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Storm Force

Last Legion 03

by Chris Bunch

CHAPTER 1
Cumbre/D-Cumbre

The clerk looked over the top of her fashionably antique glasses at the rather odd couple in front of her,
odd even for a spaceport's operations section.

One was human, but about two and a half meters tall, with a weightlifter's build, prematurely balding,
wearing a flight suit with the rank tabs of a Confederation ForcesCentand the name tag dill.

The other was even bigger than Dill. He was an alien, one of the Musth who'd been defeated in the
brutal war half an E-year gone. He was fur-covered, his banded coat light to dark brown in color, with
black tips on his feet and tail. His neck was long, head pointed, round ears cocked. Strangely, he wore a
weapons harness in the blue/white colors of the Confederation.

The woman's expression hardened. "You wish?"

"CentBen Dill," the big man said, holding out a requisition slip. "To pick up the navigational material
requested by the Force. YAG Nine-three-X is the number on the requisition slip."

"I'm not sure I know where it is," the clerk said. "Besides, my superior's out for the day. Perhaps you'd
come back later, after I have time to look. By tomorrow certainly."

"By tomorrow I'm one long gone goose," Dill said. "And it'd be the one right over there. In the security
case."

The clerk sniffed, put the case on the table, then slid the form back to Dill, trying to land it on the floor.
Both the Musth and Dill reached. Dill's hand was on the form, the Musth's double-thumbed paw atop his.

"Still faster'n you, Alikhan," Dill said cheerfully. He dug a pen from his flight suit, signed, picked up the
case.

"Half a nice half-life," he said, and the two went out.

The clerk watched them walk toward a lifter, took a small box from her purse, lifted her com, touched
sensors. There was a click on the other end.

"Mar Eleven," she said. "Scrambling." She touched a sensor on the box.
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The answering voice was synthed, neutral.
"Scramble acknowledged. Report.”

In the lifter, Alikhan looked back at the office. "That one does not like me." The son of the late Musth
War Leader Wlencing, he had been captured near the beginning of the war, and been instrumental in
bringing peace.

Since the Confederation Strike Force, called the Legion by its members, had begun using the superb
Musth fighter craft, Alikhan had been offered a pilot's commission. He, and a scattering of other Musth
combat veterans, not sure of what they wanted but knowing they didn't want the drabness of peace,
became Confederation mercenaries.

"Probably not," Ben Dill said. "Lotof people don't like uniforms."
"That was not it."

"Hokay," Dill said. "Go ahead and take it personally. She doesn't like Musth. Maybe you guys ate her
lover or something."

"We would not eat a member of another species, especially one that probably tastes as rank as you."

"Couldn't prove your secret tastes by me," Dill said. "Just 'cause we hiked half a planet together once
upon a time doesn't mean you weren't repressing your an-thropopopawhatevergagous tendencies. Look
at that rotten meat you get loaded on."

"Will your people always hate us?"

"Probably," Dill said as he took the lifter off, heading toward the bay and across to the Force's base
onChancelsland . "At least until you fuzzy bastards are as good-looking as I am. Or until they've got
something newer to hate."

"Humans are strange."

"And of course you Musth are paragons of frigging logic and sense, who never get pissed at nobody for
no particular reason or other."

Alikhan showed fangs, and hissed from the back of his throat. That was the Musth sign of amusement.

Chancelsland, home of the Legion's central base, sat in the middle ofDharmalsland 's huge
bay.CampMahan had been completely destroyed in the Musth War, and gravlifters were still scooping
up rubble and taking it out to sea. They regularly found a Force-woman or -man's entombed body, killed
during the fighting, and work stopped for a burial ceremony.

The Force, slowly rebuilding to its ten-thousand-strong authorized strength, was now scattered across
D-Cumbre, with only Headquarters and Fourth Regiment atCampMahan , living and working in
temporary prefabs.

