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up at the Red M oon, which seemed smaller.
The Red Moon shrank in the sky, from basketball-size to melon-size.
The murmur spread to the Casuni and Tassini ranks, then to the more worldly Marini soldiers,

and finally to my troops.
Overhead, the Red Moon, our key to victory, had become as tiny as a crimson pea.

Then it winked out altogether.

Praise for the Jason Wander Series:
“Th[e] authentic voice is captivating, as is Buettner’s facility with crisp, clear action, whiz-bang
plotting and clever twists.”

—Science Fiction Weekly
“ [E]ntertaining homage... Buettner shows the Heinlien touch.”
—Denver Post
BOOKSBY ROBERT BUETTNER
Orphanage
Orphan’s Destiny
Orphan’ s Journey

Orphan’s Alliance
Orphan’s Triumph
For our new boys, alphabetically,



Evan, Grant, and Jereme
Though Father of the great victory, | was laid upon the battlefield of Mantinea, bleeding from my
wounds. | commanded my soldiers to lift me up, that | might see my orphans triumph, and | bade
them make a lasting peace. But | died too soon to see these things, as all soldiers do.
—Epaminondas Lament,



attributed to Xenophon, ca. 364 BC
NE

BLAM-BLAM-BLAM.

The assault rifleé s burst sngps me awake indde my armor, and the armor’s heater motor, ineffectud
but operating, prickles me between the shoulder blades when | gir. The shots reverberation shivers the
cave' s caling, and snow plops through my open faceplate, onto my upturned lips.

“Paugh!” The crystds on my lips taste of cold and old bones, and | scrub my face with my glove.
“Goddamit, Howard!”

I’'m Lieutenant Generd Jason Wander, Colond Howard Hibble is an intdligence Spook, and both of
us are too old to be hiding in caves light-years from Earth.

Hfty dark feet from me, silhouetted againg the pae dawn now lighting the cave's mouth, condensed
breath baloons out of Howard's open hedmet. “There are dire wolves out here, Jason!”

“Don’'t make noise. They're just big hyenas”

“They’re coming closer!”

“Throw rocks. That'swhat | did. It works.” | roll over, aching, on the stone floor and glance at the
time winking from my faceplate display. | have just been denied my firg hour's deep after eght hours on
watch. Before that, we towed the third occupant of this cave across the stedl-hard tundra of this Ice Age
planet through a sixteen-hour blizzard. This shdlter is more a rocky wrinkle in a shdlow hillsde than a
cave.

| squint over my shoulder, behind Howard and me, a our companion. It is the firg
Pseudocephaopod Planetary Ganglion any Earthling has seen, much less taken dive, in the three decades
of the Sug War, since the Blitz hit Earth in 2036. Like a hippo-sized, mucous-green octopus on a platter,
the Ganglion quivers atop its Sug-metd blue matility disc, which hums a yard above the cave floor. Sx
disconnected sensory conduits droop bare over the disc's edges, isolaing the Ganglion from this world
and, we hope, from the rest of Sug-kind.

Two synlon ropes dangle, knotted to the moatility disc. We used the ropes to drag our POW, not to
hog-tie it. A Sug Warrior moves fagt for a man-szed, armored maggot, but the Ganglion possesses
neither organic matile structures nor even an interface o it can steer its own matility disc. Howard was
very excited to discover that. He was a professor of extraterrestrid intelligence studies before the war.

| Sgh. Everybody was somebody else before the war.

Howard would like to take our prisoner to Earth dive, so Howard's exobiology Spooks can, uh,
chat with it.

That means | have to get us three off this Ice Age rock unfrozen, ungtarved, and undigested.

| groan. My arigind parts awaken more dowly than the replaced ones, and they throb when they do.
Did I mention that I'm growing too old for this?

“Jason!” Howard' s voice quavers. He was born too old for this.

| stland, yawn, wish | could scratch mysdf through my armor, then shuffle to the cave mouth, juggling
a basebdl-sized rock from pdm to pam. Last night, | perfected a fasthdl that terrorized many a dire
wolf.

As| step dongsde Howard at the cave mouth, he lobs an egg-sized stone with amation like a girl in
gym class. It lands twenty feet short of the biggest, nearest wolf. The mongter saunters up, siiffs the
stone, then bares its teeth at usin a red-eyed growl. The wolf pack numbers deven total, milling around
behind the big one, dl gaunt enough that we must look like walking pot roast to them.

But I'm unconcerned that the wolves will eat us. A dire wolf could gnaw an Eternad forearm gauntlet
for a week with no result but dull teeth.
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| look up a the clear dawn sky. My concern is that the wolves are bad advertisng. The sorm we
dogged through wiped out dl traces of our passing and, | hope, kept any surviving Sugs from searching
for us. But the scorm has broken, for now. | plan for usto hide out in this hole until the good guys homein
on our trangponders.

If any good guys survived. We may starve in this hole waiting for dead people.

We don't redly know how Sugs track humans, or even if they do. We do know that the maggots
incinerated Weichse’ s primitive human nomads one little band and extended family group at a time—not
just by waxing the whole planet, which the Sugs are capable of. And the maggots had rude surprises for
us less primitive humans when we showed up here, too.

I wind up, peg my basebdl-szed stone at the big walf, and plink him on the nose. | whoop. |
couldn’'t duplicate that throw if | pitched nine innings worth. The wolf yelps and trots back fifty yards,
whining but unhurt.

Howard shrugs. “The walf pack doesn’t necessarily give us away. We could just be a bear carcass
or something in here”

| jerk my thumb back in the direction of the green blob in the cave. “Even if the Sugs don't know
how to track us, do you think they can track the Ganglion?’

Disconnected or not, our prisoner could be screaming for help in Sugese right now, for dl we know.

Howard shrugs again. “I don't think—"

Thewolf pack, collectively, freezes, noses upturned.

Howard says, “Uh-oh.”

| tug Howard deeper into the cave' s shadows and whisper, “Whatever they amdl, we can't see. The
wind's coming from updope, behind us”

As | speak, Howard dlicks his riflé s magazine into his pam and replaces it with a completdy full
one. I’ve known him since the first weeks of the Blitz, nearly three decades now, and Colonel Hibble is a
geek, dl right. But when the chips are down, he' s asinfantry as| am.

Outsde, the wolves retreat another fifty yards from the mouth of our cave as a shadow crosses it.

My heart pounds, and | squeeze off my riflé s grip safety.

Eeeeerr.

The shadow shuffles past the cave mouth. Another replaces it, then more. As they dride into the
light, the shadows resolve into trumpeting, truck-sized furbdls the color of rust.

Howard whispers, “Mammoth.”

The herd bull strides toward the wolf pack, bellowing, head back to display great curved tusks. The
wolves retreat again.

Howard says, “If we shot a mammath out there, the carcass would explain the wolf pack. It could
make an excdlent distraction.”

He sright. | raise my M40 and sght on the nearest cow, but at this range | could drop her with a hip
shot.

Then | pause. “The carcass might attract those big cats.” Weichsd's fauna pardles Pleistocene
Earth’sin many ways, but our Neolithic forefathers never saw saber-toothed snow leopards bigger than
Bengd tigers.

Redlly, my concern with Howard's idea isn't baiting leopards. Saber teeth can’'t scuff Eternads any
more than wolf teeth can. | just don’t want to shoot a mammoth.

It sounds absurd. | can’'t count the Sugs that have died a my hand or on my orders in this war. And
over my career |’ve taken human lives, too, when the United States in its collective wisdom has lawfully
ordered me to.

It's not as though any species on Weichse is endangered, except us humans, of course. The tundra
teems with life, a gladd menagerie. Weichsd wouldn't miss one mammoth.

So why do | rationdize againgt squeezing my trigger one more time?

| can't deny that war calouses a soldier to brutdity. But as | grow older, | cherish the moments
when | can choose nat to kill.

| lower my rifle. “Let's see what happens.”



By midmorning, events moot my dilemma. The wolves isolate a lame cow from the mammoth herd,
bring her down two hundred yards from us, and begin tearing meet from her woally flanks like bleeding
rugs. The mammoth herd stands off, dternately trumpeting in protest at the gore-smeared wolves, then
bulldozing snow with their snuous tusks to get a matted grass beneath. For both species, vidlence is
another day at the office.

Howard and | withdraw ingde the cave, to obscure our visud and infrared sgnatures, and gt
opposite our prisoner.

The Ganglion just floats there, animated only by the vibrations of its matility plate. After thirty years
of war, dl | know about the blob is that it is my enemy. | have no reason to think it knows me any
differently. For humans and Sugs, like the mammoths and wolves, violence has become another day a
the office.

Howard, this blob, and | are on the cusp of changing that. If | can get us off Weichsd dive. At the
moment, getting out dive requires me to freeze my butt off in a hole, contemplating upcoming misery and
terror. After alifeimein the infantry, I'm used to that.

| pluck an egg-szed stone off the cave floor and turn it inmy hand like Y orick’s skull. The stone is a
gem-qudity diamond. Weichsd's frozen landscape is as full of diamonds as the Pentagon is ful of
underemployed lieutenant generds. Which is what | was when this expedition-become-fiasco started,
three months ago, light-years away in a very different place.

TWO

“HAS SHE SHOT ANYBODY YET?' | picked my way through the scrub and scree of Bren's Stone Hills
wheezing. The planetologists said the Stone Hills were anadlogous to Late Cretaceous cordillera on Earth,
which didn’t make them easier to dimb.

Theinfantry captain dongsde me, burdened by his M40 and his Eternad armor, wasn't even puffing.
“No, Generd. But I'd keep my head down. She's not very big, but she's the best shot in my company.”

We ran, crouched, as we crested the ridge, to a sniper team prone on a rock ledge. Bdow us the
Stone Hills dropped away to the east to the High Plains. In the early morning, moons hung in the sky like
ghogts. One glistened white, the other blood red, with a drifting pterosaur silhouetted againg it.

Sx hundred yards downdope, pocketed in rocks but a clear and easy shot from our high ground
position, a figure in camo utilities crouched among boulders. A hundred yards downdope from the
soldier, a dozen Casuni tribesmen, sun dinting off ther hdmets and breastplates, hdf surrounded her,
screened from her by scrub. Each Casuni carried four sngle-shot black-powder pistols huge enough to
bring down asmdl dinosaur, and none would hesitate to use them. Redlly, the standoff just looked like a
dot sprinkle to me, because | was wearing utilities mysdf, without the optics of Eternad armor’s hdmet.

The sniper’s spotter had his hdmet faceplate up and peered through a native brass spyglass. He
passed the glass to me and pointed. “The Blutos chased her up there at sunset yesterday, Generd. You
can see the snapper curled up dongsde her.”

Through the spyglass, the dozen burly, black-bearded Casuni looked smdl. But the distant soldier
looked about twelve years old, gaunt, with hair like straw and big eyes. Her file said she was twenty-one,
aprivate fresh out of Earthsde Advanced Infantry Training, with just two weeks on Bren. The snapper,
its hatchling down as gray as the surrounding rock, was aready the Sze of an adult wolf.

| rolled onto my side, toward the captain. “What set her off?’

“Lagt week bandits ambushed the convoy that was shipping replacements out here from Marinus.
Her loader bought the farm. He' d been together with her snce AIT. She took it hard.”

“He?

“Nothing like that, gr. Infantry can be close without—"
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| raised my padm. 1 didn’'t mean that, Captain. When | was a spec four, | was a loader for a femde
gunner. Just sounded familiar.”

The captain wrinkled his brow one millimeter. He was a West Pointer, and the notion that the
commander in chief of offworld ground forces was a high-school dropout grunt typicdly ruffled Pointers
feathers. But maybe his discomfort grew from theway | said it. Because | fdt a catch in my throat. Thet
long-ago femae gunner and | had grown infantry-close, and in the years later, before her degth, as close
asfamily.

The captain continued, “An adult femde snapper dug under a perimeter fence and maimed three
Caauni at the duice before the security Casunis brought her down. The private down there found the
fema€ s cub wandering outsde the wire. The private s trying to make a pet of it. But the Casuni say it's
scrilege to let the cub live”

Grown snappers are odrich-sized, beaked carnosaurs. They're quicker than two-legged cobras,
with toxic sdiva and the sunny dispogtion of cornered wolverines. A snapper’s beak dices the
duckbill-hide wall of a Casuni yurt like Kleenex, and Casuni mothers have lost babies to snappers for
centuries. Nothing personal. Snappers are predators, and human babies are easy protein in a hard land.
But in Casuni culture, even Satan is better regarded than snappers.

| sghed. “No animd-rights activists here” Over the thirty thousand years since the Sugs snatched
primitive Earthlings to dave on planets like Bren, humans had adapted to some strange environments,
none harsher than the High Pans of Bren. The Casuni had evolved into flint-hard nomads, following
migrating herds that resembled parallel-evolved duckbilled dinosaurs, across wind-scoured plans that
resembled Siberia | turned to the captain. “Why haven't you puffed her?” On Earth, any suburban police
department could neutrdize a hostage Stuation by snesking a roach-sized micro "bot up close to the
hostage taker, then snoozing the hostage taker with a puff of Nokout gas.

“A creep-and-peep team’s inbound from the MP baitdion in Marinus, Sr. But it'll be sx hours
before they ground here and cdibrate the Bug.”

Asthe captain spoke, two Casuni began low-crawling through a draw, screened from the girl’s sght,
working their way around toward high ground off her |eft flank. One of the Casuni must’ve been careless
enough to show an inch of skin, because the girl squeezed off a round that cracked off a rock a foot from
the cravling man, exploding dust and Snging off into the distance.

Thegirl cdled downdope in Casuni, her voice thickened by her trandator speaker, “ Stay away!”

| sad, “We don't have sx hours”

The captain shook his head. “No, Sr, we don't. That's the only reason | set up a sniper to take her
out. It makes me sick to do it. But | know a mgor incident with the Blutos could freeze the stone trade.”

He was right. If the Casuni killed an Earthling, it would be a mgor incident that could jeopardize the
fud supply of the flest that stood between mankind and the Pseudocephalopod Hegemony. If the girl
killed a Casuni, it would dso be a mgor incident. And given her advantage in kills and equipment, she
was probably going to kill abunch of them as soon as the Casuni got in position, then rushed her.

But if we shot her, it would gill be a mgor incident. The terms of the Human Union Joint Economic
Cooperation Protocol, known in the higtory chips as the Cavorite Mining Treaty of 2062, reserved the
use of deadly force to indigenous dvilian law enforcement. Casuni dvilian law enforcement resembled a
sdoon brawl, but | don’'t write tregties, | just live by them.

| stood and brushed dust off my utilities

The captain wrinkled his brow behind his faceplate. “Sr?’

“I'll take awak down there and talk to her.”

The captain stared a my cloth utilities, sheking his head. “Generd, | don't—"

The sniper’s spotter swiveled his hemeted head toward me, too, jaw dropped. “That's suicide. Sir.”

THREE
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AFTER FIFTEEN SECONDS, the captain swalowed, then said, “Yes, gr.”

The spotter scrunched his face, then nodded. “1 think there will be time if we take the shot as soon
as sheturns and ams at you, Generd.”

“No shot, Sergeant.”

“Of course not, Generd. Until she turns and—"

“No shot. I'll handle this”

The spotter, the captain, and even the sniper stared at me.

Then the cagptain pointed downdope. “If the Casuni rush her, do we shoot? And who do we shoot?’

“The Casuni won't rush her. That'swhy I’'m going now.” | shook my head, pointed at the sky. “It's
ax minutes before noon. At noon the Casuni will pause an hour for dally devotions. That's our window to
tak her down.”

The captain stood. “Then I'll go, Sr. I'm her commanding officer.” He rapped gauntleted knuckles
on hisarmored chest. “And I'm tinned up.”

| pulled him aside, then whispered to him, “ Son, you'reright. If | werein your boots I'd be pissed a
mefor plling rank.” | tapped my collar stars. “But | need you up here to be sure your sniper doesn’t get
theitch.”

| had given him a ginned-up reason, and he was smart enough to know it. But the captain was dso
smart enough and resigned enough that he just nodded his head. There was no percentage in arguing with
the only three-star within one hundred light-years. Besides, he probably figured his sniper could take the
shat before | could get mysdf killed, anyway.

Twenty minutes later, | had crept and low-crawled to within fifty yards of the gil and she hadn’t
gpotted me. Downdope, | heard the twitter of Casuni devotion pipes. The warriors would dl be
head-down and praying for an hour, during which we could clean up this mess, before they rushed her. |
kept behind arock ledge as | cupped my hand to my mouth. “ Sandy?’

“Who the hdl’s out there?”

“Jason Wander.”

“Bite me. The old man's pushing paper back in Marinus. Whoever you are, | can't see you, but |
can hear you wel enough to lob a grenade into those rocks. So back off.”

“Sandy, | redly am Genera Wander. | came out from Marinus to award a unit citation. When |
heard what happened, | came here. I'd like to talk to you.” | paused and breathed. “I’'m going to stand
up, SO you can see me, see that I’'m unarmed.”

“I'll drop afrag on your ass fird!”

Ting.

The M40 is an excdlent infantry weapon, except that it makes a too-audible “ting” sound when it's
switched between assault-rifle mode and grenade-launcher mode, as a grenade is chambered in the
lower barrel.

So far, so good. My heart thumped, and | drew a bregth, then let it out.

| stayed behind cover, levered mysdf up onmy red am, and glanced back to confirm where | was
in relation to the sniper farther up the hillsde Then | got to my knees, spread my arms, pams out, and
stood.

The gil had swung around from facing the Casunis downdope and now faced me, her unhe meted
cheek lad dong her riflé s stock as she trained her M40 on my chest. She lifted her head an inch, and
her jaw fdl open. “Generd?’

| nodded, then cdled, “Mind if 1 come closer? Then nether of uswill have to ydl. We won't wake
the baby.”

The voice of the captain updope hissed inmy earpiece. “Generd! Sir, you need to move |eft or right



ayard or two. You're blocking the shot.”

Which was the ideg, though the captain hadn’t anticipated it until too late. They don’'t teach enough
sneskiness & West Point.

Thegirl jerked her head, mationing me closer, but she kept her finger on the trigger. “Two steps! No
more.”

| took the two steps, which brought me within fifteen yards of her, then shuffled until the distance
between us was down to ten yards.

She poked her M40 forward, then growled, a pit bull with freckles. “1 said two steps, dipshit! Sr.”

In my ear, the captain said, “Sir, move Ieft or right! Not closer! Now you're obscuring her even
morel”

Therifle quivered in the girl’s hand.

| swalowed. Theré s a class in MP school that teaches how to tak jumpers down. | never took it.
There was probably a series of soothing questions to ask, but | didn’t know wheat they were.

So | sad, “Tdl mewhat happened, Sandy.”

“The Blutos tried to kill the baby.”

“And you're tired of seeing things killed.” Even though her “baby” was a killing machine growing
deadlier by the day. | kept my arms out, pams open toward her as | inched closer.

“The other Blutos—the caravan raiders—killed my loader. | couldn’t do anything to stop it.”

“| started out as a loader. | was there when my gunner died, too. It's an empty feding.”

| wasn't lying, either, about the feding or the death. But my gunner’s death had come less than three
years ago, though it had come in combat and while | watched, unable to prevent it.

Her gun’s muzzle dropped an inch as she nodded. “It feds like there' s aholeinmy gut.”

“The hole hedls. It takes time, but it heds” | didn't tdl her how much time, or how disfiguring the
scar could be.

| stepped forward. The voice in my earpiece whispered, “Sir, the psyops people predict that she'll
shoot. Just kned down and we'll take her out.”

She came up onto one knee, her M40 il trained on my chest. “What about the baby?’

| could see the snapper infant now, curled up adeep, tall over snout, on a bed of leaves the girl had
prepared for it among the rocks. Empty ration paks littered the ground, where the gil must have been
hand-feeding the little beast. Regardiess of the girl’s maternd indincts, within a week the snapper’s
predatory ingincts would take over, and the monster would snap the girl’s hand off at the wrist if she hed
out a snack. The exobiologists said snappers were the most implacable predators yet discovered on the
fourteen planets of the Human Union.

| said, “Well care for it for awhile. When it's old enough to fend for itsdf, we'll release it into the
wild”

In fact, the Casuni would inggt the devil’s spawn be gutted on the spot and its entrails burned. And
with three of their own maimed by the beast’s mother, we would have no choice but to turn the little
snapper over to the Casuni like a POW.

Harmonious interface with indigenous populations wasn't dl handing out Hershey bars. Sometimes it
required tolerating customs we found barbarous. | used the moment to inch closer, within three yards of
her. One step closer and | could lunge forward, grasp her rifleé s muzze, and twist it away.

Her rifleé s muzze came up again and she snarled. “Lia!”

Crap. I've dways been alousy liar.

She fired, point-blank.

FOUR
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“SIR?" The whisper was old, gravdly, and familiar. It came from close to my ear, so | heard it over
jet-engine shriek.

| opened my eyes, focused, and saw Ord, gray eyes unamiling, and above him the interior fusdage
ribsof ahop jet. | asked, “ Sergeant Mg or? What happened to the girl?’

Ord jerked his buzz-cut gray head, and | followed his eyes. A corpsman kndt beside the private,
who lay strapped to the litter next to the one | lay on. Her eyes were closed; her chest dowly rose and
fdl. Joy juice from a suspended IV bag trickled down a transparent tube into her forearm. A purple
streak began at the point of her jaw and traced hafway back to her ear.

Ord said, “Her jaw’s nat broken, but you dropped her with a right as you went down, then landed
on top of her. That kept her outfit from shooting her and gave them time to get downdope and put cuffs
on her.” Ord frowned. “Sir, if you don’t mind hearing my opinion...”

| had minded hearing Ord’'s opinion ever snce he was my drill sergeant in infantry basic, but he
never hestated to share it with me anyway.

“You took an unnecessary risk.”

| shook my head. “No risk. | heard her shift her rifle to grenade mode. | never heard her shift back,
and | talked my way to indde five yards from her.”

Ord nodded. “An M40 grenade doesn’'t am for five yards. So dl she did when she pulled the
trigger was wallop you in the chest with alow-velocity lump of unexploded shrapnel.”

| amiled alittle a the cleverness of me.

Ord, as usud when | did that, frowned. “She could have flicked the selector switch back to riflein
an ingant and killed you. She could have shot you in the head, instead of the chest, and killed you. That
would have decapitated the offworld chain of command. If your sucker punch hadn’t knocked her flat,
the sniper would have killed her anyway. That would have precipitated a criss with the indigenous
population.”

“But none of that happened. Now she gets a ride home. At worst, a Section Eight discharge. At
best, adminidrative punishment and another chance in the amy. The army gets a Band-Aid hbill for me. |
could see she was too distracted to redlize she was il in grenade mode.”

Ord stared a me. | suppose he stared the way the caveman who discovered fire stared at the firgt
idiot who stuck his finger into the flame. “Even so, gr, you could have dlowed someone in armor, her
commanding officer, perhaps, to make the approach. Or waited urtil the creep-and-peep team could
have neutraized the Stuation.”

| glanced at the "Puter on Ord's wrist. A normd transport hauling a creep-and-peep team from
Marinus would dill be hours away. But only about an hour had passed since | stuck my chest in front of
an dmog-live grenade.

“Thet captain said the creep-and-peep team was coming out on a tilt-wing. Six hours. Why did the
Spooks divert a hop jet to get out here faster? And why did you come out here on it?’

Ord peered a the IV bag dongsde me, and the tube that ran from it into my forearm. “Sir, no need
to get into that now. Your—ah—heroics left you with a harline fracture of the sernum and related
soft-tissue damage. The corpsman here just upped your dosage.” Ord smiled. Everybody in my platoon
in basic knew an Ord gmile meant that whatever the smile-ee thought was about to happen, he was
sorely mistaken. Ord patted my shoulder. “Just relax for now, Generd.”

“| fed fine. Sergeant Mgor, answer my—"

The engine whine faded into nothing, and then another voice replaced it.

“—pleasure to have a casudty that outranks me, for a change” 1 woke to the voice of the light
colond who commanded the infirmary a Human Union Camp, Marinus. Cocoa-skinned, gray-haired,
and clad in short-deeved blue scrubs, he stood in a white-painted single-bed room, saring a the chart



reader in his hand. Hippocrates Walace bared his forearms even though they were dick and puckered
with burn scar tissue. | was there when he got burned. He had been a flight surgeon during the First
Batle of Mousetrap. He was the only person | knew who had earned a Harvard Med School degree
and aSiver Star.

| started to cough. Through the dope, pan penetrated my chest like a dull ice pick twigting. | froze
my shoulders and tried to refrain from bresthing while | hissed, “Pleasure? Y ou this compassionate with
dl your patients, Waly?’

He toggled through my overactive medica history with his thumb. “Oh, suck it up, Jason. A cracked
gernum’s little potatoes for you.”

| asked, “What about the girl?’

“Your vicim? The private won't be playing the harmonica for a while. Jaw contusons and some
dental work. She's on the stockade ward. | might move you there, too.”

“Now you're a criminologig?’

“No. But I’ ve got an honorary degree in waiching screwbdls. If you threw yoursdlf into that Stuation
to save the girl, to baance the scales for your perceived inadequacy because Congressvoman Metzger
died on Mousetrap, you're a little nuts. But if you were trying to commit suicide by lunatic, you're a lot
nuts. In which case I'm required by regulation to decertify you for command.”

“I'm fine HdAf the Pentagon and two-thirds of Congress are crazier than | am, and nobody
decertifies them.”

Waly snorted.

| said, “Remember, Colonel, I'm the biggest stud duck within two hillion cubic light-years. | could
fire you before you could decertify me”

Waly sghed. “If only. Then I’d be the one who got shipped back to Mousetrap, where the sports
holos are only two weeks behind and a man can get plotzed on scotch instead of fermented groundfruit
juice”

| narrowed my eyes a him, about the only body parts | could move without wincng. “Who's getting
shipped back to Mousetrap?’

He raised bushy eyebrows. “Didn't Ord tdl you? You are. Ord got one of those hard-copy
encrypted chips that Hibble ingss on sending. Why do you think the Spooks pulled an orbit-capable
ship away from shuttling back and forth to the Red Moon? And used it to double time Ord out to the
Stone Hills to ddiver your Spook-o-gram?’

| Sghed. “Wadly, not even | am supposed to know where those shuttles are going. So don't spread
thet around.”

Wialy leaned down to me and whispered, “I don’'t need to. Everybody on this post knows that
whole Moon’s a Cavorite nugget. Though it beats the fecd matter out of me why the Spooks care. The
Stone Hills mines produce Cavorite faster than Mousetrap can build shipsto useit.”

| changed the subject. Partly because | didn’'t want to know how much other classfied materid was
common knowledge in my command. Partly because | was curious about Howard Hibble's summons to
Mousetrap. “How soon can | travd?’

“Given the diminished recuperative powers of aman your age—"

“Youreasoldasl an”

“Exactly. It takes me three days to recuperate from shining my shoes” Waly shook his head. “I
can't 9gn off that you'll be ready to tolerate escape-velocity G forces for a least aweek.”

Howard was a devious geek, but if he sent a Spook-o-gram, something was up that | couldn’t wait
aweek to hear about. “Release me to travel tomorrow and I'll smuggle you back a case of scotch.”

Waly raised his eyebrows higher. “Single malt?

| managed a shdlow nod. “And if you don’t share your amateur shrinkology with Sergeant Magjor
Ord, I'll make it sixteen-year-old.”

“Done. I'll shoot you up with heding accelerants, but | can’t immohilize thet fracture, so don't blame
mewhen it hurts like hdl. And the shrinkology was Ord' sin the firgt place, so don't blame meif he brings
it up.”



The next morning, Ord and | caught a lift aboard what everybody was supposed to think, but
nobody actudly beieved, was a hop jet shuttling us to rendezvous with the Abraham Lincoln, in parking
orbit above Bren. Waly was right about the fracture, which hurt like hel. | clamped my jaw while |
blamed him anyway, every minute that the hopper boosted.

We shared the hopper with one passenger, who soun his seat to face Ord and me once the engines
went slent. His nameplate read “ Applebite.”

Like the rest of Howard Hibble' s freak show, dso known as Military Inteligence Battdion Bren,
Reinforced, our companion wore army utilities, topped with a twentysomething's straw-colored chin and
skull fuzz, which had no recent experience with a barber or arazor.

Ord eyed the kid's crooked-pinned captain’s brass with the enthusiasm of a jockey aboard apig.

| asked, “How goes Silver Bullet, Applebite?’

Howard Hibble s supergeeks had the military bearing of Cub Scouts, Mensa-levd intdlects, and the
xenophobia of Cold War spies. Applebite's eyes widened, because even the code name for the Cavorite
wegponization project was classfied. He did his eyes to Ord and said nothing.

| sghed. “The sergeant mgjor’'s clearance is higher than yours, Applebite. Besides, in about forty
minutes, he and | are gonna watch you board a ship that’s not even supposed to exis.”

Fndly, Applebite shrugged. “We're close, gr. Bt...”

| smiled. From three decades of war, we knew that the man-9zed armored-maggot Sug Warriors
were as replaceable to the Pseudocepha opod Hegemony as fingernalls were to us.

The only way to win the war was going to be to destroy the sngle cognitive center that ran the
organiam. A center that was probably the s9ze of a planet. But we had learned early in the war that the
Sugs had away to neutrdize nukes. So for the ladt thirty years, the Spooks' job had been to think up a
slver bullet that could kill a brain bigger than Mars.

“But even if you make a slver bullet, you don't know where to shoot it?’

Applebite scratched his chin fuzz and smiled. “We don'’t. But finding the homeworld's not my job.”

Even after dmogt four decades, now that we findly had ships numerous enough and good enough
that we could chase down Sug ships like wolves on cattle, we couldn’t find the Sugs homeworld. If we
could find it, we were, apparently, amos ready to pour Cavorite on it like sdt on a garden snall. A smile
that delighted me.

Our hopper shook, the broken edges of my breastbone rubbed againg each other, and | diffened
like somebody had cabled an Electrovan battery to my chest. We decelerated and matched circumlunar
orbit with an unmarked vessdl that had once been a Metzger-class cruiser and was now Siver Bullet's
headquarters. Cavorite was less toxic to humans than to Slugs, but the Spooks dill chose to orhit the
Red Moon rather than set up camp on it. Applebite's drop-off at the research ship wasn't recorded by
its Spook crew on the hopper’s flight log, and a hdf hour later Ord and | were piped aboard the
Abraham Lincoln before her foremast watch finished breskfast.

Theredfter, we spent a steady week at .6 light speed, and my breastbone started to knit, thanks to
Waly's accelerants.

Less hgppily, Ord hadn’t heart-to-hearted me about my mentd state. Nomindly, commissioned
officers outrank senior noncommissioned officers. But if a good sergeant hadn't privatdy advised the Old
Man, who was typicaly younger than the sergeant, after the Old Man screwed up, it meant the time
bomb was dill ticking.

| watched the stars around us dretch from light points into glowing spaghetti, then disappear
dtogether as their light, and the Abe’s milelong mass, got sucked into the Tempora Fabric Insertion
Point that would spit us out indde the Mousetrap interstdlar crossroad. As we jumped, | muttered to
mysf, “Howard, you mendacious son of a bitch, this better be worth the trip.”

FIVE
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ORD AND | WERE SPECTATORS on the Abe’s bridge when she popped out into the Mousetrap,
light-years as the crow fliesfrom the Bren |l Insertion Point, where the Abe went in. Vacuum is vacuum
to my untrained eye, so the new space we saw on the screens looked as black and starry as what we |eft
behind. Except the Abe got lit by sixteen pings within its firg three seconds in new space.

All sxteen pings got indtantaneous, correct eectronic responses back from the Abe’s dectronic
countermeasures array. If they hadn't, the Abe would have been trading red bullets with a Scorpion
interceptor squadron. Scorpions were single-seat Cavorite-drive fighters, so smdl and sedthy compared
to a conventiond sarship like the Abraham Lincoln, or like a Sug Frewitch, that they're scarcely
noticeable. Scorpions may be too delicate to survive a jump, but they sing, as the Sugs had learned the
hard way.

The Mousetrap was a point of nothing in a universe modly filled with nothing. But clustered in the
Mousetrap, “close together” by astrophysicd standards, were a double handful of the useful kind of
black holes the Spooks called Tempord Fabric Insation Points. A TFIP's enormous gravity tacked
together folds in the fabric of conventiond space, so an object that could dingshot through a T-FIP
jumped out light-years away from where it went in.

The Mousetrap was the mogt drategicaly vauable crossroad in humen higtory because every one of
the fourteen warm, wet rocks that condtituted the planets of the Human Union could be reached in just
days or weeks by jumping a ship through one or another of the Mousetrap’s T-FIPs. Humans could
eadly colonize the Milky Way and defend oursalves via the Mousetrap’s shortcuts. Unfortunately, the
Pseudocephaopod Hegemony, which viewed humans as a virus, could just as eedly exterminate us via
those same Mousetrap shortcuts.

Mankind guarded the Mousetrap like its collective life depended on it, because it did.

So, ping chdlenges and visud confirmations notwithstanding, four Scorpions assumed dtation around
the Abe, shadowing her like a potentid Trojan horse. Well, the Abe’s crew knew that the Scorpions
were there, even though the Abe couldn’t find them with its sensors. Ten escorted hours later, the great
orange disk of the gas giant Leonidas filled the Abe’s visud displays, like Jupiter with blue stripes. One
hour &fter that, Leonidas's only sadlite became vishble, a spoinning, twenty-milelong nickd-iron mote
agang the planet’s glowing bulk.

The one thing in this universe more vauable to mankind then the empty space of the Mousetrap was
the only habitable rock within the Mousetrap, from which the empty space could be defended.

Ord peered a the moonlet known as Mousetrap as the Abe drifted closer. Haf of Mousetrap’s
lumpy surface sparkled with Slver solar arrays, even more than on our lagt trip through. He grunted,
“Mug make more dectricity than Hoover Dam, these days.”

The Abe’s enginearing officer, who stood watching the digplays dongside us, indined her head
toward Ord. “Actudly, Sergeant Mg or, Mousetrap generates enough power to lift the Hoover Dam into
low Earth orbit. The smdting plants are power hogs.”

Too many mings, most of whom had been Bren daves risking death for emancipation, had died
boring a core out of Mousetrap’s centerline. From Mousetrap’s north pole to its south pole, seded a
each end with massve airlocks, ran a great tunnd that had been carved out. Into the tunnd’s walls had
been carved vadt living, mining, and manufacturing spaces, in concentric rings around the core candl.

A vesH like the Abe, or like the Sug vessdls from which we copied Cavorite drive, could thunder
up to Mousetrap at thousands of miles per hour, or even per second, then stop on a dime, without sailling
coffee within the vessdl’s gravity cocoon. Also without denting the ship or the moonlet. | had seen it
done.

But a Bastogne-class cruiser’s fender bender would dent even the nationd debt. Therefore, the Abe
drifted, dow and nose-firdt, “down” toward Mousetrap’s north pole like a cherry toward the top of a



sundae. The outer doors irised open on an arlock chamber bigger than a volcano crater. The Abe
paused within the lock while the outer doors closed; then the inner doors opened and we crept forward
into Broadway, Mousetrap’s centerline tunnd, at ten miles per hour.

I’d been down Broadway before, but my jaw aways drops. The Abe’s forward screen showed us
arifting through a rotating, man-made tunnd that seemed bigger than the Grand Canyon, its wadls
shimmering with the crisscross Widmangtéiten crystd pattern of meteoric nickd iron.

But most of North Broadway's wals were obscured by a whiskering of docks and shipyards. We
cruised for miles past keds and skeletons of new cruisers, frigates, transports, even Scorpion fighters,
gnatlike compared to the rest. Beyond the shipyards lay miles of repair yards, every dot filled by ranks of
fleet operationd shipsin for refit. The whole array flickered with sparks sprayed by welders and was lit
by spotlights played on scaffold-wrapped hulls

Whenever | cruised North Broadway, | reflexivdy scanned the ranks of docked cruisers for the
Emerald River. It wasn't the cruiser | hoped to see, but her skipper, the estimable and lovdy Admird
Mimi Ozawa. But Mimi had been rotated Earthside, after leading the Second Fleet across T-FIP jump
after T-FIP jump, in a futile search for the Sugs homeworld. Sometimes with me aboard, mogtly
without. | sighed.

Broadway’ s middie miles were darker, pocked with adits and burrows that tapped pockets where
rawv maerids from duminum to zinc, had concentrated within the moonlet’s nickd-iron mass.
Boxcar-gzed ore cars beetled back and forth from the mines to the smdters, where the faboric of
Mousetrap was being transmuted into the building blocks that defended the Human Union.

Farther on, South Broadway glittered, as windows of offices, training and living spaces spilled light
into the vast tunndl.

The Abe eased up to her mooring, one of a dozen ringing the tunnd, from which vessds transferred
passengers and cargo to and from the south eight miles of Broadway.

An hour later, Ord and | had separated. He sgned us in to respective hillets in the Officers and
NCO’s quarters, while | tubed upweight—that is, feet-first out toward the surface of Mousetrap—to
levd forty-eight. | exited the tube as an MP sduted me, 4ill checked my ID as though | might be a
disguised Sug, then amiled. “We come back to the Penthouse, Generd.”

Leve forty-eight was the outermost of Moosetrap’s cylinders, dl arranged concentric to Broadway.
Levd forty-eight was caled the Penthouse, even though it was buried miles deep in Mousetrap’'s
nickd-iron mass, because it was the top—bottom, actudly—tube stop and because, as the outermost
ring, it had the least-curved floors and ceilings and the most Earthlike rotationa gravity in Mousetrap.

The Spooks monopolized the high-rent didrict because they were the ones who designed
Mousetrap, but more importantly because they deserved the extra comfort. The Spooks didn't rotate
home every twelve months like Mousetrap’'s Gls, dvilian contract labor, and Space Force swabbies.
Margindly nicer quarters were amdl compensation for the hardships of ' Trap Rat status.

“Jason!” Theking of the ' Trap Rats strode down leve forty-eight’s man corridor toward me, ams
wide. Likethe rest of his geek subjects’, Colond Howard Hibble' s uniform had wrinkles on its wrinkles.
A smoker’ s wrinkled skin had hung on hisdim bones when | met him, and the years hadn’'t smoothed or
plumped anything.

| met Howard during the Blitz, in 2036, when | was an infantry trainee and he was a professor of
extraterrestria intdligence who had, therefore, been assgned by the amy to militay inteligence
Howard's rank decades later was only colond, because he couldn't lead troops to free beer. But
Howard was the most powerful man nobody ever heard of, by virtue of hisintuition about what made the
Sugs tick. He controlled the Spook budget, which was buried in Defense Department line items that
nobody ever heard of. He succeeded fird because he was a genius and second because he played
Washington politics like the intd paranoid he had become. Hence the MP guarding the tube exit onto
levd forty-eight.

| raised my pams as high as | could without separating my sore breastbone. “No hug!”

Howard frowned as he sucked a nicatine lollipop. “I heard. But you're here” He amiled.

“Mind tdling me why?’



He ushered me back to his office, alarge part of Mousetrap’s pressurized volume, which he kept as
tidy as the ingde of a trash compactor. He poked a pile of old paper books so that they toppled and
reveded a char. “Sit down, Jason.”

He sat across from me and swiveled his desk screens awvay so we could see each other while we
talked.

| said, “The word isthat Silver Bullet’s locked and loaded.”

He narrowed his eyes. “Where did you hear that?’

“From the kid we rode up to the Abe with.” | paused to watch him squirm, then said, “Howard, I'm
C-in-C Off-world Forces. | see the Siver Bullet Weeklies before they get encrypted and sent to you.”

He closed his eyes, then nodded. “Oh. Yeah.”

No point mentioning what Waly had told me about what the Bren rumor mill was putting out. |
shoved aside a sandwich wrapper, a dead frog floating in a pecimen jar, and a chessboard that blocked
my view across Howard's desk. “Is your summons about Silver Bullet?’

“Not exactly. Assuming Silver Bullet is operationd, what would you say is the biggest remaining
obstacle to winning the war?’

“Hnding atarget for it. Mimi Ozawa was so many light-years away for so long that | can’t remember
what it'slike to be horny.”

Howard wrinkled his brow. “Memory loss and diminished libido are naturd results of aging.”

“Howard, | was kidding.”

“Oh.” He shrugged. “Wdl, normaly, one way to develop inteligence to solve a problem like locating
the homeworld would be to interrogate prisoners.”

“But Sug warriors have the independent intelligence of a white corpuscle.”

“And we ve never captured any more sophisticated part of the organism. In fact, we' ve never even
Seen one”

“But you have a plan?’

“I have an opportunity. | need you to make aplan.”

It was my turn to narrow my eyes. “Am | going to like this opportunity?”

Howard plucked a rock paperweight off his desk and stared into it. “Y ou never do.”

SX

HOWARD HELD THE ROCK between his thumb and fore-finger, then turned it so the crystdline faces within
its tranducent mass reflected the compartment light. “Weichsdan diamond.”

| shrugged. “1 hear they’re so common there that the Weichsdans used to throw them at rabbits”
Weichsdans were the Human Union's caveman country cousins, kidnapped from Earth by the Sugs
thirty thousand years ago, then abandoned on a planet that looked like Earth during the Weichsdan
glaciation, complete with woolly mammoths. On many of the planets where the Sugs left humans behind,
men had progressed and flourished. On Welchsd, man had just survived.

Howard nodded. “The Weichsdans did use diamonds as throwing stones. But this one's a souvenir
collected by an Earthling diamond miner.”

“We reinhabited Weichsd?’

“Jug afew diamond miners. We evacuated them back here deven days ago.”

Hair stood on my neck. “Evacuated?’

Howard nodded. “A precaution, as soon as the cruiser group orbiting Weichsd detected the new
Pseudocephaopod inveson force.”

| closed my eyes, then opened them. “The maggots are back.” | wasn't surprised that the Sugs
were back. The Human Union's defense posture, so massve that it made the Cold War look like
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peewee footbdl, was predicated on the assumption that they would return. | cocked my head a
Howard. “But why Weichsd? Why a sideshow, and the same place where they feinted lagt time?’

Howard leaned back in his chair and stared up at the celling, and | leaned forward in my chair. The
reason the army and the Congress and the UN put up with Howard and funded his clandestine programs
was tha hisintuition about the Sugs had proven right so often over thirty years of off-and-on war.

He said, “The Pseudocephaopod knows we reacted to the firg fant a Weichsdl only by sationing
cruisers there and fighting it to a draw, out in space. It infers—correctly—that we don’'t vaue Weichsd
highly and that we defend it lightly.”

“gy?

“So the Pseudocephal opod reasoned that it could dip in and plant a amdl force on Weichsd eeslly.”

| turned my pams toward Howard. “Agan. Why?’

“So we ll mount a counterattack from herein the Mousetrap and drive it off Weichsd.”

“Another feint. To draw away our rapid-response forces, so the Sugs can attack us esewhere” |
nodded.

Howard said, “Not a feint. Feints are intended to midead. The Pseudocephalopod is direct in its
tactics.”

“But we won't take the bait.”

“Oh, yes, we will. Because it's excdlent bait.”

| tiffened. “Huh?’

Howard waved on a hologen in his compartment’s corner, and it flickered as he scrolled to an
overhead, vishlelight image of a flat snow-and-rock landscape. | could tdl it was Weichsd because a
haf-dozen rust-orange mammoths ambled at the image's far edge. At the image's center, snow drifted
agang one dde of a bulbous Sug-metd blue disk. Based on the sze of the mammoths, the disk was
ninety feet in diameter and twenty feet high. Six snow-covered ridges stretched away from the disk like
whed spokes.

| leaned toward the image. “We ve never seen a Sug indrumentdity that smdl, except for individud
Warrior weapons and those booby-trap footbdls they leave around. What do you think it is?”

Howard nodded. “Our collective hunch is that you're looking at a hard-shell fadility housing a control
Ganglion, armored and with enough cognitive capacity to control operations on a plangtary scde. A
remote brain, if you will.”

“Therés no Trall?” Normaly when the Sugs set up housekeeping on a plangt, they dug in a
transport ship as big as a smdl mountain, a “Troll” by United Nations phonetic designator. Trolls were
purpose-built to incubate Sug Warriors by the millions

Howard shook his head. “We ve identified four Fire-witches orbiting Weichsdl, and a force of fifty
thousand Warriors, deployed in defengve postions around the Ganglion.”

| shook my head. “When the war started—hell, anytime up urtil the last two years—that was scary.
But the war fighting balance has shifted. Four Firewitches? Today one Scorpion squadron will eat them
dive Then we can stand off and brilliant bomb the maggots and their brain from orbit.”

“But if we could capture the brain intact, we might be able to locate the Pseudocepha opod
homeworld.”

| raised my eyebrows. We had captured afew Sug ships over the years, but the little maggots were
regular kamikazes. The thinking parts adways saf-destructed before we could examine them.

| pointed at the snow-covered-disk image. “What makes you think we could take this brain dive?’

“Two reasons. Firg, you can devise and execute a plan that will achieve tactica surprise. Second,
the Pseudocephalopod fully expects that you will take the brain dive, as you put it.”

“Soit'satrap. By now, we ve learned not to walk into Sug traps.”

Howard pulled his chessboard back between us, then moved a white pawn, undefended, into a
center square. “It's not a trap, it's a gambit. A sacrifice of vauable materid offered to gan time and
gpace.” He did ablack bishop onto the center square and captured the white pawn.

| cocked my head. “What time are the Sugs after? What space?’

“Wel, | don’'t know. But if you capture that brain intact, and if we can useit to develop the targeting



intdligence we need, and if the flet can ddiver weaponized Cavorite on target, before the
Pseudocephaopod completesits own plan, we win the war. Not win a battle every few years. Not wait
until the technology pendulum swings back againg us and toward the Pseudocepha opod Hegemony. We
canwin. Findly. Forever.”

| dghed. “So human beings can get back to beating each other’s brainsin.”

“| prefer to think in terms of alading peace.”

“If we take the Sugs gamhit, but dl of your ‘ifs don’t come true, what happens?’

Howard shrugged. “Human extermination. The end of dvilization. Stuff like that.”

I smiled and shook my head. “Fortunately, your superiors aren’'t about to risk Armageddon to win
some chess game” My amile froze, and my eyes widened. | frowned a my old friend. “Howard, you
haven't sent thisidea of yours up the line for approva yet. Have you?’

“No—"

| blew out a breath. Howard was a paranoid nerd, but he didn’'t deserve to have his career ended
because he pushed oneidictic idea. “ Good. Because if you did, they’ d rdieve you in about two minutes.”

“It wasn't my idea. It was sent down the line to us, aready. From Earth. We are to attack Weichs
with dl deliberate speed.” He pointed to an encrypted chip on the desk. “That's your copy of the order.”

My eyebrows rose so far that the skin on top of my head wrinkled. “Y ou're kidding.”
| read the order. He waan't.
SEVEN

TWENTY MINUTES LATER, Howard, Ord, and | had changed into Eternad armor, and we exited a tube
down-weight, at level gx, the smdl-unit maneuver range. The range had a seventy-five-foot-high caling
and a twenty-acre floor set with obstacles and targets that the range umpires could move to Smulae
varied tactical Stuations.

Holo training hasiits place, and Ready Brigade spent hours each week in the smulators. But there's
no subdtitute for sweat, noise, chaos, and physica exhaugtion.

Aswe arrived, platoons from Ready Brigade Mousetrap maneuvered, squads in full tactica Eternad
amor advancing a a crouching run while others covered them, then legpfrogged past their buddies.
Detonation smulaors shook the floor; hot smoke confused vishle and infrared images. Squad leaders
suddenly found their radios cut off by the umpire, forcing them to pop their visors and shout commands
over the chatter of blanks and the screams of “wounded.”

The brigadier generd who commanded Ready Brigade stood fifty yards from us. When he spotted
us, he popped his hdmet visor open, waved, then jogged toward us.

Howard said to me, “Jason, it would take us weeks to send objections back to Earth and get a
response.”

Ord, hisown visor open, leaned toward me. “In the meantime, Sr—"

| Sghed. “An order isan order.” From the firgt day | wised off as atraineg, I've bent plenty of rules.
But even if | was now prepared to disobey a lavful order, my superiors would just rlieve me, and my
replacement would have to execute the order, but at the disadvantage of being new to the job. Which
could get more Gl s killed and increase the chance of falure. There would be time later to vent. For now,
my job was to do the job | was sworn to do.

Ready Brigade' s commander arrived, in Eternad armor, helmet tucked under one arm, swegting. He
saduted. | returned it and smiled. “Keeping them busy, Rusty?’

He grinned back. “Keeping mysdf busy, too, sr. One thing about Mousetrap, there's not a lot ese
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to do.”

I motioned him to fallow the three of us into a vacant umpire's blind, where the four of us leaned
agang the dark consoles. | was about to cure Ready Brigade's boredom, and the cure would be panful.
| said to Rugty, “Y ou've heard about the Weichsd incurson?’

He glanced at Howard, then said, “Unofficdly, ar. Did Space Force grease the maggots yet?’

| glanced & Howard, mysdf, then said, “Not exactly.”

EIGHT

RUSTY LEFT HIS EXECUTIVE OFFICER in charge of brigade training, and then he, Ord, Howard, and |
reconvened our little war council back on Spook levd forty-eight, huddied around a conference tablein a
neat and tidy compartment adjoining Howard' s office.

| outlined the misson and my concept. It would have been unprofessond to betray my own
reservations, and | don't think | did.

Rugty shook his head dowly and his brow wrinkled. “I don't know, gSr.”

“Big rewards judify big risks, Rusty. How soon can you embark Ready Brigade?’

“The preparedness standard for a Ready Brigade is wheds-up in fourteen hours, gr. Last drill we
did it in twelve hours, thirty-nine minutes—’

Ord raised his eyebrows a me and dmogt smiled. Whedls-up hearkened back to a time when
troops deployed in fixed-wing arcraft with retractable landing gear. At the turn of the century, a crack
light divison like the Eighty-second Airborne would have needed sixteen hours to embark.

| sad to the brigadier, “Ladt time | was a the Pentagon, a Marine damed that the Marine Ready
Brigade at Camp Pendleton once went whedls-up in twelve hours flat.”

Rugy smiled. “My command sergeant mgjor gently suggested to the brigede after the lagt drill, S,
that twelve thirty-nine was a time even jarheads could beat. Ready Brigade will be embarked in deven
hours fla, if Space Force can warm up the bus thet fagt.”

Ten hours laer, | watched as Ready Brigade€s three thousand troops crowded the
hundred-foot-wide platform of South Forty D to which the Abraham Lincoln was moored. The soldiers
shuffled toward the maglev-tunnesized aft hatch in the Abe's flank. Gravity on Broadway, near
Mousetrap’ s centerline, was low enough that the Eternad-armored soldiers easly carried individud loads
of persona wespons, shdter, anmunition, rations, and unit- and misson-gpecific equipment in back and
chest packs that made them look like cartoon Santas on Chrigmas Eve. On Weichsd, a ninety-eight
percent Earth gravity, each soldier would cut down to a combat |oad within minutes after disembarkation
but would ill be loaded like an abused burro.

Into the Abe’ sforward hatch did the hovertanks of Ready Brigade's armored cavary bettalion, their
engines whispering & idlein the light gravity.

| walked dongside a specidist fourth, his freckled face pae ingde his open-visored hemet. He was
combat-fit—they dl were—but he breathed in staccato gulps. “First combat deployment, Specidis?’

He turned to me and his eyes widened. Then he said, “Sr! | deployed with the Eighty-second to
Korea after the quake, Generd.”

| nodded. Human Union Space-Mobile Divison Mousetrap was this century’s equivadent to the
old-time gundingers of the United States' Eighty-second Airborne Divison, a razor-edged unit light on
equipment, long on mohbility, and ready to move anywhere within hours, improvisng on the fly if
necessary, whether the misson was disaster rdief or dinging the scourge of the universe on the ankle.
The "Trap Rats were modlly volunteers seconded from crack Earth units like the Eighty-second, the
Légion Etrangére, and even the Ghurka Rifles, with a sorinkling of offworld talent.

Thekid asked me, “Isit true, Sr? We redly get to fight Sugs?’


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

Howard and the Spooks weren't going to brief the brigade until the Abe had buttoned up and
cleared Mousetrap’s south doors. But the fact was that after three decades of war, indications of Sug
espionage or communication interception to discover human plans remained zero. The maggots didn't
oy on us any more than we spied on the common cold virus. If we got in the Pseudocephaopod’ s way,
it exterminated us, or fought to its last deployed Warrior trying. If we didn't get in its way, the
Pseudo-cephalopod ignored us. | nodded to the kid.

He pumped hisfig and grinned. “Outgtanding!”

| Sghed, and he shuffled on toward the Abe’ sintake hatch. The bluster of esprit de corps sometimes
carries troops to victory, like wind in salls. But only those who haven't seen war are fond of it.

