.

Aswe expected, once the Slugs main army redized we werein their rear and threatening the Troll, their
formations had to fall back to reinforce againgt our attack. The Slugs best that retreat so fast that Casus's
troops could barely advance fast enough to maintain contact with them.

Oncetwo Troops of Scouts riding behind me had loaded their bags with Stones, | led them at agalop
southwest, down the valey, toward the Sugs retreating from Casus.

As| approached the Slugs perimeter thistime, | didn’t bother shooting. | chucked a couple Stones left
and right. Sugs scattered or died.

Thirty minutes later, our Scouts had sprinkled their Stonesin abelt that spanned the valley, wall-to-wall.
The retreating Slugs either had to turn, fight Casus sarmy, and die, or keep retreating into the Stone



barrier belt— and die.

Sugsaren't much for individua initiative, but afew made for the forests at the valey’ sedge. Casus's
cavary cut them down before they made two hundred yards.

The Slug remnants squeezed between us and Casus could no longer win thewar. | whedled my duckbill,
and stared back at the thirty-five-thousand-year-old mountain fortress that was the Troll. The defending

Sugsthat remained insde it couldn’'t win the war, but they would fight to the last maggot. Worse, if they
blew themselves and the Troll up, they would take the Scouts and the prisonerswith it.

| chinned my magnification. Bassin's Sgppers had blown abreach in the Troll’ shull at ground leve, and it
yawned big enough to swallow an airliner. But | could see Slugs boiling out of the breach, mag rifles
spitting. Beyond them, the Scouts that were supposed to have charged through the breach and secured
the Troll before the Slugs could blow it, hunkered, sheltering behind wobblehead carcasses that had been
shot out from under them. One of the pinned troops wore old, Eternad crimsons. Howard was atached
to those Scouts, to guide them through the Trall. | intercommed, “Owl, thisis Eagle, over.”

“ThisisOwl.”

Good. Howard was still in military mind-set. “Owl, you need to get those people moving before the Sugs
blow your objective to rutabages.”

“You know how it is, Eagle. They send out warriors faster than we can send out bulletsto kill them,
Eagle. We can't go back. We can't go forward.”

“Y ou were supposed to use Stones to drive the Slugs back.”
“The Troop with the Stones never got here.”

| scanned the battlefield. Five hundred yards from Howard and the pinned-down Scouts lay a bloody
jumble of wobbleheads and Scouts, ripped apart by Slug Heavy rounds. Evenin daylight | saw red
Cavorite glow from Stones saddlebagged among the corpses.

| spun my wobblehead, and gathered a half dozen mounted Scouts.

In thirty seconds, we reached the Stone bags. Two minutes | ater, we began |obbing them, grenade-style,
toward the Troll’shull breach.

Slug defensive fire dacked, but the pinned-down Scouts didn’t wait for it to stop before they were up,
and charging forward. Asthey ran, dodging dead and dying Slugs, the Scouts scooped up thrown
Stones, to throw again and clear their advance.

The first man through the breach carried hisriflein one hand, and swung hisfree arm forward, in the
follow-me gesture of the infantry. He wore Eternad crimson.

By mid morning, Jeeb’ s display showed no red bars of organized Sug units. Only scattered Slugs
meandered around in the mile-wide belt that remained between our onrushing line and the Cavorite
barrier.

Meanwhile, the Scouts had wheeled, returned, and stormed the Troll and the Firewitch.
My helmet radio sang. “Eagle, thisis Falcon, over.”
| smiled. “Eagle here, Falcon.” What the hell. There was nobody |eft to eavesdrop. | spokein the clear.



“Wdll done, Sergeant Mgor. My complimentsto Casus.”
“You'll be ableto ddliver them yoursdlf in afew minutes, Sir.”

Twenty minutes later, the ground shook as Casus, on hiswhite stalion, rode into view at the head of his
cavdry. Rifles cracked no more often than the last kernelsin a popcorn popper, mopping up the last

Slugs.

High atop the Trall, Scouts crawled out through the tops of the ventilators like summiting mountai neers.
They shouted, took off their tunics, and siwung them above their heads to announce victory. One of the
figureswaved a crimson Eternad breastplate.

Howard radioed. “We captured the Stone freighter, too! Jason, we have away home, again!”
| blinked back tears. We had a ship. But we didn’'t have my godson to pilot it.
Ord rode up, dismounted, and saluted. | returned his salute, as we looked around the battlefield.

In the acrid black-powder fog, infantrymen searched for wandering comrades that had becomelogt in
battle, found them too seldom, and hugged them. Others bent forward, searching among the corpses,
peering into cold faces, and found their comrades too often.

| cleared my rifle, then dung it across my shoulder. “ Eisenhower wasright. There sno glory in bettle
worth the blood it costs.”