They had been assigned to the Cumbre system some nine years earlier, as a stopgap against any
intentions the equally expansionistic Musth might have on the Confederation Empire. Out there on the
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fringes of the Empire, the Force was also intended to keep the peace among the class-ridden Cumbrians
themselves.

As usual, nothing ever happens as predicted, and four years after the Force—then grandiosely called
Swift Lance—deployed to Cumbre, the Confederation disintegrated.

No one on Cumbre quite knew what had happened, since they'd had more than enough troubles of their
own, first with the uprising by the 'Raum, the "underclass" of Cumbre, and then with the Musth.

That war was over, but there would be new troubles, most likely "Protector" Alena Redruth, the tyrant
who controlled the systems of Larix andKura , blocking the normal navigational tracks between Cumbre
and the Empire. He'd already offered his "protection" to Cumbre, with only the Musth attack keeping him
from taking over that system as well.

War with Larix/Kura was inevitable. The Force's new commander,CaudGrig Angara, had cleverly
conned Planetary Government into passing a special tax, while everyone was still feeling warm and loving
about the military. Part of the special tax was for shipbuilding, to give the Force an
interplanetary/interstellar capability.

The problem was, no Cumbrian shipyard had much experience designing or building warships, especially
on an assembly-line basis, and construction was proceeding slowly. The Legion had therefore been
forced to contract with their former enemy for starships.

Parked in the ruins of the Force's huge landing field was one of the Musth destroyer-classvelv, all
weapons station bulges and strange finning. It had been delivered by a Musth shipyard that month, after
being modified to human standards. Other Musth ships were coming in-system as fast as the alien yards
could work.

Thevelv'shybrid modification was made even more strange by the twoaksai, the Musth
open-crescent-shaped fighting ships, mag-coupled to the top of thevelv'shull.

Workers scurried around thevelv, in a final loading frenzy. Dill landed the lifter and took the case with
the nav-data for the presumed-enemy systems of Larix andKura to the ship, Alikhan bouncing beside him
like a curious puppy.

AD Yohns decided he'd never get used to reporting to a machine.

"Our agent also reports the Confederation officer said he would be departing this system within the next
two days. Have no data on mission intent or other details. Clear."

The transmission was compressed to a blurt, spat into space to a transceiver on K-Cumbre, the system's
last planet in a regular orbit, then sent into hyper-space, bouncing three more times before reaching its
destination on Larix.

The transmitter beeped that the signal had been received, and Y ohns shut it down. He went up the cellar
stairs, came out in the rear of a tiny closet, closed the trapdoor behind him, and pushed past hanging

coats into one bedroom of his villa.

He added an unknown amount to his credits waiting on Larix, wondered how many millions awaited the
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day when the hounds got too close or his nerve cracked and he called for extraction. He decided to
reward himself with one drink, mixed it strong, and strolled out onto the veranda overlooking the tiny
mountainvillageof Tungi .

Yohns was heavily tanned, looked younger than his forty-plus years, and played the role of an
independently wealthy, mildly reclusive offworlder, living on his investments. He certainly didn't match
anyone's idea of what a contract spy looked like.

Far distant across the bay wasChancelsland . Yohns decided he'd put a motion detector and a camera
in place to record the Legion ship's liftoff, and if the time differed significantly from his original report, he'd
file a backup, even though it'd most likely arrive in the Larix system at the same time as the ship.

He, like his master Alena Redruth, had been expecting a move by the Force.

"I don't want any flipping heroics,"HaulJon Hed-ley, the gangling Force executive officer, said quietly.

"I rather resent that," Ann Heiser said. She and Danfin Froude, one a physicist, the other a
mathematician, were two of the three civilians in the floodlit bustle around thevelv. They were the recently
added Scientific Analysis Section that Froude had convinced the Force CO he needed.

"I've never thought of myself as Horatia at the Bridge," Heiser added.