All these kids were about to learn that lesson.

NINE

SIXTEEN HOURS OUT FROM M OUSETRAP, the whisper of my boots agangt ladder rungs echoed in the
deserted vastness of one of the thirty-gix launch bays that belted the Abraham Lincoln’ s midsection. So
did my rasping breath. The &t access platform perched between the launch rails, thirty feet above the
launch bay deck plates, and heights terrify me.

| reached the platform and dung to its handholds. The open-hatched ship poised above me was a
Scorpion, a ninety-foot-long ceramic teardrop of a Sngle-seat fighter and the current game changer in this
war. The Sugs invented Cavorite drive, and we stole it from them fair and square. Then we adapted it
not only to behemoths based on the Sugs own massve ships, like the Abraham Lincoln, but to the
eegant gna that was the Scorpion. Scorpions flitted and sung like no space vessd the Sugs had ever
seen. That's a poor turn of phrase, because the maggots don't have eyes and are blind in the
non-infrared spectrum. But to date, the Scorpion’s confirmed ship-to-ship kill ratio againg the Sug
Hrewitch stood a two hundred twelve to zero. Also, a Scorpion could maneuver as easly, though more
dowly, in a planet’ s amosphere asin a vacuum.

“Mind if | join you, Sr?” | clutched a railing, then looked down. Ord stood on the deck below,
looking up a me, hands on hips.

| had been reading inflectionsin Ord's voice and posture for three decades, and | knew this was the
time he had chosen to discuss the incident with the private on Bren. | wasn't going to add to the
unpleasantness by having the conversation thirty feet up. “I’ll come down.”

My boots thumped the deck, and | turned and looked back up at the Scorpion’s stern, where the
damshd| doors of the wegpons pod stood open for loading, like the speed brakes on a conventiond jet.
A Scorpion in combat could hover dead ill, but it could aso fly faster than any rocket or bullet fired out
of its front end. So Lockheed had designed it to drop “fire-and-forget” guided munitions out its back
end, the way conventiond jets g ected radar chaff and flares to confuse homing missiles. The Scorpion’s
interna weapons bay stinger was twenty feet long.

| pointed at it. “A squad in Eternads can pack in there. It's gravity cocooned, like the cockpit. Ten
thousand miles per hour to zero in one thousand feet. And ingde the squad will fed sx G, tops.”

Ord nodded and sighed. “I remember when | saw the holonews from the Paris Air Show. Captain
Metzger and the Scorpion shocked the world that day, ar.”

So thiswas why Ord had sought me out here, done in this bay. So he could segue the conversation
to my godson. To avoid taking the bait, | cocked my head. “What do you think of my tactica concept,
Sergeant Mgor?’

He cocked his head back a me and wrinkled his forehead. “Potentidly brilliant. High risk. If 1 may
sy 0, 9, much like its creator.”

Crap. There was no escgping the impending deluge. | sghed. “What's on your mind, Sergeant
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Mgor?’

One corner of Ord's lip twitched up, as close to a amile of recognition as he ever came. Then it
faded into a frown of concern. Ord wore concern proudly.

“Sir, the generd knows | have the highest regard for him as a soldier and as a human being.”

Oboy. A senior NCO addressing an officer in the third person sgnded an impending lecture, like a
mother cdling her kid by firgt, middle, and last names.

Ord cleared histhroat. “But your life view has worried me since Congressvoman Metzger's death,
ar”

Even &fter three years, to hear it said doud that Munchkin was dead struck me like a dap. Munchkin
and I, both orphaned by the Sug Blitz in 2036, had soldiered together as gunner and loader. We had
both found and logt the greet loves of our lives during the bettle that followed, and | had delivered her
son, my godson, in a cold cave on a moon of Jupiter. Thearmy is a big family, but Munchkin had grown
closer to me than asigter, and her son had grown up like my own.

| blinked, then cleared my throat. “My life view isfine, Sergeant Mgor.”

Ord's gray eyes softened. “Have you heard from Captain Metzger, Sr?’

| shrugged. “Since the embargo, nothing but propaganda gets out of Tressdl. | read one that says
he sthe ar vice marshdl.” Meaning no, my godson hadn’t contacted me since his mother’s death. Not so
much as a happy-birthday holo chip.

“He mugt be quite busy, Sr. The aircraft test ranges are remote. Perhaps hef's been out of touch.”

| snorted. “He mugt be out of touch if he' s ill working for those Nazis”

Tressd’s avilization had evolved from daves kidnapped from Earth by the Sugs to mine Cavorite
thirty thousand years ago. Tressel resembled Earth, but sunted back in the mid-Paleozoic, and Tresse's
humans lagged Earth technologicaly by a hundred fifty years. Socidly, they could have passed for
Germany in the last-century thirties.

The Sugs Tressel mines had played out thirty thousand years ago, and Tressd didn’'t have anything
dse we wanted. Therefore, Earth’s paliticians could afford to be shocked—shocked!—at Tressen
human-rights abuses, so they embargoed trade with Tressel.

Tressdl remained a member of the union, and so an dly, “in the event of a clear and present threat
from a common enemy,” meaning if the Sugs came back.

Ord sad, “Sir, | think Jude's loydty is to Generd Planck, not to the party. Nether of them are
Nazis. And | don't think Jude...”

| cocked my head. “Blames me for his mother’s death?’

“Sir, he knows you literdly gave your right am attempting to save her.”

| flexed my organic prosthetic. Guaranteed by the surgeon generd to be better than origind
equipment or Uncde Sam gets his money back, and | get my ssump back. “Then why are we having this
discusson?

“Sir, | think you blame you for her death.”

“l pent 9x months in the specia-needs ward a& New Bethesda ligening to shrinks tdl me not to
blame mysdf, Sergeant Mgjor. I'm past it.”

Ord opened his mouth, then closed it, then said, “As you say, Generd.”

| walked benesth the Scorpion’s open stinger and squinted up into its shadowed interior. “You think
we can anchor fast ropes to those weapons racks?’

“A mountaineering team’s aready working up a fast-rope descent technique in Bay Nine, sr.” He
paused. “Sir, how is Admird Ozawa? If | may ask.”

| dghed. Ord wasn't going to let go of my persond problems. Mimi Ozawa and | had met erly in
the war, and it had taken us only about twenty years to figure out that we had the hots for each other as
badly as a het couple our age can. Fortunes of war being what they were, by the time we figured it out,
we were congtantly light-yeers apart.

| awaited eagerly the hard-copy letters Mimi wrote dally, which arrived in bunches aboard each
jumped cruiser. | awaited even more eegerly the holos she sent. | will note that because these passed
from a space force admird to a generd, they were uncensored. Beyond that, use your imaginetion.



“You may ask, Sergeant Mgor. She's chdfing at a dirtsde assgnment.” Mimi was a fighter jock
kicked updtairs to command cruisers, and she was generdly regarded as the best—excepting only my
godson—driver in the Human Union of any flying object in the human inventory. She was dso too smart,
too uniquely knowledgeable, and had hogged too many years of the shipboard command time that flag
officers coveted. So Space Force had rotated her to Earth ten months before to serve as the firg
commandant of the Human Union Military Academy. | hadn’t seen Mimi live for three years, and Ord's
guestion made me ache.

“If | may say so, Admird Ozawa is afine officer and an even better women, Sr.”

“No argument.” We waked from the launch bay, our steps echoing in the vastness. “If | did have a
problem, which | don’t, Mimi would be part of the solution, wouldn't she?’

“Yes, dr. But an unmatured relationship may be a source of anxiety, rather than a source of
grength.”

| stopped, then turned to face Ord. If Ord weren't as much surrogate father to me as my command
sergeant mgjor, | would have told hm he was geiting into areas that were none of a subordinate's
busness. The potentid trouble with my rdaionship with Mimi was the trouble with most service
personnel’s relationships. Contact was o0 infrequent that the person you left behind had grown into
someone ese by the time you returned to them. And so had you.

At best, the anxieties caused a tense blind date after every separation. At worst, one or the other of
you couldn't stand the new person, or the stress of reacquaintance, or both, and the reationship
crumbled.

“Sergeant Mgjor, Admird Ozawa and | aren’t close enough for me to be anxious” Actudly, | pined
for Mimi every moment that | wasn't preoccupied by my job. But those ide moments were few, and
Ord, by hisnod, knew it.

We stepped out into the companionway, headed for a prdiminary briefing. A couple of swabbies
painting bulkheads straightened as we passed, and the extra sets of ears ended the discussion, for the
time being.

One day later the Abe stood poised to jump through the Tempord Fabric Insertion Point that would
pop us out three days of starship travel away from Weichsdl.

In Launch Bay Fourteen, | stood dongsde Ord, both of us armored up in the uniform of the day.
We watched as Howard Hibble, nine of his Spooks, and a loadmaster who would handle ther
disembarkation on Weichsd stood in line on a makeshift stedl-lattice access ramp that led into the poised
Scorpion’s wide-open ginger pod.

The Spooks, who were flabby or pencil-skinny in street clothes, lurched up the ramp looking like
abino gorillas in Eternad winter-camo armor. Unlike the armored grunts now loading in the other bays,
each Spook carried a fraction of an infantry soldier’s basic load, just a Sdearm and a misson-specific
gear pack no bigger than a turn-of-the-century laptop bag.

Ord frowned. “1 wish we weren't going in meteorologicaly blind, ar.”

Ord dways found something to frown about. It'sin a sergeant mgor's genes. But | agreed with him.
Weichsd was at the moment light-years away, across an impenetrable black hole. Even after we popped
out, we would be committed to landing with little idea of current and impending wesather conditions a our
landing zone.

Westher is a greater peril for an attacker than a defender even in the best of circumstances.
Weichsd was not the best of circumstances. It looked like Earth in winter, but the planet was prone to
hurricane-force blizzards. Worse, the storms arose suddenly from nothing. Or at least nothing the
wegther weenies could identify in advance.

| shrugged. “Cdculated risk.” Wdl, actudly, my exometeorology officer had thrown up his hands
and said therisk was incadculable. He did note that the firgt two Earth survey parties to land on Weichsd
had perished in flash blizzards.

Ord's finger bobbed as he counted Spooks. Then he flipped down his visor, checked his display,
and frowned. “Odd. Theintd landing party’s one body short.”

| said, “Soitis”



Ord swiveled his head toward me, jaw dack.
TEN

ORD STARED AT ME as hydraulics hissed the upper ladder scaffold away from the Scorpion. “Sir, you
aren't thinking of landing with the assault troops?’

“As a consultant. A resource. Not in the chain of command. The last thing the company commanders
on the ground need is brass looking over ther shoulders. That’s why I’'m not on the manifest.”

Ord’'s mouth formed an “O” as his back straightened an additiond hdf inch. “A theater commander
inthe firs wave of a two-company raiding party? You could get killed! Sir. It's completely...”

Reckless. Immature. And so on. But history recorded that Churchill, one of Ord's favorite quote
sources, tried to hitch aride on alanding craft on D-day. Churchill got talked out of it at the last minute,
but my Stuation wasn't comparable, because Churchill was a avilian, and adso he had nothing to add to
the battle.

“Sergeant Mgjor, | was the firg modern human being to see a Sug dive. Colond Hibble and | are
the only people left dive who've been indde a working Trall incubator ship. This is a hasty operation,
with the war & stake.

This plan, more than most, won't survive contact with the enemy. Improvisation, based on intuitive
knowledge of the Sugs, may decide the result. No human in this gdaxy has fought more Sugs in more
venues than | have. If | didn't apply my specidized expertise on the ground, where it could do some
good, I'd fire mysdf.” My chest puffed a bit. | doubt that Churchill made as good a speech when he
argued his case.

Ord chewed his lip. Red-time baitlefiedld communication had made leading from the front obsolete
snce Rommd, and we both knew it.

| pointed at the Spooks as they gawked and dawdled. “If Rusty’s two best infantry companies can
protect that bunch until the cav lands, they can sure protect me”

Ord crossed his arms, frowned, but nodded. “1 want the generd to know that | quegtion the true
rationale behind his decison.”

“Butit ismy decison?’ Generds don’'t need to persuade sergeants. Maybe | was redly persuading
mysdf.

“Indubitably, Sr.”

| nodded and harrumphed.

“Then may | accompany the generd?’

“No. Thereign't room, and you're too vaugble here” Both reasons were more or less true.

| locked down my visor, then stepped toward the loading ramp.

“Generd?’ Ord' s voice crackled inmy earpiece.

| turned back toward him as he sduted. “Keep the maggots off your ass, gr.”

| returned his sdute and smiled through my visor. “Always, Sergeant Mgor. This one should be

easy.
ELEVEN

FOUR MINUTES LATER, | stood tail-end-Charlie on the ramp behind the Spooks as a medic plugged in to
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the meds catheter on each man’'s armored thigh, then handed the troop off to the loadmeaster to be fitted
into the Scorpion’s wegpons bay like a breething log with Plasted bark.

As only one of saven hundred fifty survivors from the Ganymede Expeditionary Force, |
remembered how, during the Blitz at the start of the war, infantry got hauled through space for days,
sedated and stacked indde de-mothbaled space dhuttles, to save space and conserve life-support
systems. | dso remembered being hauled off the battlefidd of the First Baitle of Mousetrap like a flour
sack, in the emptied weapons bay of a Scorpion, which up until then nobody had ever ridden in.

Today, we had drugs that could knock a Gl colder and revive him sharper.

| put two and two together and figured that we could convert the fastest, Sedthiest single-seat
fightersin the universe into squad-carrying landing craft. Nobody had tried it yet, but it seemed to me like
aterrific way to surprise the maggots.

| gave mysdf a mentd back pat for that particular gpplication of my specidized expertise. Just one
more example of why | should send mysdf in with the first wave. | stepped up to the medic.

He pointed at the cap of my catheter, his eyes on a sedative syrette while he unpeded it. “Open up,
newbie. This doesn't hurt.”

It was actudly easier for the medic to open the catheter cap from outside the suit, but forcng a
newbie to reach around and unscrew it with his gauntleted fingers was a Smple test to be sure the newbie
hed at least some fine-motor skillsin armor.

| said, “You go ahead, doc. I've done this before.”

He jerked his gaze up from the syrette, and his eyes widened when he saw the stars stenciled above
my hdmet visor. “Generd Wander?’

“Jugt dong for the ride. What are you pouring, today, son?’

He unscrewed my catheter cap, then plugged in the syrette. “Uh—thousand milligrams of
timed-release Neobarbitol with a delayed amphetamine and caffeine chaser. And a hematopoietin to
enhance red blood cdl growth. Thirty minutes from now, you'll drop out like you fdl off a table, and
when you wake up you'll be ready to scrimmage the Chicago Bears for forty-eght hours straight.” He
paused. “At least—"

“At leadt that’s how it affects younger troops?’

“Yes gr.”

| hate drugs, but | hate missing a party worse. | patted his shoulder as he depressed the syrette's
plunger. “I'll be fine, son.”

The loadmaster dso did a double take when he saw me dhuffle into the bay. He and | would be
rearmost in the pod, and thus firg from this ship to exit onto Weichsdl. He harnessed me, then helped me
pack in dongsde three young Spooks and boots-on-helmet to the trio behind us. Most were dready
purring aong in the low-metabolism deep that would dlow dl of us to live together in this overszed
sewer pipe for three days.

The loadmaster wriggled in dongside me. The medic dosed him, then toggled the ramp’s controls
and backed out on it. Thet left us dl hanging in the bay, heads down, like bananas on a stdk, with the
deck plates thirty feet below us.

| held my bresth. Then the damahell doors below whined closed and left us in absolute darkness. |
exhded. | don't mind tight spaces as much as | mind heights.

The way the first phase of this operation, the part | was about to deep through, was supposed to
work was that as soon as the two infantry companies and the Spooks were buttoned up ingde ther
Scorpions, the Abraham Lincoln would make the jump from the Mousetrap and pop out three days
travel from Weichsd.

We didn't know what kind of senang the Sugs used to detect a ship, but it seemed to work as



well—and as poorly—as ours. That meant the Sugs occupying Weichsd would know immediately that a
humen cruiser had appeared three days away from them. The Sugs aso knew that in three decades of
war we had staged every landing we had attempted by bringing capita ships like the Abraham Lincoln
within low-orbital distance. So, Abraham Lincoln would carve obvious, loitering figure eghts just
beyond the Tempora Fabric Insertion Point it had popped out of, posing no threat.

However, as soon as Abraham Lincoln popped out, she would launch dl thirty-sx Scorpions
poised, like the one | hung within, on her launch rails. The Scorpions would make for Weichsd like
scaded gnats, asinvishle to the Sugs as Scorpions were to us, according to the Spooks.

Two days and twenty hours later, the infantry ingde the Scorpions would waken. Two days and
twenty-three hours later, dl thirty-9x Scorpions would form up in space a hundred miles up, directly
above Howard's precious Sug brain. Then the Scorpions would dive sraight down through Weichsd’s
atmosphere a ten thousand miles per hour, stop on the proverbid dime at an dtitude of forty feet, turn
thar ginger ends down toward the ground, and open ther bay doors. Scorpions were less
gravity-shielded than cruisers, so the troops would endure sx G and arive bruised and nauseated, but
that was a price any Gl would gladly pay to avoid being shot at.

The Sugs, knowing that the Abraham Lincoln remained a safe three days journey away, would be
tacticdly astonished. At least, that was the assumption.

But if this firs-wave landing went wrong, the Scorpions bays were clogged with usdess troops, not
weapons to defend themsdlves ship-to-ship. The four Firewitches patrolling above Weichse weren't
nimble, but as soon as they redized they had company, they would swoop in. At best, the Scorpions
would scatter like quail and sneak back to the Abraham Lincoln, and the operation would crater. At
worst, pieces of these kids and of me would be scattered across the snow a hundred light-years from
home.

Inmy earpiece, over the beeps and chirps of telemetry, the Scorpion pilot’s intercom voice buzzed.
“In a moment, our flight attendants will begin our beverage service for dl of you back there in the man
cabin. Correct changeis dways—"

| dept.
TWELVE

“—CONTACT WITH THE WEICHSEL dtratosphere in forty seconds. Some heat will bleed through from the
skininto the bay back there, but nothing your armor ventilators can’t handle” The Scorpion’s pilot was
Spesking again. The loadmaster’s elbow jostled me as he checked gatic linesin the dark. | switched to
the squad net and heard the Spooks dl around me grumbling and puking into their hdimet disposal tubes.

Evidently the younger Spooks had dl been enjoying wakefulness longer than | had. Just as wel. My
head pounded between my temples, and risen bile seared my throat.

The pilot said, “Hang on back there. You mus be tdler than the mouse to board this ride” Insde
my hdmet, | rolled my eyes. If they held a comedy contest for Zoomies and drill sergeants, nobody
would win.

We dropped like the mother of dl roller coasters, and Sx G of deceleration suffed my stomach into
my socks. Somebody moaned over the squad net. The Scorpion, and presumably thirty-five others
arayed around it, dowed from speeds measured in thousands of miles per second to a
ten-thousand-mile-per-hour crawl. The Scorpion’s gravity cocoon kept us from being pulped like
beefsteak tomatoes, but nobody was laughing.

Then we stopped.

A moment later, familiar, normd weight returned, then shifted as the Scorpion rotated until we hung
inthe darkness, inverted, like bats. Blood roared inmy ears.
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“Take care out there, guys.” There was no hint of stand-up comic in the pilot’s voice thistime.

The loadmagter said, “Fird rank, prepare to down-rappel.”

Then the damshdls whined open, and above my head, forty feet below, the snowdrifts of Weichsd
burst so bright white that my armor’ s sensors darkened my visor to blast leve.

The loadmaster said, “Firg rank out!”

| dangled from a synlon rappel line below the Scorpion’s tail, one hand paying out line through the
carabiner a my waist, while | muttered about whaose bright ideaiit was for me to be here.

| arrived on Weichsd in an exploson of snow and sank past my knees. Then a Spook landed on top
of me, and pushed me bdltline-deep.

A hdf-dozen voices grunted and swore.

Somebody said, “Holy moly! Isn't this exciting?” That was Howard.

Somebody dse sad, “ Goddamit, Howard! Get off mel” That was me.

| shoved Howard off into a drift, broomed snow off my visor with my gauntlet, and looked around.
Theinfantry ringed us, galoping wide-legged atop the snow on the snowshoe webs that had jackknifed
from their boot soles.

Each platoon net | listened in on rattled with necessary communication, with no word wasted. Thet
indicated good training. There was dso heavy bregthing. That indicated that running in snowshoes isT't
for the flabby.

Above us hovered dl thirty-ax Scorpions, only ours and one other dill reding in rappd lines and
dodng ther pod doors. The ar above each scorching-hot fusdage shimmered. Vulnerable as they
dangled like monstrous hummingbirds, the Scorpions would reman above us only until the ground
commander released them.

For a hundred-yard radius around us, the top yard of snow had been blown away by the downdraft
of ar pushed by thirty-six Scorpions, as they had screamed down through a hundred miles of atmosphere
like hypersonic bulldozers.

One thing | noticed was what wasn't here. No blizzard. The sky was clear—not even a breeze
dirred the snow-flakes. | amiled.

Also, there were no Sugs. No mag-rall rifles fired, no masses of armored Warriors maneuvered to
assault us. Complete surprise!

Unless we had landed in the wrong spot. My heart skipped.

Next to me, Howard jumped up and down, knee deep in snow.

“Goddamit, Howard! What are you doing?’

He grinned a me through his visor. “Jump yoursdf, Jason! We're danding right on top of the
Ganglion!”

| jumped and was rewarded by ahollow bong as my boots struck metd. In dl directions, the snow
doped away from the dome-shaped hummock we stood upon. A haf-dozen drifts converged on the
spot where Howard and | and the pile of flalling, armored arms and legs that was the Spook team stood.

| jumped again.

Bong.

“I'll be damned.” | knew Rusty’'s troops and the Abe' s pilots were good, but they had crossed
millions of miles of space in three days, then hit a target no bigger than a backyard svimming pool, al
without our enemy being the wiser.

The Spooks, asssted by Glswith wide manud snow shovels, were dready foxholing down to each
of the gx radiding ribs through which, according to Howard, the Ganglion sent and received
communication to and from the Warriors under its command.

Once we savered the Ganglion's &bility to communicate with its Warriors, the Sugs wouldn't drop
like marionettes with cut strings, but they wouldn't fight and maneuver as units, either.

| waddled through the drifts to the nearest foxhole, then peered down at the Spook and Gl below.
They knelt on the hole' s floor, a convex patch of blue Sug metd, as the Spook fitted a charge to a seam
in the Ganglion's am casing. Then they paddled up the snow and stood, the Spook fingering a black
detonator while the Gl called, “Firein the hole’ three times



The charge flashed, hissed, and raised a seam cloud that hung in the frigid air. Within a fifty-yard
radius, five more hisses sounded, and then five more steam clouds hung.

As we watched, the steam drifted together, coalesced into a Sngle plume, and rose into the clear,
dill sky, past the hovering Scorpions. Beautiful. Perfect.

Howard sad, “Uh-oh.”
THIRTEEN

TWENTY MINUTES LATER, wind whipped our hemet antennae and swirled a snow fog so strong thét,
even with enhanced optics, vighility was down to forty feet.

Howard shouted, his voice booming inmy earpiece, “It was the atmospheric disturbance created by
the Scorpions hypersonic passage. Now the storm'’s building on itsdf.”

I winced. “Howard, we have radios. You don't have to scream.”

Howard dapped at a rope that writhed in the growing gde as it dangled again from the Scorpions.
“Jason, we can't abort this now.”

Howard' s Spooks, working through the gathering blizzard, had cut through the Ganglion's armored
housing, and we had our first look a Sug roydty after three decades of war.

It was a blob as big as a two-seat urban dectric and as green as snot. No evil eyes, flaling tendrils,
or dobbery fangs. Just a blob with a haf-dozen thigh-thick armored cables plugged in around its
midsection. The cables, torched black by the Spooks' cutting charges, now led nowhere.

The exposed Ganglion, free of its armored housing, hovered above the snow on a disk, presumably
hed up by Cavorite.

| leaned into the wind, toward Howard. “It's mute and blind now?”

“| think so. But it could have—"

Zzeee.

Someone screamed.

| said, “Heavyd” The Sugs waged war more like Neanderthals than like a millennid master race. If
something they didn’t like got in ther way, they threw an object a it. Sug Warriors magnetic-rall rifles
were just scaled-down versions of the Sug atillery piece, which tossed a projectile the Sze and weight
of awal safe.

Red fog spat a us, mixed among the snowflakes. The fog trailed back thirty feet from Howard and
me, to the neck ring of a Spook kid's armor. A sngle heavy round, lobbed in here for ranging purposes,
had decapitated him.

| said to Howard, “It called fire on its own pogition! We gotta get out of here.”

A surrounded humen soldier might cdl artillery fire down on his own position, to take the bad guys
with him, and save his buddies or his misson. Sugs behaved the same, but the dtruism was missng. In
this case, it was Smple logic for the Sugs. The Ganglion wanted its troops to kill it, lest we be dlowed to
captureit. Also, of course, it wanted to kill us.

The commander of the infantry was dready moving his troops off the Ganglion hummock. Four
Spooks had fastened ropes to the Ganglion's matility plate, so they could tow it away from this spot
before the Sug heavy rounds began raining down on us.

Z7ee. Z7eee. Zzee.

A battery valley of red-hot heavy rounds thudded around us.

Crump.

Above our heads, a heavy struck a Scorpion amidships. The Scorpion disappeared with a rumbling
boom. It didn’t explode. It didn’t crash. It disappeared.

Howard said, “The round stripped the shidding off the Cavorite mass. The ship shot away from here
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a miles per second.”

Crump. Another Scorpion disappeared.

Three of the Spooks who had been pulling the Ganglion out of harm’s way lay dead dongsideit.

Inmy earpiece, the Scorpion Squadron leader said, “Raiding party reembark! We Il get you out of
here” He would aso get his own ships out of here, before more of them got creamed.

Another heavy volley rained in; a round struck a man, and he vanished.

The ground commander radioed Howard. “Colond Hibble, we can’'t get a ding on your brain plate
intime”

Howard said, “Get your troops out. The Ganglion weighs nothing. Two people can tow it out of the
kill zone. Y ou come back and pick us up after the orm.”

| Sghed. | knew who those two people were going to be.

Howard was a devious geek, but under fire he developed a heroic streak.

Zzee.

| flinched, though | had no idea where the incoming was bound, and something knocked me
faceplate-down in the snow. | lay there and fdt around my shoulder. A Sug heavy had lawn-mowered
down my back, dripping avay my pack and my armor’s life-support systems. But except for a thump
between my shoulder blades, | seemed to be unbroken.

| levered mysdf up to my knees and peered through the storm.

Troops snaked up ropes, back into the remaining Scorpions, as Sug rounds continued to pound our
landing zone. Wounded were roped up before the able-bodied Gls, as, it appeared, were bodies. That
would probably cost lives, but no Ready Brigade soldier was going to leave a buddy behind, even under
an atillery barrage.

Howard and | grasped the tow ropes on the Ganglion and leaned forward as we towed it through
howling snow and away from the zero point where the heavy rounds kept rattling down like hailstones.

The remaining Scorpions, bardy vishble through the driven snow, buttoned up, then disappeared.

The heavy rounds stopped. Silence, except for the wind, returned to Weichsd.

By my visor display, Howard, our green POW, and | had aready moved four hundred yards north
of the landing zone. My display adso said sraight-line winds were guding to one hundred Sx miles per
hour.

| toggled through my visor display to Sysems Check, then swore. My armor’s heater had quit.
Actudly, it hadn’'t quit, it had left the premises, sheared off by the Sug heavy’s near miss. Already,
despite my exertions, | shivered ingde my armor.

According to our intd, two thousand yards from our landing zone, a perimeter defended by ten
thousand Sug Warriors ringed the Ganglion hummock from which we fled with our kidnap victim.

If we could dip through that perimeter under cover of the storm, we might find a place to hole up. If
we remained ingde the perimeter, when the sorm blew out we would be dead mest, and our prisoner
would be rescued or killed by its own troops.

We dogged on, completdy blind now and crawling to stay beneath the worst gusts, until my visor
digolay predicted that the northern segment of the Sug perimeter, populated with its share of ten
thousand unfriendly, man-szed, armed, and armored maggots, lay two hundred yards to our front.

Insde my armor, | shivered harder.

FOURTEEN

HOWARD AND | lay Sde by sde in the snow while gusts now messuring one hundred thirty miles per
hour rocketed snow above us, and the outdde temperature remained two degrees below zero,
Fahrenheit. The wind chill wasn't worth checking, though my armor would have calculated it. My armor
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hed logt its heater, not its brains.

Therefore, | heard Howard perfectly when he whispered over the intercom, “We won't be able to
shoot our way through the Pseudocephaopod lines”

Actudly, with our M40s, the two of us, like any human infantry, could shoot our way through many
times our weight in Sug Warriors. But once they redized where we were, the Sugs would pour onto our
tral by the thousands, blizzard or no blizzard, brain-dead or not.

Stedth was our only option. | fingered the trench knife on my bet with numb fingers. “I know. On a
normd Sug perimeter, the Warriors spread out twenty yards apart. I'll low-crawl up to the perimeter,
take one out, then we'll tow the blob through the gap and disappear into the storm before they redize
they’ re down a maggot.”

Howard jerked a thumb back a our prisoner, wobbling in the wind. “Even disconnected from the
Ganglion, Warriors will react to the disturbance.”

“They won't notice a disturbance. They seein the infrared spectrum. They know human soldiers give
off heet, and that's what they look for. My armor’s stone-cold. And I'll knife the maggot, so there won't
be any firearm hest flagh.”

“Then what?’

“Then we |l find shelter. When the storm breaks, they’ll find us by our transponders.”

Through his visor, Howard frowned. “What if your plan goes wrong?’

| shrugged indde my armor. Over the decades, | had salvaged more disasters than | had caused.
However, induding this fiasco, my track record with plans wasn't so great. “Then well do what we
aways do. Run like hel until we think of something. Y ou have a better idea”

“If we break through the perimeter, we'll be running through a blizzard for days. Our prisoner may
not even survive. And your armor heater’ s broken. We're too old to try this, Jason.”

“If we don't try this, we won't get older.”

| cross-dung my rifle over my back, maxed my optics so | could see a yard in front of my face, and
low-crawled through the snow.

Twenty minutes later, | paused, panting, behind a drift. My am and leg muscles burned, my knee
and ebow joints throbbed, and | sucked wind so hard that my visor's med readout flashed amber.
According to the medic who had doped me before we landed, | was supposed to fed great. We were
too old for this.

Thewind swirled snow away from the area fifteen yards to my front, and | glimpsed an angular black
peak that rose afoot above the drifts. Hair stood on my neck. As expected, a Sug Warrior, faced away
from me, was hunkered down in defense. Unlike Gls, Sug Warriors didn't share fighting positions with
another soldier. Sug Warriors were more like sophisticated white corpuscles than individud soldiers, and
they needed naither companionship nor a buddy to take watch while they dept.

| closed the gap between me and the Warrior to five yards, drew my knife, then chinned my comm
bar. Behind me, Howard, presuming he hadn’t falen adeep, would see the “go” light in his visor display,
fed the vibrate darm on his cheek, and crawl forward with the Ganglion in tow.

| fingered my knife. There was no “book” on fighting mano-a-maggot. Few Earth troops had done
it live, despite the Sug War's duration. Sug body armor was eesly penetrated by a bullet or a
broadsword swung by a six-foot-five Casuni. But aknife wielded by a guy so old that his joints creaked
when he rode an exercise bike?

Sugs armor ended in a skirt a ground level, because they traveled on one bare foot, though they
didn't dime dong like a true snail. There was an opening higher up in the armor through which the
Warrior extruded a tentacle-like pseudopod to grasp its maeg-ral rifle. And the armor was open at the
anterior end so0 the Sug'sinfrared sensory patches, on what one might cdl its head, could “see”



The biggest knife target would be exposed by bulldogging the Sug over, like a roped cdf, then
gabbing its underbdly, but that would also create the biggest commotion. The pseudopod hetch at the
armor’s midriff was smaler than a saucer. The approach would have to be like cutting a sentry’s throat
from behind.

The Spooks say a Sug Warrior has no independent cognition, no sense of sdf, because it's amply
part of a sngle, physcaly separated organism. The Sugs killed my mother, killed the greet love of my
life, killed more friends than | could count. So | should have been spailing to gut this one like a trout.

Sill, the knife tip trembled in my hand, neither from cold nor fear. My years had taught me how
empty this universe was, and how unique life, any life, was within it. Even Sugs.

| stopped, drew a breath, and waited a heartbeat until my hand steadied. Ancther thing my years
hed taught me was not to wax philasophic during knife fights

| paused again a yard behind the Warrior. It stood, the base of its armor buried in drifted snow, sx
feet long from armor crest to tapered tal, and five feet high. Its amor shone black in the storm’s
dimness, the transverse plates on its back overlgpping like an amadillo’s. Its pseudopod wrapped its
rifle s peculiar grip. Peculiar to a human hand, at least.

The Warrior swayed, more than the wind required, as though ligening to music.

| switched the knife to my naturd hand, took a deep breath, then lunged.

FIFTEEN

MY RIGHT ARM wrapped the Sug’s midsection, where a human infantry soldier’s breastplate would have
been. The Warrior lurched, thrashed, and twisted the mag-ral rifle toward me. In a fight, a dngle
maggot’s no more effective than a ten-year-old throwing a tantrum.

My gloved fingers found the lip of the armor’s anterior opening, and | stabbed the knife in with my
opposite hand.

There was no need for accuracy, no dashing the windpipe or carotid artery, because Sugs had
neither. When punctured, they gushed like squeezed grapes and dropped like sacks.

Howard panted up behind me, the Ganglion bouncing feethery in his wake, like a baloon on a gtring.

| stared down at the Sug, an armored banana againgt green-stained whiteness, and toed it. In these
few seconds, the dead Warrior’s lifeblood had jdlied the snow.

Howard was dready past me. | ran, caught up, and dug in the snow for the other rope trailing from
the Ganglion’s matility plate. The wind buffeted the floating saucer, but its own levding systems whined,
and kept it upright, as we towed it.

Zzee. Zzee.

| heard mag rifle fire behind us, over the wind. But nothing whizzed close,

Howard said, “The Warriors are reacting without coordination! We redly did isolate them from
commeand and control.”

“They won't come after us, once the sorm breaks?’

Howard waved his free hand as we pulled our prisoner through the snow. “They will. But in a
disorganized way.”

“Howard, twenty thousand againgt two don’t have to be organized.”

“It may not come to that.”

“Why not?’

“We could freeze to desth firg.”

| put both hands on my rope and picked up the pace.

Fve hours later, the average wind speed had increased to one hundred thirty miles per hour, and we
were reduced to crawling at, according to my ' Puter, a hdf mile per hour.
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Howard' s Eternads were kegping hm warm and hydrated. “We’ weren't going to freeze to death.

However, the heavy that had sheared my armor’s back left me with only my ’Puters. The basic
principle of Eternad technology hadn’'t changed since the start of the war. The energy of the wearer’s
movement charged batteries that ran the suits ’'Puters, ar-conditioning, heater, and miscellaneous
life-support sysems. | didn't miss the ar-conditioning, and my exertions plus the amor’'s passive
insulation kept me warm, though feding in my fingers and toes had gone AWOL hours ago.

My biggest problem was the loss of those miscdlaneous life-support systems. The dry cold of a
Weichsglan blizzard sucked an exercisng human dry like he was crossng the Sahara. Scoops on
Howard's boots sucked snow in, mdted it, ran it through his purifier, and stored the resultant drinking
water.

| had to stop periodicdly, pack snow into my hemet’s spare barf bag by hand, then tuck it indde my
armor until my body heat mdted it. The worgt of it was that a crate full of Weichsd’s extra-dry powder
melted down to just a glass of water.

| had kndlt to scoop snow into my bag with ice-cubed fingers. That left Howard, who flunked out of
Cub Scouts, on point. He plodded ahead, like atin Saint Bernard. While | scooped, | watched him, to
gauge vishility. By the time he got ten yards away from me, he had faded to a shadow.

| panted into my mike, “Hold up, Howard. Don't get too fa—"

He vanished. The Sug on the saucer, tied to him, disappeared an eye blink later.

SIXTEEN

ONE MINUTE AFTERWARD, | paddied through the powder to the spot where Howard had disappeared
90 fadt that | nearly went over the edge mysdlf.

| jacked my optics and saw Howard, spread-eagled, face-down, fifteen feet below, a the base of a
short diff. The Sug saucer rested dongside him, bottom-up.

“Howard?’

Nothing.

“Howard?’

“| certainly didn’'t see that coming!” Howard's arms and legs flailed, scouring an inadvertent snow
angd at the diff’s base.

“You okay?’

“| think s0.”

| picked my way over the diff lip. Ten feet above Howard, the lip turned under dtogether, and | did
off into a half-ass parachute-landing fdl dongside Howard.

| righted the Sug saucer. Our friend shivered there on the vibrating plate, betraying no hodility and
lessindination to flee. The diff broke the wind down to a sixty-mile-per-hour swirl and stretched away to
the limits of vison in both directions. Mogt sgnificantly, in the diff face directly behind us, over which
Howard and | had tumbled, loomed a black opening twenty feet wide and ten high. “Howard, you found
acave”

He pointed through the snowflakes. “Just resistant limestone above eroded shde. Probably hundreds
likeit dong this outcrop. | doubt there’ s much depth to it.”

| wrapped my rope around my glove again and pulled toward the cave mouth. “ There's enough.”

Ten feet under the overhang, the wind gave way to cam, and the twilight outsde gave way to
blackness deep enough that | paused to let my optics adjust. The caling even opened up a hit, riang to
fifteen feet by my 'Puter. My visor's outsde temp gauge shot up to a bamy thirty-four degrees
Fahrenheit and continued to rise. | tugged off my gauntlets so | could rub circulaion back into my fingers.
Toes were next on my agenda. | popped my visor to enjoy the coziness.
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| sniffed. | said to Howard, “Smdlls like—"

From the shadows, something rumbled.

| froze.

Howard said, “Uh-oh.”

On further ligening, the rumble was more a growl, but a very large growl. A boulder dong the
cave' s back wall moved, then grew, asit resolved into something brown, furry, and grumpy.

The exobiologists had briefed us about Weichsdan fauna, observed as wdl as anticipated. They
noted that no andogue to the cave bear of Ice Age Europe had yet been observed on Weichsd, but the
probakility that such an andogue had evolved caculated at seventy-two percent.

The bear reared on hind legs and snarled a its uninvited guests. The largest modern Earth Kodiak
bear mounted out fourteen feet tal. Paleontologisis estimated Earth cave bears could have been thirty
percent larger than Kodiaks.

| can only report that the firg observed Weichsdan cave bear bumped its head on the
fifteen-foot-high cave cdling. This just made it grumpier.

| backed out of the cave as | undung my rifle,

“Howard, bears eat berries and sdmon, right?’

“Not cave bears. Their remains are highin Nitrogen-15.”

“Medt eaters?’

“When avallable”

Any Weichsdan two-legged hunter that this bear had encountered up until now would have been
vay avalable. The bear dropped down on dl fours, lowered its head, and snarled.

| thumbed the sdlector switch on my rifle to three-round burst as we backed out, then tugged a
smoke grenade from my thigh pouch. With persond transponders, smoke is obsolete as a podtion
marker, and the cans are dunky to carry, but | carried them anyway. As Ord said, it was better to have
and not need than to need and not have.

The bear stepped forward and bared its teeth.

| stepped backward as | popped the can and ralled it like hissng dice under the bear’ s nose.

When the can popped and hot crimson smoke billowed out, the beast yipped and jumped back into
the shadows.

Howard and | ran like our hair was on fire.

An hour of exploring aong the escarpment later, we probed another cave. This one wasn't as deep
or aswarm as the first one, nor wasiit as crowded.

We bundled our prisoner in a corner where the temperature measured thirty-Sx degrees Fahrenheit.
There the blob seemed as comfortable as a blob can seem. Then Howard and | sat facing each other on
the cold stone, while he uncoiled a hose that connected his scapular vent to my foot vents. His batteries
were fully charged, and the barely warmed ar he trickled over might stave off frogthite for me, even
though the throb of returning circulation made me grit my teeth.

Howard said, “You didn't shoot the bear.”

| shrugged. “I didn’t have to.” | jerked my thumb at the Ganglion. “Will it survive?’

It was Howard' s turn to shrug.

“If it does, how much can it tdl us?’

“Ask me agan after we get it to Earth dive”

| disconnected from Howard’ s armor and tugged my boots and gauntlets back on.

Howard said, “We could stay connected. That would be more comfortable for you.”

| shook my head. “One of us needs to stay a the cave mouth, on watch. I'll take the firg watch.
WhileI'mwarm.” A relative term.

A hdf hour later, | sat at the cave mouth with my rifle across my thighs

At two am. locd, the sky cleared enough to show stars. Weichsd’s verson of the North Star Stsin
acongdlation thet looks like a bear.

At three am., thefirg dire walf came sniffing around the cave, its eyes glowing red through the dark.
A rifle shot would wake Howard. More important, it would flash a heat sgnature unlike anything natura



on Weichsd. The Sug Warriors might be as disorganized as Howard thought, but why take chances?

| gathered a little pyramid of throwing stones, then pegged one a the wolf. It bounced off his ribs,
and he trotted into the darkness, more confused than hurt.

Later, | shook Howard awake, then turned in.

Blam-blam-blam.

The assault riflés burst snapped me awake indde my armor, and the armor’s heater motor,
ineffectud but operating, teased me by prickles between the shoulder blades. The shots reverberation
shivered the cave' s celling, and snow plopped through my open faceplate, onto my upturned lips.

“Paugh!” The crystals on my lips tasted of cold and old bones. There was no cave bear in here at the
moment, but there had been. | scrubbed my face with my glove. “ Goddamit, Howard!”

Hfty dark feet from me, slhouetted againg the pale dawn that lit the cave's mouth, condensed
breath ballooned out of Howard’ s open hemet. “ There are dire wolves out here, Jason!”

“Don’'t make noise. They’re just big hyenas.”

“They’re coming closer!”

“Throw rocks. That'swhat | did. It works.” | rolled over, aching, on the stone floor and glanced at
the time winking from my faceplate digplay. | just got wakened from my firs hour's deep after eight
hours on watch.

| squinted over my shoulder, behind Howard and me, a our companion. It remained a hippo-szed,
mucous-green octopus on a platter, humming a yard above the cave floor.

Seepy or not, | had to get us three off this Ice Age rock unfrozen, ungtarved, and undigested.

| groaned as my replaced parts awakened, more dowly than the rest of me.

“Jason!l” Howard' s voice quavered.

| stood, yawned, wished | could scratch mysdf through my armor, then shuffled to the cave mouth,
jugdling a baseball-sized rock from pam to pam. Last night, | had perfected a fagtbdl thet terrorized
meany a dire wolf.

As| stepped dongsde Howard at the cave mouth, he lobbed an egg-sized stone with a mation like
agr in gym class. It landed twenty feet short of the biggest, nearest wolf. The mongter sauntered up,
siiffed the stone, then bared its teeth a us in a red-eyed growl. The wolf pack numbered deven totd,
milling around behind the big one, dl gaunt enough that we must have looked like waking pot roast to
them.

The wolves couldn’t eat us. A dire walf could gnaw an Eternad forearm gauntlet for a week with no
result but dull teeth.

| looked up a the clear dawn sky. The wolves were, however, bad advertisng. The sorm had
wiped out dl traces of our passng and, | hoped, would retard any search by the decapitated Sug
Legion.

| planned for us to hide out in this hole until the good guys homed in on our transponders.

If any good guys survived. We might starve in this hole waiting for dead people.

I wound up, pegged my baseball-szed stone at the big wolf, and plinked him on the nose. |
whooped. | couldn’'t duplicate that throw if | pitched nine innings worth. The wolf yelped and trotted
back fifty yards, whining but unhurt.

Howard shrugged. “The wolf pack doesn’t necessarily give us away. We could just be a bear
carcass or something in here”

| jerked my thumb back in the direction of the green blob in the cave. “Even if the Sugs don't know
how to track us, do you think they can track the Ganglion?’

Disconnected or not, our prisoner could have been screaming for hdp in Sugese a that moment, for
dl we knew.

Howard shrugged again. “1 don’t think—"

Thewolf pack, collectively, froze, noses upturned.

Howard said, “Uh-oh.”

| tugged Howard deeper into the cave's shadows and whispered, “Whatever they amdl, we can't
see. The wind's coming from upsope, behind us”



Outsde, the wolves retreated another fifty yards from the mouth of our cave as a shadow crossed it.

My heart pounded, and | squeezed off my riflé s grip safety.

Eeeeerr.

The shadow shuffled past the cave mouth. Another replaced it, then more. As they strode into the
light, the shadows resolved into trumpeting, truck-sized furbals the color of rust.

Howard whispered, “Mammoth.”

The herd bull strode toward the wolf pack, belowing, head back to display great curved tusks. The
wolves retreated again.

Howard said, “If we shot a mammoth out there, the carcass would explain the wolf pack. 1t could
make an excdlent digtraction.”

He was right. | raised my M40 and sghted on the nearest cow, but at this range | could have
dropped her with a hip shot.

Then | paused. “The carcass might attract those big cats” Weichsd's fauna pardlded Pleistocene
Earth in many ways, but our Neolithic forefathers never saw saber-toothed snow leopards bigger than
Bengd tigers.

Redly, my concern with Howard's idea wasn't baiting leopards. Saber teeth can't scuff Eternads
any more than walf teeth can. | just didn’'t want to shoot a mammoath.

It sounded absurd. | couldn’t count the Sugs that had died a my hand or on my orders in this war.
And over my career | had taken humen lives, too, when the United States in its collective wisdom had
lanfully ordered me to.

It was't as though any species on Weichsd was endangered, except us humans, of course. The
tundra teemed with life, a glacid menagerie. Weichsd wouldn’'t miss one mammoath.

So why did | rationdize againgt squeezing my trigger one more time?

| couldn't deny that war cdloused a soldier to brutdity. But as | grew older, | cherished the
moments when | could choose not to kill.

| lowered my rifle. “Let’s see what happens.”

By midmorning, events mooted my dilemma. The wolves isolated a lame cow from the mammoth
herd, brought her down two hundred yards from us, and began tearing meet from her woally flanks like
bleeding rugs. The mammoth herd stood off, dternatdy trumpeting in protest a the gore-smeared
wolves, then bulldozing snow with their snuous tusks to get at matted grass beneath. For both species,
violence was another day at the office.

Howard and | withdrew indde the cave, to obscure our visud and infrared sSgnatures, and sat
opposite our prisoner.

The Ganglion just floated there, animated only by the vibrations of its matility plate. After thirty years
of war, dl | knew about the blob was that it was my enemy. | had no reason to think it knew me any
differently. For humans and Sugs, like the mammoths and wolves, violence had become another day a
the office.

Howard, this blob, and | were on the cusp of changing that. If | could get us off Weichsd dive. At
the moment, getting out dive required me to freeze my butt off in a hole, contemplaing upcoming misery
and terror. After alifeimein the infantry, | was used to that.

Z7ee.

The sound came from somewhere behind the cave, and the mag rifle round struck a bull mammoth's
flank. The herd stampeded away, to our front, and after a hundred yards, another volley of Sug rifle fire
dropped a hdf dozen of them.

Sugs behind us. Sugsin front of us. It was coincidence. More likdly, it was that they had picked up
the sgnature of Howard' srifle shots.

| unsnapped My ammunition pouches, because when the maggots come, they come fagter than a
casud reload can bring them down.

Howard did the same, shaking his head and muttering under his breath, “ Oboy.”

SEVENTEEN
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TWENTY MINUTES LATER, the fird movement of Sugs showed inmy optics, around the distant mammoth
carcasses. | couldn’'t see the Slugs, but | saw curving, uplifted lines carving the snow like shark-fin wakes
as the maggots tunnded closer.

Thelittle bastards never tired of coming up with surprises for us.

“Bullfrog, thisis Scorpion leader. Over.” My heart skipped. The voice in my earpiece was fant but
welcome. | glanced at Howard, and he nodded as he tapped his own earpiece.

| sad into my hdmet mike, “This is Bullfrog, Scorpion leader. You got a fix on our transponders?
Over.”

“No fix, Bullfrog. We ve just been cruisng and broadcasting. Can you say your postion? Over.”

Howard popped hisvisor and spoke to me. “Between the cave and the storm’s atmospherics, they
can't find us”

“l cannot provide my pogition, Scorpion leader. But can you see the Sugs to our front and rear?
There mugt be thousands. Over.”

“No visble Sugs, Bullfrog.” Of course not. The pilots were looking for traditiond Sug massed
Warriors, in black armor. But the maggots were burrowing benegth the snow.

Zzee. Zzee. The second round cracked rock off the cave lip and shot it across the cave.

“Look harder! They'rein our lgps”

“Bullfrog, we can't see jack squat from up here. Our combet floor is now fifteen thousand. Except
for pickup. We can’t pick up what we can’t find.”

| swore into the mike. “How many did you lose to the heavys yesterday?’

“Six, Bullfrog. We gotta stay high or we won't do you or us any good at dl.”

Zoomies never changed. Late in the lagt century, before the Second Afghan, even before the Firgt
Afghen, the old Soviet empireé's gunships had been chased back to dtitudes that rendered them
ineffective againgt ground targets by a few well-placed shoulder-fired missles. Not that | blamed the
Zoomies. Scorpions and ther pilots werein short supply, epecidly to the pilots loved ones.

| crawled to the cave mouth, raised my finger cam, and peeked. The burrows converging on us
numbered in the hundreds, and the closest were a hundred yards away. And that was just in front of us.
The noose was cartainly drawing close on our flanks and rear, too.

| dug in my thigh pocket, jerked out my last smoke canister, and lobbed it out into the open. As
purple smoke billowed in a widening cone, | said, “Scorpion leader, | have marked my pogtion with
smoke. Do you identify? Over.”

“I haven’'t seen smoke since flight school, Bullfrog. Where the hell... Okay. | identify purple smoke.
Over.”

“I confirm. Purple smoke. Target is troops in the open. Under a foot of snow. What are you
packing?’

The closest burrows were fifty yards avay now.

“Antipersonnd CBUs. Where you want ’em? Over.”

“Drop on smoke. | say again, drop on smoke.”

“Bullfrog? | confirm we are prepared to ddiver CBUs on purple smoke. Please say your pogtion
reldive to smoke.”

“Our pogtion isdanger close. | say again, danger close”

The fird Sug popped out of the snow, ten feet away, mag rifle at the ready. | dropped it with an
amed shot. Then another came up behind it, and Howard peppered it with a three-round burst. There
were a hundred more burrows just behind the firg two. We couldn't play whack-a-mole very long. We
hed overhead cover and Eternads. Our prisoner, however, wore no armor.



Nobody is quick to fire on his own troops, even if his own troops tdl him to.

| said, “We re being overrun! Bring the rain, Scorpion leader.”

“Roger. Keep your head down, Bullfrog.”

Howard and | scuttled as far back into our shalow cave as possible, then flipped our prisoner up on
edge, bdly out. The Ganglion's Sug metd matility plate shidded dl three of us as we waited three
heartbests.

Scorpion leader’s voice crackled in my earpiece. “On the way. God, | hope you're in a deep hole,
Bullfrog.”

If you believe, as certain outworld cultures do, that the ancestral human race of Earth is the spawn of
Satan himsdlf, the invention and widespread deployment over the last century of the cluster bomb unit
may be the proof.

CBUs are cylindricd big bombs that split open to release a spray of a hdf-ton or more of little
bombs, each of which explodes and spews hundreds of individud darts or fragments. If the bomber is
paticularly sociopathic, nerve gas capsules, radioactive pelets, incendiary pills or garms can be
subdtituted.

Thewordt of it, a least when used on humans is that ten percent of the bomblets soft-land and don't
detonate. They fester for years, as gratuitous land mines. To ad ordnance recovery personnd, the
bomblet bals are painted bright colors. Worst of dl, this color dso attracts children.

However, at the moment, the mordity of CBUs concerned me less than their considerable efficacy a
blowing the crap out of maggots.

| curled my finger cam around the edge of our matility plate shidd. A haf-dozen Sug Warriors
swayed, backlit by the dawn, in the cave mouth, like fat black cobras.

Ingde my hdmet, | muttered, “Come on. Come on!”

One warrior trained itsrifle on the matility plate as twenty more darkened the cave mouth.

Ccrraacck.

The rock vibrated beneath my boot soles.

A one-ton CBU weighs the same as a one-ton bunker buster, but a CBU’s concussion doesn't lift,
then drop you, like athud does.

The dugs in the cave mouth just went to pieces, chunks of armor and tissue splatering and
ricocheting off the rock behind us, aswel as off the Sug metd plate in front of us.

| pulled back my finger cam and shut my eyes.