“But blood buys morethan glory, Sir.”

The thousands of daves stared wordlesdy at dl that swirled around them, as blank as newborns. They
might never become more. But blood had bought them a chance.

The recent captives from the battle of the Great Fair wept, hugged one another, and hugged the soldiers
that had freed them, regardless of Clan. The Clans had shed their blood together, and that bought them
the chance to stop shedding it separately.

In the crowds, the soldiers the Slugs had captured during our campaign were easy to digtinguish from the
liberators. The freed captives wore only occasiona scraps of uniform or armor.

“None of it changes what Wedllington said.” | remembered it after every battle, and | cried.
Ordsad, “Sr?’

| raised my visor, and wiped my eyes. “ Thereis nothing so melancholy as a battle lost, except abattle
won.”

Far down the ragged rows of pale daves, one pale, naked figure stood, taller than the others, and waved
an object at me.

| blinked away the blur of my tears, and stared. Then | ran forward.
The pale, thin figure dropped the crimson breastplate he had waved, then Jude ran toward me, too.
SEVENTY-THREE

| STAND AT PARADE REST on the lecture hall stage, and stare out across three thousand young faces, al
eyesstaring up a me. The Cadets uniforms are gray, impeccable, and indistinguishable one from



another. The faces, however, are brown, white, and yellow, mae and femae. Tattoos curl around some

faces, jewel s dangle from others. They are badges of their human homeworlds, each spawned, and once
ruled by, the Pseudocepha opod Hegemony. Some of those worlds | fought to free from the Hegemony.

Some | fought to keep in the Union. The names of some | can barely pronounce.

The Commandant standsto my right, then gives me awink. She'san old friend. Well, more than afriend.

She grips the podium, and her words to her Cadets echo off the arched 'lume celling. “I’ll keep theintro
brief. 1 know you don't want Assembly to run long. That could shorten morning PT.”

Three thousand throats boom a chuckle off the ceiling. Then silence returns.

Thecelling ' lume dims, and a quote fades in on the flatscreen wall behind the Commandant. She turns,
then reads adoud:

Terracentric it may beto refer to “ The Pseudocephalopod War,” much lessto date its onset from
“2037.” However, dl history pivoted on those eventsin the Spiral Arm, as undeniably as conventiona
gpacefolds around every Ultradwarf at every tempord fabric insertion point. Students of that time and
place will find no truer account than in the warrior’ s-eye view of Jason Wander.

— Chronicles of the Galaxy, The Mobian Trandliteration, Volume XXIII

The Commandant turns back to the Corps of Cadets. “Today’ stopic is aretrospective on the campaign
for theliberation of Bren.” She takes a seat in the audience, leaving me alone center stage.

| step dongside the chair placed there for me. My legs ache dl the time, these days. So does every other
part that the Sugs and the calendar have forced the Army to rebuild.

But | frown down at the chair, and say to the audience, “ Everybody provides one of these for me, these
days. Deferenceto rank, or age, | suppose. But infantry doesn't sit.”

Whoops and pumped fists erupt from the back rows, where the lousy students stand. When the Cadet
Corpsdrawsfor Post-Grad assignments, the top studentswill snatch the glam dots, like Fight School
and Agtrogation. The back row will become infantry Lieutenants. It's natural selection, | guess. Infantry
getsthe sharp, dirty end of the stick from the beginning, so it learnsto laugh about it.

| smile, and pump my fist back a them. Where they’ re going, they’ Il need their sense of humor.
| clear my throat.

PalmTakers swivel up alongside whispering lips. Persond ' Puter keyboards unfold in hands. A few kids
snatch pterosaur-quill pens and sheets of flat paper from hiding places beneeth tiff shirt fronts. Different
cultures, different study habits.

| wave the devices away. “No notes. Y ou get enough Logistics and Tactics at the Puzzle Factory next
door.”

Laughter.
| say, “Brenwasn't liberated by so-cdled military genius.”

A kidin back raises his hand. “Then why do our chipsteach the Bren campaign, Sir?” He knowsthe
answer. Every kid in the Union does. HE sjust siretching the lecture.

But | answer likethey don’t know. “Becauseit turned the tide of thiswar. We flew the transport we



captured back to Earth, used that ship’s power plant for atemplate, used Bren's Cavorite for fuel, and
built the flegts thet liberated, then unified, the planets of the Union. My meaning was that wars are won by
soldiers sacrificing for other soldiers. And by trid and blunder. And by which side got stuck in the mud
least. And by commanderswho learned to lead effectively while engulfed by chaos, and lunacy, and their
own heartbreak.”