"I wasn't talking to you as much as to your esteemed colleague, who's been known to be a little nipping
suicidal in his investigations," Hedley said. "But you can listen, too. I never trust civilians not to do
something dumb like getting killed."

"I have a quite sensible regard for my own skin," Danfin Froude said.

Hedley snorted in disbelief.

CaudAngara,COof the Legion, a smallish, intense man in his early fifties, smiled. "Don't mind him. He's
just angry [ won't let him go."

Hedley, about to say something, broke off asMilGarvin Jaansma, Legion Intelligence Section
commander andCentNjangu Y oshitaro, head of the Force's Intelligence and Reconnaissance Company,
approached, saluted.

Garvin was blond, muscled, stalwart, in his mid-twenties, and looked like a recruiting poster.

Njangu was slender, dark, two years younger than Jaansma. His name, in Earth's ancient ki-Swabhili,
meant "bad."

"dangerous." No one argued that Njangu was well named.
"Everything's aboard except the people," Jaansma said.
"No problems?" Hedley asked.

"Just one," Jaansma said.

Njangu looked a bit surprised.
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"We're taking another civilian along besides these two," Jaansma said.

"Like who?" Yoshitaro puzzled.

"Like you."

"Oh for... stop trying to be funny."

"Not being funny," Jaansma said. "According to records, your enlistment's expired. Four years you've
been a-soldiering, and now it's time to pay you off and let you go out and try to find a job worthy of your
talents. Shoveling shit, I should rather imagine."

Yoshitaro gaped, recovered.

"Boss," he said to Hedley, "tell him we don't have time for this crap."

"Not at all," Angara said, hiding a grin. "It's the attention to details that makes a good soldier better.
Guess we'll have to devolunteer you, eh?"

Njangu stood in silence. Hedley looked closely.

"What's the matter?"

Yoshitaro didn't answer for an instant. He was realizing that he was now legally a civilian, that he could
tell them to shove this job and all the rest, like he'd been threatening for about 3.99 E-years, since being
forced into uniform by a vengeful criminal court. So he could be a civilian. And then?

"Ah hell," he said. "Do you want me to stick up a paw and swear again?"
"Not if you really don't want to," Garvin said. "I guess we'd miss you and all."

Hedley checked a watch finger. "We're still short of the tick," he announced. "So we've got a few more
minutes to screw around, being cute and building flipping morale."

"Consider me sworn," Njangu said to Garvin, his nominal superior. "Sir. Now go say good-bye to your
honey."

"With your permission, sir?"
"Go, already," Hedley said.

Garvin went to the side of the bustle, where the only other civilian waited. She was Jasith Mellusin, head
of Mellusin Mining, a billionaire, and someone who'd let the Force use her resources whenever
necessary.

Jasith was a few years younger than Garvin, model-slender, and still wore her dark hair long. She and
Garvin had been lovers for a time, then, after her father's death, she ended her relationship with him, for a
reason neither of them quite understood, and married another member of the rich set, the Rentiers. That
brief marriage had exploded during the Musth War, and she'd returned to Garvin, neither of them quite
sure where their relationship was going.
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"Well," Garvin said awkwardly.

"I suppose," Jasith said, "I should be grateful you just keep going out doing dangerous things, instead of
having a drug habit or screwing around on me."

"This isn't dangerous," Garvin said. "We're just going out, all quiet, and have a look at things."

"You're a crappy liar. Now kiss me, so I can get out of here and not have anybody see me acting like a
twiddle in a romance."

Garvin obeyed, and they held each other tightly.

"You be sure and come back now?"

Garvin nodded, didn't say anything.

Jasith kissed him again, broke away from the embrace, and hurried to her exotic speedster. She got in,
and seconds later lifted off. Garvin watched her nav lights flit across the water toward her mansion

onLeg-gettlsland .

Yoshitaro, some meters away, watched. Beside him was FirstTwegMonique Lir, senior
noncommissioned officer of I&R.