Ccrraacck. Ccrraacck. Ccrraacck.

The amdl of cordite leaked through my ventilator and filled my helmet.

The cave floor stopped vibrating. | counted to twenty, then peeked my finger cam out again.

Nothing moved.

“Bullfrog, thisis Scorpion leader. Report fire misson effect, over.”

| coughed at the smoke, wished my filters worked.

The voice came agan, higher-pitched. “Bullfrog, do you copy?’ There are worse fears in combat
then the fear of blue-on-blue, of firing on your own troops. But none make you fed colder and sicker.

“WEe' re fine, Scorpion leader. Wait one for damage assessment. Over.”

Outside the cave, wisps of purple marking smoke mixed with gray explosve smoke and with the
white steam of snow vaporized by red-hot metd shards.

The bombing had melted or blown back a foot of snow, and the black-armored carcasses of Sug
Warriors, sprawled in pools of their own leaked green guts, dotted the remaining snow like bouldersin a
pasture. There were other carcasses, brown, in red pools. Dire wolves, mammoth, some razored beyond
identity.

Inmy earpiece | heard, “Waiting.” The voice croaked but was no longer hrill.

“Ceasefire. Target destroyed. Over.”

“Bullfrog, thisis Scorpion leader. Y ou and the package ready for extraction?’

| turned. Howard had aready towed our prisoner, none the worse for wear, into the sunlight.

| said, “Bullfrog ready for extraction. Send down the ding.”



Only then did | redlize how successful this fiasco had been. We had captured Howard's firg ussful
POW, misson one hundred percent accomplished. Our little rading paty had expected to take
casudties for three days, holding off legions of Sug Warriors, until the rest of Ready Brigade could
deploy from the Abraham Lincoln, then land in the Sugs' rear and decimate them. In fact, we had taken
minimd casudties, and most of Ready Brigade hadn't even had to get its feet cold on Weichsd.

| paused and swore at mysdf. Had my life numbed me to the point that | defined a minimd casudty
asonel didn't know persondly?

The Zoomies radioed, “Bet you're glad to see the last of Weichsd.”

| stared a a dead dire wdlf and a cub-sized corpse, dissmboweled beside it. Unexploded bomblets
dotted the snow in the distance like spilled candy. “I’'m sure the feding's mutud.”

The Abraham Lincoln’ sreturn voyage from Weichsd to Mousetrap was uneventful. Ready Brigade
would disembark, mourning its casuaties yet feding a bit surly over afight most of the brigade spoiled for
but never got. Then the Abe would haul Howard and its precious cargo back to Earth. | would part
company with the Abe and return to my post at my headquarters on Bren.

| was in my cabin, packing my duffd to transship from the Abe to the next available transportation
from Mousetrap to my headquarters when Howard rapped on my haich frame, then stepped through,
ayway.

He asked, “Jason, why are you doing that?’

“| packed my duffd when | was a spec 4. | haven't gotten that old or that specid snce” My rank
entitted me to an orderly, my ego entitled me to refuse one.

“I mean why are you packing a al?’

“Thermopylae’ s outbound to Bren ningty minutes after we dock.” As C-in-C, | could make them
hold her for me, but dlaying a cruiser for one VIP would cost taxpayers the price of Thanksgiving turkey
for a battaion. Besides, it would make me fed and look like a prima balerina

“| thought you were going on to Earth, to ddiver the prisoner, with us”

| pointed with a handful of GI socks, in a generd direction that | assumed was away from Earth.
“Earth’sthe last place | should go. You said yoursdf that the Sugs' incurson on Weichse was bait. My
placeis a my headquarters.”

“Your headquarters operates fine without you. It’'s operating fine without you right now. And you've
been away from Earth along time”

Howard was right, of course, about my gaff. In a professon where unexpected death was part of
the job description, only bad officers made themsdves indispensable. He was wrong about the other. “I
have fewer ties to Earth than a Weichsdan. And I’ ve spent thirty years trying to forget the Blitz, not
remember it. That'swhy | declined the Ganymede invitation.”

Mankind's firg interplanetary capitd ships had been the chemica-fueed, cobbled-together sister
ships Hope and Excalibur. | had watched the war destroy both, Hope in the victory at the Battle of
Ganymede, Excalibur tilting at the windmill that had been the Sug Armada.

Thefirg generation of starships followed, hybrids, propelled between planets by antimetter drive and
between stars by Cavorite drive we pinched from the Sugs. This next class of cruisers was named for
fdlen human heroes, like the Abraham Lincoln. Not least anong those heroes was my best friend, and
father of my godson, the hero of Ganymede, for whom the Metzger class was named.

The third-generation, al-Cavorite-drive cruisers were the Bastogne class, named for historic battles,
like the Yorktown and the Tehran. Thefirg cruiser named for a battle of the Sug War was the Emerald
River. The second would be the Ganymede. As the then-breveted commander of the Ganymede
Expeditionary Force, | had been asked to christen the ship that would memoridize the first human victory
of the Pseudocephal opod War.

“You know | think you should have accepted. Not for yoursdf. For dl of us” Howard's eyes
softened between his old-fashioned glasses. We were both among the seven hundred of ten thousand
who survived the Béttle of Ganymede.

A lump swelled my throat. “Exactly. Any of you would be qudified to christen the ship. | don’t need
the pomp and circumstance. | don’t need the pain of remembering.”



Howard rested a hand on my shoulder. “Jason, your pain goes deeper than what you logt a
Ganymede. Come back with me. Come back with us. Not to christen the ship. But you should be there”

| blinked. “Why?’

Howard dipped out his microreader, punched up an entry on its screen, and turned it toward me.
“They’ ve decided on a replacement for you a the ceremony, someone ese to christen the ship.”

| read what glowed on the screen, which was a program for the ceremony.

| stiffened. Then | stopped packing. “Why don’t you give me back those two packages | gave you?
I'll ddiver them mysdf.”

Howard nodded. “Good.” Then he narrowed his eyes. “Exactly when did you last spend time on
Eath?’

| stared a the cdling, then ticked off on my fingas “Not counting Pentagon meetings,
hospitdization, and one academy speech...” None of which got one out on the economy. “Thirteen
years” | shrugged. “1 doubt things have changed that much.”

Howard frowned. “Maybe. But neither have you.”

EIGHTEEN

WEDEPARTED THE ABE IN EARTH ORBIT, and our shuttle landed at Reagan, indde Greater Washington,
but on the military side of the fidld. We arrived a day ahead of schedule, on purpose, so the recaiving
personnd weren't expecting us. Howard wore cwies and ingsted | do the same, aso, so no one would
notice our ariva with the mogt important POW in human history. Howard had a tarp stretched over the
Ganglion, stenciled “rock samples” so no one would notice. Maybe they wouldn't, but they probably
noticed the twenty plainclothes, assault-rifle-toting security Spooks that surrounded the “rock samples,”
and the chain-gun equiipped tilt-wing that hovered above them.

A Spook convoy met Howard and our prisoner and hudled them off to Fort Meade, so the
interrogation could begin. | had my own agenda.

The Space Force daff sergeant at the disembarkation desk said, “We didn't expect you, Generd.
But | can cdl up a pool car and driver in a couple minutes” | amiled at her. My firg stop back here on
Earth was persond, so | wasn't entitled to a car at taxpayer expense, though VIPs in Washington rarely
observed the demarcation. Besides, any infantryman who couldn't carry his own duffd one lousy mile
down a paved road might as wel be a Squid. Or too old. | pointed out the window at the blue sky. “No,
thanks. I've been away along time. Looks like a nice day for an old infantryman to get reacquainted with
home.”

Outside, the day was Potomac-July steamy, a welcome change from the “Nuclear Winter” that the
Sug Blitz had brought, so long ago. Beyond the port’s fence, pure eectrics, deeker and Slenter than the
hybrids | coveted as a teenager, whooshed slently dong the guideway. Behind the nose-to-tail,
ninety-mile-per-hour river of autodrivers, trees had leafed out greener even than | remembered from
childhood. The ar samdled of deciduous forest in summer and triggered my childhood memories like
Proust’s madeleine. | squinted againg the sun, and my chest swelled. It was good to reacquaint with
home.

Ten sweaty minutes down the perimeter road later, my duffd had gained twenty pounds. | was so
reacquainted that | thumbed down an arfied-maintenance Elektruk. | tossed my duffd into the "truk’s
open back, dimbed in donggde it, and got a dusty, windy lift across Reagan to the dvilian termindl.

The Elektruk stopped in front of the car rentd pavilion. | waved to the Trukker, then hopped over
the tallgate. When | brushed dust off my sport jacket, the twenty-year-old deeve sdlit from the shoulder
a the seam. | stood dongsde my duffe, sweating and muttering on the sdewak outsde the dvilian
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termind, wiping sweat off my upturned hat’s inner band.

A middle-aged woman in a business quit clicked by in heds, toward the entrance. Her makeup was
the color of new chalk, and her hair spiked like a turn-of-the-century goth. As she passed me, she tossed
two coinsinto my hat.

| Sghed and stared down at my vintage civvies. They looked fineto me.

| stepped into the termind’s cool and was ten feet from the firs of a dozen Hertz kiosks when the
holotendant popped on and amiled. “Welcome, new Hertz customer! Please—"

“I've had an account for years.”

The holotendant turned a pam toward the thumbreader. “—Identify yoursdf.”

| pressed my swesaty thumb againg the reader’ s platen.

The holotendant’ s smile replicated. “Welcome, new Hertz customer.”

“Yeah. | guessit's been awhile” | commanded, “ Create new account.”

Pause. She flickered as she amiled. “Y our identity does not appear in the TWD. You mug be in the
TWD to create an account.”

| rolled my eyes. “What'sthe TWD?’

The holo flickered into a professor wearing a Hertz-ydlow mortarboard. “To register for the
Tracking Waver Database, please contact your loca law-enforcement agency. Thank you for vidting
Hertz”

Professor Mortarboard vanished, and the kiosk darkened. | stepped back four paces, then forward.
The kiosk flashed dive again and ran me through the same routine. | said, “1 have to be in Pennsylvania
by dinnertime. Look, I'm a lieutenant generd—"

The kiosk winked dark again.

Behind the middle of the kiosk row was one sngle kiosk. The attendant seated there was either live
or athester-qudity holo.

| walked to her, hat in hand, dropped my doth duffd off my shoulder. Sweat dripped off the tip of
my nose, and | panted. “Can you hdp me get to Pennsylvania?’

She was probably nineteen, as chalky and spiky as the businessvoman had been, and her eyes were
downcast a a flatscreen from which canned laughter rippled. She looked me up and down, her eyes
narrowed, and she pointed at the public-announcements flatscreen above baggage dam.

A message scrolled across the screen: “To assure a pleasant experience for Reagan InterUnion’s
travelers, solicitation is prohibited on the termind grounds.”

| tugged my torn jacket deeve back up to my shoulder. “I'm not panhandling. | just haven't rented a
carinalong time”

She eyed my dusty shoes. “Apparently.” But she flipped up a keyboard and poised her fingers
above it. “Home address?’

“l don’'t have one. At the moment. On Earth.”

“Somehow, I'm not surprised.” She flipped the keyboard back down and whispered into the bud
mike on her |apd.

Forty seconds later, a cop stepped adongside us. He cocked his head and read the name and rank
genciled on the duffd a my feet.

He turned to the girl as he pointed a me. “Thisis your vagrant?’

She shrugged, rolled her eyes, and waved her Stcom back up on her flatscreen.

The cop said to me, “How can | hdp you, Generd?’

“l need to rent a car. Persona business. But I'm not in this TWD thing, apparently.”

He nodded. “For a dtizen to drive on a guideway, he has to waive his Thirty-eighth Amendment
right of freedom from sadlite tracking.”

| snorted. “What idiot would waive that right?” Even tracking off-duty soldiers dog-tag chips had
been curtalled years ago.

He shrugged. “Every idiot who wants autodrive commuting. Which isdl of us. Anyway, no waiver,
no rentd. And it takes a day to register in the database, sr.”

| Sghed. If you sHl poison cheap enough, democracy will find suicide an irresdtible bargain. “1 have



to be in Penngylvania tonight.”

The Hertz girl looked up. “I'm dlowed to rent you amanud drive with no tracker. But you can only
drive back roads. And the mobile recharge coverage costs extra, because nobody knows where you
ae’”

| amiled. “Actudly, I’d prefer that.” But looking old and shabby didn’t make me an easy mark. “And
I'll decline the extra coverage.”

Her jaw dropped. “Nobody declines the mobile recharge coverage.”

“l do.”

She pointed a my wrig 'Puter. “If that's not registered, I'm required to offer to rent you a
temporary, so you can access the net.”

“And the temporary has atracker?’ | shook my head. “Just the car, thanks.”

She shrugged, then sighed, and a contract form appeared on her flatscreen. “Thumb here, here, and
here”

Four hours later, | sat behind the whed of my renta car as it rolled to a dSlent stop on a dirt road
somewhere in southeastern Pennsylvania

The car dightly changed the whine it had been rediting for the past twenty miles “My motive
batteries are now fully depleted, except for emergency flasher power. If you have not aready arrived a a
charging station, mobile recharge is on the way. If you do not have prepaid mobile recharge service, you
may purchase it on the net. Thank you for choosing Hertz.” The car shut down, and its flashing dash light
turned from amber to red but kept winking.

| dammed my pams againg the whed, then exhded and eyed the unconnected ' Puter on my wridt. |
did the door back manudly, stepped out into the road, and surveyed my Stuation, hands on hips.

The country | could see was forested and dlent but for insect drone. The only hints of the hand of
men beyond the road itsdf were wesathered, cut sumps amid the second-growth trees. | kicked a tire,
cursed the car, cursed 2067 Earth, cursed the Hertz girl, and, findly and most appropriately, cursed my
own stubborn stupidity.

According to the Navex, before it went Benedict Arnold on me with the rest of the car, the backside
of my dedtination was just over the rise to my front, two hundred yards away. | stripped off my sport
jacket, rolled up my shirtdeeves, lifted the firgt of my packages out of my duffd, then locked my duffd in
the car.

Then | sighed and hiked up and over the rise. As predicted, a hundred yards past the rise's credt,
aull in the late dant of early-evening sun, | came to alocked metd farm gate astride the road, flanked by
three-strand wire fencing. A metd sgn on the gate read “Nationd Higtoric Site. Authorized access only.”

| Sghed, stepped to the gate, and swvung aleg over.
A shadow flickered across my shoulders and forearms, then atin voice above me said, “Hat and be
recognized.”

NINETEEN

| FROZE ASTRIDE THE GATE.

A survelllance ’ bot whirred around to face me, a dragonfly with a Six-foot Plasted wingspan.

Unlike a county-mountie surveillance ' bot, the turret on this one, which followed my every twitch, in
unison with the " bot’ s optic sensors, mounted a six-barrel micro-gun in place of a nonletha dazer.

A voice boomed from the "bot’s speaker. “Get off the fence, raise your hands, then back away
twenty feet.”

| did.
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“Why are you here?’

“I'm invited for dinner.”

Pause.

“Why didn’'t you come to the front gate?’

“I had to rent a manud-drive car, o | couldn’t use the guideway. The car ran out of juice back over
thehill.” 1 jerked my thumb back down the road. “You can check.”

“Who are you?’

“Lieutenant Generd Jason Wander. My ID’sin the car.”

Pause.

It seemed neighborly to fill the sllence. “I declined the mohile recharge coverage.”

The ’"bot’s turret whined, and | heard the microgun’s safety dick off. “Nobody declines the mobile
recharge coverage.”

The "bot hovered, | sweated, and my upraised arms grew heavy.

During the pause, | could hear my interrogator bregthe through his open mike, and his voice came
through faintly. “Yes, maam. Tha's who he dams to be. The car checks out, a rentd... completey
discharged.”

Pause.

“He says he declined it, maam.”

Ancther pause.

“Yes, mdam. Only anidiot.”

My interrogator sighed, more loudly, then spoke to me. “She says it can only be you, Generd.” The
"bot’ s safety clicked back on. “ St tight, Sr. A tilt-wing will be out to pick you up in three minutes. We |
tow your vehidein and charge it. Welcome to Eisenhower Farm.”

TWENTY

ON THE APPROACH TO EISENHOWER FARM, the tilt-wing overflew the pastord hills that had once run
with the blood of the Baitle of Gettysburg. Eisenhower bought the farm during his presidency, as a
retirement place, because he had been a soldier and the land overlooked the ghodts of Leg's lines dong
Saminary Ridge. The Eisenhowers passed the fam to the National Park Service in 1967, a century ago,
and ten acres had been retransferred a few years back, by act of Congress, to the two least likdy
cohabiting VIPs on Earth.

Margaret Irons and Nat Cobb stood arm in arm, heads down againg the tilt-wing's downwash, as |
ran to them, stooped benegath the thumping props. The tilt-wing lifted, returning to whatever secret place
the Secret Service kept it in, and the gadle and roar faded.

Maggie was the firg of them | got to, dender as wire, no taler than my shoulder, with har that dung
inermine ringlets againg her mahogany skin. She hugged me, and only gingerly did | hug back, keeping
one eye on her Secret Service detail. A former president is a former president, after dl.

Nat Cobb, my boss snce before the Battle of Ganymede, was as thin as Maggie and as pae as the
snows of his Maine birthplace. His sparse hair was clipped in a retired four-star’s brush, as white as his
femde companion’s. He patted my back. “Good to see you, Jason.”

Like many people who saw through Virtulenses, Nat said that to remind new acquaintances that
blind was a rdative term. He made the remark to me from reflex. Nat Cobb had breveted me to
succeed himin commeand in battle when a Sug heavy splinter took his natural sght, and | had long since
theresfter learned that he saw what was going on in Washington better through Virtulenses than others
saw it twenty-twenty.

| stood back from the second U.S. president to resign her office and the longest-sarving U.S. Army
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four-gtar.

It warmed me that the only two Washington survivors | knew well enough to admire chose to spend
thar retirement in each other’s company. Though the physicd aspect was creepier than visudizing my
parents having sex.

Nat sad to me, “How you feding, son?’

Presdent Irons and Generd Cobb were old enough for me to be ther son. But “old” has been a
moving target, lockstepped to medica progress, throughout human history. Alexander the Greet died of
disease or boredom with life a thirty-two. Even in Eisenhower’s day, a century ago, people dill aged so
rapidly that the government paid them to retire a age sixty-five, so they could rest a few months before
they croaked.

| shrugged. “Pretty good. You two?’

It was Nat’ s turn to shrug. “WEe I be better if Howard's POW spills some beans.”

Neither Nat nor Maggie had ever been much for smdl talk. | amiled as | shook my head. Howard's
secrecy about the Ganglion's capture was impenetrable, except by Maggie and Nat's back-channe
network.

The two of them toured me around their place before dinner. | walked, as, at a discreet distance, did
Maggi€ s Secret Service minders. Maggie and Nat rode little scooters that floated Sx inches off the
ground. They were Cavorite-powered prototypes, in effect pardld machines to the saucer we dragged
the Ganglion around on. Spin-off technology no more judtified war than ful employment for cops judtified
burglary. But plenty of swords had been beaten into better plowshares for centuries.

Nat’s voice graveled as he pointed out landmarks of the great battle that had forever marked this
place. Maggie remarked about her predecessor, Lincoln, his few words at Gettysburg, and the greet
battle for avil rights that he began, which higtorians said didn’t fully end until she was elected president. |
told them about the outworlds, in particular about the recent dustup on Weichsd.

After a dinner punctuated with old war stories and new Bdtway gossip, the three of us creaked in
wooden rockers, on a porch lit by the flicker of ail lanterns, as distant frogs sang.

| pulled out the package | had brought and presented it to Nat. “Sorry | missed your Rdigf and
Retirement ceremony.”

Nat waved his hand. “Penguin-suit hoo-hah.”

Margaret Irons raised her chin. “It was lovely and dignified, Nathan. Y ou looked very distinguished.”

Nat lifted my retirement gift to him from its case, and the Cavorite stones on its scabbard glowed
with their own crimson light.

| sad, “From Ord and me. He says a Marinus-forged broadsword’s finer than the best Japanese
koto.”

Nat smiled as he drew the blade and turned it so it flashed in the lantern light. “Y ou might want to
borrow this when you meet your new boss.”

Nat’s commisson, aswel as his retirement date, had been extended 3x times by act of Congress. |
hed been commanded by—and protected againg my own inexperience and blundering by—the same
mentor for decades.

| grimaced. “So | hear. We powwow tomorrow, after the chrisening.”

War gtories and gossip had been exhausted, and only the tyrannosaur in the corner, which | knew
was the red reason | had been invited, was Ieft to discuss. Ice rang againg crysd as Margaret Irons
spped her bourbon. “You can go see him tonight, you know, Jason. The tilt-wing can land you in New
York in an hour. The staff will take care of your rentd car.”

| furrowed my brow in the dark. Maggie wasn't taking about my new commeanding officer, but my
estranged godson.

Nat leaned on the arm of his rocker closest to me. “Jude arrived from Tressd with the rest of the
Tressen delegation at Luna Base. They're coming down from Luna aboard the Ganymede. She lands at
midnight. Bringing her down in daylight would've stolen the visud thunder for tomorrow.”

Since the Blitz, human ships of the line had been fabricated in lunar orbit, then lived and died in
vacuum. With Mousetrap’s shipyards now humming, Ganymede would be the end of her line. She was



the lagt starship scheduled to be built within the Solar System, as production shifted to a nickd-iron
asteroid captured as amoonlet by a planet light-years away. In that, Ganymede was like a tyrannosaur
just before the Chixulub Impeact, the mightiest of her kind, a race about to be extincted by a lump of
intergtelar trash.

Yet none of the hillions of humans who never Ieft Earth, whose taxes and sweat had built the greet
shipsfor dl the decades of the war againg the Pseudocephal opod Hegemony, had ever seen a cruiser in
itsmilelong, Plasted flesh.

So the paliticians had decided to christen the Ganymede in New Y ork.

“He sthe right person to do it, you know.” | swallowed. “But what about the blockade?’

Tressdl, home to my godson since his dtruidtic enligment there, had aso become the most repressive
society in the Human Union. The Human Union had accordingly severed ties with Tressdl to punish its
leadership.

Maggie snorted. “The blockade blocks emigration and trade, not diplomatic contact. Democracies
tak to dictatorships because tak sdls better to voters than war.”

“That's a bad thing, Madame President?’

She frowned. Not at my “youthful” impertinence, but because she had been indructing me to cdl her
just plain Maggie for years. She said, “ Sometimes. Our diplomats were taking to the Japanese when they
bombed Pearl Harbor.”

Nat Cobb rocked forward, then touched my thigh with a bony hand. “Jason, we didn't ask you out
here to debate palitics. Y ou've never been spit for palitics, anyway. Y ou've been an unhappy boy.”

| siffened. “1 haven't been a boy snce the Blitz, gr.”

Geneard Cobb had aso tried to get me to stop cdlinghim gr.

“You know what | mean. You never thought like conventiond military, even as a trainee. In an
unconventiona war, your temperament had its place. You matured on Bren, during the Expulson. By
Firg Mousetrap, people thought your judgment was catching up to your experience and ingenuity. But
sance Second Mousetrap, people think you've changed. | hear.”

“People’ meant Ord. Ord and Nat Cobb had nursed me up since infantry basic. Ord had ratted me
out, as usud.

| Sghed. “If | hadn’t landed with the Spooks, the Weichsd raid might have failed.”

Nat raised hispam. “We didn't ask you here to debate drategy and tactics, either. Jason, it's time
for you to become a whole human being.”

| flexed my prosthetic arm, drew bregth into my re-grown lungs, and rubbed my Plasted-femured
thighs “Too late for that.”

It was Maggi€ s turn to lean forward and touch me, on my shoulder. “No. You need to resolve the
issues between yoursdf and Jude. And you can. If not for your own sake, for the sake of your troops. A
depressed commander can be a bad commander.”

“Why do you think I'm here for the ceremony? As soon as | saw Jude was going to chrigten the
Ganymede, | came.” Jude was the closest thing | had to a son, and | was the closest thing he had to a
father. But it was the unavoidable curse of the military parent to be an occasiond visitor to one's children.

Nat nodded. “It will be a start. But awkward.”

Maggie sad, “Mimi Ozawa joined us for dinner, too, just after she took over at the academy. Were
you planning to look her up while you were here?’

| rolled my eyes. “She's invited me to address the Cadet Corps during Commandant’s Time, two
days after the chrigening. I'm taking a day’s leave in between, to see her. Okay?’ | braced mysdf for
one of them to ask me whether | needed to borrow the family car, so | could take that nice Ozawa girl
out to the drive-in for amilk shake, like some flatscreen Stuation comedy the two of them had grown up
with.

Nat looked a Maggie, then back a me. “One more thing.”

| dghed. | was too old for lectures, but dso too old to argue with people even older.

Nat leaned forward on his elbows. “I'm not your shrink. I'm not your commeanding officer anymore.



But | am your friend. Jason, you're disconnected from the people you love. Worse, you're uncertain
whether they love you back.”

| spread my pams. “Jude's been behind the new Iron Curtain. Mimi’'s duty stations and mine have
been light-years apart, and the humen race is a war for its survivd. What did you expect me to do,
desert?’

Nat sad, “No. But maybe you could add a functiond relationship to soothe the pan of the
dysfunctiond ones.”

A femde orderly, blonde and amiling, stepped onto the porch with a decanter and refilled our
glasses.

| watched her walk away. “You mean proposition cocktail waitresses hdf my age?’

“I'm serious. There's plenty you can do. Socidize more.”

“Away from Earth | outrank my potentia buddies by a couple of stars, sr.” | turned to President
Irons. “You know the problem. You can’t even get people you've known for years to stop cdling you
Madame President. Poker’ s no fun when the other guyslet you win. And Ord’s idea of guys night out is
ironing his bettle dress uniforms”

A dachshund, Fritz the Fourth, if I remembered the press releases, waddled onto the porch and got
scooped onto the former presidentid 1ap. Maggie scratched her dog's ear. “Animd companion halidic
therapy’ s been accepted practice for decades. Centuries, redly.”

| rolled my eyes. “A pet? There are no pugsin space. The poop issues done—’

Nat said softly, “Y ou mothballed Jeeb after Second Mousetrap, didn’t you?’

My chest softened indde. “He's so old tha maintenance cost would have been prohibitive,
outworld.”

Jeeb was a four-decade-old, Jseries Tacticd Observation Transport, a turkey-sized, six-legged
mechanicd flying cockroach. Nobody remembers brain-linked spy TOTs like Jeeb for two reasons.
Fird, faster, amdler, sedthier, chegper Autonomous Mechanicas obsoleted them by 2050. Second, the
Department of Defense quietly swept everything about brain-link technology under the rug a decade after
that.

The combat intd vaue of brain-linking had been that ingtructions passed from wrangler to *bot, and
intercepted communications and images passed back from "bot to wrangler, immune to interception and
jamming, and at least as fast as the peed of light.

The mutud link was s0 strong and transparent that TOTS, though the cyberneticists deny it to this
day, permanently imprinted the persondities of therr wranglers. But if combat or, for that matter, a bus
wreck killed the wrangler or destroyed the TOT, the surviving partner effectivey experienced its own
death. The few wranglers who didn’t suicide lived out ther days as vegetdive guedts of the Veterans
Adminigration. Surviving TOTSs just got scrapped.

So, by dint of a Department of Defense savage title, | “adopted” Jeeb when he was orphaned by
the death of hiswrangler, and my friend, at the Baitle of Ganymede.

Nat snorted into his bourbon until it bubbled. “Expense, my ass. All you do is bank your paycheck,
anyway. Dud the little rascal off and take him with you.”

| frowned. “If | agree to do this, can | finish my bourbon?’ It wasn't redly a question. A former
presdent and a former four-star were accustomed to having their “suggestions’ followed. Besides, |
missed the little roach.

Maggie actudly had the tilt-wing make an intermediate stop on its way to deiver me to New York,
a the storage unit complex where | kept my Earthside worldly goods. The night ’bot didn’'t know what
to make of a vidtor who didn't enter through the main gate, but my 1D checked out. Twenty minutes
later, the "bot tracked the tilt-wing as it took off, now laden with the crate within which nestled the night
"bot’s ederly, digant relative, plus spares and diagnogtic ' Puter.

| st in the tilt-wing's presdentia-purple upholstered passenger compartment, saring at the crate.
My reunion with Jeeb would require no more than unpacking baggage.

| stared into the darkness as the tilt-wing bore me north. The reunion that awaited mein an hour, and
the baggage, would be more complex.



TWENTY-ONE

IN MY LIFE, I've flown into many cities at night. Into Lhasa glowing under a Himdayan ful moon. Into
Marinus, its weagpons forges painting drifting clouds red, in a two-mooned sky. Into Paris, sprawled like
aglittering tapestry across the Seine. There are bigger cities. There are prettier cities. There are cartanly
friendlier aties But no city in this galaxy quickens my heart like the bail of lights that is New Y ork.

The tilt-wing banked above the East River's slver ribbon, then feathered down onto the pad atop
the shoreward tower of the United Nations-Human Union complex.

Theold UN Tower’s bustle made it glow like a Whesties box, but the Human Union Tower stood
dark, except for marker lights flashing on its roof pad. A young woman in a powder blue uniform met the
tilt-wing and escorted me to ground leve.

| scuffed the eevator floor as we rode down. “ Carpet’s like new.”

She amiled. “Only the bottom three floors of this tower are occupied.”

The Human Union Tower replicated its United Nations twin in Sze and in antique, Atomic Age dab
architecture.

It sounded inadequate that the diplomatic center of fourteen planets could be as smdl as the
diplomatic center of just one. But mogt of the union’s populations, descended from Earthborn humans
discarded by the Sugs, were preindustrid at best and Neolithic at worst. Earth sugar-daddyed the baby
union the way the United States had the United Nations a century ago.

My guide led me across the Human Union Tower’s lobby, our footsteps echoing on marble, and out
onto the plaza that overlooked the East River. Traffic rumbled beneath and around me, and beyond the
police barricades that ringed the plaza, crowds buzzed.

My guide pointed at the full moon as a shadow eclipsed it. “Y ou see the holos, but...”

Maybe Ganymede had been brought in at midnight to preserve its visud impact for the next day’s
ceremony, but the buzz of the crowds beyond the barricades built like the roar of the monsoon cascading
off the Tressdl Barrens rainforest. New Y orkers have seen it dl, but when they haven't, they turn out like
kids for a circus parade.

| stared up, where my guide pointed, and let my jaw drop. Seeing a cruiser in space provides no
sense of scade. Ganymede' s royd drift to Earth marked the fird time a cruiser had ever tested its
dructurd srength againg Earth-norma gravity, though the shipwrights and physicigs had inssted for
years that a vessdl shidded and strong enough to trangit a Tempora Fabric Insertion Point could certainly
withgand one puny planet’s gravity.

When Ganymede' s hul fully eclipsed the moon, the assembled thousands gasped. When she
dropped beow the moon and settled noisdesdy above the river, like a reded-in parade baloon on
Thanksgiving morning, they cheered.

Ganymede was a blindingly white cylinder that hovered, oblivious to gravity, like a spidery,
disserodynamic dirigible, so close above the East River's chop that water splashed her hull. Yet the
observation blister on her nose's centerline nearly touched the top of the ancient iron suspension tower of
the Ffty-ninth Street Bridge, three hundred fifty feet above the waves. A New Yorker who wanted to
travd from Ganymede’ stip to view the Cavorite baffles on her tal booms would have to wak a mile,
twenty blocks, from Fifty-ninth Street south to Thirty-ninth Street.

My guide s mouth hung open. “My. God.”

“Your tax dollars had more to do with it than He did.” According to Maggie Irons, one reason for
this extravaganza was to show the public what it had been paying for. And dso to demondrate that
moving production to Mousetrap would free up unimaginably large manufacturing capacity on Earth,
capacity that could be reconfigured to produce necessities like sports eectrics and beach hoverboards.
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A City of New York fireboat, soraying water from its nozzles in hundred-foot arcs, skittered out to
Ganymede like a roach chasng a bus. Ganymede rolled slently around her axis, until the door of Bay
Sx out of thirty-Sx midship bays stabilized ten feet above the river, and then its haich rolled back up into
the hull. An ant jumped from the hundred-foot-wide hatch opening to the fireboat’s deck; then the hatch
closed.

My guide asked, “Is that the guy you're megting?’

| nodded.

“l hear he/sfrom Tressdl. I've never seen a Tressen.”

“He s not Tressen. He's Jude Metzger.”

She wrinkled her brow. “I’ve heard that name someplace.”

| Sghed. Jude' s father had died saving the human race. Thirty years later, his mother had, too. But to
this generation, they might as wel have been Millard Fllmore and Clara Barton.

Thefireboat glided dongsde the riverbank, and Jude jumped to the quay, then climbed the dairs to
the moonlit table of the plaza. He was twenty-sx now. As lanky as his father, Jude had strawberry-blond
har and his mother’ s dlive Egyptian complexion.

He stepped onto the plazain Tressen Class-A uniform, black and tailored.

When he saw me, his eyes widened. “I was expecting to see Generd Cobb. When they invited me,
they said you wouldn't christen the ship.”

“l wouldn't. | came to see you.”

Amid the crowd noise, a slence swelled in the space between my godson and me.

My guide swallowed. “Do you need anything ese, Generd?’

| kept garing a Jude. “No, thanks”

Sheleft the two of us.

| shrugged, said to my godson, “You eat on the way down?’

He shook his head. “But I'm okay.”

“Join me, then?’

He opened his mouth, then closed it.

| stood in the middle of acity of twenty-eight million, as done as I’ ve ever felt.

Then he shrugged back. “ Sure”

I turned and led him to a cab rank beyond the barricades. “We have alot to talk about.”

TWENTY-TWO

EveNIN NEW Y ORK, a stormtrooper outfit draws staresin addi a one am.

| spped coffee. “Y ou transshipped from the Powell to the Ganymede out at Luna?’

Jude bit adill pickle spear that he held between thumb and forefinger, then amiled. Tressel’s plant life
was mired back in the pre-angiosperm mid-Paeozoic. “You aways liked pickles. Been along time?’

He nodded. “I'm daying at the Tressen consulate. The rest of the ddegation’s bunking aboard
Ganymede. Captain’s guests.”

Ganymede wouldn’t be in service for months, but her captain had been assgned to watch over her,
and get to know her, snce her ked was laid. He would know every rivet and plate in her, know her
better than a father knew his daughter.

“Your father didn’t get command of Hope until two weeks before we embarked for Ganymede.”

“Poor war planning.”

“We didn't plan on thiswar.”

“It's been thirty years. Does anyone have aplan to end it?’

| bit my corned beef on rye, chewed, then swallowed. Jude was my godson. He was aso an officer
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inthe armed services of a nation that was not precisdy an dly. “Maybe.” | changed the subject. “I hear
you're building an ar force”

He grinned. “Someday. Tressel’s materids technology is gill dretching canvas across wood
fusdages to make ar mal cariers. It's amazing how far we've come, so fadt. | fed like a Wright
brother.”

Maybe he redly didn't know how efficently the bastards for whom he was speeding up the mall
were quietly exterminating half of Tressal. Or maybe the rumors | had heard about the camps were fase.
But | couldn’t force mysdf to begin the debate.

We taked sports, and about our common acquai ntances, and about New Y ork, until the ddli closed.
Then | waked with him to his hillet a the Tressen consulate, which was near my hotdl, according to
Navex.

The moon had set while sparse traffic trickled down the deserted streets.

Jude turned his collar up againg the chill as our footsteps echoed off the brownstones that flanked
us “You think | blame you, don't you, Jason?’

Like his mother, he said what he thought. “Do you?’ | asked.

“Nobody told me! | was right there, and nobody even told me she was dill dive”

“Jude, you know the Sugs were jamming the radios. And there was nothing you could have done.”

He duffed his handsin his uniform jacket pockets as we walked. “I was mad at the world. And you
were part of the world.”

“l was doped up for weeks,” | said.

He eyed my regrown arm. “I’m sorry that you lost your arm. But they did anice job on thisone”

| shrugged. “I didn’'t even know about the blockade for months.”

“| should' ve gotten in touch with you. | could' ve snuck a chip offworld through the consulate.”

| stopped and faced him beside trash cans lined up beside a front stoop. We could talk past each
other for another ten blocks, or we could communicate. “The lagt thing she said—" My throat constricted
as the moment flooded back. | blinked, took a breath. “The last thing she asked was that | take care of
you. Take care of her baby, she sad.”

Jude blinked back tears, nodded. “Y ou dways have”

| shook my head.

“Jason, just because we didn’t wak down to the fishing hole together every afternoon doesn’'t mean
you weren't there for me”

Bong.

A guy sat up between two trash cans, grimy and amdling like old wine. “You two wanna keep it
down?’ Then he cocked his head. “ Spare any change?”’

Jude shifted his feet, and the man’'s eyes widened a Jude's uniformed slhouette. The man extended
hisarms, pdms waving. “Not for booze! A loan. To get me home”

| fished in my trouser pockets until | assembled a wad of hills and | tucked them into his breast
pocket and patted it. “Don’'t decline the mobile recharge coverage.”

He wrinkled his face, then amiled at Jude while pointing a me. “This here's a good fdla”

Jude sad, “I know.”

SleepExpress was the only dternative in midtown Manhattan that flashed up when | had narrowed
my booking search to government per diem or less. It turned out to be a century-old parking Structure
redivided into cubicles the Sze of an embarked divison commander’s cruiser stateroom, meaning a bed,
Sanolet, and desk, with room left over to stand a frozen pizza on edge. At SleepExpress the stateroom
desk was replaced by a pay-per-view porn hologen, a bonus | was too tired and too old to appreciate.
But I've dept in places that made SeepExpress fed like the Wadorf Astoria | suppose | could have
withdrawn cash and supplemented my per diem card out of pocket, but Nat Cobb had taught me by
example that a commander shouldn't live better than he expects hiskids to live

Morning dawned clear and cool. After years in places where pork and maple trees lay in the
evolutionary future, | went looking to St down and breakfast on pancakes, red maple syrup, and bacon.
After Sx blocks of menu reading, | redlized that the balance remaining on my per diem chip would cover



only coffeein atherm cup and a doughnut esten standing up a a counter.

At Ganymede' s chrigening | greeted old comrades, dl of whom, unlike me, of course, had turned
older, fatter, and grayer. Jude' s speech would have made his mother and father proud. Then the starship
cirded above Manhattan like a thunderhead, or more accurately, like an advertisng dirigible, for the rest
of the morning, while pedestrians craned ther necks.

After the ceremony, | caught a cab to 100 East Fiftieth Street, the address where | was to meet my
new boss, who had traveled up from Washington to meet me. Despite Nat Cobb'’s advice, | didn’t take
adong a sword.

TWENTY-THREE

WHEN THE CAB DROPPED ME OFF, it said, “We have arrived a 100 Eagt Fiftieth Street. Welcome to your
dedtination...”

The cab paused, then clicked.

“The Wadorf Towers.” Generd Gaen Finchon was toughing it out in the discreet and separately
addressed part of the Wadorf-Astoria that served those for whom the Wadorf offered inaufficient
exdusvity.

According to a hdlway plague outsde Pinchon's suite, Douglas MacArthur had occupied the suite
for years after he retired.

Pinchon's aide met me at the door and steered me around a room-service trolley, its linens upturned
to shroud the remains of what smdled like bacon and red maple syrup.

The ade swung a hand around at the silk-papered wdls as he rolled his eyes. “Thank heavens
generd officers are exempt from per diem!”

“They are?’

He flapped hishand a me. “You know that, Generd! If you tried to live on per diem in Manhattan,
you'd probably have to deep in a garage and eat Sae doughnuts.”

“Probably.”

Pinchon sat reading a holoscreen, behind a marble-topped desk that would have looked a home in
the Summer Paace of Marin.

I hed finished my own reading about Pinchon aboard Maggi€' s tilt-wing on the way to New York.
Pinchon had gone straight from ROTC to the Pentagon and, they said, never left. His commisson was in
the Adjutant Generd’s Corps. AG's mogt vitd role, to the average Gl, was mal ddivery. AG's other
roles included adminigration of military bands, awarding medds, and personnd matters. AG's roles did
not include shooting, nor getting shot at.

Nonetheless, Pinchon had been chosen to succeed Nat Cobb as commander of dl of the amy’s
unconventiona ground forces. Unconventiona forces, which encompassed both Earthbound snake eaters
and everything offworld, had done most of the army’s shooting and getting shot during the near-century
that had passed since the Cold War ended.

Pinchon looked up a me. He looked ten years older than | was, with sunken cheeks and lips that
puckered like he had sucked alemon and never recovered.

He smiled and waved me to a chair across from him. “Glad to be home?’

| could Hill smell the bacon. “ Some things are hard to get used to, Generd.”

He amiled again. “Me being one of those things, | suppose. You probably wonder why someone
with a non-combat, personnel background got Nat Cobb’s dot.”

Finchon was going to tdl mewhy, evenif | said | didn’'t wonder, so | sat mute.

He stared into his pams, then looked up. “The war's been coasting downhill for a couple of years
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“I’ve been pedding the bike too hard to notice, gr.”

He nodded, amiled again. “I understand. If propulsion-grade Cavorite wasn't flowing from Bren, if
Mousetrap wasn't secure, if Bren wasn't providing a stable staging area for Slver Bullet, and, most
recently, if the Weichsd raid hadn't yielded the lagt puzzle piece we need to exterminate the Sugs, the
exigence of mankind would dill hang in the balance.”

“Aren't you sarting the victory party alittle early, Sr?’

“Like you said, you've been busy pedding the bike. Mankind's best minds think we entered the
war's end game months ago. We just have to play it out.”

| squirmed inmy chair. “That’s great. | intend to play it out. So it doesn’'t get screwed up. Sir.”

He pressed his lips together. “Jason, your contributions have been extraordinary, and so have your
sacrifices. Do you fed that you' ve done enough?’

Hair rose on the back of my neck. “When we know the Sugs are gone, I'll fed like I’'ve done
enough. Sir, what are you trying to say?’

“The end game—Silver Bullet—is a Space Force show. Badcdly it's a reconnaissance to locate a
target, followed by a bombing mission to ddiver a sngle, outcome-determinative device.”

| sraightened inmy chair. “Every time we' ve thought we had the Sugs on the ropes since I've been
inthis war—and I’ ve been init from the beginning—we ve been wrong, Genera Pinchon. Maybe Silver
Bullet's Hiroshima, maybeit isn't.”

He nodded. “We have been wrong. And if it hadn't been for people like you and Nat Cobb balling
us out, we wouldn't stand today on the threshold of find victory, ready to move to new chalenges”

Stde doughnut congealed in my stomach. “Is thismy golden handshake?’

Finchon frowned. “Jason, by statute, the U.S. military is authorized three hundred twenty active-duty
gengds a atime The mah works out that there are currently dots for only a dozen army three-stars,
like you.”

The numbers fluctuated, but even | knew that the brass celing had been the law since before the
Cold War. It meant that just as perfectly competent senior generd officers figured out how to do thar
jobs, they got squeezed out of the top of the officer corps, like used toothpaste out of a tube, so junior
generds could move up.

| said, “Nat never got pushed out.”

“The war was different then. And Nat was different. He knew how to watch his own back in
Washington.”

| smiled, even as my heart sank inmy chest. “He watched mine, too.”

Pinchon sighed. “Frankly, Jason, given your record, Nat's the only reason you got far enough that
we're having this conversation.”

| couldn't argue. The amy had been trying to fire me since basic training, and for good reasons. |
was no MacArthur, no Eisenhower. | had ssumbled through a career doing the wrong things for the right
reasons, then scratching and dawing back from the brink of disaster only by the grace and intervention of
people like Ord and Nat Cobb. That didn’t make the shock of this moment less eectric.

“What about my command? My kids.”

“Our outworld presence will be reconfigured. We won't need and can't afford a ground amy
forward-deployed to meet a threat that's about to disappear. Most of your command will be safely
redeployed home with the gratitude of ther respective nations. Any commander should be ddighted with
that outcome.”

Maybe so, but shock gave way to heat that flushed up from my gut. My fids baled a my sides.
“That’sit? You think I'm going to go quietly?’

“Jason, there's nobody here to protect you this time. Nat's gone. And you'll be retired on a
four-star’ s pension. The defense industry will snap you up as a consultant, if the holo nets don't hire you
as an expert fird. ThisigT't a punishment, it' sareward.”

“How long have | got?’

Finchon amiled, as gently as | suppose he knew how. “Y ou make retirement sound like atumor.” He
waved the holo screen o it faced me. “Before you leave, I'll print out your retirement forms for you.



They become effective when you dgn them. Meantime, let’s run through your ongoing benefits and
privileges...”

He talked for, as my ’Puter read later, forty-four more minutes. | didn’'t hear one word.

Fndly, | found mysdf standing beside the devator, with a breast pocket ful of army paper, in
glence broken only by hollow ringing in my ears, as though an eight-inch howitzer shell had detonated
adongsde me. | stared back a the MacArthur plague on the hdlway wall. There was a quote, from
MacArthur’'s address to a joint sesson of Congress, after Truman rightly canned him for trying to start
World War 111 in Korea. MacArthur had quoted a barracks bdlad: “Old soldiers never dig they just
fade awvay.”

| stared at the quote for along time before | pressed the down button.

At a kiosk down in the Waldorf’s lobby, | rented another manud drive, induding maobile recharge
coverage.

Five minutes later the car whispered up to the curb, and as | pressed a bill into the live doorman’s
white-gloved hand, | said to him, “Fade away, my as3”

Then | dipped the renter out, between the ydlow nose of one cab and the tall of another, and told
my car to give me directions to Maryland.

TWENTY-FOUR

FORT MEADE, MARYLAND, wasn't the only place Howard's Spooks infested, but it was the place
where they had for years maintained fadilities to hold a Sug smart enough to tdl them anything—if, like a
dog that chased cars, they ever caught one.

Howard buzzed mein through the doors of a three-story black glass cube with a 9gn out front that
read “Internationd Communicable Disease Research Center. Protective dothing required beyond this
point.”

He was wearing dacks, sandas, and a T-shirt that announced “On my planet, I'm normd.” The
maost military thing about him was an old-style ID badge he wore on a lanyard around his chicken-wattle
neck. The amy had long ago come to terms with the need to le&t Howard run his Spooks the way he
wanted to. The honeymoon had lasted because his methods dlowed him to recruit persons who thought
outsde the box. Way outsde.

We stepped into the elevator, and Howard poked his badge into a dot for a subbasement leve five
gories down. Alongside the dot, someone had taped a hand-printed sgn that read “Dungeon. Quiet
please! Torturein progress.”

The elevator opened to a desk labeled “ Security,” behind which sat agirl wearing farmer’s bib jeans
over bare shoulders, with corpora’s chevrons pinned to the strap of an empty leather shoulder holster.
She made one of those waves where the hand remains dill while the fingers wiggle. “Hi, Howard. Who's
your friend?’

| dghed. Ord's head would have exploded.

We passed by her, then through a set of double doors. Howard said, “Her 1Q is one ninety-five”

“One would hope.”

The room we entered was big enough to garage three buses, and a its center floated my green
traveling companion from Weichsd, under a cone of soft blue overhead light. A cable thicket ran from
plates taped to the Ganglion's hide to consoles dong dl four walls, behind which sat a hundred Spooks.

| pointed at the cables and frowned. “Is that how you make it talk? Electric shock?”

Howard' s eyes widened. “The sgn in the elevator was ajoke!”

“I got thet, Howard.”

“Jason, the Pseudocephal opod has no concept of withholding information from another because it's
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never known another. It's the only one of its kind. Ther€'s no need to coerce anything, any more than
you coerce a book to let you read it. We amply had to synthesize an dgorithm that trandated the
informetion stored in this Ganglion.”

“Had. You've dready done it?’

“WE ve been preparing for this moment for years.”

“Did it know where it came from?’ | had come to see Howard from curiosty, but after Finchon
made me wak the plank, a haf-hope had formed in a sdfish corner of my mind. If Howard’s prisoner
didn’'t possess the navigationd information we needed, we couldn’t end the war soon. If the war wasn't
ending, Pinchon might not send me to the glue factory. Perversdy, during the entire drive down from
New York, | had hoped the Ganglion would prove to be a bust.

Howard grinned. “Absolutdly! Last night we deciphered a sequence of twenty-Sx jumps thet lead
from Weichsd to the homeworld sysem. Smple, redly. We're judt tidying up now.”

“Great.” It was. In fact, it was the greatest news of the war. Somehow, | couldn’'t get as excited as |
should have been.

Behind Howard, Spooks had lined up to get ther pictures taken standing in front of the Ganglion.
Some hammed it up, holding a magazindess pistol, presumably borrowed from the corpora in coverdls,
and snarling. Most smiled, whooped, and pumped fists overhead.

Howard said, “Want to get your picture taken with the Ganglion? Before the war ends?’

| shook my head. “I’ve got another stop to make.”

Fort Meade, like many military reservations, is big enough, and has enough excess, mothballed,
built-out space, that it hosts activitiesin addition to those connected with its primary misson. Often, those
activities are temporary, pending completion of permanent fadilities.

The temporary location of the three-year-old Human Union Militay Academy was in a
sxty-year-old complex four milesfrom Spook Castle.

HUMA'’s commandant lived in a government-provided house on the temporary academy grounds,
like a univeraty presdent. | parked at the curb, lifted a package the sze of a Kleenex cube off the seat
beside me, then carried it to the front door and rang the bell. As | waited, | looked around. The place
was more bungdow than house, wdled in peding stucco, with a roof of cracked red tile and a
dropcloth-sized lawvn baked to stedl wool by summer.

| thought it was the most beautiful home | had ever seen.

Clack.

The door’ s deadbolt rattled, then the door svung inward, squeding on unoiled hinges.

TWENTY-FIVE

MIMI’'S MOUTH DROPPED OPEN, and her brown eyes widened in her perfect face. A towd turbaned her
head, and she stood barefooted in a gray sweatsuit. “I thought you were flying down. Tonight.”

“Finchon finished with me early. Evidently my ’Puter’s not connected to the net, or | would have let
you know.”

Her breath hissed out. “You can rent atemporary for five bucks, Jason.” She shook her head while
ghe fiddled with the towe that wrapped it. “Y ou're an incondderate child.”

After three years, thiswas't how | had imagined this moment.

It was hot on her front step. “Can | comein?’

She stared a me, then stood aside. “Yeah. I'm sorry. | love being commandant. But a cadet got
caught cheeting on an exam today. Another one broke her back on the obstacle course. And we're over
budget for the quarter.”

She closed the door behind us and walked me into her living room. Framed citations and flat
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photographs of uniformed crews and long-maothballed vessels cluttered the wals, dong with the kinds of
parquet-framed mirrors and gilt-threaded tapestries that ook memorable in port bazaar ddls but tawdry
forever after. Amid a career’s flotsam, a worn green sofa angled in front of the dark hologen. She
flopped on the sofa, then tugged the sweatpants on her thighs like they were mainsdls. “And look at this.
| wanted to look beautiful for you. But no, you—" Her officerid lip quivered.

| sat beside her and lifted her chin with my finger. “I've never seen anything more beautiful in my
life”

Her eyes widened as she blinked back tears. “You're serious. You're such an idiot.”

| set the wooden box in her 1ap.

“What isit?’

| shrugged.

She raised the lid, plucked out a tranducent snowbadl of a rock, and turned it in her fingers so the
facets ingde caught the light. She squinted and frowned. “Is this a Welchsdan diamond?’

“Blue white, with a one-hundred-six-carat perfect core, if it's cut right, they tdl me. You could say |
picked it up cheap, but the freght was murder.”

She amiled. Then her face creased into panic and she diffened.

| threw my pam up. “The jeweers sad it's suitable to be set as a pendant. A mgor piece suitable
for evening wear.” The jewders had dso sad it was too big for a ring, but darifying it that way would
have made the moment even more awkward.

Mimi relaxed and held the diamond near her throat as she turned her head Ieft, then right, and
watched her reflection in the mirror on the far wall.

She returned the jewd to its box, amiling at me. “Y ou might not be an idiot.”

Mimi unwrapped the towd from around her head, then curled around urtil she faced me, on her
knees on the sofa, and |leaned toward me and breathed inmy ear. “I missad you, Jason.”

A diamond may be agirl’s best friend, but it is dso a boon companion to aman who might not be an
idiot.

Four hours later, | lay on my back, staring up at the calling of Mimi’s bedroom. Her head lay on my
bare chest, and her finger traced the scar-tissue line where my regrown arm joined my shoulder. “Your
am works fine. Everything works fine”

Military homecomings are bligeringly awkward in so many ways. But once physca contact occurs,
mutua hormona autodrive kicksin for a while. | kissed her hair and knew that the right thing to do was
to savor the moment, to say nothing.