Twenty minutes later, | take questions. The kids know the current Commandant wants cadets to speak
their minds. | point at the raised hand of a shave-headed kid with indigo-dyed eyebrows.

She stands as straight and as hard as a Casuni broadsword and asks, “ Sir, our poli sci chips say the rea
liberation of Bren only came years later, when Bassin the First, Casus, and the Council of Headmen
sgned the Treaty of Marinus and ended davery on Bren.”

| nod. “They'reright. Theuncivil ‘peace’ among the Clansthat followed the Expulsion of the
Pseudocephd opod Hegemony killed more Marini, Casuni, and Tassini than the Sugsdid.”

With those indigo eyebrows, she' s Tassini. Probably second-generation emancipated. I'm guessing she's
asking arhetorical question, designed to educate those of her classmates to whom davery isjust aword.
If it hadn’t been for the changes that Started on Bren with the Expulsion of the Slugs, she' d be bending
over some landowner’ s plow or washtub today, like her grandparents did. Thanksto Emancipation,

she' straveled to the sars, here to the Motherworld, where she' slearning things like Astrogation and
ComparativeLLit.

She asks, “Y ou agree with the chips that say the war was wrong, then?’
“Creating freedom for people can’t be wrong. Even if some people create wrong out of freedom.”
She haf-amiles at thekid next to her.

| point at hisraised hand, and he says, “Maybe the war wasright for Bren. And for the Union. But on a
galactic scale, since the Expulsion we haven't seen the end of war. Soldiersare il dying.”

“*Only the dead have seen the end of war.” The chips attribute that quote to Plato. It s il true
twenty-five hundred years after Plato died. The lesson you're hereto learn isthis: Never waste the life of
any soldier you command.”

He nods.
| say, “Evenif you learn that lesson, you'll hateit. Command isan orphan’ sjourney.”

The kids milk question time for twenty minutes more, then the gpplause from the infantry gonnabesin the
back rows shakes the Omnifoam floor tiles.

As| step offstage, Jude grasps my elbow and steers us toward an exit.

Jude saZoomienow. A better pilot than hisfather, they say. On invasion morning Jude' s buoyant
Eternads helped him swim to another boat when that rhind shattered his own. In the melee on the landing
beach, Jude caught on with another unit, moved inland, and was captured in thefirst bettle of the
campaign. Jude doesn't speak about his captivity much. It changed him. Since Bren, too much else has
changed, too. Jude and | have grown apart in too many ways. But we till follow orders, and we ill
have each other.

He shakes hishead. * Y ou gave the same speech last year. They till applaud.”



“They applaud because | talk so long that the Commandant cancels PT. What’ syour hurry?’

Jude dides back his Zoomie-blue uniform deeve, to show me the red-flashing screen on hiswrist ’ Puter.
“Orders. Welift on next hour’ s Fleet Orbital. Y ou won't believe what the Sugsjust did. Want to hear
where we go next?’

| shake my head. “ Just SO we go together.”
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If you enjoyed ORPHAN' SJOURNEY,
look out for

ORPHAN'SALLIANCE

Book 4 of the JASON WANDER series
by Robert Buettner

“MOUSETRAP SVISIBLE NOW, GENERAL.” My Command Sergeant Mgor taps my armored shoulder,
points through UHSS Harmony’ sforward observation blister, and my heart skips. The two of usfloat
shoulder-to-shoulder in infantry Eternads, like unhelmeted frogsin agravitylessfishbowl. Ord hasbeen a
jump ahead of me since hewas my drill sergeant in Basic.

With my gauntlet’s snozz pad, | mop condensed bresth off the observation blister’ s Synquartz, and cold
gtings through the glove. Fifty thousand frigid miles away spins Mousetrap. Intwo hours, on my orders, a
hundred thousand kids plucked from fourteen worlds will arrive down there, innocent. None will leave
innocent. Too many won't leaveat all.

The gray pebble Ord pointsto has just orbited out from avast orange bal’ s shadow. In the red sunlight
that bathes the gas giant planet and itstiny moon, Mousetrap tumbles as small and aswrinkled asapeach

pit.



Ord grunts. “Thered estate hardly looksworth the price, doesit, Sir?’

“Location, location, location, Sergeant Mgor.” Mousetrap isthe only habitable rock near the interstellar
crossroad that linchpins the Human Union’ s fourteen planets.

That’ swhy the Union fortified Mousetrap. That'swhy the Slugstook it away from us. And that’ swhy
we arrived here today to take Mousetrap back, or dietrying. “We”" are history’ s deadliest armada,
carrying history’ sbest army. My army.

I"'m Jason Wander, war orphan, high school dropout, Lieutenant General, Commanding, Third Army of
the Human Union. And infantryman until the day | die. Which day isnow thirty years closer than when |
enlisted at the start of the Slug War, in 2037.