"See what happens," he said, "when you go and get entangled? Gets harder to say good-bye every
time."

Two months earlier, Yoshitaro and his politician lover, Jo Poynton, had split for the second and
seemingly final time, as she'd resigned her position with PlanGov to go to another island and try sculpting.

Lir didn't respond to that.

"I'm still pissed, boss," Lir said. "Hedley's let both of you go. What'U happen to I&R if you don't come
back?"

"I guess you'd have to take that commission every-body keeps shoving at you and become an officer,
wouldn't you?"

Monique Lir growled like the somewhat humorless carnivore she was.

"Come on, Njangu," Garvin said. "We're the only ones still a-dragging." He salutedAngara , and they,
and the two scientists, went up the ramp, into thevelv.

There were four pilots aboard thevelv: Ben Dill, recently certified as trained on the Musth ship; Alik-han;
another Musth, Tvem, to fly oneaksai;Jacqueline Boursier for the other. Another ten Legionnaires,
including another Musth, almost all technicians, crewed thevelv.

"A strong team," Angara said.

"Strong enough to flipping come back and have what we need, I hope," Hedley muttered.

Minutes later, thevelvwhined to life, lifted from the tarmac, and, without ceremony or clearance, climbed
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for space.

CHAPTER 2
N-Space
"I think," Dr. Danfin Froude said, "I might have a theory on why the Confederation has forgotten us."

"You're assuming the whole damned thing hasn't just fallen apart, which is reassuring for somebody like
me who's on the Imperial Payroll," Yoshitaro said.

He, Alikhan, Froude, and Heiser were in what passed for the ve/v's wardroom. Dill and Jaansma had
the watch.

"Is that truth," Alikhan asked, "or are you being metaphoric? I ask, because, if I have become one who
fights for pay, should I be concerned with my own wages?"

"He's being cute," Ann Heiser said.

"Then," Alikhan continued, "why is it our duty to concern ourselves with the fate of the Confederation?"

"Wouldn't you give a damn," Njangu asked, "if all of a sudden your loveletters home weren't getting
answered?"

"You mean, if all of the worlds of the Musth appeared to have vanished?" Alikhan was silent for a

moment. "At first, I think not terribly, since obviously you are talking about the government, not the
people themselves.

"As you know, we Musth pride ourselves on our independence, our solitary thinking. But we are
deceiving ourselves, at least to a degree.

"So of course, if | heard nothing from my own worlds, I would want to know what happened."
Froude was about to say something, when Alikhan held up a paw.
"Bear with me for a moment," he said. "For my thinking is not complete.

"There would be more than just curiosity. To think I, or any of my race, would deny that we care about

the many generations that have put us where we are, made us what we are. .. that would be the thinking
of a savage."

Froude nodded somberly. "We know that we still have some order, some civilization. Therefore, it

devolves upon us to accept the responsibility of investigating the disaster and, if possible, rectifying the
situation.

"Though thinking that we're the only ones in the galaxy who care sounds rather egocentric, or possibly
I'm using the wrong word, and I should be saying we're veering close to solipsism."

"Words," Yoshitaro said. "Let's go back to your grand theory, Doctor. That'll pass the time until the next
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jump, and make me forget about my stomach bounding around."
"The problem is not only ships from Cumbre bound for Confederation ports not returning, but no ships
from Centrum or other Confederation worlds arriving at all, as well as a blackout on all subspace

communications, correct?

"Consider this," Froude continued. "There are a certain number of navigational points that are convenient
to reach the Cumbre System. Most of those pass close to or within the twin systems of Larix andKura .

"It's certainly well established that Protector Red-ruth would like to add Cumbre to the two systems he
controls."

"I think you're belaboring the obvious," Heiser said.

"Whuppin' up on a dead horse is how we'd put it," Yoshitaro said.

"Let us consider our problems," Froude went on, unruffled. "First, corns from the homeworlds. Easy to
black out, since the transmission pointsallpass through Larix/Kura. I looked that up, by the way. One
problem solved. Ships bound for the Confederation are seized by Larix/Kura. That's already known. We
have tapes."