Therefore, | said, “Pinchon fired me”

Her finger continued to trace across my chest as she whispered, “Huh? It sounded like you said—"

“l did. My Reief and Retirement ceremony’sin ningty days.”

She sat up sraight and shook her head, which made everything else shake ddightfully. “No. Doesn't
thet idiot know there'sawar on?’

“Not for long, thereign't. Howard's aready got a fix on the homeworld. The wesaponized-Cavorite
project is down to just troubleshooting.”

“You're going to fight the retirement mandate.”

“l was, | guess.” | shook my head. “But | dunno. You're here. | could be here”

The panic crossed her face again, and she looked toward her kitchen. “1 was gonna do a rack of
lamb, but... | could scramble some eggs. | input for a guest, so the house ordered extra”

“Sure. That would be fine”

Twenty minutes later we sat a her kitchen table, mein underwear and Mimi in a slk robe. | pushed
eggs around my plate with a fork.

She leaned forward. “Arethey dl right? | don't cook much.”

“They’'re great. It'sthe chives. I'm dlergic.”

“l didn’'t know.”

She ate one bite, then said, “Jason, | put in for a command.”

“Ancther ship? That would take years.”



“Not a kedl-up command. | told them I"d take any rust bucket that opened up.”

“You just sad you loved thisjob. And in your letters you sad that you loved—’

“l do. | think.” She turned away as she stabbed her finger back a my plate. “But, hdl, | can't even
make eggs for you right!”

“That'sagmdl thing. The kind of thing people in love learn about each other when they spend time
together.”

“Oh, redly? What about the big things? When you take the retirement gut-punch, I’'m there for you.
But they put me out to pasture as a schoolmaster and you don't give a shit! All you do is complain about
my cooking!”

My jaw dropped, and | spread my pams. “| never—you sad...” For once, | shut up before | made
it worse. How can you know a person you see a three-year intervas?

We sat and stared into the tabletop.

Mimi said, “Jason, I'm not ready to St in rocking chairs playing Nat and Maggie”

“Nether am |. Earth hasn't changed for the better while I've been gone. Or I've changed for the
worse. So wha do we do?’

She stood up, carried both our plates to the snk, and scraped the eggs down the drain. “1 don't
know. Can we talk about it tomorrow? After your speech?’

We rel oaded the dishes in the Sanaid, then sat on her couch in the dark, her head on my shoulder,
without spesking, until | heard her bregth turn heavy as she dept.

| stared into the dark, at our reflections in her mirror. They touched, but they were dark slhouettes
thet | couldn’t make out.

| tried to deep, too, but wound up thinking about the speech | had to givein four hours.

TWENTY-SX

THE NEXT MORNING | stood at parade rest on the academy’s lecture-hdl stage and stared out across
three thousand young faces, dl eyes saring up a me. The cadets uniforms were gray, impeccable, and
indiginguishable one from another. The faces, however, were brown, white, yelow, mae, and femde.
Tattoos curled around some faces, jeweds dangled from others. They were badges of ther human
homeworlds, each spawned by, and once ruled by, the Pseudocephalopod Hegemony. Some of those
worlds | had fought to free from the hegemony. Some | had fought to keep in the union. The names of
some | could barely pronounce.

Mimi stood to my right, then gave me awink.

She gripped the podium, and her words to her cadets echoed off the arched ’lume caling. “I'll keep
the intro brief. 1 know you don't want the assembly to run long. That could shorten morning PT.”

Three thousand throats boomed a chuckle off the celling. Then slence returned.

The caling’lume dimmed, and a quote faded in on the flatscreen wal behind the commandant. Mimi
turned, then read aoud:
“‘Terracentric it may be to refer to “The Pseudocephalopod War,” much less to
date its onset from “2037.” However, dl history pivoted on those events in the Spiral
Arm, as undeniably as conventional space folds around every ultradwarf at every
Tempora 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,
Volume XXII1”

That was |. That was me. A higtoricd footnote.
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The commandant turned back to her Corps of Cadets. “Today’s topic is a retrospective on the
campaign for the liberation of Bren.” Mimi took a seet in the audience, leaving me done center stage.

| stepped dongsde the char placed there for me. My legs ached, as they dways did in the
mornings. So did every other part that the Sugs and the calendar had forced the army to rebuild.

But | frowned down at the chair and said to the audience, “Everybody provides one of these for me,
these days. Deference to rank, or age, | suppose. But infantry doesn't Sit.”

Whoops and pumped figs erupted from the back rows, where the lousy students stood. When the
fird graduating class came to draw postgrad assgnmentsin a few months, the top students would snatch
the glam dats, likeflight school and astrogation. The back row would become infantry lieutenants. It was
natura sdection. Infantry gets the sharp, dirty end of the stick from the beginning, so it learns to laugh
about it.

| smiled and pumped my fig back at them. Where they were going, whatever the war, they would
need their sense of humor.

| cleared my throat.

PamTakers swiveed up aongside whispering lips. Persond ' Puter keyboards unfolded in hands. A
few kids snatched pterosaur-quill pens and sheets of flat paper from hiding places beneath gtiff shirtfronts.
Different cultures, different study habits.

| waved the devices away. “No notes. You get enough logidtics and tactics at the puzzle factory next
door.”

Laughter.

| said, “Bren wasn't liberated by so-called military genius”

A kid in back raised his hand. “Then why do our chips teach the Bren campaign, Sr?’ He knew the
answer. Every kid in the union knew it. He was jugt dretching the lecture.

But | answered like they didn’'t know. “Because it turned the tide of this war. We flew the trangport
we captured back to Earth, used that ship’s power plant for a template, used Bren's Cavorite for fud,
and built the fleets that 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 sde got stuck in
the mud least. And by commanders who learned to lead effectively while engulfed by chaos, and lunacy,
and therr own heartbresk.”

Twenty minutes later, | took questions. The kids knew that Mimi wanted cadets who spoke ther
minds. | pointed at the raised hand of a shaved-headed kid with indigo-dyed eyebrows.

She stood as sraight and as hard as a Casuni broadsword and asked, “Sir, our poli-sci chips say the
red liberation of Bren depends on Bassin the Firgt.”

| nodded. “They're right. The unavil ‘peace’ among the dans that’s followed the expulson of the
Pseudocepha opod Hegemony has killed more Marini, Casuni, and Tassini than the Sugs did.”

With those indigo eyebrows, she was dearly Tassni. Probably second-generation emancipated. |
guessed she was asking a rhetorical question, designed to educate classmates to whom davery was just a
word. If it hadn’t been for the changes that started on Bren with the Expulson of the Sugs, she'd be
bending over some landowner’s plow or washtub, like her grandparents did. Thanks to emancipation,
ghe had traveled to the stars, here to the motherworld, where she had learned things like astrogation and
comparative lit.

She asked, “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 hdf-amiled at the kid next to her.

| pointed at hisraised hand, and he said, “Maybe the war was right for Bren. And for the union. But
on agdactic scale, snce the Expulson we haven't seen the end of war. Soldiers are dill dying.”

He didn't know tha the end of this long and inglorious—is there any other kind?>—war was
imminat, and | couldn’t tdl him.

So | sad, “*Only the dead have seen the end of war.” The chips atribute thet quote to Plato. It's ill
true twenty-five hundred years after Plato died. The lesson you're here to learn is, never waste the life of
any soldier you command.”



He nodded.

| said, “Evenif you learn that lesson, you'll hate it. Command is an orphan’s journey.”

The kids milked question time for twenty minutes more, then the applause from the infantry
gonna-bes in the back rows shook the Omnifoam floor tiles.

As| stepped offstage, someone in Space Force blue grasped my ebow and steered me toward an
exit.

It was Jude.

| stopped like | had walked into a Glasstic door. “What are you doing here?’

“I hear you gave the same speech last year. They il applaud.”

“They applaud because | talk so long that the commandant cancels PT. What's going on?’

Jude did back his uniform deeve, which was now Zoomie blue, not Tressen Nazi black, to show me
the red-flashing screen on hiswrigt ’ Puter. “ Orders. We lift on next hour’ s fleet orbital.”

| frowned. The only thing that could transfer a Tressen officer into the service of the Human Union
was clear and present danger from the common enemy.

Jude said, “You won't believe what the Sugs just did. Want to hear where we go next?’

| shook my head. “Just SO we go together.”

After Mimi dismissed the corps, she stepped backstage, widened her eyes when she saw Jude, then
hugged him.

Then she frowned at both of us, hands on hips. “What the hdl’s going on?’

Jude said, “Nobody exactly knows. Something big on Bren.”

| hdd Mimi a arm’s length, shrugged. “To be continued.”

She touched my cheek, and her eyes glistened. “ Someday.”

TWENTY-SEVEN

FORT MEADE ISA SHORT DRIVE FROM REAGAN, but atilt-wing picked up Jude, Howard, and me, sped
us above the guideway traffic, then delivered us to the tarmac fifty feet from where the hourly flegt orbitd
lingered, just for us,

Alsofifty feet from us a staff-driven pool car had parked. Pinchon stood, feet planted, ams crossed,
infront of the shuttle' s extended bdly ladder. His cheeks were more sunken, his lips more tightly drawn,
then when | had met him at the Wadorf. | paused in front of him, and he cleared his throat.

Before he could speak, | said, “I’'ve got the retirement papers with me. Effective on my signature,
you said? Because it may take me awhile to get around to Sgning them. If that's okay, Generd ?’

For a moment, he stiffened. Then he stood aside. “ God-speed, Generd.”

| laid my hand on the belly ladder’ srail and climbed aboard the shuittle.

Aswe strapped in, Jude asked, “Who was pucker-face?’

“My new boss.”

“So he doesn't know much about your job yet?’

“He knows when to get out of the way.”

Ninety minutes later, Jude, Howard, and | stepped out of the shuttle onto the arriva plaform in a
launch bay aboard the Tehran.

The Tehran had been held in orbit for us, ddaying its long-scheduled departure to Mousetrap for
refit. Tehran’ srefit had aso been pushed back, so she could barrel straight through the Mousetrap, jump
agan, then deliver usto Bren a couple of days faster. Normdly priority-transport procedures would have
cost a couple of days while we changed to a fresh outbound cruiser at Mousetrap.

Tiny in the vast bay, between us and the exit hatch from the bay into the ship proper, stood Tehran’

S Kipper.
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His chin thrust out, his feet were planted, and hisarms were crossed, in a pose like the one Pinchon
had assumed when we met in front of the up-shuttle's ladder. But it was clear that the skipper wasn't
about to get out of the way.

TWENTY-EIGHT

THE TEHRAN'S CAPTAIN was actudly a rear admird, so | ranked him, but barely. Red-faced Boston
Irish, he had, therefore, proven a competent drinking companion. Eddie Duffy stabbed a finger a my
chest. “This bettah be good, Jason!”

Asthe Ganymede’ s christening had recently proved, cruisers were built stronger these days, but the
swabbie book 4ill caled for them to refit after enduring the stress of a T-FIP jump like the one the
Tehran would make to deliver usinto the Mousetrap. But Eddie Duffy had just been ordered to jump his
baby, hisonly child, the ship he had nursed since it was a set of blueprints, back-to-back into Mousetrap
and then out the other Sde, to get usto Bren sooner. He didn't likeit.

| jerked my thumb over my shoulder at Howard. “Thisguy’ll explainit al, Eddie.”

Howard forced his eyes wide. “Why do you think | know, Jason?’

“Because you dways do.” The branch indgnia pinned crooked on Howard's lgpd was military
intelligence, the people who renamed paranocia “need-to-know.” So, professoria geek though he was,
Howard tossed information around like anvils

Ten minutes later, we sat in Captain Eddi€' s wardroom while Howard briefed us.

Nether Jude nor Eddie knew about the facts that underlay Silver Bullet. | didn’'t know what had just
happened, but | knew that Slver Bullet had to be a its heart. Therefore, if mankind was going to put
things right, Siiver Bullet could no longer be the Spooks' little secret.

Howard, as was his wont anyway, began at the beginning.

A Threedie schematic of Bren from space was the firg visud up on the holo. Around the blue
planet’s equator orbited the White Moon of Bren, an atmosphereless rock, crater-pocked a hillion years
ago, much like Earth’'s sngle moon. From north to south over Bren's poles orbited the Red Moon of
Bren, samdler, faster moving, and as unmarked as a baby’ s cheek.

Howard pointed at the Red Moon's image as it circled Bren. “The Red Moon is an astronomic
peculiarity. It orbits Bren north—south. Ordinary moons orbit roughly east—west, around thar captor’s
equator. That's because ordinary moons and ther planets coalesce from a disc of materid pinning
around their gtar, so a planetary system is shaped like marbles rotating on atray.”

| nodded. “The plane of the edliptic.” I'd heard this part of the lecture before, therefore | showed off
before Howard went rocket science.

Howard sad, “So we knew from the get-go tha the Red Moon was a raity. An interstdlar
wanderer, captured by Bren's gravity, when the Red Moon penetrated the Bren system, at a right angle
to the plane of the edliptic.”

Howard waved up the holo's magnification, and the Red Moon's image swelled until it filled the
holotank, like a red porcdan basketball. He rotated his hands around the image's circumference. “The
Red Moon’'s second peculiaity is that, though it's too amdl to trap a protective atmosphere, it isn't
pocked by impact craters, like its gbling, and like mogt ordinary moons. The Red Moon's third
peculiarity is observable indirectly. Unlike an ordinary moon, the Red Moon doesn’'t messurably affect
Bren's tides, like an ordinary moon its sze would.”

The captain shifted in his chair, nodding and spinning his hands like he was winding twine. “In the
beginning, the Earth was without form. Please. | got deteriorating stores to ded with, Colond.”

| turned to him and raised my pam. “Peatience, Eddie. Thisis dl connected.” Howard's detective
work had been impressve enough to deserve a hearing. Besides, “deteriorating stores’ were smply
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munitions that got swapped out for newer ones, a throwback to the days when explosves became
ungeble over time. As a covert adviser | had spent a career thankful for every muddy case of plausbly
deniable, siweating dynamite, so my sympathy was limited. Eddie, like Squids generdly, wasn't nearly as
busy as he thought.

My godson squirmed, too, the way | did when the topic was the Sugs. They had cost Jude friends,
and nearly hisown life

Howard frowned back at Eddie. “This is dready an overamplified presentation. Bren is very
Earthlike. But Bren's fauna avoided the mass extinctions that punctuated Earth’s natura history. Why?’

Eddie shot me a glance that said he didn’t care why.

Howard raised his index finger. “Because the periodic cosmic bolide strikes that have punctuated
Earth’s prehistory missed Bren.”

“Coamic bolides” Eddie looked around like he was searching for a yardarm to hois somebody
from.

| raised my pam to cut Howard off, then gave Eddie the CliffSNotes verson. “ Comets and asteroids
missed Bren because its gravity didn't suck them in. Bren's gravity didn’t suck them in because
omething near it affected its gravity. Eddie, the Red Moon is solid Cavorite. 1t bardly stays in orbit
around Bren, and it eats gravity, like the Tehran’ s Cavorite impelers do.”

Eddie was impatient, not dumb. His eyebrows rose, and he whidled. “Cavorite's poison to the
Sugs If we could package enough Cavorite, we could end the war.”

Howard nodded. “Which is the threshold upon which we stood, until four days ago.” He waved up a
new holo. This one showed the Red Moon, too, but it was a vishle-light telescopic image, not a Threedie
gmulation.

The Red Moon looked grayer, as though obscured by fog.

Howard waved up the magnification, and | shuddered.

It wasn't fog, it was Sug ships, each Firewitch as big as a domed sadium, each Trdll as big as
Mount Rushmore. The cordon the maggots had thrown around the Red Moon looked more like a
maosquito swarm.

| asked, “Where did they come from?’

Howard shrugged. “Not through the Mousetrap.”

Eddie said, “ So much for the Strategic crossroad theory.”

Howard shook his head. “Nobody ever said the Mousetrap was the only way to reach the union
planets, just the mogt efficient. We have no idea how many jumps this new armada had to cross to come
inthe back door. | suspect thiswas a Long March for the Pseudocephal opod Hegemony.”

“Armadd’ was wha higory had come to cdl the last Sug invason flest to thresten a
human-inhabited planet. The Armada of 2043 had destroyed virtudly Earth's entire defensive capability
a that time, and the Armada had numbered “only” one hundred twenty-one Firewitches and a sngle
Trall incubator ship.

It was unclear that our acceptance of the Sug's Weichsd gambit had helped them sneak up on
Bren. But the timing convinced me that the Sugs had coordinated their Weichsd feint with this much
larger move. The maggots had snookered us again, not by deceiving us but by laying thelr cards on the
table and dlowing us to misplay ours. Would we ever learn? | rested my forehead againg my pam and
closed my eyes. “How many thistime, Howard?’

“The force visblein this image comprises two thousand four Firewitches and sixteen Trolls”

Jude, Eddie, and | rocked back as one. My own eyes evidence notwithstanding, | shook my head.
The Human Union, fully mobilized on a war footing for decades, had findly built up its strength to levels
that made the forces of the Warsaw Pact look like a Brownie troop. Yet our cruisers plus
far-more-numerous Scorpion fighters, even projected out two more years, totded less than seven
hundred. “Howard, that’s impossble.”

“Jason, we have no idea how long the Pseudocephalopod has exerted hegemony over this gdaxy, or
even whether its reach is confined to this gdaxy. We know Cavorite originates a the boundary of this
universe. For dl we know, the Pseudocephaopod’ s reach extends thet far.



This manifetation, which seems massive to us, could be atiny part of its strength.”

Eddie shook his head. “I don’t buy it. The Red Moon’s the biggest threat we ve ever posed to them.
Thisisthe maggots last hurrah. They just threw in the kitchen sink, because it' s dl they’ve got left.”

Jude wrinkled his brow, then asked a fighter pilot’s question. “Howard, you sad there are two
thousand Fire-witches visble in thisimage. We must’ ve had cruisers on gtation around Bren. How many
did their Scorpions destroy ship-to-ship?’

“Plenty. Our kill ratio of Firewitches by Scorpions remains prohibitively high, by our standards.”

Eddie asked, “What intdligence do you make of thet informetion, Colone Hibble?’

In intel-speak, “information” is raw data. The picture the Spooks weave from informetion is
“intdligence” George Washington said that “the necessity of procuring good intdligence is apparent &
need not be further urged.” When it came to the Sugs, nobody in the decades of this war had ever
woven more good intelligence pictures than Howard Hibble.

Howard cocked his head. “The Pseudocephalopod has a history of solving problems with force,
rather than guile. No new tactics or weapons. Just more of them here.”

| nodded. So far as we knew, for dl their longevity and omniscience, Sugs hadn’'t even invented the
whed. Why bother if you can besat gravity in another way? Based on what we were seeing now, we had
encountered every type of ship the Sugs had during the war’s early years.

There were the Troll and Frewitch, and the interplanetary Projectile. There was a fourth type, a
gmdl, hyperveocity verson of the Projectile that was so rare that we had never redly seen one, jus the
streaksiit left and the damage it did.

Howard said to Eddie Duffy, “The bad news is that | disagree with your interpretation of this
incurson, Admird Duffy. This force ian't the kitchen sink. The Pseudocephaopod probably has much
more where that came from. Still, it could be worse.”

Eddie stared at the wdl of enemy warships that now quarantined mankind from the weapons project
that was supposed to win the war, and he cradled his chin in his upturned pam. “Two thousand ships
ign't the kitchen ank? Chrigt on a crutch, Colond! It isworse.”

Despite Eddi€’ s other misgivings, the Tehran transited the two jumps across the Mousetrap without
S0 much as a popped rivet and, with a screen of Scorpions deployed and spailing for a fight, set up in an
orbit around Bren that kept the planet dways between it and the Sug fledt.

That, arguably, was overcautious.

We arived two weeks dfter the Sugs did, but the Sugs dill hadn't attacked our bases on Bren.
They hadn't attacked the Stone Hills Cavorite mines. They hadn't attacked our vessels, except any
outnumbered Scorpions thet attacked them fird.

The Sugs only hodtile action, other than crashing our party uninvited, had come upon arivd. The
old cruiser that had orbited the Red Moon, sarving as Siver Bullet's base, was now a detis fidd in a
loose and deteriorating orbit. Basicdly, the Sugs ignored us while they did the indudtrious little maggot
things they dways did.

Al of this mydtified everybody.

Except Howard.

TWENTY-NINE

THE NEXT DAY’S DAWN shrouded the River Marin's ddta in icy drizzle, so Howard stood gripping a
temporary lectern set up in the Spook hangar a Human Union Camp Bren, outsde the old dty of
Marinus. Behind him the prototype Scorpions that had been modified to ddiver Slver Bullet perched like
pearlescent roaches on ther landing gear. On rowed Marini benches in front of Howard sat the three
hundred members of the Scorpion ground crews and pilots, who were his command's only survivors, by
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the chance of being dirtsde when the Sugs arrived.

Representing Earth’s host and dly, Bassin the Firs, absolute monarch of Marin and nomind ruler of
the fractious commonwedth plains nations of Bren, sat behind Howard, to one side. Bassin wore the
gmple brown uniform of a colond of combat engineers. Alongsde him, set back a pace per Maini
protocoal, sat Ord, Jude, and me.

As an infantry commander, I've presided over too many memoria services. As head Spook, this
was Howard Hibble sfird.

A tombstone-sized flatscreen set up on an easd next to Howard scrolled a numbered lig of names
of the missing in action, as he read them doud.

With telescopic optics, from drones sent to recon the Red Moon, we could make out frozen humen
bodies, limbs splayed like DaVind's Vitruvian Man. The kids cartwhedled amid the hul plates and
mattresses of the destroyed Spook |aboratory ship, eccentricaly orbiting the Red Moon, barely held by
its peculiar gravity. Officaly, Howard's kids weren't even dead, jus absent, a crudty of war
accentuated in space engagements. We lost eght Scorpions trying to get in and recover bodies before
the effort was hadted, though not for lack of pilots begging to try.

The name adongsde missng soldier number one was “Applebite, R.,” the kid that Ord and | had
ridden up with back before Weichsd, back when the best minds said the war was nearly won. When the
last name, “Wyvern, A.,” scrolled by, the number dongsde had swollento 1,372.

Howard' s shoulders sagged, and he dung to the podium sides as he stared at the hangar floor.

Ord wore his Class-A topcoat over his uniform, more, | suspected, to insulate himsdf from
sentiment than the chill. The firg time | saw him, he had been grutting through a Pennsylvania winter in
starched cotton drill sergeant’ s fatigues while us trainees had shivered insde our dvilian winter coats.

Howard stood mute and numb. His kids war had adways been a holo arcade game, with the
bleeding and dying done by other kids on the sharp point of the stick. He cleared his throat, then said,
“They never expected this. | never expected this”

Howard' s remarks were less than Churchillian, but they were honest, which mattered.

Alongsde me, Ord wiped his nose and whispered to me, “Expect the worst from the gods of war
and they will sedom disgppoint you.”

| whispered back, “Did Churchill say that?’

“Why, no, sr. You did.”

“Redly?’

Whaever dse Howard had planned to say, it was apparent he wasn't going to make it through.
Bassin watched, then indined his head toward the back of the hangar.

A lone Marini bandsman marched from the rear of the hangar, with exaggerated arm swings, spun an
about-face, then stood aongsde Howard. The bandsman's black hat, bigger than a watermelon, could
have passed for a British foot guard’'s bearskin, though the skin was proto feathered dinosaur. Marini
infantry were dill piped to battle by skrillers. A skrill resembles a bagpipe, except its pipes are carved
from the hollow bones of pterosaurs.

The bandsman unfolded a yelowed paper music sheet, fastened it to a wooden dip on the blowpipe,
then played “Amazing Grace’ like he had known it dl hislife

It was the fird time | saw Ord cry. Everybody cried.

It was the kind of day to go home, draw the blinds, and drink aone. But we couldn’t do that.

THIRTY
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AN HOUR LATER, my g&ff officers, plus Howard, Ord, Jude, and me, sat in my conference room. Hall
ricocheted off the windowpanes like shrgpne while we tried to paddle through the muck that the gods of
war had ladled onto us.

| sad, “Howard, what the hdl are the Sugs doing? If they have enough of an dternate Cavorite
source that they can drop two thousand Firewitches and sxteen Trolls on us, they don’t need to mine the
Red Moon.”

Howard stared at a box of sationery on the corner of my desk. He had too many hard-copy |etters
to write. “The Red Moon is usdless to them for that, anyway.”

| graightened in my chair. “What?’

“Cavorite is fragments—not redly matter, as we think of it in this universe—that ‘rubbed off’ the
boundary between this universe and the next one. Cavorite is antithetic to this universe, especidly to one
of this universe' s fundamentd forces, gravity.”

“Whichiswhy it's useful.”

Howard nodded. “This universe reacts to this foreign materid the way your finger reacts to a
splinter. It cocoons Cavorite fragments at the interuniversd boundary, so they drift through this universe
insulated, until something like us or the Pseudocephal opod gets hold of them.”

“Little Cavorite meteors fdl on Bren. One big one orbits around it.”

Howard nodded. “The big one, the Red Moon, is too much of a good thing. Cavorite stones are
toxic to the Pseudocephalopod, but not as toxic as the sort of Cavorite that makes up the Red Moon.
That's why, | suspect, the Pseudocephalopod bypassed the Red Moon origindly and chose to use
human miners to excavate the less toxic Cavorite fal in the Stone Hills The Red Moon's not the only
place where we've seen the Pseudocephalopod bypass concentrated Cavorite. Besdes, the Red
Moon's Cavorite is too powerful to harness. An impdler loaded with Stone Hills Cavorite can hurl a
garship through space. But the sort of power locked up in the Red Moon could knock a whole planet
out of orbit.”

“They're going to knock Bren out of orbit?’

Howard shook his head. “No need. The Pseudocephalopod is perfecily capable of destroying a
planet without help from a Cavorite bolide.”

| stared up a the caling. Every nine hours, the Red Moon, with its thousands of Sug outriders,
passed north to south above some part of the Marini commonwedth, then, nine hours later, south to
north above another part. Between the Sugs and us ghosted a defensive screen of Scorpions, but
everybody knew that if the Sugs chose to, our defenders couldn't prevent the maggots from raining
destruction on this planet the way they had Earth during the Blitz in 2036. “So what the hdl are they
doing up there, Howard?’

“This” Howard waved up a holo, visblelight drone imagery. It showed low-angle, high-resolution
images from a skimmer that had flashed across the Red Moon, transmitted images, and then, no doubt,
been shot down by the Sugs.

The image showed lumpy, asymmetric, whedless machines gliding back and forth across a glassy
red plain. Atop each machine bulged a leaden sphere. As we watched, one machine plucked off a sphere
from its sbling, then replaced it with another.

Howard pointed at the discarded sphere. “Even with extensve shidding, the Pseudocephal opod
workers operating this machinery don’t last long.”

Jude said, “Isn't it obvious? They knew that we were about to destroy them. They took over the
Red Moon to stop Silver Bullet.”

Howard shook his head. “The Pseudocephaopod is economicd in its actions. It could more esdly
have stopped Siver Bullet by destroying our ground facilities, or the entire avilization of Bren. Or it could



have amply stood off and bombarded the Red Moon with dow Projectiles or with fast Vipers, until it
broke the Red Moon into vagrant fragments.”

| frowned. “Howard, you know plenty about what the Sugs aren’t doing. What are they doing?

“l don’t know. But Siver Bullet is stdled until we stop them from continuing to do it.”

“How do we stop them?’

My Space Force liason mgor shook her head. “We can’t win a fleet-againg-fleet battle.”

Howard raised hisindex finger. “But if we stop them from doing whatever they’re doing on the Red
Moon's surface...”

Jude pointed at the holo image, which had cut off after just seconds. “That drone lasted two seconds
once it pulled up. Even Scorpions can't day close enough long enough to smart-bomb them.”

Howard said, “And saturation bombing would leave the Red Moon usdless to us”

| closed my eyes and rubbed them with my fingers. “Okay. Howard, if we modified a bunch of
Scorpions the way you modified yours for Slver Bullet, they could carry more, right?’

He nodded.

“So we could use them to land infantry on the Red Moon. Not just a rading party. A force that
could take the ground and hold it. Then we could keep the Scorpions down there, so they wouldn't be
exposed to fire”

Ord raised his eyebrows. “Sir, light infantry taking and holding unfamiliar ground when the enemy
enjoysar supremacy?’

| pointed at my Space Force liason. “You can't whip ther fleet. But can you keep ther fleet from
ganging up on an exposed ground force?’

She frowned. “Maybe.”

“No maybe. Do it.”

There was more stone in the faces around my conference table than on Mount Rushmore. “I’'m open
to other options. Who's got some?’

Even Ord looked pae. Nobody said anything.

| dapped my pams agang the tabletop. “Tomorrow. Same time. Please present me a plan
conggtent with this concept for your respective areas of responshility.”

Chairs pushed back amid thick slence.

“Ladies and gentlemen, this is an opportunity. Please present it to your respective daffs as such,
rather than as a problem.” | sounded so optimigtic that | dmost believed mysdf.

THIRTY-ONE

THREE WEEKS LATER, | sat inmy office a sunrise, in the chair | had occupied the previous night and most
of the other nights Since | had set my army on this course. Action items choked my caendar flatscreen’s
inbox, and paper reports related to the onworld aspects of the operation overflowed a wire basket on
my desk corner, like alast-century cartoon.

Jude rapped on my open office door’s jamb, then stepped in without waiting for me to ask him.
“You look like crap.” He dropped into a chair across from me, then propped his crossed ankles on the
far edge of my desk.

| rubbed my chin. “I’'m gonna shavein aminute”

He eyed the tight-blanketed cot | had gaff set up in my office' s corner. “How long since you dept?’

“| take catnaps. Edison took catnaps.”

“Edison was dedf, too. It didn't make him better a his job. Ord's not babystting you like he
should.”

“I'm too old for a babysitter. And Ord’s too old to babysit.”
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Jude jerked his thumb a my outer office. “Tdl me about it. When | saw him yesterday, he looked
like he' d aged ten yearsin three weeks. Y ou don't look much better.”

“So make me better. Tdl me you've got the firs modified Scorpion into flyable condition.”

He grinned. “Why do you think | came by?’

| stood, arched my back as | rubbed it with my palms, and groaned.

He grinned again.

| said, “The replacement parts work fine. It's the origind equipment that wakes up dow.

His grin disappeared, and he stood. “I’ll give you a hand.”

| pushed his hand away. “I’'m fine”

He said, “Come on over to the hangar with me. Y ou need a break. I'll make it worth your while”

THIRTY-TWO

A SHAVE, SHOWER, and uniform change later, Jude' s footsteps and mine echoed in the Spook hangar,
nealy lost in adin of metd agang metal.

The space had become more factory floor than arcraft hangar, with a dozen Scorpions in various
stages of converson, each one' s bdly tile floating three feet off the floor. Each giant watermeon seed of
acraft, bigger than an old fixedrwing fighter-bomber, got pushed from dation to gation by two enlisted
ratings as eadlly asif they were ralling an oversized shopping cart.

The only reason Scorpions even had landing gear was so0 they could be shut down completely to
switch out peripherd systems or to conserve peripheral system batteries. Cavorite never got tired.

Jude led me to a shut-down Scorpion resting on landing gear just indde the hangar’s rolled-back
man doors.

Modifying a sngleseat Scorpion fighter to operate as a Slver Bulle bomber, or as our
fidld-expedient troop carrier, essentidly involved cannibalizing another Scorpion, then piggybacking the
extra fusdage onto the exiding one, with the nose of the cargo-passenger space faired in &t of the
origind ship's cockpit. The overdl look was not only graceless but indecent.

No paint in existence could withstand the skin temperatures a Scorpion generated while operating in
atmosphere. So the nose art, which consisted of two angry eyes and a shark-tooth mouth, was merdy
temporary chak. The dogan below the teeth read “The humping cockroaches. Payback is job one.”

Jude helped me negotiate the low-angled access ladder that bridged the Scorpion’s flank, then we
dropped through the upturned damshdl canopy into the side-by-side couches for pilot and systems
operator.

Therating a the ladder’ s base cracked off a sdute that Jude returned, then lifted the ladder away.

| turned to Jude. “What are you doing?’

He toggled a switch, the canopy clamped shut, then the visud screens that wallpapered the canopy
lit, so that the opague ceramic seemed transparent. “Taking her out for aspin. You'll likeit.”

“No, |—"

Jude powered the Scorpion on. There was no sensation of motion insde, but the scene outsde
bounced up and down as the landing gear retracted, leaving the Scorpion floating. The feding was like
playing a pre-holo video game, where the player sat in a chair watching the two-dimensiona world ahead
of himfly by.

Not that the old-style video experience bored me.

Jude nosed the ship out of the hangar a a walk, then drifted it above the city, I€ft, right, canopy to
the sky, canopy to the ground. Nose over, corkscrew, ddl. | white-knuckled my couch arms, not
because of what my gut fdt, but because of what my eyes saw. And unlike a video game, | knew tha
whet my eyes saw was true.
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Jude glanced down at my degath grips on my couch. “Jugt go with it, Jason.”

“Can we go draght?’

“You'reon.”

Marinus and the delta disappeared as we blistered dong twenty feet above the Sea of Hunters. Jude
sat back, amiling, hands off the paddles. “Just as stable as the origind configuration.”

“How fast are we going?’

“It's okay. We're over the sea.”

“How fast?’

“Eght hundred.”

| death gripped the couch again. “Eight hundred miles per hour?’

“No.”

“Good.”

“Per second.”

We flashed across the opposite seacoast, and Jude nosed us up. The sky went black in a blink. “We
can go fagter now, Jason. No atmosphere.”

| craned my neck. “Where are the Sugs?’

“In an orbit a hundred thousand miles above us. And, at the moment, on the other sde of the world.”
Jude had inherited his father’s pilating aptitude and daring, his mother’s brains and marksmanship kills,
and the bonus of having been the first person concelved and carried to term in space, where a diray ion
hed cut the right DNA strand and gifted him with the fastest reflexes in human history. He took us down,
hovered the humping cockroach above the summit of Mons Marinus, the talest peak on Bren, and on the
other sde of the world from where we began. Ahead of us the sun rose, sporeading as a luminous
crescent across the continent. Jude tugged a flask and two pewter cups from his pocket and unscrewed
the cap.

My eyes widened. “Booze?’

“It' sfive o' clock somewhere” He poked my side. “Jason! It’sfruit juice” He revolved the Scorpion
S0 its canopy was two feet from the peak’s snow, then passed me the cups. “When | dip the canopy
back, reach out and scoop snow with the cups. Be fast. The hull’s so hot the snow’ Il mdt before you can
blink.”

| did, and we drank a toast to the sunrise with Marini pear nectar cooled by snow from the top of
the world.
| said, “That's something your father would have thought of. And something your mother would have
loved.”

He amiled a me. “It's only through you that | know that, Jason. | can ask you anything. Tdl you
anything.”

| turned my cup in my fingers and stared at it. “Then tedl me which side of the fence you're on. |
meen between the union and Tressen.”

He diffened. “What brought that up?’

“l didn’t tdl you dl of the lagt things your mother said to me. But | should. She asked me whether
you were one of them. | told her no. Was| right?’

He rocked from sde to sde in his couch as the sun flooded into the cockpit and the screens
darkened. “I don't know how to answer that. If the Republican Socidigts are doing what the camp
rumors, the ones you believe, say, then, no. I'd never be one of them. But Aud Planck’s one-third of the
chancdlery. He d never dlow it

“If he knew. You're spending dl your time buried out on some aircraft test range. | hear Aud's
buried out pacifying the frontier.”

Jude squirmed. “I’d know if something that bad was going on. So would Aud.”

“You think it's the kind of thing a propaganda minisry advertises?’

Jude stabbed hisfinger a me. “Look, I’'ve made my stand for the union and againg the Slugs, here
and now. Tressen's a the end of a jumpline, with no more Cavorite. Tressen politics couldn’t be less
relevant to the problem at hand, which is kicking the Sugs off the Red Moon.”



| Sghed, then nodded. “Fair enough. Which means | need to get back to work. Take me home.”

Jude st dill. “You drive”

“What?’

He pointed at a set of paddles folded benesth the dectronic countermeasures console. “The Wizzo's
got a redundant control set.”

“It' sidiotic. Thisthing costs more than Costa Rica”

He snorted. “It'll be the most fun you've had with your clothes on. You would have done it if my
dad had asked you when you were teenagers. And I’'m right here to override if you overcook it.”

| would have. He was. And my godson was aso right about the fun.

When we got back, atota of one hour and fifteen minutes after | Ieft my office, Jude parked the
Scorpion out on the fidd, bdly tiles high enough off the ground to avoid a prairie fire. A tech with a
chipboard met us.

Jude reverted from godson to test pilot, Soeaking to the tech as we waked to the hangar through the
early-morning cool. “It handles fundamentaly identicd to the origind. No observable hull expansion
problems with temperature variation. Well, | noticed a creak starboard rear, at the faring.”

| left my godson to his Zoomie duties and walked back to my headquarters with a bounce in my
step.
We were planning a high-risk operation, but the reward demanded it. | might end up defeated like
Lee a Gettysburg as eedly as victorious like MacArthur at Inchon. And the people who surrounded me
would make it work, just like they had made so many other things work over the course of this
decades-long trip through this now-brightening tunndl.

| stepped through the door to my offices a zero eight hundred, smiling. We had been open for
business since zero seven hundred, and the aroma of strong Tassni coffee mixed with the smdl of ink on
the ribbons of Marini clerks clacking away on sted typing machines. An Earthling saff sergeant looked
up from Ord’ s desk. “Morning, Generd.”

As| passed him, | looked Ieft and right, into adjacent, unoccupied cubicles and file ades. “Where's
the sergeant mgjor, Tierney?” Ord late for work was as improbable as the moons of Bren falling to rise at
night.

I pushed open my office door as the gaff sergeant shrugged. “Not here, ar. Put himsdf on sick cdl.”

| froze with my pam againg the rough wood. In thirty years Ord had never put himsdf on sick cal.
“Tierney, reset my morning schedule. I'll be out of the office for an indeterminate period.”

He cocked his head. “What's up, Generd?’

“I’'ve got a case of scotch to ddiver.”

THIRTY-THREE

| CHASED DOWN Hippocrates Wallace in an infirmary corridor between maternity and pathology. He
glanced over his shoulder when | cdled, then turned and faced me with his rounds chipboard in one
cocoa-colored hand.

| sad, “Ther€'s a case of Glenmorangie in the foot-well under your desk. Don't drink it dl in one
place, Colond.”

He grunted. “Took you long enough.”

“I brought it dl the way from Earth. And I’ ve been busy.”

“So I've heard.” He stared a me for two heartbests. Then he said, “You didn't come over here to
ddliver scotch.”

| shook my head.

He pointed at an empty double room across the hdl, ushered mein, then closed the door behind us.
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My heart pounded. “1 hear Ord put himsdf on sick cdl this morning.”

“DeArthur stopped by downgairs, two weeks before you got back here from Earth. Complained of
persstent sniffles Got loaded up with the usua complement of patent meds and a download advisng rest
and clear fluids”

“Y ou've known Ord long enough to know he' d never vist the infirmary over sniffles”

“I have. But he didn't come to me, just saw a duty nurse”

“Am?’

“The next vigt, which was just after you got back from Earth, he did come to me. | observed visble
weight loss. He complained of flulike symptoms that persisted too long. | ordered some tests.”

| closed my eyes.

| heard Wdlly draw a deep bresth.

| said, “Pneumonia?’

“Jason, we can't besat dl the bugs on Earth, much less the pathogens on fourteen dien planets”

| opened my eyes. “I don't understand.”

Wally pulled up two chairs, sat mein one, then sat down across from me and lad a hand on my
knee. “WEe ve seen this bug infect Earthborns on Bren before. Mostly picked up in the Highlands, maybe
waterborne. Ord was out in the boonies a couple days while you were gone. The locds are resgtant. In
Earthborns, it mimics cold and flu, whileit digsin.”

“Digsin. Where?’

“Jason, it'satotd bastard. Once it gets going, it fragments erythrocytes fagter than we can transfuse
the patient.”

“It' s eating his blood?’

“Thered cdls”

“You have antibiotics”

Waly shook his head. “In afew years, maybe.”

“The medic shot me up with a blood booster before the Weichsd raid. That would replace the red
cdls”

Waly shook his head again.

“You can transplant bone marrow.”

Waly sghed. “That’s cancer. Cancer would be easier.”

| shook my head back at him. “No. Not Ord. No bug would dare—"

“DeArthur’s a tough customer. But he doesn’t have a younger man'simmune system, Jason.”

“Waly, lisgen up! I'm afucking lieutenant generd. | said no! Doesn't that count for something?’

| walked to the window, shaking my head. Troops drilled in the sunlight, and in the distance, aircraft
floated into the cloudless sky. | said into the windowpane, “No, no, no!”

Blood roared in my ears, and findly | knew that my rank and my rage counted for nothing. Ord was
dying. Not cut down in combat like a soldier. Murdered by some fucking Mesozoic bacteria. | grasped
the windowsll, then pounded my figs on it. | soun and pointed at Waly. “Goddamit! You cdl yoursdf a
fucking doctor? | want the nurse who sent him home with two aspirin in my office in an hour! With her
lawyer!”

“She could have shot him home to the Mayo Clinic on a cruiser and the result would be the same,
Jason.”

| pounded the wall again, urtil my fists were sore, while Wally stood by, slent.

Fndly | turned to him. “How long?’

“Art’sin remarkable shape for his age. And we can transfuse the hdll out of him.”

| blinked back tears. “How long?’

“Three weeks. Two qudlity.”

| stepped back until | steadied mysdf againg the windowsil1, then whispered, “Does he know?’

Waly nodded.

I wiped my eyes with the hed of my hand, then straightened my gig line. “Where is he?’

“I'll take you to him.”



THIRTY-FOUR

WALLY LEFT ME IN THE HALL outside Ord's room to suck it up. | got my game face on and stepped
toward the door.

Didogue | recognized, from a remastered holo of the last red of a century-old flatscreen, trickled
through the open door, out into the hdlway. It was an Ord favorite. John Wayne, who played a U.S.
Marine sergeant, was saying something about never feding better in hislife. As| recdl, he said this during
alull in battle, while lighting up a cigarette, which shows you how times change. Bang. There was a shot,
and the sergeant was dead. The end. Maybe times didn’t change.

| froze, then sagged againg the doorjamb and recomposed mysdf, while | ligened to music play
over the end credits.

Slence

| rapped on the doorjamb. “ Sergeant Mgor?’

“Come! And close the door behind you, traineg!” 1t was an exchange Ord and | had shared decades
ago, when | was the worst trainee he ever had, and he was to me, well, what he had been for aslong as |
hed known him.

| stepped into the room, around the gauzy screen that shieded the rest of the hospital from his wrath.

Ord lay on top of his sheets, cranked up to the angle of a poolsde chaise. His ams and legs
toothpicked out of a hogpitd smock, without his uniform the pale and fragile limbs of an old man.

He amiled at me as midmorning sun angled across his torso. Now that | knew, the hallows in his
cheeks seemed s0 obvious. He said, “Thought | might enjoy a vacation at taxpayer expense, Sr!”

| nodded. “About time, Sergeant Mgor. Mind if | join you?’

He wrinkled his forehead. “ Sir, our paperwork—"

“Is being handled by Staff Sergeant Tierney and Brigadier Hawkins. Y ou have a problem with ether
of those gentlemen'’s capecity?”

He dtiffened. “ Certainly not, Sr.”

Lunch was better than Medls, Utility, Dessicated. Barely. We watched Sands of Iwo Jima again,
together. By the time the sergeant died again, late-afternoon shadows shrouded the room.

| said, “| talked to Colond Wallace”

“l presumed as much, gr. If the generd needs anything over the next week or two, | should ill be
ale—’

| raised my pam. “What | need, Sergeant Mgjor, is to come back agan for the day, tomorrow.
Maybe every day for awhile. You okay with that?’

He tucked his chin againgt his chest. “If the generd can spare thetime”

“l can lay my hands on Sergeant York by tomorrow. Not colorized. Vintage”

He amiled. “I'd enjoy that, Sr.”

| got up at three to handle morning reports, met saff an hour earlier than usud, and arived in Ord’s
hospital room before lunch. By that time, Wdly's vampires had him tubed up, so he was sucking whole
blood like Bela Lugos.

After Sergeant York, he cleared histhroat. “ Sir, Adjutant Generd’s Corps stopped by today before
you got here. For my DR-663 CONUS Ogption Interview.”

| shook my head. “English, Sergeant Mgor?’

“Digposal of remains, gr. Next of kin of personnd deceased outsde the Continental United States
have the option of repatriation of remains to CONUS a government expense by fird avalable
transport.”

| pressed my lips together. “Damn generous of the government, in't it, Sergeant Mgor?’
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“Sir, | identified you as next of kin—"

| shook my head. “I—"

“—andif it'sdl the same to you, Sr, I'd as soon not make the trip.”

| blinked, swallowed, then stretched a amile. “ Always trying to save the taxpayers a buck, Sergeant
Magor?’

“Sir, it's more that 1'd like you to be there. And I'm told the Marini do military funerds up quite
nicdy.”

I mumbled, “Anything. Anything you want.”

“My will’sin my footlocker, upper right corner of the pull-up shdf. It's up-to-date. Everything goes
to the Noncommissoned Officers Orphan’s Fund.” He did folded papers across his nightdand toward
me. “Gl life-insurance policy. Enough to get me buried, buy a round for everybody a the NCO Club,
and—’

I hid my forehead behind my pam, then ran my hand across my hair. “ Stop!”

Slence

“Please. Sergeant Mgjor, you don’'t need to worry about that Suff. It will be taken care of. | swear.”
| breathed deep. “Do you want to tak about—I dunno—anything?’

He nodded. “ There is something. One item of persondty | want to pass outsde the will.” He rolled
on his side, then reached into his nightstand’ s drawer. He drew out a leather-holstered pistal.

| smiled. “Ah. The forty-five” Weapons had dways been a busman's holiday for Ord, the only
“persondty” he valued that hadn’t been issued to him by the government.

The pistal he cradled, in a hand that seemed to have withered even since the preceding day, was his
own M1911 Colt autometic. The desgn was pushing two centuries old. Too heavy, too hard to fire
accurately, but Ord wasn't the only careerist who continued to carry a service .45 into combeat as his
gdeam. Ord's was an aftermarket blue sted verson that he had souped up with custom-carved grips
and hand bdancing. And one unique modification made the pistol worth whet it cost—a scratch dong the
receiver where the sted of Ord's .45 had stopped a bullet bound for his heart.

He drew the pigal from its holster and turned it in his hands. “ Saw me through the Second Afghan,
gr. Saw you through the Armada business”

| bowed as| sat, diplomat style. “A loan | was honored to receive. And lucky to repay.”

He gazed at the calling, then closed his eyes, nodding as he recited postings and battles. “The Rdief
of Ganymede. Sudan. Kazakhstan. Peru. Tibet. Headwaters of the Marin. Emerdd River. The Tressen
Barrens Offengve. Second Mousetrap...”

| eyed the insurance palicy flimsy on the nightstand, and a cod-black, ancient trough of a scar on his
forearm, a badge of some forgotten heroics, then sghed. “You didn't get much for that life, Sergeant
Maor.”

Ord opened his eyes and amiled. “On the contrary, sr. Churchill said dl we make by what we get is
aliving. We make alife by what we give”

By delegating things | shouldn't have, cutting out catnaps, and pounding *Phets like | hadn’'t since |
was a teenager during finds | managed to spend mogt of Ord’'s waking hours with him. Our blood
matched, 0 | gave him a pint, then lied to a different nurse about it so that she took ancther pint a day
later. | wheedled a medic for precombat blood boosters, to fool my body into meking more red cdls, so
| could be transfused again, though the medic told me they wouldn’t grow until it was too late.

No matter. Over the next nine days, the bug slently ate Ord dive, from the insde out.

On the tenth day, | sat with im for the last time.

His eyes had sunk into pitsin his face. He dragged fingers across gray stubble on hollow cheeks and
croaked. “They won't shave me, Sr. It's driving me crazy.”

Inthirty years, Ord had never admitted discomfort to aliving soul, so far as | knew.

“I'll spesk to the nurse” A lie If he bled out one nick’s worth, there would be nathing Ieft.

He said, “You're going to outlive me”

My throat swelled so | couldn’'t speak. | waved my hand. “Ahhh.”

“I'm glad. No man should bury his son.”



He had dipped away from redity. | whispered, “Sergeant Mgor, I'm not—"
“Yes Theway Judeisyours. I'm as proud of you as you are of him.”
“Proud? | never got thingsright.”

“But you dways tried.”

I lad my hand on hisarm.

Hislips moved. “Y ou're on your own now, Jason.”

Sx minutes later, his skin was cold beneath my fingers.

THIRTY-FIVE

THE CLANS OF BREN cremate their dead on pyramidd pyres of gathered wood, and the time of Ord's
funerd was dictated by the hour a which a pyre of a Sze appropriate to the departed’s dation was
completed.

Bassn the Fird, himsdf, as a comrade in ams of the departed, would place the last log on Ord's
pyre.

Bassin ruled a kingdom divided againg itsdlf, plains hunters and desert nomads againg the worldly
Marini, and, within Marin itsdf, abolitioniss againg dave holders. And none of the clans were crazy
about having us neocolonia motherworlders on ther soil. But Ord had fought shoulder to shoulder with
them dl when we had dl made common cause and expeled the Sugs from Bren &fter thirty thousand
years.

Therefore, over the next three days, Tassni Scouts carried janga wood from the Tassin desert,
Casuni warriors brought scrub oak from the Stone Hills and Bassin dispatched hisroyd barge upriver to
gather magnalia from the base of the Fals of the Marin. Only when al that had been completed did
Ord's funerd begin, on a clear, cold night in the center of our landing field.

Theful White Moon lit the fidd so that the moon’ s light reflected off Earth troops Eternad armor. It
aso reflected off the breastplates of mounted Casuni warriors on reined-in duckbills and off the ddlicate
swords of Tassni Scouts mounted on twitching, ostrichlike wobbleheads. Crowds of dvilian freemen and
freewomen gathered, too, attracted by the spectacle.

Meanwhile, preparations to retake the Red Moon from the Sugs advanced. | had dept three hours
each of the lagt three nights. | could have dept longer. My gaff, the Marini, the Zoomies, and most of dl
the landing troops had forged and practiced a plan thet | believed would succeed. We would retake the
Red Moon, we would seek out the Sugs home, and we would win the war. Ord had seemed to think
that we would, and Ord had never been wrong.

The Red Moon rose above the horizon and slhouetted the fifty-foot-high pyramid thet Bassn now
climbed. After Bassin placed the last log, actudly a ceremonid gtick, Ord’s catafdque was borne to the
pyramid's top by ajoint honor guard, then set ablaze.

| stood adongsde Jude, both of usleft of, and a pace behind, Bassin. A Marini band piped a dirge.

Jude whispered, “How are you doing, Jason?’

| shrugged. “1 spent these last few days with him. Soldiers don't usudly get to see deasth coming. |
thought we' d talk about things that mattered. Things we hadn’t said. But mogtly we watched war movies
and told stories. Sometimes we laughed.” | shook my head. “1 don’t know.”

The Red Moon, 4ill befogged by the Sug fleet that kept us from it, had risen so high now that its
disk intersected the railing smoke plume that had been Ord.

In the avilian crowd, a murmur rose.

| shot Bassin aglance.

He leaned toward Jude and me and whispered, “It's nothing. If a warrior's smoke crosses his
enemy’s path before battle, it's bad luck.”
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| whispered, “Sure. It means he's dready dead.”

The dirge ended.

Jude sad, “Huh?’

| stared where my godson was aring, up at the Red Moon, which seemed smdler.

The Red Moon shrank in the sky, from basketbdl-size to melon-sze.

The murmur spread to the Casuni and Tassni ranks, then to the more worldly Marini soldiers, and
findly to my troops.

Overhead, the Red Moon, our key to victory, had become astiny as a crimson pea

Then it winked out atogether.

Now the Tassni and Casuni pointed and shouted. Their mounts pranced and snorted.

Within the old city, miles from us, an darm bell sounded, then another, then more, until the night
echoed with them.

Bassn muttered, “Thisisimpossble”

| shook my head dowly as | stared at the nignt sky of Bren, which for the firsg time in human
experience hdd only one moon. “ Expect the worst from the gods of war and they will seldom disgppoint
you.”

THIRTY-SIX

ORD'SFUNERAL PYRE had burned out by the time the White Moon set and the sun rose. Recent events
consdered, a wagering man could have cleaned up last night smply by betting that the sun would rise.

Bassin had returned to the Summer Pdace in the old dty to show the flag of dability and, |
supposed, to figure out how to explain the disappearance of the moon—disappearance of the moon!'—to
his subjects, before his enemies blamed it on him.