Ord and | push back from the observation blister’ s forward wall, to head aft to our troop transport. |
glance at the Time-to-Drop Countdown winking off my wrist’ Puter. In two hours, Ord and | will be
aboard afirst-wave assault transport when compressed air thumpsit out of one of Harmony’ sthirty-six
launch bays. Kids embarked aboard Harmony, and aboard the fleet’ s other ships, will go with us.

Ord sghs. “A hundred thousand Gls don't buy what they used to, General.”

Whump.

Harmony’svast hull shudders, tumbling Ord and me against the observation blister’ s cold curve.

Hssss.

A thousand feet aft from our perch here at Harmony’s bow, thirty-six launch bay hatches resed asone.
A tin voice from the Bridge cracklesin my earpiece. “ All dementsaway.”

| turn to Ord, wide-eyed. “What the hell, Sergeant Mgor?’

Ord turns his pams up, shakes his head.

Through ebony space, thirty-six sparksflash past us, from the baysthat ring Harmony’smidriff. Ina
blink, they disperse toward Mousetrap, leaving behind thirty-six slent, red streaks of drifting chemica
flame.

For one heartbeat, Harmony forms the hub that anchorsthirty-six fading, trand ucent whed spokes. It is
as though we spin at the center of a mute, exploding firework. To our port, starboard, dorsal and ventral,
identica fireworks blossom, gold, green, blue, purple, asthe Feet' s other cruiserslaunch their own craft,
each ship trailing its mothership’ stracer color.

| blink at the vanished silhouettes. The Army | command wasn't scheduled to launch for Mousetrap for
two hours. We expect to take lumps by landing with no aerid prep. And more lumps when we Start
digging the Sugs out of Mousetrap, one hole at atime. But landing without prep isthe only way we can
avoid killing the fifty thousand human POWSsthat the Slugs hold on Mousetrap.

But what | just saw fly by weren’t chunky troop transports. They were deek scorpions, their bomb racks
packed with liquid fire. The shipsthat made that fireworks display weren't just an aerid prep force. The
formations| just saw were powerful enough to incinerate every living thing on Mousetrap, Slug and
human dike, threetimes over.

Before Ord and | paddied up to this observation blister for afina, weightless look at our objective, |



ingpected every launch bay myself. One of our troop transportsfilled every bay. But one order from the
Bridge could rotate troop trangports out of the bays in fifteen minutes, like cartridgesin old-fashioned
revolvers, and replace them with bombers.

I”’m aready torpedoing my weightless body hand-over-hand down the rungs that line the cruiser’ s center
tube, back toward the Cruiser’ s Bridge. “If those bombers fry Mousetrap, our POWsdie.” Mousetrap’'s
POWSs areinfantry, and that swells my throat even more.

But Army commanders are supposed to consider the Big Picture, aswell astheir kids. | shake my head
at Ord. “The Outworlds dready opposethiswar. If thisfleet kills Outworld POWSs, the Union’s dead. If
the Union dies, the Sugs will wipe mankind out. Did Mimi lose her mind?’

Ord paddles up dongside me, so fast that the dipstream seemsto flatten the gray Gl brush he calshair.
He shakes his head. “ Admira Ozawawouldn’t launch bombers, Sir. She wouldn't even consider it
without consulting you, first. But thereisaranking civilian authority aboard this ship. If ordered, the
Admird couldn’'t—"

The two of ustuck our legs, then swing into the first side tube like trapeze artists. Then we’frog aong
toward the Bridge, gaining weight as we move away from the rotating Cruiser’ s centerline.

“I know. But | warned them, Sergeant Mgjor. That Alliance was aded with the devil.” Lieutenant
Generdsdon’t have tempers, especidly while commanding invasons. But Ord and | aredoneinthe
passage tube, s0 | take the opportunity to punch my fist againgt the tube’ swall until my knuckles bleed.

Not because our dliesare crue and stupid. Thirty years of war have taught me how to beat cruelty and
stupidity. | pound out my frustration because my godson has become one of them. Worse, | know my
godson isthe only officer in thisfleet who could be leading those bombers.

Ord closestwo hands over my figt, until | stop punching, and | stand panting. “ Sir, Churchill said if Hitler
invaded hell, Churchill would at least make afavorable reference to the devil in the House of Commons.”

| know the quote. | talked mysdlf into believing Churchill had theright attitude, so | could smilewhile
diplomats pattered their white-gloved hands together, applauding aded that | should have known would
bring usto this. Aninfantryman’slifeistaking himsef into thingsthat may kill him, or kill others.

Crack.

A sde-tube pressure valve releases, like arifleshot, and my heart skips;, just likeit skipped when this
mess started eight years ago.