"Which leaves only one other question, which is the one that screws the goat," Heiser said.

"Very vulgar, Doctor," Froude said. "But that's easy enough. Suppose the Confederation is having its
own set of problems."

"That's obvious, t0o," Yoshitaro said. "Garvin and I saw that when we were raw recruits, just passing
through Centrum."

"Suppose our dear friend Redruth has informed the Confederation, oh what a pity," Froude said, "the
Cumbre System appears to have fallen into chaos and anarchy. Would the Confederation bother sending
anyone out to check?"

"Maybe once, maybe twice," Yoshitaro said. "Maybe not at all."

"And those ships Redruth could easily destroy," Alikhan said, "since the Confederation would still think
of him as an ally."

"Just so," Froude said. "Now doesn't that conveniently account for our isolation?"

"Which means," Njangu said, "we've got to tromp all over Redruth before we can find out about the
Confederation. Which we knew a long time ago."

"Still," Froude said, "it's nice to have a few good theories on our side."
"That may be," the Musth said. "However, in my mind, it raises a rather terrible thought, at least for you
humans. Assuming that your Confederation is as large and powerful as we Musth believed it to be, does

not that mean the Confederation's woes must be rather greater than anyone can easily imagine?

"Does not that also mean if we manage to deal with Redruth, and then proceed into the Confederation,
we well may be biting off a great deal more than is swallowable, since problems an empire cannot solve
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most likely would be impossible for a mere solar system?"
The three humans sourly considered each other.
"[ think," Froude said, "Alikhan's logic is unassailable."

"Thank the Bouncing Baby Buddha," Yoshitaro said, "a low-ranking ossifer like I am's only gotta worry
about one disaster at a time."

The intercom beeped.
"Stand by for Second Jump."

"All right," Garvin said, having been replaced on the bridge by Alikhan, "why aren't you getting out? You
couldn't be that goddamned absentminded as to forget your termination date."

"I sure was," Njangu said. "Not that I especially liked you reminding me of it back there."

"Sorry," Garvin said. "I was trying for a little joke."

"Little laugh. Ha."

"No, I mean I really am sorry."

"Forget about it," Njangu said.

"All right. So you went and swallowed the shilling again, or however the phrase goes, whatever the hell a
shilling is," Garvin said. "I thought you were the balls-out hater of the little blue machine that used to be

part of the big blue machine."

"Yeh, well, it still looks like the only way to go, at least for right now," Njangu said, uncomfortably. "I
don't see anything having changed since the last time we talked about sleazing quietly offstage.

"Which brings up something.Y ourbustout date's what, two E-months after mine? What're you going to
do?"

Garvin looked at his friend. "Now I see why you got assed at me back there. Damned uncomfortable
question, isn't it?"

"Why?" Njangu asked. "You've got a bootiful lady, gazillions of credits just sitting around waiting to be
spent. Hell, if you lust after danger, you could always go a-mining and get your head squashed down one
of her shafts... sorry, don't take that the way it seemed to come out... or go exploring for minerals on
one of the ice giants."

"[t's still an uncomfortable question."

"Which means you're going to reenlist?"

"Probably."

HWhy?H
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"You expect logic from a goddamned soldier?"

Again the intercom sounded: "Stand by for Third Jump."

"Here's the sitrep," Ben Dill said briskly. A system projection swung lazily in the air between him, the
other pilots, Jaansma, Y oshitaro, and the two scientists. "We've got four possible exit points into the
Larix System. Here, which is the logical point for landing on the fifth planet, Larix Prime, here, which is
the alternate, here, which is way the billy-blue-blazes out in nowhere, or here, sneakily hidden just quote

above endquote Five.

"T'd suggest we use that one, then sort of leisurely slither down, maybe take a polar synchronous orbit
waaaay out, and put our snoopers back to work."