As commander in chief, the lagt thing | could do under the circumstances was act like the sky had
fdlen, even though it had, in reverse. So | sat at the head of my conference table in my conference room,
with my gaff plus Howard and Jude, and conducted my daily staff meeting.

When we arrived a new business, | turned to Howard. “What happened?’

He removed his old-fashioned glasses and rubbed his eyes. “It took us years to figure out how to
achieve a controlled breach in the containment of the Red Moon’'s Cavorite. The difficulty and scope of
the task was more complex to us at this state of human knowledge than the Manhattan Project, to
develop nudear fisson bombs, was last century. It could have taken the Pseudocephalopod far longer to
develop the process, for dl we know. What we do know isthat the Pseudocephalopod implemented the
process within weeks of its occupation of the Red Moon.”

Tierney, whom | had brevet promoted to sergeant mgjor, asked, “Did they blow the Red Moon
up?’

Howard shook his head. “The Pseudocephalopod achieved a controlled breach of the Red Moon's
Cavorite. It harnessed the moon’s own ability to be pulled in one direction by the gravity of hdf of this
universe. In effect, it made the Red Moon into a starship, a hot-rod engine of planetary proportions.”

Somebody said, “Then the Sugs drove the hot rod off the lot at two-thirds the speed of light.”

Tierney sad, “Thefrigging moon just disappeared, Colond Hibble. Why are things ill so normd?’

Howard said, “If Earth lost its moon overnight, the tidd consequences done would be catastrophic.
But the very property, disobedience to the so-cdled law of gravity, that makes the Red Moon able to act
asits own power plant renders its departure an astrophysical nonevent.”

| said, “No problems for Bren?’

Howard shook his head. “Phydcdly, no. Without the Red Moon to reflect sunlight, nights on Bren
will be alittle darker from now on. That's abouit it.”
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My indigenous population liaison officer said, “But socioeconomicaly, it's a handful. Bassin's ill a
brand-new king, by Bren standards, and the firs mae monarch in x hundred years. His enemies are
saying the moon's disappearance is a bad omen. That abalition and persona freedom and toadying to us
motherworlders are bringing Armageddon.”

| set my jaw. “Without us, Bren would ill be part of the Pseudocephaopod Hegemony, and ther
kids would ill be dying of smalpox.”

“Sir, we hear that Bassin's cabinet is advisng him to crack down on his dissenters. And they want us
to do the dirty work. And take the blame.”

| nodded. “He asked me to meet him at the paace in an hour. Let's see what he wants.” | turned to
Howard, again. “Okay. Let's address our new gStuation. Obvioudy, we can't retake the Red Moon the
way we planned. Can we chase it down?’

Howard shook his head. “With a head start, and a screen of protective spacecraft, dl of which it's
willing to expend to keep us from following, the Red Moon's effectivey gotten away clean.”

“To where?’

“l dunno.”

“What are the Sugs gonna do with it?’

“l dunno.”

“But the Red Moon could be used to reverse the course of the war, againg us?’

Howard shrugged. “By sabotaging Slver Bullet, it dready has. But you mean, could the
Pseudocephaopod use the Red Moon offensvely? In some unimagined capacity? Yes, it could.”

“Howard, are we out of options?’

“Only the good ones.”
THIRTY-SEVEN

THE STREETS OF M ARINUS usudly resemble Paris with friendlier drivers. Earth dectrics like the daff car
that carried me to the Summer Palace, via the boulevards and crooked dleys of the old city, usudly
didted smiles and waves from hack drivers and kids on the sdewaks. Slent dectrics didn’'t spook draft
duckhill teams pulling wagons, the way Earth horseless carriages did at the beginning of the last century.

But the day after the Red Moon was kidnapped, drivers in the streets were surly with one another
and with me, and crowds picketed outsde the palace gates.

Picketing, or more spedificaly afording citizens the right to assemble fredy and petition the
government for redress of grievances, was a concept that had rubbed off on Bassn from trandated
higory chipbooks I had given him. At the moment, he probably wanted to give them back.

A sergeant of the Household Guard, plumed and armored and as iff as his sword, led me to Bassin
the Firdt. | recognized him. He had been a platoon sergeant during the Expulson—in fact | had
decorated hm mysdf.

Aswe clattered up stone dairs, | asked, “What do you make of recent developments, Sergeant?’

He snorted into his gray mustache. “If | may be blunt, Generd?’

“One soldier to another, Sarge.”

“Thisold world' s il turning today, ain't she? If His Mgesty would say the word, 1’d drop a bailing
all cauldron on them bellyachers. We il got the old cauldrons in the gatehouse. That’'s what the queen,
may paradise spare her from dlies, would have done aready.”

“Yep. That's how we treat dissdents where | come from, Sarge.”

He raised his eyebrows. “Redly, sr?’” Then he amiled and nodded. He leaned back toward me and
covered his mouth with his hand as he whispered, “1 suggested it to His Mgesty. Perhaps you could put
inaword, aswdl?’
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| Sghed. “If it comes up.”

Bassn received me on a terrace outsde his apartments, overlooking the digant crowds. We stood
daing down, our hands on the terrace ral. Bassin amiled, his lips tight. “In my grandmother’s day—in
my mother’s day—no one would have dared assemble to express dissatisfaction with monarchid
sewardship.”

I samiled back. “ Second thoughts about reform?”

“Daly. My grandmothers and my mother would be agppdled a the dtate of the naion. The
aristocrats and the western tribes are.”

“Maybe even some of your household gaff.”

He amiled again. “Ah, yes. The bailing ail.”

“You could go back to doing things the way your family aways did them. Even that. You are the
king.”

The absolute monarch of Bren, who had logt aleg and an eye as a maverick crown prince opposed
to davery, crossed hisarms. “1’d sooner be hanged and disemboweled by a mob.”

| eyed the protestors beyond the gates. “Be careful what you wish for. | hear your advisers want us
to pour the ail for you.”

“They do. But | am king. Jason, if | resort to force at the fird disagreement...” He shook his head.
“Well say the course of avil resolution here. Well assst the motherworld any way we can with the
wider war, but you're the ones with the starships.”

“If you weren't going to ask me to have my troops break some heads, then why did you ask me
here?’

“Not to ask anything of you, my friend. To ask how you're managing. Ord was more to you than an
exceptionad noncommissioned officer.”

| stared out across the city, at the dow-flowing River Marin. “I don’'t know. How did you manage
when your mother died?’

“Badly at fird. But they say a son ign't fully redized until his last parent is gone. | suppose that's
literdly true for an her to a throne. You logt your last parent long ago, but the sergeant mgjor, | think,
stepped into that role for you since. Now, Jason, we're both orphans. There's no one to point the way
for us. Now it's our job to point the way for others, and the only compass we have iswithin us.”

Howard was waiting in my office when | got back from the Summer Palace.

He looked up, a nicotine gum gtick between hisfingers. “Did Bassin need hdp?’

| cocked my head. “No, | don’'t think so. But he gave me some. What're you doing here?’

“You asked about options.”

| narrowed my eyes. “Howard, what haven't you been tdling me this time?’

He scrunched up hisface. “Can | just show you?’

THIRTY-EIGHT

HOWARD WALKED ME BACK TO HIS OFFICE, two flights down. He pointed a an ancient black-and-white
photograph, framed on hiswal. A man in a wide-brimmed hat and broad-lapelled suit that accentuated
his thinness stood garing at the camera, dongsde a beefier, mustached man in the last-century uniform of
aU.S. Army two-dtar. The caption set in the mat around the photo read “Oppenheimer with Groves.
Los Alamos, 1944.”

| tapped the glass over the picture, a copy of which hung in every office I'd ever known Howard to
make amess of. “Your patron saints.”

Howard stood beside me, arms crossed, saring into the gray and long-dead faces. “Silver Bullet is
this century’ s Manhattan Project, Jason.”
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If the Sugs hadn’t demonstrated the dbility to neutrdize our nukes from the get-go, the Manhattan
Project could have been the Manhattan Project of this century.

Howard aways understated his case about Siver Bullet's scope and importance. He did so less
from modesty than from his Spook reflex to conceal the project and its cost. The concealment was more
from the people who paid for it than from the Sugs, who redlly seemed to care less about us.

Compared to Siver Bullet, the Manhattan Project had been the technologicad equivadent of plumbing.
The Manhattan Project had aso been cheaper to the society that funded it. Cheaper by the degree that a
cheeseburger is chegper than an ocean liner, and the Manhattan Project had produced not one but two
atom bombs within three years. Howard's Spooks had labored for three decades and counting without
SUCCESS.

| said, “At lesst.”

“You know, at firs Oppenheimer’s physicists weren't sure they could manufacture enough enriched
uranium to make a working bomb. And the manufacturing facilities would consume one-sixth of the tota
amount of eectricity generated in the United States. An dternate desgn used plutonium, which was
easer to come by but toxic and dangerous to work with. Genera Groves chose additiond expense over
the risk of falure and developed both designs in pardld.” Howard stepped behind his desk, drew a
grapefruit-sized object from a drawer, and tossed it to me.

It was arock, but with the apparent weight of a balloon.

| whidled. “Thisis the biggest Cavorite stone in the higtory of Bren.”

“Not only bigger, but as toxic to the Pseudocephalopod as the Red Moon's Cavorite.
Weapons-grade Cavorite, if you will. | told you we had discovered other Cavorite fdls Places where the
Pseudocephaopod had bypassed meteorites of greater toxicity to it, in favor of the placer deposits in the
Stone Hills”

My eyes bugged, and | pointed toward the empty sky beyond the celing. “Howard, you enlarged
the nationa debt mining weapons-grade Cavorite in space. But you had it right here on Bren?

“| didn't say that meteorite you're halding was from Bren. If the Red Moon was our expensve
uranium bomb dternative, this sample represents our dangerous plutonium bomb dternative.”

“| thought Cavorite wasn't dangerous to humans”

“Inthat form it ig7't. But the dternative was back-burnered in favor of the Red Moon due to palitica
condderations.”

“Meaning what?’

“Meaning the Human Union refused to do sengtive business with Neo-Nazis.”

| rolled my eyes. “Howard, the only Neo-Nazis | know are the Tressens.”

He pointed a the rock in my hand. “Tha specimen was collected when we surveyed a fdl of
meteoric Cavorite forty mileslong and twenty mileswide on our first pass over Tressd.”

Howard, Spook to his core, didn't say where on Tressel the Cavorite lay. | could have browbeaten
it out of him, but something ese chapped me more. “That's why we changed the course of the war on
Tressdl? To get the Cavorite?”

“Officidly, to plant the seeds of peaceful democracy. Unfortunately, we didn’'t control the paliticd
outcome very well.”

Not even Earth’s paliticians could scomach the junta that had taken over Tressd. The planet was cut
off and stewing in its own totditarian juices. If Jude hadn’'t had the pedigree he did, son of two heroes,
with a skill we sorely needed, histies to Tressdl would have disqudified him from so much as setting foot
on any other planet in the union.

“Beddes, Jason, we had a source of weapons-grade Cavorite on Bren. Well, above Bren. And it
was controlled by a progressive monarch whom the human-rights activigts loved.”

| Sghed. “Now dternative two is the only one we have left. We have to make a ded with the devil to
save our kin.”

Howard sat in front of his screens while he decrypted a set of orders, then soun the screens so |
could read them. They were addressed to me. “Not ‘we,” Jason. You've saved Chancdlor Planck’s life,
fought dongside him. Y our godson is his protégé. Y our peculiar brand of persona diplomacy succeeded



with Audace Planck in the past. The one who has to make a ded with the devil, with Jude's help, isyou.”

THIRTY-NINE

“SLow DOWN!" | death gripped the grab bar ahead of my seat as Jude, pilating aongsde me, skimmed
atwo-seat Wdl Crawler dong the nickd and iron wal of Mousetrap’ s Broadway.

The quickest way to travel from Mousetrap’s Bachelor Officers Quarters to the shipyards of North
Broadway is by Wal Crawler, a subsonic agrid go-kart custom-designed for quick, unscheduled
people-moving around Mousetrap. With a test pilot at the controls, aWall Crawler’s more terifying then
quick.

Howard, Jude, and | had embarked for Tressd the day after | got my orders, laying over a
Mousetrap while the Tehran put in for her overdue refit.

“Jason, rdax.” Jude serpentined the Wall Crawler through the lumpy iron hummocks of Broadway's
mining midsection, then dowed as we picked our way amid the scaffold skyscrapers and haf-completed
cruisers of North Broadway. Jude dipped the Wdl Crawler into a parking spot dongside a tubular
hangar one-tenth the Sze of a cruiser dry dock.

Insde, a dozen bulge-bodied Scorpion variants floated three feet off the hangar’ s deck.

Jude ran his hand dong one Scorpion’s flank while he and a tech waked dongdde the ship. |
followed.

Jude sad to the tech, “This one made a jump and back?’

The tech swung his chipboard to point at dl dozen Scorpions. “They dl have, Sr. Every one came
back solid, and none of the pilots got so much as a nosebleed.”

For once, we were trying not to refight the last war, but to win the next one. We had surprised the
Sugs on Weichsd by jumping a cruiser, then launching undetectable Scorpions while the cruiser stayed
put, and the tactic had worked.

But we couldn’t count on it to work again. The Scorpions now in the Spook hangar we had left
back on Bren had been enlarged so that they could ddliver a planet-killing dose of wegponized Cavorite.
Otherwise, they were “stock,” meaning they could shidd their cargo—including humans—from G-forces
of maneuver a extreme hypersonic speeds. But if they tried to jump through a Tempora Fabric Insartion
Point outside the belly of a gravity-cocooned cruiser, they would be squashed into particles smdler than
dandruff.

These new Scorpions were shidded like cruisers, a nanotechnologic triumph that had been
impossible even in the comparatively recent days when new cruisers like the Tehran came off the ways.
That meant that if—if—we could shake the Tressens down for weapons-grade Cavorite, and
if—if—Howard's Spooks redly had pinpointed the porta jump that would bring humen ships within
griking distance of the Sug homeworld, then we wouldn’'t even have to send cruisers in harm’s way, or
lose tacticd surprise, by jumping them.

The tech asked Jude, “Sir, couldn't we just send these in fire-and-forget? Like the old cruise
missles?’

The debate about the need for manned arcraft and spacecraft had raged snce the turn of the
century, when U.S. remotdy piloted aerid ’ bots had started whacking terrorists.

Jude shook his head. “Remote communication travels at light speed. A joysticker can dogfight on
Earth, but at space distances what he sees lags a second, and so does hisinput.”

“I hear thiswon't be a dogfight, gir. Just fly Sraight at a planet-sized target, then pull the trigger. With
respect, Sr, aren't piloted arcraft just toys for generds who like to fly?’

Jude raised one finger. “When that trigger gets pulled, the only other intdligent speciesin the universe
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goes extinct. Would you trugt that to a preset *bot?’

The tech shrugged. “1 suppose not.”

We had taken human decison meking out of war more and more over the last century. We could' ve
taken humans out of even more cockpits, and out of more tank hulls, and even off infantry point walking
decades ago, in favor of *bots. War would have been cheaper if we had just diminated the option to be
humen. But | saw vaue in keeping human life at issue. As Robert E. Lee said, “It iswdl that war is so
terrible, lest we grow too fond of it.”

The tech nodded, then said to Jude, “1 guess you'll be flying lead, then, Sr?’

Jude shrugged. “Like you said, it's not dogfighting.

Anybody who can handle a Scorpion can fly draight at a planet, then pull the trigger.”

| siffened at Jude's answer but hed my tongue in front of the tech.

On the way back to the BOQ), we passed levd twenty. It was sedled off, had been since the Second
Batle of Mousetrap. Five thousand mising in action were entombed there, unrecoverable except at
unacceptable risk to the excavators and to the fabric of Mousetrap. Jude’' s mother was among them.

| pointed a the fused iron wal and the plaque inscribed with five thousand names. “Jude, your
mother, and before her your father, gave ther lives to thiswar! Y ou're going to let someone ese pull the
trigger that ends it?’

He stopped the Crawler, and he looked over a me as we hung there in Broadway’ s vastness. “They
did. And you' ve given mogt of yours to it, too, Jason. Ending this war may define their lives. It may define
yours. But my lifewill be defined by something €lse, something out in my future. Something you found but
I'm il looking for.”

| shook my head.

Jude leaned on the center console. “You can’t dictate what | make from my life, any more than Ord
could dictate what you made of yours, Jason.”

“No. But I learned from him that | should do the right thing.”

“And I’ ve learned that from you.”

“l hope s0.”

Nevertheless, three days later we reboarded the Tehran, outbound for Tressel, where we both fully
intended to make a dedl with the devil.

FORTY

| SAT WITH A PLASTEEL CRATE IN MY LAP, on my bunk in my double-wide stateroom aboard the
Tehran, outbound for Tressd. Tehran's accommodations were more generous than older cruisers,
some dready mothbaled reics like me.

“They don't make 'em like they used to.” Howard leaned agang my stateroom’s bulkhead and
pointed at the object in the crate.

Jeeb dretched his ultratanium limbs like a weking, dx-legged Siamese. A vintage Tecticd
Observation Trangport looks like a turkey-sized metd cockroach, coated in radar-absorbent fuzz, with
dud forward-directed optics that pass for eyes. Compared to cold, deek modern surveillance ’bots, a
TOT passes for cute.

Jeeb rolled onto his back and flalled dl gx legs like a newborn. According to the enginearing texts,
the machine was running through its joint-flexibility test program. According to me, and the other diehards
who believed that TOTs imprinted their human wranglers  persondities, he was glad to see me and
begging for abelly scratch.

| said to Jeeb, “You'refine. Knock it off.”

He kept wriggling.
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| added, “Please” He quit.

It's ridiculous to program precatory language into commands to a mere machine. But Jeeb’s not a
mere machine to me.

Howard sighed. “At least we won't need him to trandate.”

Like so much of what had once made Jeeb useful, trandation of human language, on or off Earth,
was now handled by persond clip-ons no bigger than an Oreo. Old TOTs like Jeeb, in ther day, not
only observed the battle-field, they intercepted and deciphered communication. A TOT could even teach
acode or alanguage it had monitored, and then decrypted or learned, overnight.

“Howard, my worry isn't that the Tressens won't understand us. My worry isthat they will.”

“The Pseudocephal opod threatens them as much asiit threatens the rest of the humen race.”

“Which won't make them less pricks.”

“Aud Planck aways struck me as a decent sort.”

“Aud's only a third of the Chancellery. And his opinion probably counts for even less then a third
because he is decent.”

Jeeb sat up, telescoped out hiswings, then tested them by fluttering across my cabin and perching on
Howard's shoulder.

Howard scratched Jeeb behind his optics. “You have flexibility. Your orders are to secure
permissions to prospect for and extract Cavorite. The price is open.”

“Howard, I'm the last person I’ d give a blank check to.”

“No, the lagt person would be ether of Aud Planck’s colleagues. Just do what you can. Tak it out
with them.”

“What if | make a deal? How long until the prospecting starts?’

“| think we could start within a month.”

“Shouldn’t | know where the Suff iS?’

“Of course. When negatiations reach the stage where you need to know.”

Frankly, Howard was right. I’'ve never had a poker face, and if | betrayed the location of the
deposits with a twitch, it could cost usif we ended up having to go in and take it.

Jude rapped on the hatch frame, then stepped through. He had changed back into his neo-Gestapo
Tressen black. Nonetheless, Jeeb’s optics whined as they widened, and then he hopped from Howard
onto the shoulder of another old friend.

Jude tickled Jeeb dongsde the underside of the "bot’s carapace. After years in a box, Jeeb was
getting spoiled rotten. “Downship leaves from Bay Twenty-two in an hour.”

| set Jeeb’s Plasted cage on the deckplates. “I'll be dressed in twenty minutes”

Jude amiled a Jeeb as the "bot preened his antennae for the fird time in three years. “In spite of
everything, you must be looking forward to seeing Aud Planck, jugt like Jeeb. Old friends are old
friends”

We landed in the capita, Tressa, in a fern-grass town-center park tricked out with a ydlow
windsock that snapped in the breeze to ad our landing. Also sngpping were two hundred Republican
Socidig flags. The flags dl flew at haf-gtaff.

FORTY-ONE

THE TRESSENS GREETED US with one black-uniformed honor guard company, one chancellor, one
military band, and one multilingual soloist.

The band maestro jerked his baton, and the band played the Human Union Anthem, which was
actudly “O Canadd’ expanded to include a verse for each planet of the Human Union, in the planet's
principal language. French, Russian, and Chinese stood in for planets like Weichsdl that hadn't developed
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aprincipd language. If you think standing through two anthems before an international soccer game is
long, try fourteen verses of the same song.

Jude stood to my right, in Tressen dress blacks. Howard and | wore our own Class-A’s, and our
host wore his, while he stood facing us at attention as his nation’s band played.

However, Berbek Zeit's black jodphur-pants uniform differed from the ground up. | had studied a
Spook intd report during the trip to Tressel, a few weeks old and prepared by the Spook who fronted
as Human Union culturd attaché in Tressa. Chancellor Zeit's black jackboots were custom-made to add
three inches to hisfive-foot, sx-inch height. How the Spooks got into Zeit's closet | didn’t need to know.
The Spooks aso reported that the decorations on Chancedllor Zeit's chest were phony, except for one he
got for taking an enemy position in a one-room school. The position was defended by an old man armed
with a cane and two dozen children. The defenders perished after the school doors were sedled from the
outsde and afire accidentaly broke out. In nine places smultaneoudy.

The Spook report concluded that Zet “suffers from megdomania and multiple latent antisocid
pathologies, exacerbated by adolescent trauma, presently manifested in authoritarian behaviors and
trappings.”

In other words, he was a sadigtic runt who in high school got more wedgies than handjobs and was
now getting even with the world.

The Republican Socidigts had emerged from Tressen's postwar chaos to rule through a troika of
chancdllors. My comrade-in-arms, Audace Planck, was chosen as one chancdlor because he was a hero
people trusted, not because he knew politics. Zeit was chancdlor for interior affars, which had
encompassed everything from rebuilding shelled-out hospitals to restoring cam on the streets. According
to the Republican Socididts, Zeit was doing a grest job of both.

According to our Spooks, however, Zeit was restoring cadm by shipping everybody who disagreed
with the RS to “pionear” settlement camps above the Tressen Arctic Circle. The camps would “push
back the frontier” and dlow “those with pioneer sairit to be free”

Higtory credits the Nazis as “efficient,” but Zeit rendered them amateur. Poison gas and crematories
were sO much more complex and expensve then quietly hauling dissenters north, then herding the
aurvivors of the journey into windswept, barbed-wire pensin the snow urtil they froze into ranks of mest.
The operation took place out of Sght, because the only way to Tressd’s Arctic was by government
transport. And the RS didn't have to dispose of the bodies. They judt left them there until the snow
covered them, then moved the fences and guard barracks and opened a new “pioneer settlement.”

“O Canada” part fourteen, faded to welcome dlence. The bolts of one hundred Tressen rifles
crackled, then the honor guard boomed a sdute that echoed off the old city’s Stones.

Zat stepped forward to greet me, and | sauted fird. His complexion resembled unbaked dough,
cheeks peened by acne or smdlpox. His eyes, as black and frigid as the orbit of Pluto, hid behind
ged-rimmed bottle-bottom spectacles.

Zat clicked his devator heds as he returned my sdute and nodded toward Jude. “My most
profound condolences, Generd and Vice Marshdl. | know both of you and Chancellor Planck were
close”

The Spooks' recent update had reached us only as we boarded the downship. Ten days earlier,
Iridian separatists had detonated an enormous roadside bomb that had obliterated the limousine in which
two-thirds of the Chancdlery had been riding. Among the two chancdlors, one hundred bystanders, and
Security troops affected, only Chancdlor Audace Planck had survived, dthough gravely wounded. He
was now dinging to lifein an undisclosed location. A massve manhunt throughout Tressen would soon
bring the cowardly perpetrators to justice.

Spook trandation, estimated with a probability of ninety-one percent: Zeit's Interior Chancdlery
goons had literdly frozen the Iridian insurgency in its tracks months earlier. Therefore the Resistance no
longer had the military capacity to sted a second grader’s lunch money, much less coordinate a massve
car-bomb, ambush. Planck’s gaff had findly snooped uncomfortably close to the genocidd truth about
Zeit's Arctic new frontier. Therefore, Zeit had bombed the rivas with whom he shared power, and
blamed the Iridians. But Aud Planck had survived the bomb, wounded, had figured out who was behind



it, and had gone to ground. Zeit couldn’t risk declaring Aud dead just yet, lest he pop up. So Zeit was
ransacking his nation for hisriva, under the handy cover of the search for the ns.

“Thank you, Chancellor.” | raised my eyebrows. “But | understood Aud Planck was dive”

“Yes, by God's grace. But his injuries...” He removed his spectacles, drew a hankie from his
gold-braided deeve, then wiped his eyes. The hankie came away dry.

“How soon can | vidt my old friend?’

Zat sghed as deep as a deflaing tire while he retucked his hankie and shook his head. “I'm &frad
his attending physcians believe any disturbance could be fatd.”

| smiled. “To whom?’

Zat stared at me.

| smiled again. “Aud's a hard man to keep down. I'm sure he's been making his physcians lives
miserable”

Zat pressed hislips together in asmile and nodded. “My first experience with your sense of humor,
Genard. A soldier slvages alight remark in the darkest moments, hey?”

| stared back a Zeit. “The dark moments lie ahead for whoever tried to kill him.”

Zat turned his eyes down while he tugged a pocket watch on a chain from his waistcoat and read it.
“Of course. Well, | assume you will wish to rest after your voyage.”

“You're very understanding. But let’s do lunch. My diplomats will cal your diplomats.”

Our motorcade through Tressa rolled from the old quarter onto boulevards scrubbed as white as
bone by Republican Socidism. Jude sat with clenched figs, garing out the chugging limousing s window
as new stone buildings flashed by us, as identical as marble boxcars on a train bound in the opposite
direction. “Zet's dways been cold. But | never believed...”

Honest people believe what they’re told. | drew a deep breath. “Is he cold enough to bargain with?’

Jude spun away from the window. “Y ou're not serious? We can't ded with—"

“You didn't have a problem dedling with the RS until now. Aud's a sand grain compared to what
your RS has done to the rest of Tressen.”

He shook his head. “The RS you think you see—"

“Hndly, you seeiit, too.”

“l don't. A power play by Zet doesn't prove dl that suff about the camps. The RS you think you
see could never bemy RS

| stared out the window, at a crew of thin, bent women picking up roadside trash under guard. Each
woman wore a scarlet Iridian identifying meddlion. | turned away from the window. “Well, now it has to
bedl of ours”

FORTY-TWO

THE HUMAN UNION CONSULATE squatted like a gray marble toad, part of the new quarter of Tressia
that the Republican Socidigs had built. Like most everything else about the multinationd Human Union,
the consulate was principdly paid for and staffed by Americans.

To demongtrate the Human Union's outrage a Republican Socidigt internd policy, the building had
been downgraded to consulate from embassy. The Tressens cared less. The ambassador got
downgraded to consul, too. Agan, the Tressens cared less. But | cared because the ambassador’'s
paycheck shrank, and he was my friend.

Human Union Consul Eric Muscovy greeted us a the consulate’s double doors, waddling. More
charitably, he was waking dightly splay-footed, and hislips protruded.

He hugged me, then frowned. “I hear you smarted off to Zet today, Jason.”

“Next time I'll punch his lights out, Duck.” | told them not to send me. Time for a subject change.
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“Got your message. Thanks.”

“| was sorry to hear. Ord was a good man.” So was the Duck. He and Ord together had sorung me
from China, once upon atime. The Duck wasn't a Spook under diplomatic cover, though. He was an
Asan-studies mgor who accepted backwater and offworld assgnments that his peers rejected as
disamenable, because distance from the home office conferred a measure of diplomatic autonomy. But
the Duck was no privateer. “Rogue diplomat” is an oxymoron.

After gredtings among Howard, Jude, and the Duck, Consul Muscovy peered across the wide
boulevard. On the opposite sdewak a brown-trench-coated Tressen in a douch hat leaned agang a
lamppost reading a newspaper. The Duck smiled and waved. The man ignored him.

When the doors closed behind us, Jude jerked his head behind us toward the doors as he asked the
Duck, “Ferrent?’

Ferrents were anvil-headed, beady-eyed brown amphibians the sze of Gila mongters. Their mogt
notable contribution to Tressen's pseudo-Paleozoic ecology was one angulaly off-putting habit. They
nosed around in other animads dung. The Republican Socidids Interior Police, with their
sore-thumb-brown “dvilian” trench coats and douch hats, came by their nickname honestly.

The Duck smiled and nodded. “Miger Air Vice Marshdl, take a glimpse of life on Tressd for
citizens who aren’t highly placed Republican Socidigts. Jude, thereé's a Ferrent douching againg that
lamppost twenty-Sx hours every day. There's another in the dley behind us, across from our back door.
A Ferrent team tails everyone who goesin or out.”

Jude shook his head. “Duck, the consular daff are diens. Outer space, hodile diens Foreign
Service personnel get survelled in every capitd—Washington, Paris, Marinus. That doesn't make the
Ferrents the Gestapo.”

“Oh? Lagt week our regular shelfish monger got replaced. The new guy couldn’'t catch fish with
dynamite. A plant. We checked. The old monger’s house was vacant. Neighbor said the family went
north.”

Jude furrowed his brow. “Pioneer camp?’

The Duck nodded. “And hiswife and kids”

Jude shifted his weight, then shrugged. “Anecdotal evidence” | shrugged, too. Tressen's wedth,
compared to its conquered rivd, Iridia, came from minerd depodits in Tressen's north. It was margindly
credible that afamily might seek a new life on the frontier.

| eyed thewdls. “Can we tak in here, Duck?’

He amiled. “The Tressens have rudimentary crank-toring telephones. They invented the telegraph
only a couple years ago. No bug problems. On the other hand, therr human inteligence collection’s
agoressive. Like Stdin-era KGB. So we don't let locas penetrate farther than the kitchen door out back.
Like the phony fishmonger. ’Bots handle everything an embassy or consulate would normdly hire out
locdly. We do our own dishes and change our own lightbulbs.”

| nodded. “How many Spooks you got in the house?’

“None, of course.” The Duck stared a me. Then he shrugged. “The culturd attaché's gaff are
Spooks. Don't change the subject. Y ou've been here an hour and you've set rdaions back a year.”

“Duck, even if we hold our noses, Zeit will never cooperate. Besides, he' s dirt in auniform.”

The Duck cocked his head and pursed his protruding lips. “Economicaly put.”

“Is Aud Planck aviadle dterndive?’

“Let's ask.” The Duck led us down the consulate’'s center halway to a door marked “Culturd
Affars’ and buzzed us through a locked door.

The office was normd, but to a Tressen, or to any other non-Earthling ctizen of the Human Union,
the place would look like black magic, with tranducent holographic images animating the space above
desks. Two desks were occupied. Nearest to us a middle-aged, chipmunk-cheeked guy in a business
auit glanced up from his keyboard as we entered. He looked like a hotel clerk.

When he saw Jude in neo-Gestapo black, he came up out of his chair with an amed pistol, quicker
than Wyatt Earp.

The Duck pumped his pdm toward the floor. “Reax, Bill.”



Bill's pistol remained sighted a Jude’ s forehead.

The Duck sad, “The ar vice marshd| here's been seconded to the Human Union Space Force. His
clearance a the moment is as high as yours”

Jude, stock-4till, said, “I'm getting an education since I’ ve gotten back on Tressd.”

Bill dropped the pigtal to his Sde but kept garing a Jude. “Pretty hard not to have gotten one while
you were here before, Vice Marshdl.”

The Duck rolled his eyes. “Billy, honest people believe the lies other people tdl them. If they didn't,
you'd be a hotd clerk.”

Which was exactly what “Bill” looked to be. Before | started adviser assgnments, | thought Humen
Intelligence Spooks, the ones who recruited and ran locd agents undercover abroad, would be ruggedly
handsome blokes in tuxedos. In fact, diplomatic-covered Spooks tended to look and act just a little too
dow, alittle too out of it, to be suspected as spies.

The Duck asked Bill, “How’s Planck today?’

| raised my eyebrows. Not, “Do you know whether Planck’ s dill dive?”

Bill sghed, then waved up a map of Tressen that showed the country from the capitd, where we
stood, to the coast. The southern part of the coast was the Tressdl Barrens, a vast swamp that would
someday become more cod then the English dug out of Wales. The northern coast, which for the sx
centuries preceding the Late Unpleasantness had been the Unified Duchies of Iridia, was a smooth rock
plain dotted with fishing villages

Bill the Spook pointed at aflashing red dot that was actudly dightly seaward of the formerly Iridian
coadtline. “Planck’s hiding out in an isolated lober fisherman’s blind, here. The fisherman living init's an
Iridian veteran. Planck saved his life years ago, when the guy was a POW and Planck was a Tressen
platoon leader. The old guy’s been nuraing Planck, but the chancdlor’s got a fractured lower Ieft leg and
aserious head wound. One or both are infected, because he' s running a couple degrees of fever.”

| narrowed my eyes. “How’d you get a bug on a chancdlor?’

“Sources and methods, Generd.” Trandaion: no comment.

The Duck rolled his eyes. “He' s Triple-A cleared. You might aswdl tdl him.”

Bill frowned. “I didn’t, Generd. You did. You and Vice Marshdl Metzger.”

“What?’

“You remember after the Armigtice, and before the embargo, you picked out a’Puter at a jeweler’s
in Georgetown? Antique Rolex mechanicd watch case, with modern guts?”

| frowned. “As agift for Aud. The Tressens can't get used to tdling time digitdly. | sent it to Jude so
he could hand ddliver it. What does that matter?’

Bill shrugged. “Counterespionage monitors the spending patterns of everybody with Triple-A
clearance or higher. When aguy who's worn a plagtic Timex dl his life suddenly blows four months pay
on an antique watch, they’re curious.”

The heat of adrendine spiked through me. “They thought | was on the take?’

“They think everybody’s on the take. It's ther job. When they found out who you were having it
engraved to, they passed the word to the Tressen desk.”

“When | picked up the watch, the clerk said there had been a break-in. But my order was okay.”

“Perfectly okay. Just midnight modified with a homer/monitor.”

“You bastards.” | rolled my eyes. “Did they reped the Condtitution while | was gone?’

Bill shook his head. “The Condtitution's fine. The Bill of Rights gpplies to American citizens, not
diens Chancdlor Planck’s as dien as they come.”

| thumbed my chest. “I’'m an American ditizen.”

Howard raised his pam. “Who was entrusted with information that could badly damage the netiond
interest if sold.”

| pointed a Howard. “You keep out of thid R and D Spooks aren't red Spooks. So stop defending
them.” Then | paused and sighed. | said to Bill, “You could have asked me”

Bill shook his head. “Y ou would have told usto go to hdl.”

Jude amiled. “He s right. Y ou would have. And we' d have no idea where Aud was right now.”



| took a deep breath. “Okay. You know where Planck is. Do the Ferrents know?’

Bill shook his head again. “Mudt not. Or he'd be dead.”

| said, “I’ve got days to kill while the Duck presents my credentials. Aud Planck’s my friend. | want
to seehim”

Bill shook his head. “You'd just lead the Ferrents to him. And they're just old-school enough to
shoot aroving diplomat firg and ask questions later.”

| held out one hand, pam up. “Oh, come on! You sad it yoursdf. Ferrent trade craft is sraight out
of the Cold War. You can't shake a Ferrent tall?’

Bill the Spook shook his head a me. “1 never said we couldn’t shake a Ferrent tall. But you can't,
Generd. Without help.”

FORTY-THREE

| SPENT THE EVENING IN A STUDIO in the consulate's subbasement, dong with Jude. The Spooks holo'd
us reading, waking around, dimbing stairs. Then we did it dl agan wearing different clothes. The next
morming the Spooks snuck us out of the consulate usng a Cold War shdl game with hats, dark glasses,
and amilaly clothed doubles. The survellance Ferents, who, like other Tressens, were barey
accustomed to tintype photographs, would see our holos through windows or in the courtyard and be
fooled into thinking we were 4ill in the consulate.

Disguisad as a fishmonger, authentic down to the smell, | arrived a a tenement apartment in the old
town before Jude. The apatment was furnished with one bentwood char and an equdly takative,
stubbled Iridian resistance bodyguard armed with a kitchen knife.

Ten minutes later, Jude, in coveralls over his civvies, carrying a merchant’s basket of bread, stepped
through the gpartment door. Asthe slent Iridian stepped around him to leave, Jude held out the basket.
“For your family.”

The man dtared at the basket, then a Jude. “If my family was dive, | wouldn't risk this You two
day put and shut up.”

Jude frowned as he watched the man go.

“Sill think the RSisjust restoring order?”

Jude double-locked the door, then stepped donggde me. After a minute, he wrinkled his nose.
“You dink.”

After sunset, another resistance fighter, this one, young and holo-star handsome, gave us coats to
wear, then drove us toward the coast in the backseat of a custom-bodied phaeton, top up agang the
cool night. Sometime in the next couple hours we would cross what had until the Armigtice been the
TresserHridian border, and would theresfter roll through what had until recently been the Unified
Duchies of Iridia. | nodded off, leaning againgt the phaeton’s padded-leather door frame.

Two hours later, brake squed snapped me awake.

FORTY-FOUR

“YouU TWO SHUT UP!” Our driver dowed as his headlights lit a trench-coated Ferrent, who stood in the
middle of the road ahead of uswaving hisarms. The flank of a sedan angled across the pavement behind
him, and two helmeted infantry regulars, rifles undung, leaned on the roadblock’ s fender.
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The Ferrent stepped dongsde our car's open driver's-side window, propped one foot on the
running board, and gazed up and down our phaeton’s flanks. Segmented chrome exhaugt headers as
thick as awoman' s thigh snaked out from benesath a hood as long as a wet-navy cruiser’s. “1 know this
car. From party rdlies. 1t's Commissoner Kost's.”

“Hesmy unde”

The Ferrent raised his eyebrows beneath his douch hat’s brim. “Oh, redly? Papers.” He extended a
leather-gloved hand, pdm up.

Our driver pulled three folded documents from ingde his jacket, then handed them to the Ferrent.

The Ferrent jerked his thumb at the two infantry grunts behind him. “We're after the bastards that
ambushed the chancdlors”

In fact, the bastard they should have been after was Zeit, the remaning hedthy chancdlor. The
sving grace of this mess was that my godson was seeing the redity of the Republican Socidist utopia
that he and Planck thought they served. It was actudly hdl with better cars.

Our driver nodded. “Bagtards. They should be shot.”

“Oh, they will be”

Behind the Ferrent, one Gl worked hisriflé s bolt. | swallowed.

The Ferrent didn't unfold the papers, just poked his head through the window & us. “Who are you
two?’

| fingered the white sk scarf drawn up around my throat, beneath a fur-collared coat that made me
look like an organ grinder’s monkey. Bad enough to speak with an offworld accent. Worse, a trandator
disk’s rasp might not pass for natural speech.

Our driver tossed his head toward us. “Wounded veterans. Mute due to their wounds. We're bound
to my uncl€' s place on the coagt, for a holiday with him.”

The Ferrent raised his eyebrows. “ So lae?”’

“Thenight air helps thar throats.”

| bit my lip and waited for abullet. 1t was the Stupidest lie I’d ever heard.

The Ferrent handed back the papers as he stepped off the running board. Then he turned and waved
the two soldiers to rall the blocking car back.

Five minutes later, as we drove on toward the coast, | leaned forward and said to our driver, “I
can't believe that Ferrent bought that story!”

Our driver said, “He didn’t.”

“But you gole this car from a party whed?’

The young man shook his head. “1 drive this car dl the time. Everybody in Tressen knows Waldener
Kost is a blatant homosexud. He isv't my uncle, he' s my boyfriend.”

| cocked my head. “But we—"

“Wadener’ s taste runs to ménage. That Ferrent knew when to look the other way.”

| squirmed in my seat. M énage? Espionage may make strange bedfellows, but not this one.

Jude leaned forward, too. “If a party ranker isyour boyfriend, why are you helping us do this?”

“l don't know what ‘this is, and don’t tdl me. It's enough that | know that you two are doing
something to bring down the RS. The RS has sent hundreds of thousands of homosexudls north to the
death camps. Induding the man | loved. Kost signed his papers himsdf. | will bide my time with that
despicable man until the day that the RS fals On that day | will dit Wadener Kost's throat with a razor.
Then | will watch the hypocrite bleed to degth.”

| leaned toward Jude. “The anecdota evidence is mounting.”

Jude sat back, glent, and stared out the phaeton’s window until sunrise.

For the trip up the coast, another partisan took us off the driver's hands a the dock behind
Waldener Kost's weekend cottage. It was a spired granite seventy-nine-room chateau “purchased” by
the RS from an Iridian duke whose family had built it 9x hundred years before but who recently fdt the
need to make a new life on the northern frontier. Nobody was actudly a Kost's place, least of dl Kost.
That suited me, because my taste doesn’t run to ménage, even het.

Our new guide could have made me reconsider.



FORTY-FIVE

THE WOMAN AT THE STERN Of the boxy pole boat leaned on her pole to steady the boat as it bobbed
four feet below us dongsde Kost’s dock. She looked to be Jude's age, and she stared up at us from a
dirty face beneeth a broad-brimmed hat, with the deep green eyes common to full-blooded Iridians. A
lober fisherman's scuffed lesther armor shielded her dender frame.

| pointed at the skiff’s pitching bow. “Jugt jump down?’

She swiveled her head, peering across the waves, one hand on a holstered pigtal. “ Shut up!”

| get that alot from partisans.

She hissed, “You think rhiz hunt only at night?’

Jude had dready hopped into the skiff, as lighly as a landing gull. | followed, and would have
sumbled into the dop that doshed the boat’ s bottom boards if he hadn’t caught me.

The woman motioned us to St, facing her, on a plank shdf while bilge that stank of shdllfish lapped
around our ankles.

She poled us out into the current, which ran toward the sea, then shipped her pole and whispered,
“You two watch behind us. You spot a wake, speak up.” She pointed. “There's a big, bad-tempered
one that's lived under a ledge over there for thirty years.”

Jude leaned toward me and whispered, “A rhiz won't attack a boat dmogt as big as it is. But the
water’s so shdlow here that if one swam benegth us he' d cgpsize us. Once we went in the water...”

The warmer brackish swamps of this continent’s south coasts were dill ruled by aguetic scorpions
hig enough to crush a man in one claw. Here in the continent’s north, a sea colder and clearer than the
scorpions liked lapped raw, bald granite. The near-shore shdl fishing in tidd pools was spectacular.
Trilobite done right makes lobgter taste like Meds, Utility, Dessicated. The lobe-finned fishes that
flopped across the tidd flais to feast on the trills were, in turn, feasted on by lifeboat-sized |obe fins that
mimicked the rhizodonts of Earth’'s Upper Paeozoic.

We drifted with the current for an hour, past a landscape as gaunt as skulls, greened only by dgae
and lichen that invaded cracks in the continent’s ancestral granite. The greenery was the same quff that
the Tressens cultivated, then refined, to run ther cars.

| shook my head and 9ghed as we drifted. Most places where the Sugs had abandoned humans
across the Milky Way, we hairless apes had proved oursalves a wonder of resilience and ingenuity. After
thirty thousand years on the naked Paeozoic pebble that was Tressdl, mankind had sprawled across this
world to build a mining-based early indudrid dvilization, evolved without beasts of burden, without
conventiond agriculture, and without foss| fues We were, however, dso begting the crap out of one
another and out of the planet, which killed the wonder for me.

We passed one pole boat like ours, drawn up dongside a tide pool. The skiff's fisherman waded
knee deep, garing down into the poal, his trident at port ams. A net bag a his wast, dready hdf full,
pendulumed as he waded.

Jude didn't notice. He had spent the last hour weatching the woman as she mended net bags and
sharpened her tridents with hands that 1ooked more like a harpist’ s than a fisherman’s. He pointed at her
hands and amiled, the way his father used to smile at cheerleaders. “Y ou've had practice.”

She kept her eyes on her sharpening stone and shrugged. “My family’slived here along time.”

| sad, “You don't like us”

She shrugged again. “You, you're dl right. You smdl like fish.” She jerked her head a Jude. “This
one ginks of the RS.”

Jude dtiffened.

She snorted a him. “Your pictures don’t do you justice, Vice Marshdl. Don't worry. I've learned to
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gtand the smdl of Planck. | can stand the smell of you.”

“You know why we're here, then?’

“I will after | get to know you better. Planck thinks we're hiding him. But maybe we' re holding him
for ransom. | haven't decided yet.”

| raised my eyebrows. “We’ were hiding Planck. But “I” would decide. The pretty girl with the dirty
face was cdling the shots.

Ancther hour's drifting brought us to the sea, where Green Eyes raised a square sal, then let the
wind bear us north. | scanned the waves. Bigger water, bigger predators.

The woman sat down behind us, at the kiff’ stiller, and smiled for the firgt time. “The rhiz hunt where
the amdl fish go to feed, in the shdlows. Rdax now. Enjoy theride.”

| glanced over at Jude, who hadn’t taken his eyes off the woman. He was dready enjoying it.

| saw no evidence of human habitation on the dick rock coast as we saled north. The woman was
as serious about hideouts as she seemed to be about everything else.

The three of usfindly tugged the skiff onto a rocky beach pocked with tide pools as the sun was
setting. FHfty yards away, slhouetted againg the sun’s orange disk, on fifteen-foot-high stone ilts, stood
a peak-roofed fishing shanty bigger than a bus garage.

| visored my hand above my eyes to look at it closer. A chimney extended above the roof, but
despite the early-evening chill, no smoke curled from the chimney. From a dark window dit on the
shanty’ swall nearest us, something poked ouit.

Jude reacted before me, knocking the woman and me to the rocks. “Gun!”

FORTY-SIX

THE WOMAN SHOVED JUDE AWAY . “Get off me, you idiat!” Then she rolled back on her somach and
cupped a hand around her mouth. “Pytr, it's Cdling”

The gun barrd didn't waver.

She waved at the window dit.

“Ah. It'syou, Miss”

She got to her knees, brushing sand off her armor. “ Pytr, we' re coming up.”

Judging by the dgee that painted the shanty dilts two-thirds of the way up ther length, we had
arived a low tide. The woman scrambled up the dippery ladder to the broad deck that fringed the
shanty, its rails hung with fishing gear, and we followed.

The room ingde the shanty door was large enough to park a couple of medium-szed trucks and was
furnished with old and smple wood pieces. A stone fireplace at the room’s opposite end ran the wal’s
length. Above the fire-place mantd hung a twenty-foot-long fish that looked like a fat moray ed with a
head as large as a kitchen dishwasher. The rhizodont’ s low-hinged mouth gaped like the dishwasher door
was open and had been mounted to diplay aforest of needle teeth.

Beneeth the fih a man with shoulder-length gray hair, wearing a lober fisherman’s coarse dlath tunic,
kndlt with his back to us. An Iridian military rifle as old as he was leaned againg the fireplace. He poked
a pedat fire, tiny upon the immense hearth, to life and shouted louder than necessary into the pest as it
blossomed into flame, “Teain a moment.”

| crossed the room to the rhizodont and ran my fingers over the cracked lacquer on its scales. “Your
fish makes quite a centerpiece for your place, Pytr.”

The old mean stood and turned toward me. Benegth the gray hair, hisright ear was missng and a scar
dashed his right cheek from eye socket to chin. He cocked his head as he tried to read my lips. |
repeated mysdf, louder.

Fndly, he nodded. “Not my fish. Not my place” He pointed at the green-eyed woman who had
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cdled hersdf Cdline “Her grandfather built this place and caught the big fish.”

My wrig ’Puter had been vibrating, at closer and closer intervads, for the last five miles as we had
approached the shanty. Two closed doors led off the main room. | stepped toward the Ieft door, and the
vibration became constant.

As| stepped, Pytr snatched up hisrifle

Cdline sat on astool near the shanty’s front door, stripping off her armor.

| pointed to the closed door. “The chancdlor’sin here” | hefted my pack. “I’ve brought medicine”

Cdline cocked her head, made a amdl nod. “They said you motherworlders are fey. | never
believed it.” Then, louder. “It' s dl right, Pytr.”

Pytr lowered hisrifle, waved me to the door with its barrel.

The place was more lodge than shanty, and | found Aud adeep in a bedroom at the end of a
hdlway. One of Aud's legs had been splinted and elevated, a decent job. A bloodstained fidd dressing
swelled from the Sde of his head.

| sat on the bed edge and whispered, “Aud?’

He stirred and muttered, eyes closed.

| felt his forehead. Hot.

| grasped his wrigt, not to take his pulse but to admire his bugged watch. Without it, bless the
Spooks after dl, we wouldn't have found Aud, and my friend would have died.

| fished inmy pack for tools, then removed the head wound' s dressing.

The woman entered the room, stood behind me with arms folded while | worked. With a magnifying
explorer, | located and then plucked out a metd splinter that had either been part of Aud's car or of the
bomb that blew it up.

She said, “I thought you were a soldier, not a surgeon.”

| lifted the magnifying explorer inmy right hand. “Mag-ee makes every soldier a surgeon. Or at lesst
amedic. As long as this little light shines green, | can poke around and pull out anything | find without
hurting my patient. If things get hairy, the light turns amber and | back off. Motherworlders aren’t fey. We
just have good tools”

Mag-ee aso prescribed antibiotics. After | inserted the cartridge that it told me to, it administered
them. Recent bitter experience with Ord on Bren notwithstanding, Tressdl’s bugs croaked nicdly after a
shat of the right Earthmade Stuff.

“You have the tools to get rid of the RS. But you don't.” She tossed her head in the direction of the
fireplace room where Jude and Pytr waited. “The motherworld handed Tressd to the RS. You even le
your young friend in there serve them.”

I winced as | rummeaged through the med kit Bill the Spook had provided. “The tilt? Tressen would
have won the war eventudly, regardless. And there would have been fewer of you left on both sdes.
Besides, my ‘young friend’ isn't even sure dl the stories about the RS are true.”

“Then he/s naive”

“Heisthat. What does that make you?’ | read Aud's pulse off the Mag-ee. “You had a chance to
kill off thisbig RS fish right here. Why didn’t you?’

“It's complicated.”

“Try me”

“I told you. | may decide to use him as a hostage.”

“Zdt doesn't want him back. Zeit wants him dead. How’ d you get hold of him, anyway?’

“After the assassnation attempt, the chancdlor made his way here, to find Pytr. Planck was even
more dead than you see him now. Planck saved Pytr’s life once. Pytr inggts that Planck can't possibly
know what the RS has been doing. | find that hard to believe. But I'm taking a chance because Pytr’'s
been my brains and my conscience since | was a teenager. Do you know what it’s like to trust someone
like that?’

| nodded as | gpplied afresh dressng. “I lost someone like that, not so long ago. | know how | got
to be agenerd. How did a fisherman’s daughter come to be running the Iridian res stance?’

She scuffed the floor cobbles with her toe, shrugged. “Nobody runs the resstance. It's just pockets



of survivors here and there. We keep our heads down and hope something will change for the better
before the RS exterminates us dl.”

After | finished playing doctor, Jude and | got assgned a bedroom to share. If Pytr and Cdline
trusted us, they didn’t trust us to split watch with them. Cdline took the first watch. Jude complained, out
aof chivary. | didn’t, out of old age.

Jude and | lay on rock-hard cots in the dark. He said, “What do you think of Cdline?’

“| think she's smarter and tougher than mogt fishermen’s daughters.”

“She's beautiful, too.”

| rolled over and faced the wdl. “So’s the sunrise. Go to deegp and maybe you'll seeit”

Outsde on the decking | heard footsteps as my godson’s beautiful crush padded around in the dark,
amed to the teeth. Overnight, the tide had come in, so the sound of waves againg the shanty’s pilings
metronomed me to deep.

| woke before the others, at fird light, because after alifetimewith Ord | had forgotten how to deep
late. | dressed, checked on Aud, whose fever had come down nicdly, then tiptoed out onto the deck,
where deaf Pytr snored with hisrifle across his knees.

| stretched out kinks thet | didn't have when the likes of Ord taught me to wake up too early, as |
barefooted around the shanty’s deck. The tide had gone out again and was now running in, the sea
lgoping a foot up the shanty’s pilings Ocean whisper coupled with the drone of rainbow-winged
dragonflies skimming the swdls like the birds that lay millenniain Tressdl’ s future. The serenity contrasted
to Manhattan, or Mousetrap, or Marinus, or the Republican Socidist Serility of Tressa

My stomach reminded me that the dragonflies, like the pterosaurs and gulls that would usurp their
ecologicd niche, were hunting breakfast among the waves.

Our host and hostess had each been up hdf the night. The nearest chicken nested light-years away,
90 there would be no eggs to scramble on this crisp seaside morning. Like the thoughtful guest | was, |
rolled my pantlegs above my knees, dipped atrident and a shdlfish cred off aral, and tiptoed down the
shanty ladder to spear fresh trilobites for breskfast.