"That's what we theorized back on Cumbre," Jaansma said. "We've had nothing that'd suggest we were
wrong, have we?" He looked around. " 'Kay. Make the final jump."

"Emerging from hyperspace," the synthed voice announced.

"Allright, and here we are," Dill announced. "Mrs.

Dill's favorite son's provided a nice view of Larix down there and SON OF A BITCH!"

He slapped sensors, and hyperspace blurred around them again. Garvin had time enough to see a single
blip on a screen, a subscreen showing a familiar ship in detail, the bigger screen suddenly show two blips,
and the subscreen show a missile launch.

"Now we get cute," Dill said. "Alikhan, gimme two random jumps."

Garvin keyed the throat mike. The crew was already at action stations.

"All stations, stand by. A Larix patrol ship was waiting for us when we came out of N-Space."

"I've got a tentative ID on the sucker," Yoshitaro said, from a weapons station. "I think it was one of
those flashy-ass Nana-boats Redruth stole when he highjacked us."

"Class confirmed," a technician reported. "Nana-class it is."

An alarm shrilled.

"And the bastard was fast enough to put a tracer on us and make the jump, too," Dill said. "Ho-kay.
Hang on to your belly buttons." He turned to Alikhan. "Gimme a point on... better, behind, one of Larix
frigging Five's moons. We'll duck and consider.

"Coming out... YOW!"

"I have a launch," a technician said, tonelessly, as she'd been trained. "On target. Impact one-zero.
Counterlaunch ready... ready... fired. Three-missile spread... missile closing... closing... hit! Missile

destroyed."

"Jump!" Dill said, and thevelvshuddered, went in, out of hyperspace, and Larix was on screen again,
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partially obscured by a moon. "Awright. Aksaipilots, man your stations."

The com crackled. "Already there," Boursier said quietly. "Bolted down and ready to launch."
Another, heavily accented voice came. "Tvem in placcce. Ssstanding by, ready to fight."

"And here those frigging weasels come again," Dill said. "Two of 'em, this time.Aksaipilots, launch."

He ran fingers across controls. Magnetic grapples released theaksai, and they darted away from thevelv,
toward the two Larix patrol ships.

One Nana patrol ship launched a missile, which had its guidance system scrambled by a tech aboard the
velv.

"Nice," Yoshitaro said, "to be fighting somebody using the same frequencies you've got."

Dill jinked thevelvagain, then again as the twoaksaislammed in against the patrol craft. One launched
from head-on, the other from center high. The Nana launched a single countermissile that went wide,
both Cumbrian missiles slammed into the ship, and there was nothing but incandescent gas.

The other ship went for hyperspace, just as a second launch exploded just to the Nana's rear.

"I do not know if I ssstruck that ssship," Tvem said.

"If you didn't," Boursier said, "you shit-sure worried it some."

"Alikhan," Dill ordered, "set up for a jump, back the way we came. One jump, then a blind jump, then
back on track."

"I obey."

"I have two other ships on-screen," a tech said.
"Launch stations," Dill said. "Stand by."
"Standing by, sir."

"Aksai, get your little heinies back aboard."
"But boss—"

"That's a frigging order," Dill snarled. "I don't want those waggly-ass Goddards to make a mistake and
blow you into smithereens. Move, move, move, or I'll leave you for the vultures!"

Obediently the twoaksaiswung close to thevelv, and dull thuds sounded as the couplers reconnected.
"Weapons, do you have those buggers in your sights?"
"Affirm..."

"Locked in, Ben."
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"Launch one... launch two..."

The Goddards were six-meter-long shipkillers normally carried by the Force's Zhukovs, although they
were originally built for deep-space war. Launch tubes had been added by Force machinists after thevelv
was purchased, and the missiles' Target-Acquisition systems modified for longer range.

"Homing. .. homing. .. homing. .. miss!"

"Stand by to jump," Dill said.

"Hang on a second," the second Goddard technician said. "I'm almost—"

"Jump!" Dill ordered, and Larix, moons, missiles, and patrol ships vanished.

"Aw, Ben," the tech complained. "I coulda got me a little gold star on my control panel."

"Countdown to Second Jump, seventy-four seconds."

"You take it," Dill told Alikhan, swinging away from the control panel to Garvin's station. "That was
about a big fat bust."

"To put it politely," Garvin agreed.

"You know what I think?"

"You know what I friggingknow?" Garvin said. "Those bastard were laying for us."
"Sixty-three seconds to jump."

"Njangu," Garvin said. "Somebody's leaking like a sieve. Somebody on D Cumbre."

"No shiteedah, boss," Yoshitaro said. "Let's get on back home, so I can start pulling people's toenails
out and find out who."

CHAPTER 3
Cumbre

One jump short of the Cumbre system, Yoshitaro sent a coded message eyes only to Jon Hedley,
requesting all com units scan for transmissions from out-system. He hoped he'd get lucky.

An inbound signal was picked up. The recipient retransmitted it on another frequency, but there the trail
ran cold. The Force cryptoanalysts weren't able to break the code.

At least they'd located the first reception point, on a moon of J-Cumbre's.

"I .am not one for Electronic Intelligence," Y oshitaro complained. "Hard to backstab a computer, which
doesn't sound like much fun, anyway."
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"We've got more than enough who are," Hedley soothed. "Your trade's murder from a ditch, which is a
rarer specialty."

"Thanks, I think. Then I'd like to borrow a couple-three techies, and me and a few I&R crunchies're on
our way back out to J-Cumbre."

"Plus one," Hedley said. "You'll need Rumbles."
"Rumbles? What kind of frigging name is that?"
"No worse than Njangu Yoshitaro."

"You racist bastard. Sir."

Rumbles poked one eye over the rocks, scanned the area. Nothing moved. He moved forward, found
cover behind a hillock of frozen oxygen.

"There it is, sir," Rumbles's operator said. "See, on the infrared scan, we get a little blip. Probably from
its solar charger, or maybe battery." The operator was named Tanya Felder, held the rank ofFinf, and
looked more like a ballet dancer than a robot wonk.

She, like the other soldiers, was suited against the moon's unbreathable and mildly corrosive
atmosphere. Felder's head and upper body were hidden by Rumbles's operating center, something that
looked entirely too much like the front half of a coffin, but kept Felder from being confused between real
and artificial input. Inside the box were screens, sensors, and controls, all linked to the robot, a few
hundred meters away.

Rumbles was a new addition to the Force. He was half a meter high and wide, and about a meter long.
He had variable binocular lenses front and rear, sensors in every range his builders could think of, ran
silently on padded tracks. Extendable claws capable of lifting or pulling over two hundred kilos were
folded, crablike, across his bow. "He" had a range of about three kilometers, and was armed with a
stubby blaster below his forward eyes. The robot could be fitted with a host of accessories, depending
on its mission.

"You want us to take it from here, boss?" Monique Lir asked. She and the other five I&R soldiers were
sprawled on line near Felder, weapons ready.

"Uh-uh," Yoshitaro said. "I love you all too much to find out if that mother's booby-trapped. Stand by.
Tanya, you want to run Rumbles in a little closer? We're still in the exploratory stages of the operation."

"Yes, sir." Felder still wasn't used to the I&R practice of calling superiors by their first names or simply
"boss."

Rumbles moved out of cover, followed the low ridgeline.

"Here," Felder said. "I've got a better view now, straight visual. Patching to you, sir. The transmitter's
about twenty-five meters from Rumbles."

The small screen below Njangu's faceplate swirled, showed a nondescript section of the frozen world,
clicked to a higher power, then again. Njangu saw a gray semicylinder almost hidden in a rock
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outcropping.

"No sign of any attendants," Felder said.