FORTY-SEVEN

COLD PRICKLED MY NAKED ANKLES as | waded againg the incoming tide. Twenty yards seaward from
the shanty, | reached the nearest tide pool, where the water deepened until it chilled my knees. Trident at
port arms, like the fisherman we had passed in the estuary the previous afternoon, | peered down into
water as clear as aguamarine gin. Multicolored invertebrates, some spiked, some tentacled, dung to the
rock bottom like an animate English garden. Among them crabbed trilobites the sze of flat shrimp. All
crugt and no filling, the little ones were aso too quick to spear, and | bypassed them.

It took me ten minutes to spot a six-pounder, fat and spiny. | did to one Sde, so my long shadow
thrown by the risng sun wouldn’t cross him, then drew back the trident.

| held my breath, then lunged at breakfast. As the trident’s tines splashed into the water, the trilobite
shot away. Into its place, where my trident’ s tines struck, flashed adull red streak.

“Damn!” | lifted my trident two-handed, like a full pitchfork. Impaed on the three tines squirmed a
three-foot-long replica of the lobe-finned giant that hung above Cdling s mantel. Fins as surdy as sumpy
legs, which enabled the lober to wriggle across rock from pool to pool and med to med a low tide,
thrashed, and a mouth filled with needle teeth snapped. No wonder |ober fishermen wore leather armor.

My accidentd catch weighed ten pounds if it weighed one, and lobers were better egting even than
trills The fidh's struggles subsided, and | cocked my head and said, loud asif the fish could hear me over
the tidd rush, “ See? If you hadn’'t gone after the little fish, you wouldn't be in this mess”

Thetidd rush had not only grown louder, it had grown irregular, a rhythmic splashing behind me.
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| turned with the trident in my hands.

Twenty feet away, arhizodont as big as the twenty-footer that hung above Cedling's mantd eyed me
head-on. With two-thirds of its body above the waterline, its mouth gulped like, well, a fish out of water,
and its pincushion of teeth dripped seawater like it was sdivaing over a snack.

Which it was.

“Crap.” Sowly | turned toward the shanty. What had | just told my vicim about the perils of
pursuing little fish?

The great fish lunged toward me, lurching on thick, lobed fins flopping sde to sde like a Gl
low-crawling under barbed wire on his elbows. Semi-submerged bulk buoyed by knee-deep sdt water,
the fish closed the gap between us faster than a man can jog.

| sprinted away like my hair was on fire, screaming. But high-kneed in the tide pool, | was moving
dower than aman can jog.

When the gap had narrowed to fifteen feet, | chucked the fish and trident back at the mongter as a
peace offering.

The trident wedged between teeth in the beast’s lower jaw like a canapé on a toothpick but didn’t
dow therhiz.

The shanty ladder was ten yards away, but the rhiz was now ten feet back.

My bare foot came down through the water onto something that exploded pain into my arch like a
land mine. | sumbled and fell face-firgt into the shalows.

FORTY-EIGHT

| THRASHED TO REGAIN MY FOOTING, gasping as | held my head above water. Sdt water sung my nose
and eyes, my foot burned, and | waited to hear the crunch as rhiz jaws closed around my torso.

Bang. A pause. Bang. Another pause, long enough for a trained soldier to work arifle bolt. Bang.

No crunch.

| got to my hands and knees in the pool and looked back.

The rhiz lay 4ill as the tide surged around it. Blood coursed from a nest line of three bullet holes
above itsright eye and spread in crimson tendrils through the gin-clear sea.

| staggered to my feet, baancing on one leg, and squinted up at the shanty deck. Another figure,
balanced on one leg, stared down a me, old Pytr’s smoking riflein his hands.

“| thought that was you | heard! Do you vist this planet only to serve as bait?’

| shaded my eyes with my hand. The face that peered down a me was sharp, slver-haired, and
familiar. “Aud?’

“Can you dimb the ladder yoursdf, Jason? I'm afraid | can’t come down to help you up.” Audace
Planck, soldier’s soldier turned co-chancellor, whose marksmanship had dready saved me from one
Tressen mongter years before this, sagged againg the deck rail, then collapsed.

| kndt in the water to take weight off my foot as Cdline, Jude, and old Pytr's heads poked over the
ral. Jude cdled down, “Stay there! I'll give you a hand!”

| looked back at the twenty-foot fish. “Good. I’'m not deaning thisthing aone”

In fact, rhiz were Snewy and bony and tasted like muck, according to Pytr. The mongter was I€ft to
the trilobites, who swarmed it like salors chasing lap dancers. Pytr did, however, dean and sauté the
lobe fin that | had landed fair and square, abet accidentaly. Pytr dso removed three sea urchin spines
the Sze of popsicle sticks from the arch of my foot, then packed the wounds with moss to draw out the
poison. Meantime, my foot swelled to the Sze and color of an eggplant.

Pytr’s trestment didn't injure my appetite.

After breskfast, Pytr put Aud back to bed while Cdline, Jude, and | lingered over tea in front of the
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fireplace.

Cdline set down her mug and stared a me with her green eyes. “We brought you to the chancdlor
with few questions, because your people—the quiet ones in the consulate—have earned a smdl measure
of trust by hdping usin amdl ways. Now | mugt ask you what you want with Planck.”

Pieces of another universe that eat gravity. A moon stolen by an evil empire of giant snalls. Black ops
line items in budgets on a world so far away that its sun was invisble in her sky. Explan that to a
fisherman’s daughter. | sighed. “It's complicated.”

She amiled. “Asyou say, Generd, try me”

“Our government does't like dediing with the RS butchers any better than you do.”

She raised her hand. “Please. Y our embargo has been hypocriticd and meaningless. The truth is that
a ndion, a world, acts in its sdf-interest. As | see it, suddenly Tressd agan has something that the
motherworld wants. Your government sent you to get it from Planck, even though you're as bad a
diploma as you are a fisheman. Your government expected you to trade on the sentimenta bond
between old soldiers. But now your friend is powerless. Y ou're farther out of water than thet rhiz was.”

Jude and | stared &t her.

| sad. “Uh. That's about it.”

Pytr stepped back into the room and stood watching us, a hand cupped around one ear.

Cdline nodded, then said, “But | don't understand everything. Y ou risked your life to come here and
to hep Planck, because he's your friend, even though a shrewd man would know your misson is futile
Y ou seem an unlikdy generd.”

My current boss, Pinchon, agreed. My previous boss, Nat Cobb, agreed. Hdl, | agreed. | wasn't a
gened, | was ahigorica accident.

She sad, “You're not like Planck. Not like my father.”

| narrowed my eyes. “Your father was a fishermen.”

Pytr snorted. “Fsherman? His Grace hated this lodge.”

Jude' s jaw dropped as he stared at Cdline. “Who are you?’

Pytr made alittle bow to Cdline. “If | may, Miss?’ Then he turned to Jude. “You have the honor of
addressing Her Grace the Duchess Cdline, daughter of the late Edmund, fifty-axth Duke of Northern
Iridiaand Marshdl of the Grand Army of the Realm.”

| sad, “Oh.”

Jude frowned a Cdline. “You lied to us”

Shelifted her chin. “1 did not! Arrogance assumes.”

“Arrogant? Me?’

She waved her hand like she was swating flies “The title doesn't matter. It is manure now,
anyway.”

Pytr sucked in a breath. “Misd Y our father would be—"

She pointed a the old man, and her finger quivered. “My father would be dive but for the RS. The
only thing that matters now isto gut them dl.”

Jude said, “The house where we met you. You knew where the fish hid—’

“Thet was our family’s home for sx hundred years.”

“Your father—"

“Your RS shipped him north as an enemy of the state when they stole our house”

Pytr made another of those little sx-inch bows to Cedline. “Shdl | see to the chancdlor, Miss?’

Cdline nodded, like she had been giving servants ther leave dl her life, which apparently she had.

| nodded after Pytr. “How long has he taken care of you?’

Cdline amiled. “All my life. But you say it wrong. Pytr islike my family. Now he's old. | take care of
him, and | will until one of us dies.”

“The rest of your family—"

“Thereis no rest. Since the war, my old soldier isthe nearest to family | have left.”

| stared a Jude, and he a me. Wherever or whenever, war is an orphanage, and now there were
three of us.



We three talked for another hour. She told us about the hierarchy of Iridia, and about the pitiful
Iridian resstance, which she nomindly led. | told her about Jude, about his family, which were as close to
roydty as America's peculiar meritocracy came. Jude told her stories about me that made me sound
better than | was.

At noon, Jude accompanied me on a rehahilitative limp, with a cane Pytr provided, inshore from the
ducdl fishing lodge. Pytr assured us the route was rhiz-free. Jude carried a pistol anyway.

“Jason, dl these people can't be lying. What I’ ve seen since I’ ve been back on Tressdl is no illuson.
Ive been aimindly stupid.”

| shook my head as we picked dong the rocks. “You're not the firs soldier who was too busy to
look over his shoulder. Honest men believe other men are honest.”

“| think Aud made the same mistake.”

“I'll give him the benefit of the doubt.”

“Do you think Celine would give me the benefit of the doubt?’

“You could ask her.”

“No. After what she's seen of the RS, | need to show her who | am.”

“You like her alot.”

“No.”

| swivdled my head toward my godson and raised my eyebrows.

“Jason, | love her.”

“Don’'t you think that’s a big word? Y ou've barely met her.”

“How long after Dad met Mom, did he know?’

My eyes moistened, and | swallowed, then smiled. “About the time he barely met her.”

That night, we three sat together again, garing into Pytr’stiny fire. Cdline asked me, “What isiit that
the motherworld needs from Tressd?”

| told her the whole thing. She knew about the Sugs and the Sug War in an abstract way, like any
Tressen or Iridian who knew her world's legends and kept up with current affairs. When | finished, she
looked at us. “Will the motherworld give Zeit a free hand if necessary, in order to get &t this Cavorite?”

| Sghed. “That's not our opening position.”

“Even provide him more weapons? To use on anyone the RS chooses?’

“Agan, that's not—"

“But you have to if he inggts. You know Zeit will ingg.”

Jude said, “Cdline, you don’'t understand. It's not just our world at stake. It's Tressdl, too.”

“l do understand.” She cocked her head and cast her green eyes toward the caling beams. “But
what if Chancellor Zeit were not the only gamein town? It's an Iridian expresson.”

| amiled at the duchess. “It's an American expresson, too.”

FORTY-NINE

FOURWEEKS LATER, Aud Planck was sufficently recovered to travel. During those weeks, | honed my
trident skills without further incident and swapped war stories with Pytr. Meanwhile, the duchess of
Northern Iridia and my godson taked late into every night, waked the pools together every day.
Eventudly and inevitably the two orphans of very different wars became an item.

Our return trip was less eventful than our trip out.

| parted with the others a an Iridian safe house, then reentered the consulate the old-fashioned way,
in an upturned-collar coat and turned-down-brim hat, waking like a garden-variety passerby, then
abruptly ducked up the steps and buzzed mysdf in the door before the Ferrents could cross the street
and snaich me.
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That earned me a lecture from Bill the Spook, which was cut short when the Ferrents showed up
demanding that the consulate disgorge the defector and Bill had to go lie to them.

With Bill busy, | dipped up to the Duck’s corner office on the top floor.

| buzzed mysdf in the Duck’s Sde door, bypassng his outer office. His inner sanctum was smdl for
his GS grade, plain-furnished with a set of lesther desk accessories he had toted over hdf of Earth and a
grdler fraction of the Milky Way. He looked up from his screens and smiled. “Jason!” As he waddled
around his desk and shook my hand, he frowned. “What happened? Where's Jude? What about
Panck?’

“They’re both fine. The rest is complicated. Diplomatic progress with Zeit?’

The Duck motioned me to a chair as he dropped back into his, crossed his ankles on his desk, laced
hisfingers behind his head, and sighed. “They're dow-playing. They don’'t know what we want, but they
know we aren’t going to offer anything for it that would strengthen them relative to us. They don't need
much from us”

“While we wait for Zet's permisson to mine Cavorite, the Sugs could fry ten planets, induding this
one. But we have a cruiser in orbit that could fry Zeit firgt.”

The Duck swung his feet to the floor and leaned across his desk toward me. As he spoke, he poked
his finger into his desk blotter. “We ve been through this together before, Jason, on Bren. We ve both
been ordered to make a ded, not a war. If a public servant can't carry out an order, his option is to
resgn, not to whine. You'll never quit. So quit whining!”

“That'swhat | thought you'd say.”

| reached ingde my jacket, removed a paper sheaf and pen, Sgned the top sheet, then did the sheef
across the desk.

The Duck poked it like it was a dead rat. “What' s this?’

| pointed & page one. “ Acceptance of Rdief and Retirement. Pre-signed by my boss. If retiree is
posted outside the continenta United States, Copy A of this document may be ddivered to any United
States Embassy or amilar fadlity for tranamitta to the Army Officer Personnel Directorate without charge
for postage. Retiree' s separation will be backdated to the date of ddlivery to said facility.”

The Duck snorted. “ Jason, that just fixes your pension pay start date. You can't quit.”

“You just dared meto.”

“We're a war. You could be shot for desertion.”

| reached beneath my jacket again, unholstered Ord's .45, lad it on the Duck’s desk blotter, then
stood back, hands on hips. “All you have to do is cock it. Then shoot me.”

The Duck’s eyes bugged.

| unbuttoned my jacket and stuck out my chest. “Go ahead!”

“They were right to retire you. You're nuts” The Duck stared at the pigtal in front of him with his
pams on his desktop for thirty seconds. Then he sighed and closed his eyes. “Okay. What do you
want?’

“Recognize me as spokesperson for the legitimate government of Iridia”

“Jason, thereisno Iridia Zeit's made it part of Tressen.”

“Read the Armigtice. Zeit's police powers over Iridia are temporary until the indigenous government
of Iridia chooses to restore itsdf.”

“Jason, the indigenous government of Iridia can't choose jack. The Armigtice became a dead |etter
when Zat's goons killed the lagt Iridian duke a year ago.”

| walked to Duck’s coatrack, tugged his coat off it, and chucked it at him. “Let’s take awak.”

The Duck covered his face with his pdms and muttered through them. “France. For this | turned
down France.” Then he stood and walked toward the door, dipping an am into a coat deeve.

“Almog forgot!” | raised my index finger, then leaned across the Duck’s desk and scooped Ord's
pigol off the blotter.

Aswe got to the office door, | fished an object out of my trouser pocket.

| tapped the pistal’ s dlip back into its butt while the Duck stared at it, jaw dropped.

| shrugged. “I’'m not nuts. But you might have been.”



Once the Duck gave the orders, it took only an hour for Bill the Spook to shuffle us out of the
consulate and set usloosein the old town, free of Ferrent escort.

FIFTY

SUBVERSVES IN DOWNTOWN TRESSA were as likdy to seek out the tenements on the north sde as
antelope were likdly to seek out lion dens. The Ferrents knew it and ignored the neighborhood. Thet was
why the gray three-story apartment building to which | led the Duck overlooked the departure point for
“pioneers’ bound north.

We paused on the building's grimy stoop and looked back at barbed-wire enclosures filled with gray
Tressen motor coaches waiting to be filled with lines of grayer people.

“Jugt one smart suborbital down the Interior Ministry chimney, Duck? One?’

He gritted his teeth as he stared a the coaches. “Don’t push the cuteness, Jason. Just show me
whatever magic beans you' re peddling.”

In the tenement’ s Sairwell, we passed an old man, head down, mopping the stone firgt-floor landing.
As we passed, he moved his bucket and its rattle echoed upward.

The second sentry’s hand was ingde his jacket when we stepped to the door of the fird apartment
on the second floor.

Pytr opened the gpartment door while he held a pigtal in one hand, an antique weapon even by
Tresd standards.

Aud and Jude stood in front of us, both in threadbare civvies, like defendants in the dock. Aud
leaned on a cane.

The Duck nodded to Jude. “Good to see you safe” He made a litle bow to Aud Planck.
“Chancdlor.”

Aud made agmile “Your courtesy is overstated, Consul. We both know there's only one chancellor
now. And | hope you believe that | am as appalled a what you can see from the stoop of this building as
you are.”

Jude said, “Andsoam |.”

The Duck looked from Jude to Aud, and back to me Then he shook his head. “Gentlemen, it
doesn't matter whether | believe you or whether | think you' re both gallows-converted hypocrites.”

Both Jude and Aud drew back like they had been dapped. | stepped across and stood with my
godson and my friend. Aud Planck had risen from his sickbed to save my life—yet again. He might have
been too trugting, but he was no Nazi.

The Duck pointed toward the barbed-wire pens beyond the building. “The reason it doesn't matter
is because that abomination out there isthe internd affair of a duly congtituted government recognized by
the Human Union.” The Duck turned to me. “Jason, I’ ve bent plenty of rules for you over the years. I've
bent plenty more before you ever got here, for the sake of my own conscience. But | can't pretend that
Chancdllor Planck here is the successor to the legitimate government of Iridia. The union won't play king
maker between squabbling generds. Which is what this looks like, no matter what my conscience tdls
me”

| crossed my arms. “Are you done?’

The Duck crossed his arms. “Are you?’

“Perhgps he is, Consul. But | am only beginning.” Cdline stood in the doorway thet led to the
gpartment’ s second room.

Clothes may not make the woman, but they make a duchess if she looks the part to start with.
Cdline was s0 pure-blood roya on both sides of her family tree that her rank survived her father’s death.
Chin high, Cdline, fifty-seventh Inheritrix of the Duchy of Northern Iridia, and last surviving successor to
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the common throne of the Unified Duchies of Iridia, lit the gritty tenement. Her business suit was the color
of afawn in autumn, and her blond hair was drawn back so that her eyes looked bigger and greener. Her
jewds of rank, asif she needed any, were what the netbloids would cdl understated, a tiara set with
grape-sized emerdds that matched her eyes.

| held my breath, partly because, wel, Cdline merited it. Partly because we couldn’'t produce jack
squat in the way of credentidsif the Duck didn’'t believe Cdline was the duchess.

The Duck stared at her.

My heart pounded.

“Your Grace favors her mother.” The Duck bowed.

| exhded.

Cdline cocked her head and amiled. “Y ou are too kind. Have we had the pleasure?’

The Duck didn’'t have to work a amiling. “I would surdly remember, Y our Grace.”

| leaned toward Jude and whispered, “ She's redly good at this”

He whispered back, “1 liked her better barefoot.”

After ten minutes of diplomatic dap and tickle, Cdline turned and motioned to two vacant charsin
the room’s corner. “ St with us, Mr. Muscovy.” After they sat, she crossed her legs, then knit her fingers
over her knee. “Consul, we mugt inquire as to the union’s intentions as a cosgning guarantor of the
Armidice”

The Duck cocked his head. “Your Grace?’

“We are not rabble. We are the duly congtituted government of Iridia. We no longer require Tressen
assistance to maintain order. We intend to expe Tressen by such force as required, asis our right.”

The Duck nodded. “Thet is your right. That is what the union agreed to.” He glanced across the
room, where deaf old Pytr stood guard at the window with a sngle-shot pistal. “But I'm not authorized
to dter the current—ah—imbalance of force”

Cdline shook her head. “We're not asking for star-ships, Mr. Muscovy. Or for unrewarded
charity.” Cdline leaned toward the Duck and gave him a look that, | suspected, had been the lagt thing
many a sea monger had seen. “Give us the tools to defeat these butchers and well give the union
Cavorite to choke on.”

A gmile and a tiara will get a gil only so far, even with a men of conscience. In the subsequent
negatiation, the Duck ingsted on Cavorite fird, within a month, tools of revolution after. The Spooks
would prime the pump with a sorinkling of weapons, communications gear, and intdligence dope.
America had handed out under-the-table party favors like that snce the Cold War. But there would
under no circumstances be any military or Spook hands-on participation, not even red-time inteligence if
things heated up, except to haul away Cavorite when and if my new boss and her “reformed government”
delivered.

Congdering that my new boss's negatiaing muscle conssted of maybe a double handful of
resstance fighters as fierce as old Pytr, we shouldn’t have expected any more generous terms. The Duck
hed no choice but to hedge his long-shot bet, which he was placing with his employer’s chips. If we
faled, the Human Union needed to be able to plausbly deny connection with these misguided rebels
when it knuckled under to the RS, and to knuckle under fast.

So job one was to ddiver Tressel’s weapons-grade Cavorite to the Human Union within a month.
But aplanet’'sabig place, and | didn’'t even know where to start. However, | knew who did.

FIFTY-ONE

WITH THE SPOOKS HELP, | met Howard Hibble the next day, at the Tressen Nationd Museum of
Naturd Higtory, alogicd place for a person of Howard's peculiar predilections to vist. | found hmin a
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basement storage room that reeked of formaldehyde.

Howard was standing on tiptoe, reading labels of shelved specimens, when | closed the door behind
usand locked it.

Howard said, “What a great place! Couldn’t you just spend the day?’

“Howard, we have twenty minutes before your Ferrent tall figures out that isn't you updtairs in the
library.”

Howard reshelved a jar packed with trilobites the Sze of kosher dills, then sghed. “That's not the
only clock that’s running.”

“What have you heard?’

“Nothing. That's the problem. We have no idea how the Pseudocephaopod will use its new
Cavorite. Our best dternative isto do unto It before It does unto us”

“Which we want to hep you with.”

“We?'

“I'm retired now.”

“l heard that. They say the denta plan’s awful.”

“| take it thet the Tressdl Cavoritefdl didn't land in the middle of nowhere. If it had, you would have
just snuck down here, mined what you needed, and snuck away. Without tdling the Tressens athing.”
Howard's eyes widened. “You think I'd do that?’

“Not think. Know.”

He sighed. “The Joint Intelligence Directorate wouldn't let me.”

“Assuming we can ded with the fal’s location, wherever it is, what will it take to get the meteorites
out?'

“Weapons-grade Cavorite behaves like it's less dense even than the Stone Hills Cavorite we mine
on Bren. Each meteorite's as light as a tennis bdl, so they don't burrow or burst on impact, like
nickd-iron meteorites would. The fdl took place forty thousand years ago, give or take. But the
environment around it is static. We estimate that forty-two percent of the bolides reman at or near thar
individua points of impact, exposed on the surface. We designed these terrific "bots that would scuttle
around the surface and harvest them like tomatoes.”

“Where are your ' bots now?’

“Pasadena”

“Cdifornia?’

“Actudly, there's just the prototype. It cost as much as amain battle tank.”

| Sghed. “Could people just go around and pick the rocks up off the ground?’

“That would be smpler, wouldn't it?’

“How long would thet take?’

He shrugged. “ Depends on how many pickers you have. If you had a thousand pickers, a week or
s0. Once the bolides were gathered to a centra point, one Scorpion could fly in, pick up the whole
kaboodle, and be gone ingde an hour.”

| narrowed my eyes. “That's too easy.”

Howard sghed. “I haven't told you where the Cavorite fdl.”

FIFTY-TWO
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TWO WEEKS LATER, pounded by a two am. downpour, Aud Planck and | carried chegp dvilian
auitcases down an dley in Tressd's old town. Despite heding accderants, Aud gritted his teeth as he
disguised hislimp, more so because he, like me, had to pretend his suitcase was no heavier than a norma
travder'svdise

From other compass points, Jude and Cdline, and sx other groups of two, converged on our
destination, with the modest objective of saving the human race and the more local benefit of beginning
the end of Republican Socidism on Tressd.

We rounded a street corner and bent forward into the wind that drove the cold rain. Down the
cobbled pavement of the dark street we entered snaked a double line of people bent like us, bundled like
us, and carrying luggege like us.

We dipped into the line, and a shivering woman, dutching a scarf around her head, leaned out to
peer toward the ling's head. “How much farther?’

A chubby soldier dongsde the line motioned her back into her place. “Not far. Not far now. These
coaches will be crowded, but when you get off, there will be stoves where you can dry your wet
clothes”

| leaned toward Aud. “What a crock!”

Aud shook his head and whispered, “Jason, the coaches just run a few hours north, to the Ice Line.
That's where it begins to dawn on these people. It’s brilliant. Not even these soldiers know what's redly
going on.”

Nether that guard nor any of the other guards spaced every ten yards dong the dutifully shuffling
lines glanced a& Aud or a me. We dhuffled past them with dl the others, and on toward the coaches.
Bresking out of a deeth camp might be hard, but breaking in was a can of corn.

The coaches had their seats removed, to hold more of us, and we shivered, standing packed
together while they rolled north. At three am. the coaches hated and we spilled out onto a glassy,
moonlit plain. Ffty yards from us, a blocky black wdl ran until it disappeared into the night in both
directions

| blinked back tears pricked by the icy wind. It wasn't awall, it was a coupled train of iron-sded
ore dedges. Each dedge stood fifteen feet high from runners to wood-plank roof, and a greatcoated
soldier with arifle paced atop each dedge.

Paleozoic Tressdl was too young for cod, and its human colonizers had bypassed the age of eam
and railroads, on the way to the indudtrid revolution. North of the Ice Line the latitude above which
rivers stayed frozen nine months of each year and nonnavigable the rest of the time, the Tressen mines
were linked to the populous South by trains of dedges towed up and down the frozen rivers by
spike-whedled engines that ran on fud ail refined from agee.

A man a my ebow, who carried a cdlo case swaddled in oildoth, said, “Those have to be the
luggage vans. They mugt be bringing up the passenger coaches after.”

A 9gn between us and the ice tran read “Resettlement buildings are wel heated, but outsde
temperatures can be uncomfortable in winter. Don't be concerned if you have underpacked. Suitable
outerwear is available for loan a the Northern Terminus” The beauty of this operation was that people
believed the soothing whoppers because to believe otherwise was Smply too horrible. The guards didn't
search bags. That would have been inconggtent with the lie. There would be ample opportunity to
recover the dead’ s valuables at “the Northern Terminus”

| set my suitcase down on the frozen river, and its contents clanked. Nobody noticed. Then | flexed
my fingers as | whispered to Aud, “You see the others?’

He nodded. “Jude and Cdline just boarded the dedge forward of us. Freder and Maur are two
coaches back.”



The indde of the dedge stank dready, and the fresh dry moss on its floor, dim in the narrow
moonlight bars that penetrated the car’s caling dats, only looked inviting. A guardhouse like an
icefishing shed sprouted from the roof of each dedge, with a hdmeted guard seated in each, rifle
between his knees, dready shivering.

When the crowd in our iron box had packed in shoulder to shoulder, a smdl men in a red
moustache, who had told someone ese that he was a shopkeeper, caled, “Please! I'm claustrophobic!”

A guard shouted in, “It’s just to keep you out of the wind while we couple to the man train. Move
closer! Others are chilled out here”

How thoughtful. People, even the claustrophobic shopkeeper, shuffled closer together.

Rumble.

Our dedge's door did shut, then iron clanged on iron as it was laiched. | swdlowed. This was
beginning to seem like a terrible plan.

Two hours later, my legs ached, people were swearing, and the amdl of wet dothing mixed with
swesat generated by shoulder-to-shoulder overcoated bodies had overpowered the ore box’s stink.

Thump.

The dedge rolled the firg 9x inches north, and amanin along black coat and a metching hat, which
on Earth would be caled a homburg, lurched againgt me. “ Sorry.”

“No problem.”

“You don't sound Iridian.”

| sad, “I'm not.”

“I'm not, ether. Thisisamigake, you see. I'm a physcdan.”

He didn't know the hdf of it. Over the next Sx days, which was the one-way-trip time that Spook
intd had predicted, we and the other pairs in other dedges would try to recruit and educate a little army
in each of our moving prisons about what was redly going on and what they could do to save thar own
lives

Theicetrain hissed into darkness.

| dozed standing up.

When | woke, thin gray daylight trickled between the ill-riveted wal plates, and the thump-thumps as
the dedge runners crossed pressure ridges in the river ice had become a steady growl. The physician
faced me, close enough that 1 smdled something like onion when he breathed out beneath a pencil-line
black moustache. He stared at Aud, fase-moustached in the daylight. The physicdian frowned, then his
eyes brightened. “Chancdlor?’

Aud's head swiveled toward the question, only a hdf inch, but it was enough.

The physdans face lit. “Yed It is you! Thank God, it's you!” The phydscian turned to a woman
besde him. “You see? It is a migtake! If Chancdlor Planck himsdf isin this box, it's dl a misake!” He
threw back his head and screamed at the cdling, “Stop the train! Stop the train! 1t's dl a mistakel The
chancdlor isin here! Chancdlor Planck isin herel”

| hissed, “Shut up!”

“Why? Don't you see? They'll let us go!” He threw his head back again and screamed so loud that
hishat popped off his bald head, rolled off an adjacent shoulder, and disappeared onto the iron floor.

| wrestled enough space to draw back my fis and cold-cock him.

“No!” Aud caught my forearm.

“Shut up down therel” The guard's boot stomped the cailing.

“I tdl you | know him! He' s right down here beside me”

“And Puck the Fairy is up here besde me Shut the fuck up!”

Two minutes later, the physcan screamed out again. “Just look! That's dl | ask! Just look down
here and see for yoursdf.”

Boots thumped the car’ s roof as every facein the car turned up toward its celing.

| swdlowed, but my mouth was dry. If the guards found Aud in here, our plan was done. Ord’'s
pigol nestled in my shoulder holster, but a shot now would solve nothing.

The roof trapdoor creaked open, and daylight flooded in and blinded us.



The physician pogoed up and down, staring up and pointing at Aud. “Here! He sright herel”

With my fingers splayed in front of my eyes to block the light | said to Aud, “Fuck! You should have
let medug him!”

The guard’s hdmeted head and greatcoated shoulders darkened the square of daylight above us as
he peered down, broad nosed and scowling. His shoulder seemed to move.

A breath tweaked my ear as something flew past it.

Thump.

The physician screamed. The brick struck him full on the forehead, and crushed brain and blood and
bone sprayed the shoulders and faces that stared at the physician.

The guard shouted, “I told you people to shut the fuck up! If | run out of bricks, | got a rifld” He
dammed the hatch and I&ft usin the dark.

People shrank away from the physician’s body until it dumped to the floor.

Inadistant corner, someone prayed. A woman sobbed.

Beside me, Aud whispered, “What have | done? What have | done?’

The physician’s bowels evacuated when he died, the harbinger of a problem that would not improve
over the next 9x days.

The next day, Aud and | began whispered recruiting.

A woman beside me covered her ears and began reciting nursery rhymes to hersdlf. Few of our car
mates would even meet the eyes of ather of us, or of anyone dse.

Before the sun st for the second time, someone found the physician’s hat, and people began usng it
to pass human feces from one person to another until they could be dumped, more or less successtully,
outside the car through the openings between the wall dabs.

The matter of the dead man's hat, and the communication and cooperation that began with it,
opened the doors between us and our fdlow death-row inmates. And as we plotted, we didn't have to
worry about anyone retting us out to the guard.

As the hours inched by, the mass of people in the dedge orbited, so each would take a turn at the
wal opening, to enjoy light and the fresh air sucked through the open diver. As the ice tran rumbled
farther north, driven snow on the wal joint could be licked off, to supplement the buckets of snow that
the guard periodicdly lowered through the hatch.

When the rivers ended, the ice track continued, hewn from the frozen ground. The farther north we
traveled, the less prized became the time a person spent exposed to the frigid wind that knifed between
thewal dabs.

The physician, and a fral woman in a cloth coat who didn’'t wake up on the third day, were did to
the wind-ward side of the dedge, where thair bodies froze and aso provided ussful windbreaks.

After alifetime, five days, twenty-two hours, and Sx minutes according to the wrist ’Puter hidden
beneath my coat, Aud and | snapped out of deep as the ice train dowed down.

FIFTY-THREE

| TUGGED UP THE MASK that shidded my face and pointed a mittened hand. “Therel”

The moments between thumps lengthened as Aud and | stood together squinting out through the sde
dits a endless white beneasth a hard blue sky. Aud and | took longer turns sanding at the frigid,
windward wdl of our dedge because, forewarned, we had come equipped with more effective
cold-westher dothing than most of the others.

In fact, the Spooks had forewarned us about much that we would see. Tressd’s North Polar region
actudly more dosdy resembled Eath’'s South Pole, a wind-scoured continenta plain bisected by
razor-pesked mountains, its moisture so frozen initsice and snow that itsar was as dry as a desert.
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Bits of black appeared in the distance, peeking from snowy ridges.

| said, “That mug be the wire. Makes alousy snow fence.”

Pardld to and a mile from the trackway that knifed toward Tressd’s pole ran the barbed-wire
boundaries of the fird “resettlement camps.” Hidden beneath the wind-blown snows between us and the
wire dept Iridian children, Tressen professors, homosexuds of dl nationdities and anyone dse
unfortunate enough to differ from or with Republican Socidism. The smple brutdity of the scheme was
more breathtakingly bleak than the Tressen Arctic.

Aud spoke through his scarf as he shook his head. “1 should have seen this | should have seen this”

“Aud, Zet wasn't exactly advertisng the truth. Good soldiers doing their duty have been fooled
before. | sent you that biography, about the fidd marshdl whom the Nazis poisoned for plotting against
them.”

Aud shook his head. “A soldier can hide behind his duty. | abandoned that excuse when | swore on
the chancdlor’s book. And at the last, your Rommd tried to do the right thing.”

“Which iswhat you're doing now.”

Theice train wasn't dowing because we were dmogt there, it was dowing because it was going
uphill. According to the Spooks mapping, the early mass graves continued for ten miles then the Sngle
track climbed through a mountain pass and descended to another plain. On that next plain the newer
barbed-wire enclosures resumed, the drifted snow low againgt them, and at that spot were garrisoned the
troops who kept the survivors penned until exposure and starvation finished them.

The presence of that military garrison had been the problem that had scuttied Howard Hibble's plan
to burgle Tressel’s Cavorite. Because benegth the snows of that new plain, amid the corpses, lay the
fdlen stars of Cavorite that controlled the fate of mankind. Spooks and the paliticians they serve love
covert ops. But politiciansfdl out of love quickly when covert ops go wrong.

Within twenty minutes, the ice tran crept dower than a waking man. It rolled through a
dynamite-widened pass that was dill so narrow that from the dedge | could have reached out and
touched the verticd granite walls, and so deep that its shadows darkened the box like sundown.

My "Puter's dtimeter pegged the pass crest devation a nine thousand feet, and the Spooks
mapping said the canyon rim topped out fully one thousand feet higher. Growing up in Colorado, the rule
of thumb had been dimb a thousand feet and lose three degrees Fahrenhalt. Bt it fdt like we couldn’t
Oet colder.

Forty minutes later, the thumps of the runners over the ice road had increased in frequency again, as
gravity accelerated the ice train down the pass backside, toward our destination.

| turned to the man next to me, dozing sanding up with his ams crossed, and nudged him until he
opened eyes that the last five days had sunken in thelr sockets.

| said, “Showtime!”

FIFTY-FOUR

AS SOON AS OUR SLEDGE ROLLED through the gate into the wire rectangle within which our train would
unload, Aud and | began loading, then redigtributing, the weapons our recruits had been dry-firing during
the trip north. The pistols in our suitcases were obsolete Iridian Sngle-action service revolvers. They
were the only smdl, smple, plaugbly deniable weapons that Bill the Spook could score in the Tressen
black market on afew days notice.

My unmittened fingers were so numb that | dropped one round for every sx | loaded. Then | passed
each pigal to Aud, who in turn handed it off, so it could be passed to one of the prisoners whom we had
trained to shoot.

“Traned” overdtated things. It typicaly had taken Ord and me months as advisers to train partisans.
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Here and now we lacked that gift of time. Nonetheless, if things were running according to plan, the
scene was bang repeated in 9x other dedge cars. But there were risks in this that planning smply
couldn’t help.

Few of the prisoners in this caravan had ever fired a weapon. The RS had long since exterminated
most veterans who had served on the wrong sSide in the war. Most of the unfortunates who were rounded
up and shipped from Tressa were city dwellers who had never plinked atin can on the East Forty.

We hadn’t risked handing out loaded weapons earlier, so there would be shooters scared to death
the firg time their pistols roared and kicked in thar hands. There would be shooters who didn't cock
hammers, shooters who logt their pistals in snowdrifts, shooters who couldn’t hit a cow’s rump with a
bat, and shooters who smply were too petrified to shoot.

On the pogtive Sde, the waiting camp guards were going to be less prepared than Bo Peep would
have been if her sheep had gone podtd.

With a thunk, then a hiss, the ice train stopped. After Sx days, the slence of the empty wilderness
rang like an darm between my ears.

| peered out between the iron wal dabs. Two hundred greatcoated, hemeted guards awaited us,
drawn back a hundred feet on the featureless snow, rifles dung. They stamped feet, smoked, and batted
their ams againg their chedts.

A thin cry echoed from one of the other dedges. “Dear God! Please! Let us out!”

A dozen guards, scarves to noses, riflesgill dung, trudged to the cars, then unlatched and did back
each dedge' s door. They retreated to the line of ther buddies, to escape not the prisoners wrath but
thar stench.

There was no need to order prisoners out of the iron boxes. After Sx subhumen days, those who
remained ambulatory leagpt, sumbled, crawled, and tumbled into the snow aongsde the icy track. Many
wept. A few crammed handfuls of snow between parched lips. Most were too weak even for that.

After five minutes, a different dozen guards walked the train, peering into each box. If they found
hdt, lame, or dead indde, they wrenched prisoners from the snow and forced them to unload those
unable to unload themselves.

As each dedge was cleared, the guards padlocked its door shut. No shelter for the new arivas.
Then each dedge' s guard climbed diffly down from his guardhouse and joined his colleagues.

The emaciated prisoners, if any noticed, offered no more protest than so many pieces of frozen
mest, which they would be soon enough.

| scanned the milling, knedling heaps of prisoners, until my heart thumped. Jude, and then Cdline
adongside him, saw me, too, and Jude nodded to me. | had never been so glad to see two people who
looked like hdll. I nodded back.

The Spooks had flown a Mechanicd up here to monitor ice train ariva procedure for us, so we
knew what came next. By the time the engine crew, the guards, and the others had reassembled, the
Arctic sun did low dong the horizon, at our backs, as anoncomm cdled ral of our jalers.

Years of experience had taught these troops that there was nothing to fear from the hopeless,
decimated “enemies of the gate” who tumbled from each ice train into the snow. The only way a guard
up here could get himsdf hurt was to wander off, then be left behind on the plain to freeze, like the
prisoners he was guarding.

When dl the guards were accounted for, dl of them, some with rifles dung, others with them over
thar shoulders, stocks backward like pickaxes, turned their backs on the people in the snow.

The guards trudged, heads down againg the wind, toward the digtant barracks and machine-shop
complex that lay outsde the wire, toward warmth and beds and hot food. The more energetic anong
them opened wooden crates, plucked out dynamite sticks, then lit and flung them to explode snow
fountains. Others tossed empty cartridge boxes up into the wind, ahead of them, while ther buddies
whooped and shot at the boxes like skeet clays. Disposal of deteriorated stores, perhaps.

Tressdl’ s avilization poised on that historic cusp where Earth’'s had teetered dmost two centuries
before, proud to have invented dynamite, but not yet guilty enough to fund a peace prize with the profits
of sale.



Bored, stupid, lazy commanders begat bored, stupid, lazy troops. Bored, stupid, lazy troops became
dead troops. What we were about to attempt wouldn't give these troops the bendfit of a far fight. But
the last thing a good commander wants to give the enemy is afair fight.

As the Spooks Mechanica had forecadt, the prevailing wind howled toward the casua mob of
guards, into their faces and ours.

Therefore, the guards didn't hear us as we rose, in groups of twos and threes, and began waking
mute toward the unsuspecting guards backs. Surprised shouts of other prisoners vanished in the wind
and among the moans and ddirium of others. We had formed a ragged skirmish ling ningty in dl,
forty-five on each sde of Aud and me, and had come within twenty yards of the guards when | saw the
firg prisoner, gumbling forward, ten yards to my right, raise his pistal.

For these novices, the range remaned too great. | had drawn Ord's pisol and caried it
muzzle-down a my side in my unmittened hand. | waved it a the guy as | stage whispered, “Not yet!
Crap! No, no, no!”

Bang.

Even a blind pig finds an occasiona acorn. The firg shot of the prisoner’s life, and the firg shot of
the Béttle of the Northern Terminus, struck the last guard in linein the nape of his neck, between the skirt
of his hdmet and his jacket collar. He went down noisdesdy, like a flour sack, so that his buddies
noticed neither hisloss nor the pistol shot amid the skeet shoot ahead of them.

Within two heartbesats, nervous pistols crackled like popping corn, as the prisoners fired at will into a
massed target too big for even novices to miss

By the time the guards redized what was hgppening and stopped, the gap between prisoners and
guards had closed to ten yards. Forty guards lay in the snow.

By the time the guards undung rifles, the gap was five yards, and just a hundred of them remained
ganding. 1, Jude, and Aud spent our effort running back and forth behind our skirmish line, screaming
and tugging our shooters, trying to keep any from getting out ahead or from fdling behind, so that no one
would be shot by a buddy. | lunged for one man too late, and he took a round in the back of his thigh
from another prisoner.

More guards fdl, shot point-blank.

The remaning guards, blinded by the sun a our backs, reflexivey sanding and fighting when they
should have run, were overrun before they could get off more than wild shots.

Prisoners fdl on their tormentors three or four againg one, firing pistols into screaming mouths,
beating and kicking, pummding guards with their own rifle butts, until guards heads cracked like
dropped meons.

Then there was no sound but wind howl and the crying of wounded.

Two minutes had passed snce the firg shot.

| stood panting, hands on hips, facing back at the litter of bodies in the reddening snow.

Aud limped up dongsde me. “| think we lost four.”

A prisoner beside me amed his pistal ahead of us, cocked the hammer, and pulled the trigger. The
hammer clacked on a spent cartridge. “Dammit!”

| turned and looked where the pistol’ s muzze pointed. A lone guard ran, bareheaded, coat flapping,
toward the distant fence and the barracks beyond.

It was bardly possible that with the wind, the oncoming darkness, the cover provided by the guards
rowdy firing, and the doppy State of this garrison that the troops remaining in the barracks complex could
be surprised. In fact, we had hdf planned on it.

But not if the runner got to the garrison before we did.

| kndlt in the snow, swung Ord’s pistal up, and sghted on the runner. In the fading light, he looked
back over his shoulder as he ran. It was the broad-nosed boxcar guard who had killed the physician.

A decent shot with a service .45 can bring down a man a forty yards. An expert might stretch that
to seventy-five yards. Liars dam one hundred.

Ord dways cdlamed that, if | practiced more, | could be the best shot he had ever trained. He dso
cdamed tha his persondly gunsmithed pistol was the most accurate .45 ever built.



I made the range ninety yards and growing.

More Sug Warriors had died beneath my hand than | could count, but they were, according to the
Spooks, mere organic automatons. Human beings had died beneath my hand, too, when, as a soldier,
lanvful orders had required it.

But this was my decision. Like Ord had said, | was on my own.

The range opened to one hundred yards. | breathed, exhded, paused, and fired.

The broad-nosed guard ran for his life Toward, perhaps, a wife, children, a place in the church
chair.

His arms spread wide, asif he was trying to fly like Puck the Fairy. His head snapped back so tha
his face turned toward the darkening sky. Then his body arced forward, fdl in an exploson of snow,
skidded, and stopped.

Thewind inmy face pricked gun smoke into my eyes, and | holstered the .45, then wiped them.

The prisoner with the dead pistol clapped my shoulder. “That was good!”

Aud limped past me. “We mugt press our attack! But so far, so good.”

The two of them left me standing aone, Saring at the distant, dead soldier, facedown in the snow,
then garing at the bodies dl around me. So no one heard me say, “Goodness has nothing to do with us”

FIFTY-FIVE

IN THE LONG DUSK OF ARCTIC AUTUMN, our accidental army redistributed ammunition, cannibdized
rifles and dathing from the guards corpses, and moved out toward the garrison’'s barracks with Aud
Planck on the lead, as dways. Or, as his troops had said of Erwin Rommd, an der Spitze.

The fla buildings smoking chimneys and yelow-lit windows, promisng warmth and life, drew not
only our minutes-old veterans, but the rest of the prisoners who could walk or crawl. A ragged humen
wave rolled toward the barracks, its only sound the creak of thousands of numb hands and feet againgt
dry snow.

Aud's point group reached the gate that led outsde the twelve-foot-tal barbed-wire fence, to the
barracks complex fifty yards beyond, before a dang like iron againgt a hung iron triangle darmed the
garrison.

The gate, untended and unlocked, was swung aside as soldiers, pulling up suspenders and fumbling
with rifles, tumbled out of barracks doors. The lucky ones were cut down by bullets poorly amed but as
nuMerous as hornets.

The second engagement of the Battle of the Northern Terminus was no more a far fight and no less
amassacre than the fird. In dl, fourteen prisoners died of wounds sugtained in the fighting, but mercy was
an uncommon commodity among their peers. None of the five-hundred-man Interior Guard garrison
urvived.

An hour later, Jude, Cdline, and | walked the plain in the darkness beyond the barracks. The ail
tanks that fuded the dedge trains and the barracks stoves, set dight in the fighting, painted the snow
flickering orange. We plowed the drifts with shuffling feet. My foot struck an object that gave way eesly,
and | grunted.

Jude said, “Another retion can?’

| bent, fdt for my boot toe, then grasped the object and stood. “Gotchal”

| turned the apple-sized meteorite in my hand, lit by the ail tanks flame. The rock fdt as light as
cork. “Doesn’'t glow like a Stone Hills nugget. But it isn't supposed to.”

Cdline said, “I know the next step isvitd. But these people are hdf dead.”

| said, “ Some of them will bounce back by the morning. We should have plenty of hands to harvest
ina couple days.”
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Jude said, “We're ahead of schedule”

So far, the plan, horrible and bloody as it was, had exceeded even optimistic expectations.

We had neutrdized the hodtile force that had sat atop Tressel’s weapons-grade Cavorite. We had
moved a motivated workforce of nearly a thousand people above the Arctic Circle of Tressel by the only
trangport that existed to move them there. We had a week left before the Duck’s deadline, during which
we would gather the meteorites together, then call down pickup.

The cdl itsdf would be as easy as sending out for pizza on my wrigt ’ Puter.

Cruisers that had vigted Tressel over the years had quiglly Ieft behind geosynchronous-orbiting
aurvelllance and communicaions satellites. CommSats were, as Howard put it, surprisngly affordable if
you didn’'t have to ground-launch them or opt for encryption. Since the Tressens had bardly invented the
telegraph, encryption for eavesdropping protection seemed a safe option to cheap out on.

We weren't dlowed to ring up the Spooks from my ’ Puter urtil we were ready to have the Cavorite
picked up. But by the week from now when the Ferrents would first notice that the return train from the
Northern Terminus was overdue, the Cavorite would be long gone.

Jude and Cdline continued to scuff meteorites from the snow while | stared at a group that dragged
giff bodies to the tank farm fire to be cremated.

| could tdl mysdif that the broad-nosed guard whom | had killed had himsdf brutdly, unnecessarily,
and without remorse killed an innocent man. | could tel mysdf that, if the man | had killed had in fact left
behind a widow and children, the greater good produced by his death would save their lives and dl
mankind. | could tdl mysdf that he, as a soldier, had accepted the risk.

But, findly, | would have to tdl mysdf that | had arrogated to mysdf the right to take the life of
another.

“Jason!”

| ran toward the sound of Aud’s shout, Jude aongsde me.

FIFTY-SIX

AUD PLANCK STOOD IN THE DOORWAY of a room in the camp commeandant’s quarters hut as | ran up.
The windowless room wasn't more than an oversized closet, and its only furnishings were a smple table,
acharr, and a sputtering ol lamp suspended from a caling beam.

A figure in Tressen colond’s uniform dumped in the chair, head down across the table. One hand
clutched a service revolver that had been inserted in his mouth, and what had been the back of his head
Splattered the far wall of the tiny room.

Presding over mass murder, in a frigid, forsaken outpost, would drive a norma human being near
suicide, | supposed. Facing up to the redity that your doppy command had gotten dl your troops killed
could drive a soldier the rest of the way. Or maybe he had been a fanatic, more afraid of having let down
his RS bosses than of burning in hell.

Aud sad, “I wondered why we hadn’'t found the camp commandant.” Aud stepped to the table,
dipped his pigtal’ s barrel beneath the empty hand of the dead man, and lifted it. Benesth the hand was a
wood dab with a pivoting brass arm sx inches long fixed aboveit.

Jude stared fird at the body, then at the brass and wood device, then swore.

Jude turned to Aud. “Y ou think he transmitted anything?’

Aud shrugged. “He could have been tranamitting for the last hour.”

“Ornot a dl.”

| raised my pam. “The Tressens haven't invented radio.”

Jude pointed a the wood block, and a bright copper wires that curled away from it, then
disappeared over the table's red edge. “Tedegraph. It's so new that it's more a parlor trick than a
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practica system. At least that’'swhat | thought.”

“I looked out of that dedge for Sx days. | never saw one pole”

Jude shook his head. “Wood's rare here. Insulated cable would be buried in the roadbed.”

| shrugged at Aud. “It could be nothing.” 1 didn’t believe mysdlf, but there was aso nothing we could
do now.

An hour later | sat on the edge of a barracks bunk, deaning Ord’s pistol. My wrist * Puter vibrated. |
scrolled through functions. It wasn't an darm. It was an incoming call.

| picked up.

“Generd Wander?’ It was Bill the Spook. Howard's bargain satelites ddivered terrific sound
qudlity.

“Bill?1 thought phone cdls were off limits”

“Officdly, they are.”

“This contact is fredance? Y ou could lose your pension.”

“The dental’ s avful anyway.” He paused. “That was arough trip you took.”

The Spooks may have been forbidden to help us, but that didn’'t meen their overhead eyes weren't
watching us while they tracked the ' Puters that Aud, Jude, and | wore.

| shrugged, invishle to him. “I’ve had better.”

“But it looks like your operation’s off to a good Sart.”

“Successful’ s a better word.” | shifted on the bunk.

“Y ou have company coming.”

Hair stood on my neck.

“Some locd eyes reported that Forty-fifth Infantry started scrambling onto a dedge train pointed
north thirty minutes ago.”

The Forty-fifth Tressen Infantry, the Quickslver Divison, took its name from the commander that
had made it into Tressen’s best outfit, prematurely slver-haired Audace Planck.

| swore.

Bill said, “1 dunno what tipped them.”

| did. The camp commandant had tapped out a warning that had adso served as his suicide note.
“Bill, there was a telegraph line running south from here.”

Slence. A good Spook took afailure of combat intelligence persondly.

“Sorry.”

“So we got, what, Sx days?’

“They’'re loading on a sreamliner, not a dow freght like you came on. And the Forty-fifth is
garisoned on the northern frontier to begin with. The only good news isit's a passenger tran. They're
leaving their artillery a home”

Why bother? Artillery to quell a mere prison riot?

“That'sasmdl favor. You got an ETA?’

“The best eight thousand infantry on this planet are gonnaland on your doorstep in forty-eight hours,
ready to rumble”

“Can you bring the ran?’

“The Duck’ s been ragging the Tehran’ s skipper for an hour. But the rules are set. No fire support.
No nathing. No exceptions. It ginks, but you're dl hung out to dry.”

| stared at my * Puter, numb. “Thanks for the heads-up, Bill. Tel the Duck thanks for trying. And tdl
Admird Duffy thanks for nothing. See you around, Bill.”

Slence. Then he said, “Sure”

FIFTY-SEVEN
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IN THE NEXT MORNING'S SPARSE DAWN, Aud, Jude, Cdline, and | stood together in the wind shadow
cast by the train that had brought us, which had been reversed on a spur overnight, so that it pointed
back toward the spiked black mountain range through which we had come, ten miles to the south.
Smoke from the smoldering ail fire overhung the plain like dirty gauze in the pre-sunrise cam.

Around us by twos and threes, those of our companions who had been revived by a med and a
night in barracks bunks tha their captors no longer needed dready scoured the snows. They bent,
gathered meteorites, then suffed them into knapsacks and into the pockets of coats for which their
captors aso had no further need. Periodically, someone gasped as, benesth the snow, they touched the
frozen corpse of an earlier and less fortunate arrival.

In the midgt of the vast and unmarked graveyard, Aud knelt in the snow and pointed a his makeshift
sand table map. A line of stones bisected the flat, swept area that represented the plains south and north
of the mountains. A red gring, lad south to north, represented the ice road line. The gring snaked across
the stone “mountain range’ wedged into Aud's paper-narrow “mountain pass’ like dentd floss.

He pointed at the north end of the red gring. “We' re here. Without the refuding ol we planned on,
this ice train can bardy reach here” His finger did dong the gring, then stopped above the “pass’ that
ran north to south through the mountains.

He swung his arm around the plain at the stone gatherers. “We need to buy time to finish this work.
The mountains are impassable. If we overturn this ice train in the pass, well force Forty-fifth Divison to
dismount their train and advance toward the pass on foot. A smdl force usng the dedges and engine as
breastworks can hold the pass even againg a divison.”

| asked Cdline and Jude, “Assuming volunteers, how many can you spare from gathering and dill
met the deadline?’

They looked a each other. Jude shrugged. “We planned on a thousand pickers. Could you manage
with two hundred?’

“There were three hundred Spartans a Thermopylae” | said. But there were eghty thousand
Pergans on the other sde.

Cdline frowned. She knew Thermopylae like | knew how to dir trilobite bisque. But she said,
“We Il manage with a hundred less, then.”

| didn’t tdl her that the three hundred had been the finest troops in therr world, maybe in any world,
not starved, frogtbitten shopkeepers. | dso didn't tel her that the Spartans logt. Big.

There was another amilarity to Thermopylae. | shaded my eyes with my hand as | pointed at the
eagtern shoulder of the distant mountain pass. “The Spooks mapped this Theré's a way around the
canyon. A ledge a goat could walk, eght hundred feet above the canyon floor, dong the east wdl. It's a
long way 'round, but once the Persans outflanked the Spartans the battle was logt. If the Quickslver
Divison can move a battalion over that goat track, it can swing in behind the bottleneck in a day.”

Aud shook his head. “I know the Forty-fifth. But |1 dso know the commander who succeeded me.
Folz is deliberate. Unimagindive. HE Il pound away at the pass frontdly for days before he resorts to
maneuver. But you're right. Eventudly...”

| pointed a the “shoulder” of the pass on Aud's sand table map. “They widened the main route
through the canyon with dynamite when they built the railroad. There's ill one case I€ft in the machine
shop, even after the Gls played with it. It's not enough to close the main pass, but it might be enough to
drop anarrow spot on that ledge, cut that path. Y our old troops are good, Aud. But they can't fly.”

Aud shook his head again. “WE Il just have to take our chances. | can't spare a man. And none of
these people can handle dynamite”

| sad, “I can.”

FIFTY-EIGHT
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“ONTHREE!” Aud and I, in line with twenty others, strained againgt a cable spooled through a block and
tackle stripped from the camp machine shop, tied to an eyelet on an ice dedge. The dedge's runners
squedled, then groaned as the great iron box crashed onto its sde like a dying mammoth. The echoes
died agang the canyon’'s stone-cold wals, even as other cars toppled by others of the three hundred
volunteer shopkeepers fdl into place.

We were overturning dedges so that their iron floors became parapets that blocked the canyon
bottleneck from verticd stone wal to verticd stone wadl. Aud set the firg line of our barricade Sx
hundred yards up the canyon, near its crest, where the thousand-foot-high walls bottle-necked down to a
twenty-yard width.

That way the front line of an entire divison of attacking troops, even shoulder to shoulder, could
never amount to much more than sixty soldiers. And those sxty would be advancing uphill, unprotected,
for 9x hundred yards. Meanwhile, our guys, even if they weren't marksmen, would hunker behind cover
and mow ther attackers down, then mow down the ranks behind them, until we ran out of ammunition or
the attackers ran out of enthusasm.

There' s a schoolyard smpliaty to infantry tactics once you remove ar power from the equation.

Boom.

The lagt dedge toppled across the canyon like a beached whde as Aud stepped dongsde me,
betting dust off his long coat with mittened hands. He craned his neck, up dong the canyon’s east wall,
where the narrow ledge overlooked both us and the plain to the south from which the attack would
come. He 9ghed. “There' s no point in placing marksmen above. We have no marksmen but you.”

“I'm taking arifle and a hundred rounds up on the ledge with me.”

Aud shook his head. “Your mog vitd job is to destroy the flanking route, not to play a target
practice. Just set the charges, light the fuses, and run. Live to fight another day.”

| looked around. Men stacked rocks on the parapets. Others cleaned weapons or unboxed
cartridges. Each shopkeeper bused himsdf to avoid the redity tha they would die in this canyon.
“Nobody ese seems to have an exit Srategy.”

| knelt, then svung up the pack with the dynamite. Aud grasped the pack’s handle, centered the
load on my back. “Jason, | know you. Y ou intend to return from the pass, then rgoin us here. Y ou return
to the camp. If the stones aren’t delivered, this sacrifice will count for nothing. Honor me, and these men,
by making sure we dl died for something. Promise me that.” He laid a hand on my shoulder.

| lad my hand over his, stared up at the late afternoon sky. “1 better go. The only thing | hate worse
then heights is dimbing them in the dark.”

It might once have taken me a few hours to make my way back north dong the canyon, then east to
the steep, narrow route that switched back and forth toward the ledge that overlooked the canyon, then
up thetrall that climbed afifth of amile

By the ime | not only made it to the trailhead, then dimbed to the ledge, my skinned knees and
elbows trembled benesth my coat’s sweaty bulk, and the cotton that had once been sdiva crusted my
lips and it was midnight, according to the Tressen pocket watch | carried. The only Spooknet-capable
"Puter the Spooks would dlow us | had left behind with Jude, so that he could cdl for pickup of the
Cavoritein case | didn't make it back.

| lay on the ledge in the dark, too exhausted to fear the sheer drop that began inches from the bligters
ingde my boots.

| had no heated armor to keep my fingers and toes from going numb, no hedmet water nipple, no
padding when | dipped and fdl, and no optics to keep the dark from blinding me. | huddled in a
crevasse, snugged my clothes up to keep aswarm as | could, and dozed.



| woke at four am.

The moonless Tressd night was frigid, black, and 4ill.

Except for a fant glow on the southern horizon that shifted postion back and forth. Like a tran
winding north.

FIFTY-NINE

WITHOUT NIGHT-VISON EQUIPMENT, | had to wait for dawn to begin my work. | was in no hurry.
Among the things that had terrified me since childhood were haights and explosives.

My hands shook as | stuffed black-powder-cored fuse lengths into dynamite sticks. | had to take off
my long coat and mittens to scramble down the rock face below the narrow ledge, wedge the old
dynamite into cracks and joints in the granite, then pay out fuse to the place from which | would light it.

If 1 had done it right, a fifty-foot section of the ledge should shear away, S0 no infantry could ether
dip behind or get an angle to fire down on Aud's unlikdy Spartans.

By thetime| finished, | couldn’t fed my fingertips.

| sat rubbing back the circulation while | stared toward the horizon, where the train’s glow had shone
inthe early-morning darkness. | focused on the quivering image of atiny black worm againgt a white sea.
The troop train was perhaps an hour away. | shouted a warning down to the defenders.

If it were soring, or even winter, there might be enough snow on the rock above the canyon for my
shout to trigger an avdanche. That happens in the holos, not in red life

| inched south dong the ledge, cringing from the edge, urtil | found a notched boulder from behind
which | had a clear fidd of vison and of fire over the train track and adjacent avenue of approach.

| had promised Aud—technicaly, | had avoided promisng, but that was semantic crap—that |
would return to camp, not to the canyon floor. | didn’t promise him when.

| loaded the rifle, a bolt-action Tressen standard, with a telescopic dght that was little more than
lensesfitted in a tube bolted above the receiver that was as long and dender as a waking stick. Then |
lad out ammunition on the rock ledge in front of me.

The train showed clear now. It streamed aily smoke that scudded above the flat whiteness, and it
dithered closer minute by minute,

Sound echoed up cryddline from the canyon floor. Rifle bolts snicked, a dropped cartridge case
jingled over rock. Voices whispered and prayed.

From my vantage, | could see the train. But an observer on the train wouldn't be high enough to peer
into the canyon’'s shadows and see the blocked path. Minutes crawled by before the troop train vighbly
dowed.

When the train findly stopped, | estimated the range to the engine, an iron hedgehog with its great
spiked whedls, a two thousand yards. If our attackers had bothered to bring atillery, they could have
stood off and smply shelled the canyon. Our firg tactical victory had been won for us by our opponent’s
disdain.

A sngle pairol emerged from the first coach behind the engine's ail tender and advanced aong both
ddesof theicetral.

| Sghted the rifle not on the patrol, which was wel out of range, but on the trench that we had dug to
block the ice road to the canyon. An amy could fill a trench fast, but not so fast if the trench was
covered with aimed fire. Four hundred clear-shot yards away from and below me, the enemy wouldn’t
be able to repair the trench as long as | kept iping his repair crews. But our man purpose was not to
kill repairmen but to prevent our enemy from usng the train as an armored approach vehicle, or worse,
as a battering ram.

We needn’'t have worried. The train was Forty-fifth Divison's ride home. Their commander wasn't
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about to put it in harm’s way. | swore to mysdf and wished for atillery, for a smart bomb, even for
enough explosives to have improvised a train mine out there on the plain.

The patrol didn’t come within my rifle range before it spotted the trench ahead of it, then turned and
double-timed back to report.

Deliberate the Forty-fifth's commander proved to be, as Aud predicted. | smiled. Deliberate was
fine by our sde. If the Forty-fifth sat back and szed up the Stuation for a week, until Jude, Cdline, and
their pickers gathered dl their meteorites, grest.

Twenty minutes passed. Then the engine's spiked wheds flailed, gained traction on the ice, and the
ice train crept forward eght hundred yards. The commander didn’'t know how wel equipped we might
be. He was willing to gamble that we had no atillery, but he stayed beyond the range of a Tressen
mortar, just in case we had one.

A hdf hour passed, then a battdion fdl out from the train into the snow, formed a skirmish line on
both sides of theice track, and advanced on line dong the track’ s axis.

| focused the rifle Sght on individud soldiers. Lean, grim, and purposeful, they and ther gear
outclassed our shopkeepers and the junk we had scrounged from the prison guards.

The skirmish line drew close enough that | could have plinked a GI. But a best that would have
revealed my position and highlighted the flanking route if the attackers were unaware of it. And it would
only have cut the odds againg us down to 7,999 againg 301.

Once the skirmish line closed to where it disappeared below my line of sght, | inched back dong the
trail until | could see down to the canyon floor.

The Tressen troops on point zigzagged or low-crawled as they made therr way up the canyon. Aud's
shopkeepers had removed every rock or snowdrift that offered so much as a shred of cover. They hed
fire

When the nearest attacker had low-crawled within one hundred yards of Aud's iron parapets, the
shootout started.

When the infantry advanced, they were cut down. When they retreated, they were cut down. When
they lay as dll asturtles, shopkeepers' bullets eventudly found them.

The attackers findly scrambled and stumbled back down the canyon, leaving behind fifty-four
motionless bodies.

| panned the scope's tiny view fidd across the caps, crooked hemets and shoulders of the
defenders but saw no evidence that any of them had suffered a scratch.

Screams of rdlief and dishdlief echoed up to me from the mouths of the shopkeepers. A quarter mile
below me, the men pumped their rifles up and down and dapped one ancther on the back.

| inched back on the ledge, sat with my back to the rock wadl, and dghed to nobody, “Seven
thousand nine hundred forty-six to go, felas”

SXTY

AUD PLANCK KNEW HISENEMY . Over the next four hours, the Tressen commander squeezed two more
futile frontal assaults into the canyon meet grinder.

After each withdrawl, Aud sent a hdf-dozen shopkeepers forward to drag left-behind bodies back
behind the parapet, rather than leave them on the killing ground. Nothing sentimentad. The corpses would
have provided the attackers cover in subsequent assaullts.

One of the recovery team, a ddicate, red-moustached sort, whose wife remained back at the camp,
had, dong with another man, dragged a body urtil they were within twenty yards of the boxcar parapet
when the red-moustached man spun like a dervish, then collgpsed, bleeding from the throat.

The crack of the sniper’s bullet snapped down the canyon in the same ingant. The red-moustached
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men was the firs casudty among the three hundred. The remaining two hundred ninety-nine kept ther
heads down after that.

After dark, which came early in the canyon's shadows, the attackers tried to work scouts and
sappers up the canyon. One scout made it to the parapet, dit the throat of a man dozing on guard, then
was shot.

Darkness blinded the Tressen snipers, too. Aud sfted men forward, dragging tins of the remaining ail
from the overturned locomotive' s tender. Aud's men st fires down the canyon to deprive the infiltrators
of the cover of darkness. Cinders that cracked from the fires it the dead’ s uniforms, and the smoke and
gench of burned doth and flesh roiled up the canyon walls like a crematory’ s chimney.

| haven't seen hell. Yet. But I'll bet my agnogtic's pass to heaven that a battlefidd at night comes
close

Dawn brought light but not heat. | had dept in the crevasse bent, and it took minutes before | could
draighten my origind-equipment arm. The prosthetic, which was actudly younger tissue, woke sooner
and more supple. | crawled back to the notched boulder overlooking the plain to the south, dragging my
rifle, then peeked below. “Crap.”

Eight hundred yards from me, on both sides of the track, clustered Sx groups of three soldiers each.
A disc of snow twenty feet wide had been tramped down around each group.

| raised my rifle and squinted through the scope. Each group of three men bused itsdf around a
black metd tripod. Each tripod’s rearward leg tilted toward the canyon and was as thick as a stovepipe.
The Tressens had I€ft their atillery a& home, but mortars broke down into loads a couple of crew
members could backpack.

As| watched, the leftmogt crew scurried around their tube, then dl three ducked away as the mortar
platoon lobbed itsfirgt shot toward the canyon.

If you ever want a demondration that whatever goes up must come down, watch a mortar. The
trgjectory is steeper than a raller coaster, both up and down. Smooth-bore mortar rounds travel dower
than bullets, even a the moment they exit skyward from the mortar tube. If you look closdly, you can
follow the round as it ascends, finned like a backyard science-project rocket, and scarcely bigger.

Thok.

The round dropped toward me, and | curled into a fetdl pogtion behind the rocks. “Crap, crap,
crap!”

Blam.

The round impacted fifty yards above me, on the canyon’s opposite wall, and exploded shrapnd and
shattered granite chips tha clattered down onto the shopkeepers eight hundred feet below. | cocked my
head, nodded. Not a bad-ranging round. From the gunners standpoint.

Once dl the tubes were amilarly laid, the rain would become unbearable for Aud's troops.

| crawled back into the boulder’s notch and peered through my riflés scope. The mortar crew
members tight-wrapped scarves scarcely rippled. There was little wind to correct for, here or near the
target. The scope on my rifle would never be mistaken for even the last-generation optics in an Eternad
armor helmet, but it was good enough.

There had been no time to zero the rifle, and my firg round puffed snow, unnoticed and yards wide
of my target. When the sound reached the mortar crews, some flinched, but they kept beavering away,
heads down, around ther tubes.

Mortars have been the same for centuries and across light-years, one of those unbroke things that
nobody screwed up by fixing. A Tressen mortar is little more than a stedl pipe on legs, open at the top,
with a sharp verticd pin at its closed bottom. A finned atillery shell, with a percusson-fired explosive
cap initstal and an explosve charge in its nose, is dropped down the mortar bore. Cap drikes pin,
driven down by the shel’s weight. Boom. Round out. Do it again.

My second shot struck a mortar crewman in his torso as he hung a round above the tube. The round
didn't drop deanly and hung insde the tube. A hung round puckers mortar men anywhere, and Tressen
explogves were, as mentioned, unstable.

One of the unwounded crewmen kndlt, laid the tube on its Side, then tilted the tube mouth toward the



snow, to coax the live round out. My third shot struck him between the shoulder blades, and the round
detonated. Not only was the fird mortar destroyed, it looked like crewmen in adjacent crews took
dhrgpnd, aso.

| kept firing, as fast as | could mark targets and work the rifleé's bolt. Congternation ensued below,
followed by arapid retreat out beyond rifle range, dragging wounded and mortar tubes.

It was past noon before the mortars resumed, from out on the north forty, where | couldn’t get a
them. Of course, they couldn’t S0 eadily get at us, either. Trying to hit a target with a mortar is like trying
to pitch a penny so it drops down a stovepipe. The farther you stand back, the flatter your trgectory,
and the harder to drop the penny in without raitling it off the ingde of the stovepipe.

Therefore, the Forty-fifth Divison cooled its hee s—above the Tressen Arctic Circle, not a figure of
peech—for the rest of the available daylight while its mortar men tried to pitch pennies down a distant
stovepipe. The closest round penetrated to four hundred feet above the canyon floor before it detonated
agand the rock wadl. Shrapnel and cobbles showered harmlesdy down on the shopkeepers. Otherwise,
the mortar crews merdy rearranged the mountain scenery with explosives and kept their off-duty
comrades awake.

At dusk, | dipped back down to the ledge and glanced over the sde. Far below, the shopkeepers
hed gone to school on the mortar attack and had improved their overhead cover, roofing over ther little
fortress with boulder-reinforced boxcar doors.

But eventualy, pennies would drop to the bottom of the stovepipe, and the boxcar doors wouldn’t
be umbrdla enough.

In the second hdf of the twenty-first century, Earthlings beat one another’ s brains out largdly a night.
But without night-vison technology, wirdless communicetion, and remote sensors, war keeps bankers
hours.

The night raced past in Slence. The most likdy reason for that was that Forty-fifth Divison's
commander intended to rest his troops, in order to make full use of the upcoming daylight hours.

SIXTY-ONE

THOK. THOK. THOK. THOK. THOK.

| opened my eyes garing into dawn-lit frozen granite, in the crevasse that had become my home. The
mortar men were up early.

Blam. Blam. Blam. Blam. Blam.

Ealy, but gill inaccurate. Evidently, the Forty-fifth's commander had a tranload of mortar
ammunition that he didn’t care to haul home as * deteriorating stores.” | shrugged. He wouldn't be the first
commander who faled to win a battle because he stood off and shdled an enemy to avoid the
unpleasantness of digging them out of their holes. Of course, the Forty-fifth's commander didn't know
that in his case falling to win—and win quickly—was to lose.

| crept back to my vantage a the notched boulder and swore. The Forty-fifth's commander had
awakened on a more aggressive sde of his Pullman berth.

Across the twilit snow a scout company, ther torsos cross-dung with ropes, jogged not toward the
canyon mouth but toward, wdl, me.

Through my scope, their faces looked grumpy and purposeful. In the pantheon of military nobility,
sniperslike | had become occupy an unfavored niche. Also, | suspected, the daughter of the last couple
days had persuaded Forty-fifth’s commander to seek away around the canyon. Which the scouts would
soon locate and secureif | didn’'t do something about it.

| set to work with my rifle and left too many scouts facedown in the snow.

The survivors, dso too many, findly disappeared benesth me, under the mountain's curve, invisble
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and no longer shootable by me.

I shook my head and shrugged into my pack. “Checkout time.”

It was no longer a question of whether my postion would become indefensible, but when. | had no
way of estimating how long it would take the scouts to scae ther side of the mountain, and | dared not
cut my primary responghility, to deny the enemy the flanking ledge behind me, too fine

Meanwhile, out on the plain, troops formed up in black phaanxes againg the snow. There had to be
four thousand troops out there. | swalowed. The theory was that an inferior force could hold perfect
terrain indefinitdly. “ Indefinitely” was about to become a precise term.

My panting smothered by the incessant, percussive rain of mortar rounds, | crabbed back across the
narrowest fifty feet of the ledge, above the explosives-packed dring of joints and crevasses tha
crisscrossed below the ledge.

From there, | could see down into the canyon, where lead dements of the Forty-fifth and the
defenders had dready engaged, rifle crackle intertwining with the constant crump of the mortars. | 4ill
hed fifty rounds for therifle, and | put forty to good use.

After an hour, a mortar round whistled clean between the canyon wals and burst in the center of the
defender’ s position. | counted thirty motionless bodies and heard more wounded than | could count. One
slent, bleeding figure who remained defiant on the parapet was Aud Planck.

The attack wave crested, then receded. But the defense was wearing ever more rapidly. If it were
outflanked, or grenaded from above, the end would come too soon.

| tugged out a box of wooden kitchen matches and crept to the bunched fuses. | had test-burned
some back at the camp and figured these would burn through in ninety seconds.

Two hundred yards away, down the ledge, the first scout’ s hemet peeked above the ledge.

| struck my match, but it broke in my numbed fingers. | grabbed for it and spilled the rest of the box,
the tiny sticks floating down the eight hundred feet to the canyon floor like dandelion seed.

Fpang. A scout’s bullet exploded granite Sx feet above my head, then sang away into the distance.

| peered into the matchbox. One Ieft.

My unpracticed fingers shook as | struck the match once, twice without result. | cursed my
smoke-free lifestyle, then tried again. The match burst into ydlow flame, and | cupped it with my other
hand around it, then lit the fuses.

They spat and crackled as they burned toward the dynamite.

Ancther scout bullet struck the ledge, in front of me.

| spent aremaining round to keep the scouts heads down while | begged the fuses to burn faster.

The count in my head reached ninety seconds.

Nothing.

| counted ten seconds more, then peeked out to see whether the fuses were burning.

Joang.

| earned a near-miss and a stone chip through my cheek for my curiosty.

Boom!

Boom! Boom! Booomm!

The explosions lifted me off the ledge, then belly-flopped me on the stone.

Granite flew.

Acrid smoke billowed.

The noise levd returned to the background szzle of amdl arms and the drum of mortars.

As | got to my feet, head lowered, and turned to pick my way north awvay from the battle, |
muttered, “You cut thet too close”

| glanced back.

The smoke cleared. Jagged gaps had been torn in the granite.

But the ledge was il there.

SXTY-TWO
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“CRrRAP! CRAP, CRAP, CRAP.”
| swayed there on the ledge. | had no more dynamite, five more bullets, and no plan. The rationd
thing to do was escape before the scouts noticed. And leave Aud Planck’ s shopkeepers hung out to dry.

| ran to the narrow ledge span, smoke 4ill curling from its crevasses, up between my boots. |
jumped up and down on the ledge but it remained asimmovable as, well, granite.

“Goddamit!” | reversed my rifle in my hands and jammed the stock into a smoking crevasse, asif |
could pry the mountain apart.

A bullet struck between my feet, and | looked up. A scout charged toward me adong the ledge,
screaming and firing. The sniper’s scope on my rifle probably earned me no love. Behind him four more
scouts snglefiled toward me.

| had wedged my rifle immovably in the crevasse, but | ill had Ord's pistol, abeit bundled beneath
layers of dothing. | needed to buy time.

| released the rifle and raised my hands.

The scout dowed and shuffled toward me, rifle trained on me from the hip.

He stopped fifteen feet away, panting steam. He didn’t look like a Nazi. He looked like a thousand
other soldiers | had known, a kid who needed nathing in this world but a shave and a three-day pass.

It would never work, and this kid didn't deserve it, but | was out of options. | lowered one hand
dowly toward my jacket lapd, toward the pistol, while | sghed and cast my eyes to the sky. | sad,
“Crap,” asmy plan became irrdevant.

SIXTY-THREE

THE DESCENDING MORTAR ROUND plummeted across my vison in less than a blink, slhouetted againgt
the cloudless blue sky, then scraped the edge of the ledge behind the kid, and dongsde one of the other
four scouts, so hard thet its sted sparked orange againg the granite. Out of sght below the ledge, the
round burst.

For a moment, nothing happened. Then the kid's eyes widened as they met mine. The ledge beneath
him and the other four scouts sank like an eevator’s floor.

He dropped hisrifle and stretched out his hand.

| reached for it, but he was gone, tumbling and flalling, Staring up at the sky, dong with the other four
scouts and, dl around them, the spinning shards and blocks of granite that had been the ledge, eight
hundred feet to the canyon floor below.

The rock beneath my feet doughed away, too, and | fdl on my back, scrabbling and grasping.
Fndly, | lay saring up past the canyon rim, sucking air and shaking.

When my heart dowed a fraction, | rolled onto hands and knees and peered over the edge of the
ledge that was now severed by the impassable gap completed by the mortar round’ s explosion.

Bdow, Aud's former soldiers and his new ones struggled hand-to-hand atop the overturned dedges.
He strode, chest out, dragging one bandaged leg behind him, aong the makeshift battlement while shells
burst around him, until he reached an object that protruded from beneath a new-falen boulder.

Aud Planck tugged my splintered sniper’ s rifle from beneath the boulder, then turned and looked up,
shading his eyes with one hand. He pointed the rifle north, in the direction | was supposed to go, then
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sduted with his other hand.

| leaned out above the battle, returned his sdute, then turned and started down the ledge.

We stared at each other through the smoke, then we both turned away from one another for what
we both knew would be the lagt time.

| reached the junction where the down tral’s northern end joined the plain a sunset. From the
canyon, the rumble of baitle continued, without me. Unflanked, what remained of the unlikdy three
hundred fought on. | couldn’t save the shopkeepers who remained dive. But maybe | could hep to make
thar sacrifice count for something.

Blood trickled from one ear, an eardrum burst by the mortar round's concusson, and from my
cheek. A granite splinter had torn through my deeve and lodged in my birth-equipment forearm. | hadn’t
egten in four days, nor drunk anything but melted snow. What wasn't bruised, ached. | began waking
north into the frigid darkness, on feet | could no longer fed, then shifted gears to an air-borne shuffle trot
that would get me back to the camp by sunup.

As| shuffled, | snorted to mysdf, “Some retirement.”

Infact, a four am. | arrived at the southern wire that demarcated the camp. It had been visble for
miles across the plain, as all lanterns carried by meteorite pickers crisscrossed the snow like fireflies.

A shopkeeper sentry saved my life by firing at me high and wide while intending anything but.

It took until five am. before | reached Jude and Cdline, who pored over a camp map penciled with
asearch grid.

| reported the battle results like Pheidippides returning from the plain of Marathon, then asked,
“How close are you?’

Cdline ran her fingers down a taly sheet as she handed me back my ’Puter. “Close enough. Cdl
your vessdl down now. We need every second.”

| nodded. Before the Forty-fifth Infantry and the burned-out ail supply had entered the picture, our
plan had been to ddiver the Cavorite, then return the survivors on the commandeered ice train as far
south as possible, then abandon it. The newly numerous Iridian resstance would mdt into the population
and become, like Mao's guerillas, fishin the sea.

Jude unrolled another of the camp commandant’s maps. Now, with no transportation, and the pass
south blocked by an advancing amy, the survivors only hope was to outrun the Forty-fifth Infantry, east
across the Arctic, uniil they reached the eastern end of the mountains, where they could turn south and
meake for the more hogpitable dimeate of the north Iridian coast.

An emaciated amy of cdligs and fishmongers and shopkeepers widows would flee
battle-hardened troops, across four hundred miles of frigid wilderness.

Jude shook his head. “I won't tdl these people, but the journey would be bardy survivable even if
we didn’'t have an amy chasng us”

Cdline said, “But if we stand and fight, we die. And hope dies with us”

| pointed a my ’Puter in Jude's hand. “You do it. Cdl down the ship. My fingers can't work the
buttons anymore.”

Then | tugged off my boots and sat on the edge of a camp cot, kneading my toes with my fingers and
feding neither. “| think I’'m gonnalie down here for a minute”

The next thing | knew, Jude stood shaking my shoulder. “ Jason! The ship’s herel”

SIXTY-FOUR

THE HUMPBACKED SCORPION drifted down toward Tressd’s snow, awhite ceramic teardrop againgt the
sted-blue afternoon sky. Its pilot throttled back to subsonic to remain slent but jinked at right angles and
sprinkled heat-seeker-fooling flares, though “hot” was the lagt adjective that described this landing zone.
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The hundreds of survivors hedthy enough to gather stones that were spread across the vast white
graveyard plan drew toward the dien ship like iron filings to a magnet. Most had seen newspaper
drawings or grainy tintype photographs of the motherworld's flying machines, but the redity mugst have
shocked them like a flying saucer, which, essentidly, the Scorpion might have been.

The Scorpion dead-stopped and hovered three feet above the snow. The Scorpion’s hull, scorched
by its passage through Tressel’ s upper atmosphere, boiled off snow in a hissng steam cloud that rose into
the scalded ar shimmering above the ship.

The Tressens formed a Slent, spectating ring around the Scorpion as a rear ramp whined down from
the modified Scorpion’s bulbous tall, lifting the former fighter’s weapons pod like a stinger.

The forward canopy rose as the cargo ramp dropped, and the pilot extended the ship’'s ladder
above and across the hull, then clambered across and down. He splashed through the dush his ship had
meted, straight-backed, chest out, comm and life support leads swinging in the breeze in time with the
glk scaf that dangled around his neck.

Jude, Cdline, and | stepped forward out of the circle, and he stopped three feet in front of us. A
“Whizard” cdl 9gn gencil painted his pilot's hdmet, and a multicolored, embroidered patch of a scowling
pdlican wearing boxing gloves crested the chest of his unzipped brown leather bomber jacket. He sdluted
and grinned. “Package pickup service!”

It was only as | watched the grin mdt into his smooth-shaven cheeks thet | redized how gaunt, filthy,
and emaciated we dl were. Jude's and Cdling's eyes peered from pits sunken in faces grayed by ol
smoke and gtretched by starvation. Their faces were scarved with rags, and their swollen coats were torn
everywhere they weren't soiled. We no longer noticed how we stank.

The kid's eyes flicked around the slent hundreds who stared at him, who looked worse than we did.
The face of war was softer when your enemy was a dot on a screen and physicd hardship was
wardroom coffee gone cold.

| returned the young pilot’s salute by careerlong reflex. “Glad to see you. Jason Wander.”

Hisjaw dropped. “Generd?”’

“Retired.”

His eyes widened as he looked around again at the slent Tressens. “ Sir—Mr. Wander—I jugt got
the one ship. My orders are to pick up cargo. Quick and quiet. | can't—"

“I know. They know. We' re waking out.”

He turned his ear toward me as though he hadn’t heard. “Sir?’

| pointed & the ramp of his ship, where Tressens were dready lining up, holding bulging sacks and
bins piled high with stones. “Could you make sure they load your bay the way you want? We need to be
out of here quick and quiet, too.”

He trotted to the ramp.

| turned to Jude and jerked athumb at the Scorpion. “The second seat on that ship’'s empty. You're
the best pilot we' ve got. Your placeisin a cockpit. Fnish thisthing. For your family.”

Jude put one arm around Cdline and swept the other around at the queued and gritty little army.
“This is my family.” He nodded toward the leather-jacketed pilot. “Jason, | could never be that guy
agan. There are plenty like him who can ddiver Slver Bullet. The Sug War is your generation’'s—it's
your war to finish. My war starts here. Now.”

Ord's lagt words echoed inmy head. | was on my own now.

| jerked my head south, toward the canyon where Aud Planck and three hundred shopkeepers had
hed back an infantry divison. “The lookouts say the Forty-fifth is through the pass, route marching north,
dready. No head start will be enough.”

The Scorpion’s cargo ramp whined as it damshdled shut. The pilot waked to the three of us,
peding off hisflight jacket. Beneath it he wore a Zoomie Sdearm in a shoulder holgter. “We re loaded.
Generd—Mr. Wander—Admird Duffy said I’'m to bring you back with me”

| sad, “Why?’

He shrugged. “Jugt in case, he sad.”

“In case of wha?’



“Can’'t say, just now.”

| shook my head. “Then fuck off.”

“The admird said you'd say that. Sir, the skipper gave me adirect order to get you into that cockpit.
At gunpoint if necessary.” The kid didn’t amile

Jude said, “Go, Jason. You know thiswar can 4ill be screwed up. Y ou might not be able to prevent
that up there. But you sure can't prevent that from down here.”

Cdline touched my deeve. “Iridians say that a thousand miles journey begins with one step. But if
we fdter, we need to know that we took that step for a purpose. You go, and be sure that these stones
win your war. And tdl the story of how we tried to win this one.”

The pilot held out his jacket to Cdline. “I got another one jud like it upstairs, maam. Looks like
somebody down here can use this”

The duchess took the jacket in a mittened hand and smiled. “A loan. Return for it in a few years,
when we' ve won.”

| hugged Jude, then Celline, then | stood ill and looked at them.

The pilat shivered in his coverdl, then turned to me. “Generd Wander, my ship's a Stting duck on
the ground like this. And we' ve dill got work to do.”

SIXTY-FIVE

THE SCORPION'S CANOPY whined down and sesled me in dongsde the pilot. The cockpit looked
familiar, exactly like the modified ship in which Jude had given me my flying lesson back on Bren, before
s0 much had changed.

The pilot scanned indruments, adjusted controls, and punched touch pands rowed across the
canopy top like a concert pianist playing upside down.

The screens lit, the canopy seemed to disappear, and we drifted into the sky.

As we rose, the pilot pivoted the Scorpion, so we gazed out across the Arctic wilderness, toward
the black mountain wall that stretched for three hundred miles to the east, around which Cdline and Jude
would have to lead the manourished army huddled below us. He whidtled. “Quite awalk. But | wouldn't
bet againg thet lady.”

“The walk’s not the problem. The company is. There's a Tressen infantry divison ten miles behind
them and gaining”

When the dtimeter read fifteen thousand feet, the pilot flipped back the hinged, red-striped shroud
that covered the weapons console as he drifted the Scorpion south dong the railroad.

| pointed at the console. “You can't fight this ship.”

He nodded. “Correct, sr. Engagement within the airspace of Tressd’'s drictly forbidden. We
weren't even permitted to load defensve armament for this pickup.”

“Thenwhat... 7’

“Admird Duffy determined that the Tehran was carrying deteriorating stores.”

“Huh?’

“We can dways jettison deteriorating stores that endanger the ship into nonorbita space or into
deserted country.” He pointed below us. “Sir, could you have a ook to assure that area below us is just
deserted country?’

Beow, a column of black specks stretched a hundred yards wide for a mile on ether side of the
rallroad, as Forty-fifth Divison gave chase to my godson, Cdline, and ther tiny band of innocents.

My jaw hung dack. “Eddi€ |l get rdieved without penson for this”

“The admird said that, too, gr, to me and the four red jackets that volunteered to load the pod. He
sad to tdl you the dentd plan’s lousy, anyway.”
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“Son, thisis no joke.” However, as| sad it | mentdly retracted every curse | had placed on the
head of Eddie Duffy.

“The admird’s log will say deteriorating stores were jettisoned above the Arctic Circle of Tressd.
Only me, the admira, and the four red jackets can say different.”

“And me. Why am | here?’

“The admird wanted somebody spotting who knows where the friendlies are, where the bad guys
are, and the target characterigtics.”

| jerked my thumb over my shoulder, toward the stinger pod. “Whét are you packing?’

“Radar-guided Area Denid Explosve. Bascdly bundled cluster bombs that arrange themselves as
they fdl. The radar identifies moving targets and shifts the cluster units for maximum efficiency.”

| pointed below as we hovered unheard and unseen high above Forty-fifth Divison's quick-marching
Gls. “There are no friendlies down there.”

He nodded as he lad hishand on a sdector did. “They got any hard-shel vehicles or body armor?
RADE burg fragments behave like razor blades.”

| shook my head. “Dismounted light infantry. Cloth coats, sted hdmets”

“Then they' re toast.”

They weren't toast. They were human beings, as cocky, imperfect, and mortd as he was.

The targeting screen winked on, the pilot tipped the Scorpion up, and the fusdage shuddered as the
cluster bombs released and began their tumble, three miles above the unsuspecting marchers.

Onscreen, a wavering green rectangle materiaized as the munition sized up its target. Then dozens of
red lights svarmed like gnats within the rectangle as cluster-bomb units rearranged themselves in free fal,
S0 their burding bomblets would perforate every square foot of the target.

| peered down a the undulating smudge on the snow that was thousands of infantrymen shuffling
north while curang ther blisters.

Ting.

The only sound we heard, as the munition detonated three miles under us, was a chime from the
Scorpion’s targeting ’ Puter.

A slent, rectangular snow cloud snapped into sght below. Prevaling wind at the point of impact,
which the targeting ’ Puter read at Sxteen miles per hour, blew away the snow. The smudge that remained
on both sdes of the railroad track didn't undulate anymore. Among the bodies, a mos a few dozen
moved. They would freeze solid by the next morning.

On a perpetudly snow-covered graveyard isolated a the top of this world, the bodies would soon
be snow-covered thousands among aready-dead thousands. The magnitude of the carnage, perhaps
even the fact of it, much lessits cause, wouldn't be apparent for years.

| turned my eyes north and let them rest on thetiny line of rebels that snaked itsway east.

The pilot pointed below, as the targeting ’ Puter retracted. “Stick afork in’em. They're done.”

| suppose | should have congratulated him.

Then the Scorpion shot upward toward the Tehran.

SXTY-SX

BY THE TIME THE TEHRAN CAME IN SIGHT of Mousetrap, so many cruisers, Scorpions, transports, and
tenders drifted dispersed in space around the moonlet that Mousetrap seemed enveloped in light fog, the
way Bren's Red Moon had looked when the Sugs cordoned it off.

Howard had returned with me on the Tehran, to shepherd the stones, and we split up when we
off-shipped. Thefirg thing | did when | off-shipped was check the port registry. The Emerald River was
here, but her skipper was liged as a name | didn’'t know. Mimi’s name appeared nowhere among the
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personnd of the vast fleet. Whatever had become of Mimi's request for trandfer back to a vessd
command, it hadn’t landed her a Mousetrap. My next stop was Off-Station Communications, otherwise
known as the post office. | had checked Jeeb's doghouse there and reclaimed it.

The clerk scrolled his screens. “Nothing, Sir. Not under ‘Generd’ or ‘“Mr.” If you've got outgoing, |
can takeit in, but Mousetrap’ s been on lockdown since the push started last month. Nothing in or out.”

| toted Jeeb’ s container with me to the Spook Penthouse on leve forty-eight, to see Howard Hibble.
The MP at the tube was the same one who had been on duty my last vist. He blocked my path.

“What's up, Corpora ?’

“Rediricted area, Sr.”

“I'm cleared.”

He shrugged, hand on his holstered sidearm. “Not inmy ’ Puter. Sir.”

Howard eventudly came out and vouched for me, which shouldn’t have worked, but did. Even a
retired generd has a certain avoirdupois.

We sat in Howard' s office.

| scowled a him. “From the armada around this place, | gather the find push is cranking up. You
could have told me”

“You don't have a clearance since this retirement busness”

| rolled my eyes. “Tha was just a paper game to shock the Duck. I'm going up to AOPD and
unretire as soon as we're done here. When do we jump off?”

Howard crossed hisarms.

“Howard. Thisisme”

He sighed. “Wegponization of the stones we brought back should take a month. The Tehran will
refit in the meantime. The rest of the fleet’s been on dert for two months”

| nodded. “Good. | can usethe rest.”

Howard shrugged.

| pointed at the deck beneath us, beyond which, out in the space of the Mousetrap, the great human
fleet drifted. “Howard, when that fleet leaves, | leave with it. | will see the end of thiswar.”

My next stop was on leve twenty-nine, where the adjutant generd’s office operated a branch of the
Army Officer Personnel Directorate. The branch conssted of a compartment the Sze of a gang shower,
occupied by one overweight, overworked, pug-nosed second lieutenant who was suffidently junior thet
she was saddled with dl adminigrative matters for the post.

| sat in front of her desk, leaning forward inmy chair.

Sheran her finger across a line on a flatscreen, then nodded. “Yes, Mr. Wander. Your paperwork
came through from the Human Union Consulate on Tressel and was processed. Your initid penson
check was direct deposited on the firg, just before we locked down.”

“It's General Wander. | want to unretire. It was a misteke.”

“It's not thet easy.”

“What | meanis| just needed some time off to attend to something | couldn’t accomplish as an amy
officer.”

She shook her head. “That’s not what your file says.”

| squirmed. “I know what | intended.”

“If you intended to abandon your post in the field during wartime, you intended to desert. Says here
the judge advocate generd’s office declined to prosecute only because Consul Muscovy included his
sworn dfidavit with your papers. The consul swore that he forced you to retire to avoid an interplanetary
incident detrimentd to diplomatic rdations with the government of Tressen. You're lucky you kept your
penson.”

“What do | have to do to unretire?’

She cocked her head. “You're too old to enlig agan.” Then she brightened. “Fle a two-oh-two
stroke seven. Y ou might be reingtated at a reduced rank.”

| exndled and closed my eyes. “Yed Print me one”

She shrugged again. “Sure. But it's gotta be approved in Washington. And we're on indefinite



lockdown, so it can't be tranamitted off Mousetrap.”

| leaned forward with my elbows on the desk. “What am | in the meantime?’

She dghed, and swivded her char to face a different screen. “A ward of the Veterans
Adminigretion, Mr. Wander.”

| stood, planted my fists on her desk, and leaned forward. “I’ ve been in this war from the beginning.
I'm going to be init a the end. Even as a spectator. Can you get me on a ship? Any ship. As a
dishwasher or something?’

“Ships are classfied areas. You aren't cleared to enter a classfied area. You can't get cleared
because—"

| exhdled so my lips flapped and made a motorboat noise. * Clearances have to be approved through
Washington, but we' re on indefinite lockdown.”

She amiled. “I knew you’ d understand. But as a retiree lawfully on a military post, you can access dl
uncdlassfied areas.”

“Being?

She rolled her eyes to the compartment celing and ticked off on her fingers. “This office. The post
office. Bachelor Officers Quarters—you're entitled to lodging there on a space-available basis. You
have Officers Mess privileges. You can make purchases at the post exchange, induding the package
goreif you're of age”

“What can | do besides deep, eat, shop, and buy booze?’

“There sthe Mousetrap Library.”

“Isit any good?’

“It will be when | get timeto gtart it.” She shrugged for the last time as she snatched a paper file off a
stack. “Oh. And you can use the Officers Club.”

| smiled. “Perfect!”

SIXTY-SEVEN

TWO HOURSAFTER | LEFT AOPD, | stepped through the hatch into Mousetrap’s consolidated Officers
Club, with a brown paper bag under one am. Mousetrap’s O Club served dl branches of the Human
Union Forces, which looked suspicioudy like the U.S. Army and the U.S. Space Force, with a sprinkling
of Brits of dl stripes, Euros, Adans, Afros, and Outworlders.

The O Club's decor was early Neon Beer Sign, with a pool table and bowls of plausbly
nonhydroponic cocktall peanuts on the tables, and the place was hdf-full of the swabbies who had
flooded Mousetrap like a tsunami.

My quarry, done at a table with a neat whiskey and a paperbook higory of the Boston Red Sox,
looked up and smiled. “ Jason!”

He waved me over, and | sat.

He pointed at the bag | held. “Whazzat?’

“A congratulaions present on the occason of your new command, Eddie. And | owe you for
Tresd”

“Nothing happened on Tressd.”

“Of course not.” If there was a rule bender to be found on Mousetrap, it was Eddie Duify.

Eddi€' s cheeks glowed redder than usud. “The Abraham Lincoln’ s a greet ship. But I'll miss the
Tehran.” Then he frowned. “Not as much as | suppose you missthings. | heard about the retirement.”

| shrugged. “1 miss not getting a ticket to the finde I've earned my seat. | don't miss the
responghility. | just want to seeit, not beit.”

“After what you've been through, | don't blame you. If there was anything | could do...” He
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reached across the table, tugged at my brown paper bag, then raised his eyebrows and smiled.
“Hewitt'd How did you know?’

“We killed the lagt bottle | bought you Sx years ago.”

He narrowed his eyes. “Y ou needed a favor then.”

| siffened and widened my eyes. “Surely you don’t think [—”

“Aslong asit'sasmdl one”

| hedd my hand up between us, with the thumb and fore-finger so close together that a cocktall
peanut wouldn't fit between them. “Tiny.”

SIXTY-EIGHT

SIX WEEKS LATER, Eddie and | were dill together, chasng a six-legged mechanicd cockroach through
intragalactic space, or at least through that part of space that hurtled dong just forward of the Abraham
Lincoln’ s Bulkhead One Twenty.

Whenever we had shipped together in the past, as admird and embarked-divison commander,
Eddie Duffy and | jogged together every day. On this voyage, as admird and his stowaway, we
continued the routine because Eddie was my shipboard protector, because we were friends, and because
we were the only people on this ship who ether of us could keep up with.

“Gimmee a minute” Eddie raised his pdm, panting in slence broken only by the metdlic skitter of
Jeeb’ s 9x legs againg the deck plates.

The Abraham Lincoln was deserted from forward of Bulkhead One Twenty on forward to
Bulkhead Ninety. Normaly, Bulkhead Ninety back to Bulkhead One Twenty was overcrowded with the
infantry divison that a cruiser packed, in addition to the cruiser’s Space Force crew of twenty-two
hundred.

But the people back on Earth like my former boss Generd Pinchon had invited no infantry to the
party that would, they were sure, win the Pseudocephalopod War.

Jugt &ft of Bulkhead One Twenty the launch bays made a belt around the ship.

As a stowaway, dbeit one vouched for by the skipper if anyone asked, | stayed between Bulkhead
Ninety and Bulkhead One Twenty, except for meds. | puttered with equipment Ieftovers in the infantry
amory, wrote letters to Mimi and to Jude, which weren't going to be ddivered for a long while, and
played with Jeeb by the hour.

Unlike Mousetrap, the Abraham Lincoln had an excdlent library. Eddie had routed me through his
own ’'Puter viathe ship’s net, so | could read from my stateroom and, for that matter, see what he and
the ship were up to, without showing mysaf forward of Ninety.

Each launch bay had a drinking fountain, and we stepped through the hatch into Bay One. So early
in this misson, most of the flight deck’ s thirty-sx bays were as deserted as the infantry billets Months
from now, as we neared the Pseudocephalopod homeworld jump, the flight deck would bustle. But
today, flight deck personnd tended the three Early Bird Scorpion interceptors, which every cruiser kept
on dert 24-7, on the other sde of the ship, and the very specid Scorpion in Bay One.

While Eddie rehydrated like a beached hippo, | stared a the Scorpion locked on to Bay On€'s
launch ralls. Its canopy was raised, and a bay crew member helped one dert pilot out after his watch so
another could strap in.

| stood, puffing, hands on hips. “On that oversized watermelon seed ride the hopes of mankind,
Eddie”

Dripping sweat and bent forward hands on knees, he shook his head. “Not dl of them.”

The Silver Bullet munition that Howard's Spooks had fabricated essentidly worked like a bundle of
last-century MIRV warheads, the biggest cluster bomb in history. Bigger bombs split into smdler bombs
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and 0 on down to spherules smdler than sand grains. The grains would ran down evenly spaced
Cavorite over an entire planet, in a pattern so uniform that it would kill a maggot that had the mass of the
Eurasan Crudd Plate. That's how big Howard's Spooks had caculated that the Pseudocephalopod
was, give or take Scandinavia

The Scorpion was kept on dert even now, months away from the fleet’s objective, not so that it
could attack or defend anything. The cruisers and clouds of Scorpions screening us took care of that.
The Scorpion was on dert in case mechanica falure, mutiny, appearance of marauding gypsies, or
anything dse threatened the Scorpion’s mothership. If anything like that happened, the Scorpion could
move to another cruiser. The Space Force and the Spooks had thought of everything.

The Spooks had even made two Siver Bullets, just in case. Hdf of the Tressd Cavorite we had
worked so hard to get made this bomb. The other hdf was in a bomb in a Scorpion aboard the George
Washington, with Howard babysitting.

| had picked up lots by eavesdropping on Eddie€’s "Puter. Still, | scratched my head. Stowaways
don't get briefed. “Eddie, the Abraham Lincoln and the George Washington are old designs. Why are
the old warhorses carrying the heavy freight?’

He stood, rapped againg a hull girder, and the sound of his knuckles echoed in the vast bay. “The
newer cruisers can't take a punch like these old girls The rest of the fleet’s here drictly to keep the
maggots off us, so we can ddiver the two Scorpions to the last jump.”

The human race had put dl its eggs into two sturdy baskets, then told the mightiest fleet in human
higory to watch those baskets. | didn't have a better idea, and if | did, nobody cared what a retired
generd thought. “Eddie, you redly think we' re gonna have to fight our way in to the last jump?’

He shrugged. “We planned for afight. But we hope to be pleasantly surprised.”

We stepped back through the hatch and resumed our daily torture. | grimaced not so much from the
exercise as from my concern that the maggots surprises were seldom pleasant.

SIXTY-NINE

TWENTY-RAVE JUMPS, and more dally jogs than | cared to remember, later, | floated weightless in the
deserted observation blister on Abraham Lincoln’s prow. Spangled blackness glided around me as the
ship rotated. Dead ahead beckoned the lightless disk of the next, and presumed lagt, insartion point, its
gravity dready accderating us forward. Invisble over my shoulder, and dl around us, the flest
surrounded this ship, dispersed over spans longer than the distance between Earth and the moon.

Jeeb perched on the blister’ s handrall dongsde me, and one of hislegs squeaked loud enough in the
dillness that | winced. He stared up a me with polished optics, and | tasked him. “Accelerate |eft third
locomotor replacement.”

In response, hisinternds clicked, so fantly that only | would notice, as he reprogrammed.

| rested one hand on the rail beside Jeeb, and my replaced arm throbbed. By now, Jeeb and | each
resembled George Washington's hatchet. One hundred percent origind equipment, except for Sx new
handles and four new heads.

But Jeeb, for dl the humanity | saw in him, was so immorta that he could survive a near-miss nuke,
and he was Hflessin the way that only machinery can be. We humans were dl too mortd and dl too
sfish. And that, my life had taught me, was the essence of being us. We understood our mortdity, yet
we sacrificed everything for others, the way Jude's father and then his mother had, the way Audace
Planck had, the way Bassin was prepared to, and the way countless others had over the course of this
war.

Sometimes the cdculus of sacrifice was dmple, one life for d9x thousand, or for dl mankind.
Sometimes the caculus was one arm for nothing explicable. | feared that only more sacrifice would win
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this longest and broadest of wars for us. | beieved tha we would overcome the Pseudocephal opod
because, in our best moments, we overcome our selfishness.

From the speaker in the handrall, the bosun’s whidle lilted. | grumbled because it never stopped
cdling me. | Sghed, then somersaulted, and floated &ft, in the direction from which | came. “Let’s go,
Jeeb. We're not done yet.”

Jeeb and | drifted, then walked, back to infantry territory. As| stepped through the Bulkhead Ninety
hatch, it dammed mein the back like a bulldozer.

SEVENTY

DEPRESSURIZATION KLAXONS HOOTED. | shook my head to clear it. Behind my back, the hatch locked
down, separating Bulkhead Ninety and &ft from areas forward. Had | been in the haich, ingtead of
through it, it would have snipped mein two like a sdami.

| was 4ill breathing, so the problem had to be with the deck forward, not with where | was. |
swivded around, then lad my cheek againd the haich. That way, | could peer through the eye-leve
quartzite peephole in the hatch to see what was wrong on the other side, between Bulkhead Ninety and
Bulkheed Eighty-nine.

| swore and wiped the peephole, but it was black. Something on the other Sde had smeared the
peephole so | couldn’t see through it.

| blinked, then squinted through again. Little points of light swam in the blackness, and something the
Sze and shape of an old beer can with its top pedled back tumbled, weightless.

| blinked, then squinted again. “Crap.”

The Abraham Lincoln forward of Bulkhead Ninety rolled dowly in space, a mile awvay and drifting
farther from me by the second.

“Crap, crap, crap.” | ran to my cabin and punched up my wirdess library patch to Eddie Duffy’'s
computer. “Eddie?’

Slence.

“Goddamit, is anybody left up front?

“Jason? Where are you?’ Eddie!

“Inmy cabin. What the hdl happened?’

“Dunno. Viper, maybe”

| swore. Aslittle as we understood about Sug tools and motives, we understood the Viper least of
adl. The Spooks figured that Vipers were dense lumps of Cavorite-powered matter, maybe no bigger
then refrigerators, that the Sugs Ieft loitering in space near things they thought were important, like mines
afloat in vacuum. Vipers were triggered by sensors that looked like Sug-metd footballs that aso were
gorinkled around gtrategic points, like eectronic trip wires. When a football sensed something it was
programmed to didike, the Viper accelerated to a speed in excess of .66 C, being two-thirds the speed
of light, homed on the little footbal sensor, then smashed the living crap out of whatever the footbal had
detected.

Kinetic energy isa product of velocity and mass, o a sngle refrigerator-sized Viper can put a hole
in central Forida bigger than Cape Canaverd. In fact, one had, and | Hill bore the physcd and mentd
scars.

“Then why are we dill here, Eddie?’

During the Firgt Battle of Mousetrap’s opening moments, a Viper had smashed headlong into the
Nimitz and vaporized it.

“The Viper took us abeam, not head-on. Sliced us clean. | dunno how many we logt. Gotta go.”

The Sugs hadn't figured out what chegp human gangsters had figured out centuries ago. A
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high-velocity bullet may pass through a body wresking less havoc then a fat bullet, or than a bullet that
fragments. So, | was dive, dbat a castaway, because the Sugs weren't digbolica enough to invent the
dum-dum bullet.

An hour later, while Eddie Duffy tended to the catastrophe that afflicted his crew of over two
thousand, most of whom had been forward of Ninety when the Viper it the Abraham Lincoln, |
ingpected the life raft upon which | had been cast adrift in space.

My firg discovery was the worst. | ran, Jeeb dattering across the deckplates in my wake, until |
reached the flight deck. The starboard launch bays, where dl the Early Birds and ther crews had been,
had been crushed. The port sde was little better. The red lockdown light flashed above Bay One's
hatch.

| peered through the hatch peephole. The Abraham Lincoln’s hull, and the bay bulkheads, had
peded away, S0 the bay deck and the Silver Bullet Scorpion on its launch rails stood naked agangt
gpace's blackness, like a house chimney left ganding after a Kansas tornado. There was no Sgn of the
bay crew, the Scorpion’s canopy was up, and the harness straps of the empty pilot's couch dangled up
inawindless vacuum.

| pounded my fis on the sedled hatch. The Viper had struck during watch change, when the bay
crew were milling around, and both incoming and outgoing pilots were exposed.

Whether it was Rommd on D-day eve, traveling home for his wife' s birthday, or Nagumo's aircraft
caught on deck rearming and refuding at Midway, or a Hessan picket who might have been stidying a
naturd need when he should have been looking for Washington crossing the Delaware, military history
often turned because somebody took an ill-timed break.

Mankind's saving grace in this catastrophe had been Howard Hibble's preparation of two Silver
Bullets, not just one.

| returned to my cabin and punched up Eddie on my flatscreen. He didn't answer. | tapped into the
video feed that, as captain, Eddie could access to view his bridge displays from his cabin.

Damage Control reported two hundred dead or missng, anong them the Air Wing pilots who were
medting in their wardroom, starboard. But the ship’s forward section was artight and fire-free, dthough
arifting as dead as alog.

Evidence of the status of my end of the ship was crcumdantid, mogly wha had been observed
from the forward section and was now reported on the main ’Puters. The impdler rooms, far aft of me,
appeared to be split open like pea pods. The ship had shut down the drive faster than a human could
think, so inertia kept the two piecesin motion at a Smilar speed and trgjectory, which was why the Abe’s
dismembered parts remained within Sght of each other.

Seated in front of the screen, | paused and breathed. In the hillions of cubic miles of interstdlar
space that the fleet occupied, the Abe s passage close to some unseen, drifting Sug football, and the
Viper attack that passage had triggered, must have been pure rotten luck. Clearly, the Sugs had lad a
Viper mindfidd in front of the find Tempora Fabric Insartion Point that separated us from the
Pseudocephaopod homeworld, which in retrospect seemed only logicd. But the chance of a footbal
drifting into a cruiser in the three-dimensiond vastness of space had to be as remote as a collison
between two dinghies drifting from opposite sides of the Pacific.

| toggled over to Eddie’ s externas to see what progress the rest of the fleet was making in coming to
our ad.

There was datic, so | had to squirm in my chair, lighter than | had been as the ship’'s &t section
dowed itsrotation, while | waited for the link.

SEVENTY-ONE
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THE AUDIO LINK CAME UP an indant before the flat-screen’ s visud.

“Breek right! Bregk—"

Then | was watching the same display that the captain had selected, during that moment, to show on
the forward screen of the Abraham Lincoln’ s bridge. The onscreen showed a heads-up visud through
the front of a Scorpion’s canopy. When a cruiser’s "Puter displays for mere human eyes, it adjusts to
humen sensory frailties. The audio lags a beat, and a display like a Scorpion-canopy image is dowed to
the speed of a World War | dogfight. Otherwise, dl a watching human would perceive would be flashes
and blurs,

Ahead of his wingman, from whose viewpoint the disolay appeared, a Scorpion leader broke a a
right angle to thar path. That probably meant something was on the two ships tall.

Asthe lead Scorpion broke, it exploded in a red flash.

A best |ater, avoice crackled out of my flatscreen, “Sug heavy!”

The wingman, the sound of his breathing pumping through the audio, stopped his Scorpion dead.
Then ared light on the heads-up display floating tranducent on his canopy winked green as he deployed
amissle

A Firewitch shot by the wingman, high right, corkscrewing through space, as the purple traces of
fired heavy mag-rail rounds lasered from the tips of the eight spread arms that made an open basket at
the Firewitch's prow.

Bedat. “Fox one.” Thewingman's voice.

Sow moation or not, the missileé's exhaudt flashed like ared laser toward the Firewitch and exploded
the mammoth Sug fighter in a vast purple cloud. The wingman pivoted his Scorpion back over front,
searching for threats and targets.

Eddie Duffy’s voice overrode the audio. “Enhance the furbdl, please, Mr. Dowd.”

| swallowed. So much for my theory about a random collison of dinghiesin the Pecific. The Sugs
hed jumped the fleet asit prepared to launch the two stedthy modified Scorpions that would win the war.

The Bridge's enhanced display subdtituted enlarged images of disant ships for the pinpricks that
maneuvering ships would show as when dispersed across hundreds of thousands of cubic miles The
diglay wasn't pretty. The Abe, fathfully rendered in two pieces, drifted in the center of a massve
dogfight, aka “the furbal.” Around us were arrayed a haf-dozen cruisers, where there should have been
twelve. Whether the others had fdlen to Vipers or in ship-to-ship combat | couldn’t tdl and didn’'t care.
The fact was that the fleet had already taken a begting.

One of the 9x remaining cruisers drifted, like the Abe.

Agang the backdrop of garlit space, Scorpions and Firewitches by the hundreds darted and spunin
aglent cloud around the great pearlescent cruisers, the fighters marker traces bailing like red, green, and
purple thread.

Audio crackled with chatter, from controllers and among Scorpion pilots.

So many fighters burst, then winked out, that the furbal was like watching fireworks on holo with the
audio off.

“Jason?’ Eddie spoke to me over his audio while the battle raged.

“I'm fine. Keep doing what you're doing.”

“Isthe Slver Bullet Scorpion flyable?’

“Huh?’

“We can see the modified Scorpion, Jason. It's sanding on the launch rall, in what's left of Bay
One”

“l saw it mysdf, from in here. | couldn’'t see any damage. But | don’t know whét to look for.” My



heart thumped. “Eddie, is there alive pilot back here?’

Eddie said, “The George Washington’ s sustained damage, like we have. She's unmaneuverable but
dive But Slver Bullet 1I's destroyed. We need to get Sliver Bullet | off the Abe and onto another
cruiser.”

“Once you dahilize the battle.”

“Now. Both haves of the Abe are getting sucked into the jump.”

| swalowed again. A cruiser, or, theoreticaly, a modified Scorpion, dove into a jump, dodged other
debris, dingshot past the ultradwarf star mass core, then powered safely out the other sdein new, folded
space, light-years away.

An unpowered cruiser, or apiece of a cruiser, that got sucked in didn't power out. It would Smply
crush in upon itsdf, until it became part of an ultradwarf star mass smdler than a golf ball.

“Can’'t somebody come take usdl off?’

“They're busy. Whether we dl get off the Abe' s unimportant. But that Scorpion back there with
you's got to find a home on another cruiser. So a pilot can fly it through the jump and deliver the bomb.”

“You said there was a pilot dive back here, somewhere.”

“| saild—never mind. Who've you seen dive back there?”’

| shrugged, to no apparent purpose. “Me. Jeeb. | can’'t get to the impeler rooms.”

Eddie paused, and | heard his breath through the speaker. “Y ou ever fly a Scorpion, Jason?’

“Hdl, no!” | paused. “Actudly, kind of.”

“It's a very forgiving ship. All you gotta do is ease it off the ral and dide it over to a cruiser. Then
somebody can talk you through maneuver and docking.”

“Can't they talk me through it firs?’

“Jason, we have four cruisers left hedthy enough to receive that Scorpion. Pretty soon, we may have
none”

Boom.

The back hdf of the Abe shuddered so hard that Jeeb wobbled, perched above the flatscreen.

Waiting here for the flet to ride to the rescue was no option.

“Crep!”

“Now what?’

“Eddie, | have to cross a hundred feet of vacuum to get from the bay hatch into the Scorpion.”

Eddi€ s breeth hissed out again.

Thumps and shudders shook the deck every few seconds now. The Sugs could be potshotting the
Abe s carcass, or the hull could just be bresking up.

Above the flatscreen, Jeeb swiveled his head at every thump and whined, like he wished he could
hide himsdf in a suit of armor.
| leaned my head on my pam, with my ebow on the shdf in front of the screen. “Okay. | have an
idea”

SEVENTY-TWO

THE INFANTRY ARMORY aboard the Abe hadn’t been stripped just because she was carrying no infantry
thistrip. A haf-dozen Eternad infantry armor suits hung from racks behind a repair and refit bench. With
the ship’s rotation now virtudly stopped, the weightless suits legs bounced every time a new impact
shuddered the ship's dying carcass, like a robot chorus line Eternads are made artight and
oxygen-generating principdly to protect a Gl from chemicd and biologicad agents, but as a
fidd-expedient space suit, they had worked for mein the past.

The second auit | tried on fit wel enough that it should have been able to hold pressure once
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buttoned up. In Eternads, | could cross the open-to-space bay deck, clamber into the Scorpion’s
cockpit, closeit, and pressure the ship up.

The trouble was that the haich that separated the destroyed bay’s vacuum from the shirtdeeve
comfort inwhich | then resided wasn't an airlock. Once | depressurized the flight deck, so | could open
the hatch that led into Bay One, | would have no refuge to return to. If the Scorpion had been damaged,
it would become nothing more than the most streamlined retired veteran's coffinin history.

Ten minutes later, | stood at the Bay One hatch, ligening as dl of the flight deck’s air hissed through
a bleed vave into vacuum while my heart pounded so hard that | heard it above the hiss. So far, | had
ascertained that the suit had been down checked because its radios didn't work. That did not, of course,
mean tha it hadn't dso been down checked for lack of pressure integrity, in which case | would
blessedly pass into unconsciousness before | decompressed to degath.

An hour ago, the humean flegt had stood poised to launch the two Scorpions through the jump into
which this derdict was now fdling. The scorpions would drop a couple of bombs, and mankind would
declare victory, without a Sngle additionad humean casudty. We might dill slvage victory, if | could limp
this Scorpion to a pilot aboard another ship. But a best victory would come a a previoudy unimagined
price.

The Sugs approached war with the blunt Smpliaty of a caveman with a club. Somehow dl of our
collective cleverness was never enough to anticipate what the Sugs, in therr dienness, would do. |
suppose we shocked the hdll out of the Sugs just as often. But mankind had, until now, muddled through
by the skin of its teeth and the individud inititive and sacrifice of our disparate, imperfect parts.

The pressure around me equdized with the pressure of the rest of this universe, which was none. The
hetch status light flashed amber, its chime soundlessin the vacuum | had created.

| undogged the hatch, and Jeeb stepped through with me.

If the Abe had been rotating, Jeeb and | would have been spun off into space, where gravity would
dill, eventualy, tumble us to be compressed into the insertion point’s core. Instead, | was able to creep
across the deck, grasping the tie-down loops spaced across the plaing, while Jeeb dung to my back
with dl sx locomotors, like a treed cat. If there is a benefit to weightlessness, it is that even though it' sthe
ultimate form of fdling, you don't fed like you' re fdling, but rather like you' re floating in a pool.

| hand-over-handed up the launch-ral ladder, stopping and menudly rdeesing the clamps that
locked the Scorpion to the rall. 1 wedged mysdf into the pilot’s couch, which was designed to fit a dim
kid in a G-auit, not a gorillasized armored infantryman, and wriggled into the shoulder harness. Then |
found the canopy closure lever, hdd my breath, and did it forward.

Nothing moved.

My heart, which was dready raitling a the red ling, skipped.

Eternads could generate oxygen for along time and would keep their wearer warm as long as his
movements recharged their batteries, but this was not good. Findly, | looked at the ingrument panel. Red
flashing letters read “Check Harness,” just like the seat-belt light on afamily Electro.

Ord's pigdl in its shoulder holster, which | had reflexively strapped onto the Eternads somewhere
dong the way, bulged, so the harness clasp hadn’t latched.

With gloved, sheking fingers | forced the clasp shut. The red light winked off.

The canopy sghed closed, and the cockpit pressured up and warmed within Sxty seconds. |
replaced the armor hdmet with the pilot’s hemet clipped dongsde the head-rest and dided in the tacticd
net. “Thisis Scorpion...” | read the nose number. “ Seerra Bravo One.”

After two heartbeats, a Zoomi€'s voice crackled back. “Roger, Slver Bullet One. Are you good to
launch?’

“I've never done that part. Which ship am | bound for?’

Slence.

“Okay. Big John's ill got one bay operable.”

A chill settled inmy stomach. “That’sit? We' re down to one cruiser?’

“We re sdemated with the Sug fleet, but we ve taken some damage, flegtwide.”

My correspondent displayed a knack for understatement.



“What do | do, then?’

“Wait one, Slver Bullet”

Jeeb perched on the seet dongside me, his optics dilated wide. My optics were probably as wide as
saucers, too.

A different voice sad, “Okay, Siver Bullet, ook to your upper right.”

“Theré sabox.” My heart skipped yet again. “There was no box last timel”

“That's the ’ Puter that guides the ship through the jump. Don’t touch it!”

| dropped both handsinmy lap. “Okay. Not touching.”

“Drop your right hand dongsde the pilot’s couch. You should find a lever about the Sze and shape
of abanana”

“Got it

“Don't moveit!”

| jerked my hand away like | had been scalded.

“That’s the throttle. Look forward, out the canopy windscreen.”

Ahead of me | saw nathing. The insertion point was so close now that light couldn’t escape it.

But beyond the ruined tin of the launch-bay bulkheads, a white teardrop hung motionless in space.
The other Scorpion’s singer rear doors were clamshelled open.

| sad, “Is that my guide?’

“We re meking this up as we go, Silver Bullet. We need you to ease the ship up the rall, then just
drift. The ship ahead of you will back up to you, then pinch your gtinger pod with its damshdls. That ship
will drag you into the bay on the John Paul Jones.”

“What do | do?

“Go dong for the ride. Just don’t mishandle the throttle. You'll take off like a goosed cheetah.”

| licked sweat off my upper lip. “Do | need to do anything with my gtinger pod firg?’

“No! The pod controls are indde the wegpons console. So's the principd munition deployment
control. Put the wegpons console on your lig of things not to touch.”

| drew a breath. “Okay. Do | pull the banana lever now?’

“Like you were petting a cobra. You can't be too gentle”

| wrapped my fingers around the throttle and grasped it tight.

The Scorpion lurched and legpt off theralls.

“Lay off!”

Around me, ships darted, spun, and exploded in Slence. My mere touch on the throttle had shot me
into the furball.

One ship did close to me, its Singer damshel doors open.

Inmy ear afeminine voice cooed, “Come to momma...”

The pilot did her Scorpion closer, oblivious to the battle around us.

Screee.

Metd scraped ceramic as the indde of my tow truck’s damshel doors clamped my Scorpion’s
dinger skin.

“Fuck!” Not so feminine

| gulped. “What fuck?’

“Redax. | dinged your impdller lift dats. Doesn't affect you.”

For the next ten minutes, my tow truck’s pilot tiptoed us, ignored and as tiny as watermelon seeds
clamped back-to-back, through the vast dogfight.

Ahead, Big John grew as we approached. As huge and white as an iceberg, she maneuvered amid
the twine bdl of purple tracer hosing from her own surface turrets, as wel as from the svarm of her
defending Scorpions.

Firewitches dove on her, angly and in pairs, head-on, at her flanks, and from aft.

We closed in on the black rectangle that marked the open bay in Big John's dowly rotating hull, and
her turrets spat a protective stedl tunnd around us.

Clang.



The attending Scorpion detached as Silver Bullet and | floated into the open bay as dowly as a man
walks. In the transparent bubble on the bay wadl, the bay boss bent over his control panel. Alongsde him
apilot in coverdls, hdmet in the crook of his arm, waited to take Slver Bullet back out and through the
jump.

| sat back and Sghed to Jeeb, “Whew!”

| punched up the &t screen to glimpse my tow truck’s departure.

The feminine voice purred in my ear as the Scorpion rotated back toward the fight. “Curbside
delivery, Slver Bullet. You can leave the rest of the driving to a profess—”

The Scorpion exploded in the ingant that the purple flash of a Sug round flickered.

Boom.

| pitched forward agangt my shoulder straps as my Scorpion struck the bay’s back wal and
tumbled.

A maevoice. “Slver Bullet! Get the hdl out of therel”

“How do I—’

“Now!”

Aheed, the wal disappeared as the tumbling Scorpion pointed out toward the black rectangle of
space.

| yanked the banana throttle. | blinked, saw blackness ahead, and dammed the throttle closed. The
litle nudge | had given the Scorpion fdt like no motion whatever insde the ship's gravity cocoon. |
looked around to see what happened.

There was nathing there.

Themde voice sad, “Silver Bullet!”

“Yesh. What happened?’

“You did wel to get the ship out of the bay.” The voice turned flat. “You may as wel switch on the
jump-guidance box.”

“Huh?’ | couldn’t see athing. It findly dawned on me that this was because | was hurtling into a
black hole.

“You've traveled fifty thousand miles and counting. A Scorpion’s impeller's not strong enough to
back you out now.”

“I'm gonna die?

Pause.

“Switch on the box. Let it try to guide you through the jump and out the other sde.”

“Then what?’

“Then you're on your own. In afew seconds radio waves won't be able to reech—"

SEVENTY-THREE

I’ VE JUMPED WITHIN THE GRAVITY COCOON of a captured Sug Firewitch, which hurt. I’ ve jumped within
the cocoons of a half-dozen different cruisers, which was dways a nonevent. | don't recommend jumping
ingde the cocoon of one of the only two Scorpions modified to jump a Tempora Fabric Insartion Point,
unless you enjoy nosebleeds, blood in your urine, a head that feds like it's been in a punch press, and
nausea.

On the other hand, the jump itsdf is over before you can blink.

If the Pseudocephal opod had mined the backside of Its front door like it had the front, | should have
been dead, or at least attracting attention the way the fleet had.

But the way things were supposed to work, the Slver Bullet Scorpion was supposed to be too
unexpected and too undetectably smdl to attract atention.
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| had the throttle wide open—why not? Never dow down, something might be gaining on you. The
Scorpion flashed through the emptiness of new space at thousands of miles per second. Hying a
Scorpion in amosphere, as | had with Jude, was not only dower, and therefore easer, it provided a
frame of reference. | didn’t know where | had been, or where | was going. However, | was meking great
time.

Theoreticdly, | could turn this crate around, jump back through the T-FIP, and let the flet figure out
how to deliver the bomb thet filled the bay behind me. But there was no way of knowing whether the
jump-guidance box worked for areturn trip, or how to work it, with no one to talk me through things. |
didn't know how many, if any, back-to-back jumps this Scorpion could withstand. | didn't know
whether the flegt, if there was anything left of it, could make use of this shipif | returned it.

| clipped out of my harness, stripped out of the Eternads to make elbow room, then bent over the
controls, searching for whatever a Scorpion carried that corresponded to the Navex in a rentd car. |
rooted around behind the pilot’s couch, under the second couch where Jeeb perched, and in the stores
locker, for water and survivd ration packs.

A day later, | woke to Jeeb’ s whidtle. He stood tiptoed on dl sx locomotors while his optics bulged
forward, toward the windscreen.

| looked up and saw a pae ydlow star, growing vishbly brighter as we plunged toward it.

Twenty-three hours later, the star looked as bright as Sol did from Mars, and a dark shape the sze
of two poppy seeds, one large and one smdl, became visble with the Scorpion’s forward optics,
slhouetted as it inched across the star’ s disk.

Hair rose on my neck.

It could be nathing. Or it could be the end of a journey that had begun for me as a dvilian when the
fird Sug Projectile struck Earth in 2037 and that was now ending for me as a dvilian four decades later.

After another twenty hours, the Scorpion’s ranging optics measured the planet as ninety-9x percent
the Sze of Earth. Its equatoriad mean temperature was fifty-eight degrees Fahrenhet, but the planet was
cold enough at its poles to sport white polar ice caps. Its rotationd period was twenty-four point four
hours. North and south of the poles, blue ocean glisened benegth white cloud swirls. The continent that
girded the planet at the equator showed from space grass-green.

It could be just another Earthlike planet. They were rare enough, but not every one was a
guaranteed Sug nest.

Except that the satellite that orbited the planet, in an orbit barely higher than the planet’s exospheric
atmospheric shreds, was red, smooth, and familiar.

| stared for thirty minutes as the Scorpion shortened the distance between me, the planet, and the
trangplanted Red Moon.

The planet’s continent, eight thousand miles long, stretched four thousand miles from the planet’s
arctic to antarctic circles. The Scorpion’s spectrometer said the whole thing, eght thousand miles long,
four thousand mileswide, and at least a hdf mile deep, was dl organic compounds.

| shuddered. It was no continent. It was a living thing. It was the unseen enemy | had fought against
dl of my adult life

But more than frightened, | fet cheated. Howard's Spooks had predicted that the organiam at its
center would look like this. But somehow | expected some Moby Dick—sized Sug in a cape, douched
on a throne. Something that | could stab through its black heart with a fixed bayonet. Or a least
something that | could findly ask, “Why?’

| didn't know what plans lay within the Pseudocephalopod's vast mind, now that It possessed the
Red Moon. But | knew what mankind had in mind for the Pseudo-cephalopod. | whispered, as though It
could hear me, “Hdlo after dl these years, you bastard.”

| raised the red-striped, hinged lid on the Scorpion’s weapons console.

SEVENTY-FOUR



C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

| HAD STUDIED THE SCORPION'S modified weapons console for hours on the flight in. The norma
controls to deploy weapons rearward, from the singer pod, remained unchanged but were usdless with
no weaponsin the pod.

Three ample switches had been added to deploy the Siver Bullet munition. The fird was a red
oneffinger toggle that armed the munition and opened the rear haich. The second toggle, labeed
“Deploy,” gjected the wegpon. The third was a removable wedge, shaped like a grip exerciser or an
oversized soring clothespin, labeled “Abort.”

| flicked the firgt switch and armed the munition. Behind me, hydraulics whined as the bay opened
and exposed the bomb cludter.

Jeeb whigtled, and in the same moment the “threet” buzzer sounded. Up from the planet’s surface, a
haf-dozen Firewitches hurtled toward me, growing from gnat-sze to bird-size in a breath. The threat
"Puter crackled. “Defengve armament unavalable” The Scorpion’s wegpons pod was filled with Silver
Bullet, instead of something that could shoot down an onrushing Frewitch.

The’ Puter asked, “Commence auto evasve maneuvers?’ Better than me trying to fly the ship.

Thefirg Firewitch rounds flickered up toward me.

| thumbed the “Deploy” toggle before | auto-evaded.

The Scorpion shuddered.

The Siver Bullet munition burgt into a swarm of subdividing cluster bombs too smdl for Sug
technology to shoot or chase. Some would drop directly below the deployment point. Others would arc
in decaying orbits toward the planet’s surface. In the planet’s stratosphere, each bomb would burst
agan, into smart bomblets that would rain evenly down on the surface, then count down before they
burst, poisoning the only other inteligent species in the known universe.

When the cluster bomb gected, a bundle of satdlites, redly judt little radio Sgnd relays the sze of
tennis balls, gected, too. Up until the bomblets detonated, the abort remote could transmit a sgnd
through them and shut down the whole show. | snatched the abort remote from the console and tucked it
inmy coverdl pocket. “Fat chance!”

Whump.

The firg Sug round grazed the Scorpion. On the console, a button the sze of a biscuit flashed
“Commence auto evason.”

| pounded the button with my fist, and the Scorpion spirded down toward the planet, with a
haf-dozen Fire-witches on its tal. In atmosphere, a Scorpion could out-maneuver portly Firewitches
indefinitely.

| said to Jeeb, “We can dodge around the sky until the bomb goes off—"

A purple streak flashed benegath us as a Sug round barely—too bardy—missed.

On the overhead display, a new lignt flashed red. Its labd read “Lift impeler dats”

Great. My tow pilot hadn't been concerned about dinging this ship’s lift impdler dats, given the
needs of the moment. But now, in atmosphere, we could dodge down, but we couldn’'t dodge up. We
were going to run out of sky.

Sx minutes later the Scorpion dodged five hundred feet above a landscape that looked like a
neverending green sore, unreding below usin a blur. Firewitches potshotted us from behind.

The Scorpion juked left, clipped the surface below us, and cartwheedled.

SEVENTY-FIVE
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THREE MINUTES LATER, the Scorpion came to red, liging to the right, its hot skin crackling. Crashing a
gravity-shidded ship ign't physcdly traumatic; it’'s like watching a crash holo from an armchair. But this
crash killed the auxiliary systems. The Scorpion’s canopy was as opague to our surroundings as a coffin
lid.

| Sghed to Jeeb, “The eagle has landed.” | shrugged back into my armor, drew Ord's pigtol, then
triggered the manud canopy relesse.

Outside, the sky was blue. According to my hemet displays the ar was chilly Earth-normal, but too
oxygen-poor to breathe for more than two minutes. The Scorpion rested on endless tissue that 1ooked
just like the Ganglion blob Howard Hibble and | had captured on Weichsd, about a million years ago.
Surrounding us a thousand yards away stood a solid wal of Sugs, without Warrior armor. But some
carried mag rifles.

Of course. The Scorpion’s Cavorite impdler kept the Sug Warriors back the way a campfire
discouraged wolves. But we sat on the One Big Sug like an unimaginebly smdl flea biting an
unimaginebly big dog.

| glanced a& my hdmet display. Didributing a cluster bomb across an entire planet took time.
Detonation of the bomblets was hours away.

To my front, a dozen Sugs inched forward. If they came too close, the Cavorite in the impdler
would kill them, but Sug Warriors didn't care. | raised Ord’s pistal, fired, and dropped the lead Sug like
apunctured water balloon.

| fingered the two dipsin the anmunition pouch on Ord's holster as the Sugs drew closer. Give or
take, at one round per Sug, | was short aminimum of fifty thousand rounds.

Twenty minutes later, kamikaze maggots swarmed the Scorpion, Jeeb, and me three deep while |
pounded on them with Ord’'s empty pistal.

Nobody redly knew what happened to Gls who had been overrun by Sugs over the course of the
war. But these didn’'t shoot me with their mag rifles, nor stab me with the blades on their rifles edges,
though they could have.

When poisoned Warriors fdl away, others replaced them, urtil they had dragged me, with Jeeb on
my shoulder, squediing and flaling his locomotors at them, out onto their big daddy’s skin. When they
were far enough away from the Scorpion that the new Warrior crop could surround me without
poisoning themselves, they drew back fifty yards, then just sat there.

Jeeb sat dongsde me. My hdmet timer ticked down, too dowly. Eleven hours before the bomblets
went off. | amiled a little. The bomblets strewn across this planet would kill the Pseudocephal opod. The
Sugs couldn’'t stop that onrushing train, even if they knew they were stuck on the tracks.

My amile faded. With my ship wrecked, and on the wrong Sde of a black hole anyway, |1 would be
marooned here on my enemy’s corpse, with Jeeb, my 'Bot Friday, until | starved. But | dill wanted to be
the last species sanding.

“Brrrruuummm!” The rumble knocked me over, and | bounced on the Pseudocephalopod like a
kid on a mattress.

“Brrruuu. Mmmm. Uuuummm.”

| stared down dongside me. The vibration was red enough. But the noise was coming from Jeeb’'s
audio output. A TOT, a Tacticad Observation Transport, was desgned as a battlefidd snoop. In one
turkey-szed package, it incorporated sensors not just to see the enemy from above or from ground levd,
but to hear the enemy. It eavesdropped on communications, decrypted ciphers, trandated foreign
languages, even onesiit didn’t know, then spat out whet it processed, like a Spanid retrieving an old print
newspaper for its master.

Inforty years, no TOT had ever intercepted Sug-to-Sug communication, though Howard's Spooks



hed tried.

So the Pseudocephalopod wasn't taking to its minions that hed us a mag-ifle point. It wasn't
taking to itsdf.

It was talking to me.

SEVENTY-SIX

AS HISTORIC STANDOFFS GO, this didn’t look like much. For the next ten hours | sat, pistol holstered,
ams clasped around my armored knees, in the center of a mass of motionless Sug Warriors, which were
no more separate from the organism | sat on than white corpuscles.

Meantime, as the timer counted down toward Sug Armageddon, Jeeb’s circuits chittered back and
forth with the Pseudocephal opod as Jeeb deciphered the communication he monitored.

Above, the captive Red Moon orbited around the planet’s equator, south of us. The Red Moon had
st when gylladbles began to trickle from Jeeb’'s audio, then words. Findly, | heard the
Pseudocephalopod, its voice a flat, mechanicd smulation.

“Man. You have come to harm me”

A Sug of few words. After another few hundred thousand exchanges, the trandation would be
smooth and idiomatic. For the moment, the meaning was plain enough. The Big Sug was on to us, more
or less.

“You dready harmed us. Many of us”

“l have not harmed man.”

“There is more than one man. You have not harmed dl of man. But you have harmed man.” By the
millions. Without remorse.

“l have learned this. Man has many...” Jeeb's trandator sumbled. “ldentities”

The Spooks had dways thought that this unitary intdligence couldn’t understand the concept of
meankind, or any other kind, as multiple individuals

The adrendine of rage surged through me. “My mother. My lover. My friends. Infants. Old people.
You harmed them dl.” | kicked the vast skin beneath my feet as though the thing could fed it. “Have you
learned that I—this identity of man—can kill you now? I’'m bringing the rain on you.” The green numbers
of my hemet display timer winked down to nine minutes. “And you can’'t siop me. Then I'll beat feet out
of here” The last was bravado. This was a one-way journey for me. But at least it was ending a a
worthwhile destination.

“I have learned this. But | have the...” Jeeb’s trandator sumbled. “Cavorite.”

| frowned and glanced again at the timer as it spun down. “You've had Cavorite for a long time
before this. What' s changed?’

“As| amimmersed deeper in this universe | suddenly understand more.”

| snorted. “You and Archimedes.”

“What is Archimedes, man?’

“Not what, who. Archimedes was the name of a separate identity of man. He immersed himsdf in a
water tub and then suddenly understood a greset truth about the universe. Each separate identity of man
hes a name, so we can communicae.”

Pause.

“I wish to communicate, man. Say your name.”

“Lieutenant Genera Jason Wander, retired” would require explanation of socioeconomic
designators, surnames, and given names, which was pushing the envelope with a hermit. “ Jason.”

“Jason, you will cal me Archimedes.”

“I'll cdl you whatever | want to. Murderer. Dead Sug waking. Archimedes dready took that
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name.”

“Then bring Archimedes.”

“l can't. HE's dead.”

“What is dead?’

| snorted again. “Harmed. No longer able to immerse. Returned to dust. Like what you did to axty
million of man’s identities. And now like you, Archie.”

“Man can dill immerse. Therefore Man isnot dead. Archie can ill immerse. Therefore Archie is not
dead.”

My jaw dropped so far that | blipped my hdmet’s chin contral. This thing redly didn't get it. One
day a hdf-million years ago, Archie had redized that he existed. Over the hdf-million years ance tha
day, he had never seen any other of his kind die, because there were no others of his kind. So he
couldn’t understand the difference between dead and dive. Asfar as he was concerned, he had done no
more than trim mankind' s fingernails.

What if he wasn't going to use the Red Moon to exterminate mankind?

“Archie, why did you take the Red Moon?’

“Archieis fuly immersed in this universe. Archie wishes to immerse in another universe. Only the
Red Moon will dlow Archie to besat feet.”

| nodded to mysdf. After a hdf-million years aone, in one place, even a hig, interesting place, |
might yearn for new chalenges. In fact, | did, inalot shorter time.

Archie wanted a change of scene. But Archie had no feet, no wheds, no cruise liner. He was like a
curious infant who had grown up on a desert idand. The only life raft he possessed was what he had
sumbled onto in his youth, Cavorite. And because Archie had developed a serious weight problem in
middle age, he needed lots of it in order to travel.

| said, “You've rebuilt the Red Moon to transport you to the edge of this universe”

“No. To trangport Archie to the adjacent universe”

| rocked back on Archi€'s skin, surrounded by his white corpuscles. The scourge of mankind was
tdling me that he wanted to cede the fidd of battle to us after thirty thousand years. Blow town? Caich
the 3:10 to Yuma? | shifted my weght and fdt the abort remote in the cover-all pocket benesth my
amor. Then, ingde my hdmet, | shook my head. “How dumb do you think | am?’

“Archie does not understand.”

“You'relying.

“What islying, Jason?”’

| smirked at the speaker on Jeeb’'s carapace. “Okay. I'll play. Not tdling the truth.”

“What istruth?’

“Come off it. You've endaved a gdaxy. But you don’t understand truth?’

Archie didn’'t answer.

Insde my hdmet, | cocked my head. What would Howard Hibble say about this?

Logicdly, it takes aminimum of two separate identities to lie, the liar and the lie-ee. So Archie didn't
know truth, at least as opposite to untruth. He shouldn’t have devel oped the capacity to lie Howard had
adways sad, and it was true, that the Sugs, that this smple-talking mongter, didn’t deceive us. The Sugs
approached us head-on. Push, they pushed back, harder. Deceive, they bought our deceptions. A liar
would have learned.

| said, “Archie, truth is saying whet is, instead of what isn't.”

“Thereisonly what is, Jason.”

Archie had seven minutes to live. | had seven minutes to decide whether to kill the sworn enemy that
hed consumed my life, or to risk the future of mankind on a conversation so bizarre that it could be a
figment of my imaginaion.

“Come with Archie, Jason.”

“What?’

“Best feet ds0. Archie and Jason will immerse together.”

It does't take an orphan long to learn that he wants to be part of afamily.



“You don't understand, Archie. How long isthe journey?’

“If Archie knew dl of the journey, Archie would not wish to go.”

Ha-ha | think.

Archie said, “ Approximately two hundred thousand jumps.”

“No, Archie”

“No?" Jeeb's trandator lacked ahility to impart inflection, beyond a question, but | heard a sob in
the word.

“Archie, | can’'t. I'm too fragile. My identity will die long before two hundred thousand jumps” Then
more words tumbled from my lips. “But it sounds greet. Redly.” If Archie couldn’t tdl a lie, he certainly
couldn’t recognize a white one when he heard it.

“Jason would die?’

| nodded asif Archie could see me. “Jason would die. Jason does not want to die”

The timer winked down to three minutes.

“Then Archie must go adone. Jason, Archie dso does not want to die”

SEVENTY-SEVEN

| SAT HERE, tiny, somewhere in some gdaxy. | was on my own, obliged to decide the fate of two races,
with nothing but the lessons of an accidentd soldier’slife to guide me.

| hadn’t redlized it until this moment, but suddenly, londy Archie and | were both, in our own way,
orphans. Decades before, | had been the firs modern human to encounter this being. Today, one way or
the other, | would be the last.

A soldier in a life vigts both poles of mankind's nature. | had seen men endave other men on Bren
and make war incessantly to no purpose. But | had adso seen men like Bassin sacrifice to change that for
the better. On Tressd, | had seen men commit unspeskable atrocities. But | had seen men like Audace
Planck sacrifice everything to change thet for the better.

Did dl our arrogant crudty, not just to ourselves but to the world around us, disqudify us from the
aurvive sweepstakes? If Archie were lying, would he be doing this universe a favor by wiping us out?

But what about Archie? The smplicty of voice and outlook that rendered him as chaming as a
transgaactic sock puppet was just a product of an obsolete trandation dgorithm. Did it change the redlity
of what he had done? Without remorse, he had daughtered and endaved the only other intdligent race in
hisuniverse.

The choice became smple. End the imperfect life of one race to preserve the imperfect life of
another? Or risk that both could survive, and become better?

| took a deep breath, popped the sed on my hdmet, and stripped off my armor until 1 could get a
the abort remote inmy pocket. By the time my fingers closed around the remote, blackness clouded the
edges of my vison. | reached for my hdmet to try to draw a breath. The timer digolay numbers read
fifteen seconds.

Fourteen.

| fumbled with the remote, then fdl forward onto the only other intdligent species in the universe as
Consciousness vanished.

| closed my eyes.

SEVENTY-EIGHT
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| saID, “I don't want you to die, Archie. I'm tired of meking things die. I'm tired of man making things
die”

“Wander? Y ou're awake?’

| stared at the ceiling, then at the Space Force lieutenant commander who stood dongsde the bed in
which | lay. | rasped, “Where the hdl am |7’

“In the commander’ s cabin aboard the JFK.”

| rubbed my hand beneath me and ft coal synlon. “What happened?’

“We were hoping you would tell us. We recovered you from a derdlict Firewitch, seventy-two hours
ago. Y ou disappeared through a jump eght days before that in a Scorpion.”

| rubbed my eyes and sipped water from a plasti he handed me. “Thanks. God, | get tired of waking
up in strange beds. Who're you?’

“Lieutenant Commander Maxim Shaloub.”

He ran his hand through black hair, what military barbering left of it, that curled like sted wooal. |
eyed his collar brass. “Judge Advocate Generd’s Corps?’

“| fed mordly obliged, though I'm not legdly so obliged, to tdl you that this interview is being
holo'ed.”

“Why?

“That depends.”

“On what?’

“On whether you were sarving as an officer who disobeyed standing orders or you were a dvilian
stowaway who misappropriated government property. Your status remains unresolved.”

| rolled my eyes and Sighed. “Whatever. If you think I'm gonnatdl you what happened, the problem
is| don't know hdf of it.”

He pointed behind me, to the top of my bedframe. Jeeb perched there, diagnostics purring.
“Wouldn't your mechanica have recorded something?’

“You tdl me. Your techs have had seventy-two hours to download it.”

He smiled. “Don't think they haven't tried. Y ou' ve evidently programmed it with a secure download
dgorithm. Which of itsdf raises questions about what you have to hide.”

| Sghed and closed my eyes. “Jeeb. Rewind. Spill the beans”

Jeeb didn't move. | added, “Please”

Jeeb whirred, then the flap in his carapace that covered his download port opened.

Shaoub frowned. “Oh.”

Jeeb soilled the beans, as requested.

According to his records, as | collapsed, | aborted Slver Bullet's detonation, with dl of four
seconds to spare.

The attending Sugs loaded me and Jeeb into a Fire-witch, which stood off from Planet Archie, while
he lit off his Cavorite express. Jeeb’s holo couldn’'t do judtice to the spectacle of an entire planet
accelerated from its orbit by the most powerful engine ever conceived, a least in this universe.

When Archie |eft on his orphan’s journey, his Fire-witch shot back through the jump with Jeeb and
me Then it did what Archi€'s detached ingrumentalities had dways done when cut off from his direction.
It just drifted. The last thing on the recording was Archi€' s mechanicd voice. “Archie does not want
Jason to die, either.”

The JAG prosecutor stepped back and leaned againgt the cabin's desk. “We won the war. You
won it.”

“No. Both sdes won. We're dive. The Pseudocephaopod isdive. Stll want to court-martia me for
desertion? Or try me for treason?’



He blinked. “I1t's not up to me”

“No, it igT't. I’ ve been through this kind of thing before. By the time we get home, the paliticians will
pin medas on you and me and everybody involved and dam credit for the result.”

He crossed his ams and shrugged. “Probably. But it's not up to them, either. We're fourteen
months from Mousetrap. The vessdl captain isthe law out here. As a matter of law, you're more likdy to
get ummaxily executed than get a medd.”

Medds. | stared a the celing's blank whiteness trying to remember dl the heroes of this war that
hed consumed my life, trying to remember dl thar sacrifices. A lump swelled in my throat. There were
too many, and the remembrance too panful. There would be time.

Fndly, | sghed. | cocked my head at the JAG officer.

“You sad thisisthe JFK. The JFK is7't scheduled to enter service for two years, even from now.”

He rubbed new paint that covered old on the bulkhead. “Thisisn't the new JFK. Thisis the original
John Fitzgerald Kennedy. They demothballed her two years ago. Maximum effort and dl. She's so old
that we move between jumps on antimatter bottles. We fdl so far behind the fleet that we were
authorized to turn back, but the skipper wouldn't. Still, we got here too late”

| smiled & him. “Not from where I'm lying.”

He managed a thin amile. “There are a lot of people aboard who would say that. Because the
skipper didn’t turn back, we were able to pick up survivors from a hdf-dozen ships. We have people
hot-bunking in the companionways. A Colond Hibble sends his regards, by the way. He's splitting bunk
time with Admird Duffy. The brig's dready converted to a dormitory, so the skipper opted to confine
you here, surprisngly.”

“Why surprisngly?’

The prosecutor shook his head. “Because there's no pricklier commander in the flegt. They say the
skipper actudly had to beg for this rust bucket and runs it tight so nobody can take it away.” He rolled
hiseyes. “Don't expect leniency from Admird Ozawa.”

Capitol City Statesman
The Clear Voice of Roth’s World

Harvest 16", 2116 Standard

Herd on the Street
Today the Rancher’s Club of Roth's teams with the Higtorical Society to welcome guest speskers from
the Inworlds. At the speakers' request, the dub has been opened to the public, and the buffet will be
provided with the speakers compliments. There are "goon ribs and there are the Rancher’s "goon ribs,
S0 arive ealy!

Mr. Jason Wander is a true-born Earthling, and one of the last surviving veterans of the Sug War.
So ishislovey wife, the former Mimi Ozawa, dso true-born, who will spesk, too.

Your Socia Editor caught up with the Wanders yesterday, while they rode the Stepper out to see
Ruby Fals. That view never gets old!

The Wanders are, Mrs. Wander says, “About sixty years old, subjective.” But, because of near-light
travd dilation, they are “a bit older, standard.” On the Wanders wedding day, the entire Human Union
was just fourteen worlds, Mrs. Wander says!!

Perhaps, but your Editor should look so good! Mrs. Wander says they have visted one hundred
forty-four worlds, counting Roth’s. They have no plans to stop traveing.

The couple married late, so they never had The Blessng. But, Mrs. Wander points out, on some
worlds the problem is too many children. The War orphaned Mr. Wander, but he says that his life has
taught him that dl the people of the Human Union are his family. And the Wanders travel with Jeeb, a
lap-s9zed Mechanicd as old as they are, which “we spail like our own child.”

Both Wanders will tdl about their experiences in the Sug War, which Mr. Wander says were
“average”



But he says the true reason they speak on the outworlds is SO no one ever forgets the sacrifices,
made by so many soldiers, that saved two races and brought peace to the gaaxy.
It sounds like a good story.
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And, as dways, to Mary Beth for anniversaries past and better ones to come.

extras

M eet the Author

ROBERT BUETTNER is aformer Military Inteligence Officer and a Nationd Science Foundation Fellow in
Pdeontology, and he has published in the fidd of natura resources law. He livesin Georgia. His Web ste
is www.RobertBuettner.com.

introducing

If you enjoyed ORPHAN’'S TRIUMPH,


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
http://www.RobertBuettner.com

look out for

THE COMPANY

by K. J. Parker
Hoping for a better life, five war veterans colonize an abandoned idand. They take with them
everything they could possibly need—food, clothes, tools, weapons, even wives.

But an unanticipated discovery shatters their dream and replaces it with a very different one.
The colonists fed sure that their friendship will keep them together. Only then do they begin to
realize that they’ ve brought with them rather more than they bargained for.

For one of them, it seems, has been hiding a terrible secret from the rest of the company. And

when the truth begins to emerge, it soon becomes clear that the war is far from over.
Teuche' s father knew the soldiers were somewhere in the parish. Hed met Tolly Epersen as he was
driving the herd back to the sheds for evening milking, and Tally reckoned he'd seen them, a dark gray
blur on the dopes of Farmoor. Teuche's father was worried, naurdly enough. His sheep were on Big
Moor, a hopeesdy tempting prize for alarge body of hungry men. He considered the risks and options: if
Tally had seen them on Farmoor an hour ago, even if they were coming straight down the combe, it'd ill
take them four hours to reach the pasture where the sheep were. There should be plenty of time
therefore, to get up to Big Moor and drive the flock into Redwater combe, where with any luck they
wouldn’'t be noticed. Normdly he' d have gone himsdf and Ieft the milking to Teuche, but as luck would
haveit, he d put hisfoot in a rabbit hole and turned over his ankle two days earlier and was dill limping
badly. He didn’t like the thought of sending the boy out where there might be stray soldiers, but he
couldn’t risk anything happening to the sheep. He cdled Teuche out of the barn, where he'd been
mending hurdles, and told him what to do.

Teuche clearly wasn't wild about the idea, but he could see thet it had to be done and that his father
was in no fit state to do it. He whigtled up the dogs, put some ropein his pocket just in case he did meet
any soldiers (if the dogs ran ahead, they’ d give him away; once he got up on the top he'd put them on the
lead, just in case), and set off up the course of the dried-up stream. It wasn't the shortest way, but he
figured he could keep out of Sght behind the high banks on that sde if there turned out to be soldiers on
the moor.

The streambed ran down the steepest Sde of the hill, but Teuche was young, fit, and in a hurry.
Because he was kegping well over to the lower Sde, in the shade of the ninety-year-old copper beeches
his great-grandfather had planted dong the top of the bank to act as a windbregk, he could neither see
nor be seen, and the wind in the branches made enough noise to mask any sound he made, though of
course going quietly had long since been second nature to him. It took him no more than an hour to reach
the gate in the bank that led from At Mead into Big Moor. There he paused, pulled himsdf together, and
peered over the gate to see what he could see.

To begin with, he had no idea whét they could be. They were far too dark to be sheep, too big to be
rooks or crows. If he'd been a stranger to the neighborhood he might well have taken them for rocks and
large stones, not an unusud sght on the top of the moor, where the soil was so thin and the wind scoured
more of it avay every year. But, thanks to his great-grandfather’s windbreak, Big Moor was good
pasture with rdatively deep, firm soil; there were one or two outcrops down on the southern side, but
none a dl inthe middle, and these things, whatever they were, were everywhere. His best guess was that
they were some kind of very large birds—geese, perhaps.

At firg, they only puzzled him; he was too preoccupied by what was't there, namdly the sheep. He
curbed the impulse to run out into the fiedd and look for them. If they weren’t there, it might well mean
that the soldiers had got there fird and were down out of Sght in the dip on the eastern Sde. By the same
token, the sheep might be down there, too, though they tended to crowd in down there only when they
needed to shdlter from the rain. He couldn’'t decide what to do for the best, and as he tried to make up
hismind, he considered the unidentified things scattered dl over the fidd, not sheep or rooks, not stones,
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and there had to be hundreds of them. Thousands.

He stayed in the gateway for along while, until he redized that time was getting on and he 4ill didn’t
know where the sheep were. Very cautioudy, he dimbed the gate and dropped down as close as he
could to the bank, where he'd be harder to see. His idea was to work his way dong the bank as far as
the boggy patch, where he could use the cover of the reeds to get far enough out into the fidd to spy
down into the hidden dip. It was a good plan of action. In spite of his anxiety, he fdt moderately proud of
himsdf for kegping his head in a difficult Situation.

Thefirg one he found was lying in the bottom of the narrow drainage rhine that went under the bank
about a hundred yards down from the gate. Because of the clumps of couch grass that edged the rhine,
he didn’t see him until he was no more than five feet away. He stopped dead, as though he'd waked into
awadl inthe dark.

The man was lying on his face, his ams by his sides, and Teuche's firg thought was that he was
drunk, passed out and deeping it off in a ditch, like old Hetori Laon from Blueside. He noticed that the
men had what looked like a sted shdll that covered his top hdf, from his neck down to his wais, and
under that a shirt gpparently made out of thousands of amdl, linked stedl rings. Then he redlized that the
man's face was submerged in the black, filthy water that ran in the rhine. He ran forward to see if he
could help but stopped before he got much closer.

He'd never seen a dead man before. When Grandfather died, his mother had made him stay out in
the barn; when he was alowed back ingde there was no body to be seen, just along plank box with the
lid dready nailed down. Maybe as a result of that, he'd dways imagined that a dead body would be a
horrifying, scary sght; in the event, it was no such thing. It looked just like a men lying down—a man
lying down drunk, even, which was comedy, not tragedy—but he could tdl just by looking &t it that it
wasn't human anymore; it wasn't a person, just athing. Teuche wasn't afraid of things. He went closer.

He knew the man must be a soldier because of the sted shel and the ring shirt. From the available
facts, he worked out a theory. The soldier had been drinking; he/ d wandered away from the rest of the
amy, fdlen adeep dtting againg the bank, somehow did over and ended up facedown in the rhine,
where he'd drowned without ever waking up. It struck him as a sad thing to have happened, sad and
supid but understandable. Something of the sort had happened to a tinker last year out over in Spess,
and the generd opinion had been that it had served him right.

But he didn't have time for any of that now, he reminded himsdf; he had to find the sheep and get
them down into the combe. It occurred to him that the soldier’s friends might be out looking for him, so
he carried on down the bank toward the reeds, kegping his head below the skyline. HE'd nearly reached
the outskirts of the wet patch when he made the connection in his mind between the dead man and the
things he' d seen lyingin the fidd.

Once the idea had occurred to him, he fdt stunned, as though he'd just stood up under a low branch
and cracked his head. If the gray things lying in the fidd were dl dead men... but that couldn’t be
possible, because severd thousand human beings don't just suddenly die like that, dl together a the
same time, out in the open fidds.

But, he thought, they do, if they're soldiers, in a war. That's precisdy what happens. He knew dl
about the war, and warsin generd. He' d aways liked hearing stories, both the old ones about the heroes
of long ago and the more up-to-date ones about how our lads were daughtering thousands of the enemy
every day, in victory after victory. It was dmogt impossible to believe, but maybe that was what had
happened right here, on Big Moor; Generd Oionoisn had managed to catch up with the enemy and cut
them to pieces, right here, on our top pasture...

He tried to think about the sheep, but he couldn’t. He wanted to go farther out into the fied, to look
a the bodies, but he couldn’t bring himsaf to do it, in case some of them were dill dive, wounded, dying.
Shouldn’'t he try to do something for them, in that case? But the thought made him fed sick and terrified;
the lagt thing he wanted to do was actudly go near them, dying, as if fad inury was something
contagious you could pick up by touch. Nevertheless, he crept out from the fringe of the reed bed and
walked quickly and nervoudy, as though he was trespassing, up the dope toward a dump of the things
clugtered 'round a gorse bush.



There were five of them. They dl had the same sted shdls and shirts, one of them had a sted hat
with ear flaps. It hadn't done him much good: there was a wide red gash in his neck, through the
windpipe. The blood was beginning to cake and blacken, and the last of the summer’sflies were crawling
in it, weaving patterns with their bodies. The man's eyes were wide open—he had a rather gormless
expresson, as if someone had asked him a perfectly ample question and he didn't know the answer.
There was another gash on his knee. His right hand was 4ill dutching a long wooden pole, splintered in
the middle. The other four men were face-down, lying in patches of brown, sticky blood. Teuche noticed
that the soles of their boots were worn dmost through. A little farther on, he saw a dead horse, with a
man's body trapped under it. There was something very wrong about it, but it took him quite some time
to redize that the body had no head. He looked 'round for it but he couldn’t see it anywhere.

He tried to think what he should do. Hisfirg duty was to seeif there was anybody he could help; but
there were so many of them, and besides, what could he do? Suppose there were two or three, or five or
ax or ten or twenty or a hundred men lying here dill dive, capable of being saved, if only someone came
to help them. That made it too difficult. One man, one stranger, and he' d fed obliged to get him down the
hill, somehow or other, back to the house, where Mother and the other women would know whet to do.
Jugt possibly he could manage one, but not two; and if there were two, or more than two, how the hll
was he supposed to know how to choose between them? Besides, he told himsdf, these people are the
enemy. They came here to kill and rob us and take our land. They deserved it. More to the point, he had
to find the sheep.

He reverted to his origind plan of action, though he knew it had been largdy overtaken by events
down to the dip, where he found no live enemy soldiers and no sheep. That more or less exhausted his
reserve of ideas, and he fdt too dazed and stupid to think what to do next. After aminute or so wasted in
dithering, he dimbed up on the bank beside the southern gateway, where he knew he could get a good
view of the whole of the river valey, from Stoneyard down to Quarry Ft. Of course, that wasn't
Kunessin land; it belonged to the Gaeons, Kude's family, but he knew they wouldn't mind if he went
onto it to get his sheep back.

But there were no sheep, no white dots, only a scattering of the gray ones, dretching down the valey
until they were too smdl to make out. That's it, then, he thought: the sheep have gone, the soldiers
mug’ ve taken them, after dl. He knew without having to think about it that thet was redly bad, about as
bad as it could possibly get. He tried to fed angry—bastard enemy coming here, seding our sheep—but
he couldn’t. After dl, the enemy had been punished enough, Generd Oionoisin had seen to that, and
what good had it done? Thirty-five acres of dead meat wouldn't make up for loang the sheep. Then he
told himsdf that the government would probably pay compensation, sooner or later; it stood to reason
that they mugt, because otherwise it wouldn't be fair. Y ou can’t have armies come onto your land and kill
thousands of people and sted a vauable flock of sheep and not expect to pay for it. The world wouldn't
work if people could behave like that.