Yoshitaro considered. "Can you tell which end of that transmitter's the front?"
"No, sir."

"All right. Hung for sheepsies, hung for lambsies, and all that. Go in, slow. Record everything."
"Already am. Sir."

"Sorry."

The cylinder grew larger on Y oshitaro's screen.

"Any transmission from the station? I'm assuming it's completely automatic."
"Nothing, sir."

"Stop at about three meters, while we figure out how we're going to grab it."
"Four meters away, and ready to—"

Yoshitaro's screen went blank, and Felder's legs jerked. A ball of red fire flashed ahead of the team, and
the shock wave came, then, a few seconds later, the rock under them shook.

"Tricky bastards, aren't they?" Yoshitaro said. "Felder, did it get your robot?"
"Y... yes. I'm getting no vital signs."
"All right, troops." Yoshitaro got to his feet. "I don't think there's anything worth looking at, but let's

wander forward and take a gander. Don't get close to anything. Booby traps can go bang more than
once."

Felder slid out of the control compartment. Njangu gave her a hand up, unplugged the commo line into
her leg.

"Sorry about Rumbles."

Felder snuffled. A bit surprised, Yoshitaro glanced in her faceplate, saw tear streaks on the woman's
face. He didn't say anything as they headed for the destroyed transmitter.

& %k 3k

"So we know a transmission came in from Larix... nobody else in the Universe cares enough about us to
send even a birthday card," Jaansma toldAngara . "That box on J-Cumbre picked it up, bounced it
somewhere else.

"There wasn't anything to salvage when the bastard blew but a handful of fragments. I've got those out
for analysis, and I'll bet all we get is that the transmitter was made from materials not common in the


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Cum-bre system."
"What next?" Angara asked.
"Things are going to be flipping sticky from here," Hedley said.

Garvin and Njangu nodded glumly. "I'm assuming what we're looking for is one head agent, and a bunch
of little guys, who may be double-flagged and not know who they're really working for," Garvin said. "I'll
also bet that transmission we intercepted was telling that agent about the oops there off Larix, and that,
well, they sort of missed the intruders, but thanks for the tip anyway and keep us posted."

"If I were the spy, who I think needs a name, call him Snoopy," Njangu said, "I'd get my young ass into
a nice safe hole and pull it up around me until the smoke blew away. Jon's got intercept operators riding
that frequency the initial signal came in-system on, with zed results so far, and I'll bet more big fat zeroes
to come."

"Ideas?" Angara asked.

"One," Garvin said. "And it's not a good one. The problem is, we've got no goddamned clue as to how
we're leaking, or where. We were sloppy the last time we went to Larix, and there were too many
people in the know."

"Veryflipping sloppy," Hedley agreed. "We should have nailed Snoopy a long time ago. Let's make a
probably valid assumption that we're talking about one Snoopy, not a dozen or so. My flipping
justification for that is I believe we can be dumb-ass enough to miss one superspy, but I flipping refuse to
countenance the idea there's more underfoot.

"So let's consider that he goes at least back to those guns that Larix/Kura shipped in back during the
'Raum rising. We didn't get him then, were mostly lucky we were able to grab the bangsticks.

"Next, how much you want to bet Snoopy was somehow involved with that flipping explosion that took
out Aesc, and started the Musth War?"

"No takers,"Angara said. "Especially since not one single freedom fighter bigot has claimed credit for
killing that Musth. Two big operations, one perfect, one stopped by accident, and we've got to assume
he's been feeding Redruth everything we do for a long time. We've got to nail him before we can do a
full-scale move against Larix/Kura.

"You said you had a rotten idea, Jaansma."

"We set up another sortie, this one forKura . But this one should look real only till the ship lifts off. We
watch in every direction while we're putting it together, hoping to snag our boy.

"The problem is, of course, is that it'll put everybody aroundKura on full alert for a while, which'll queer
any attempt to really do a sneak against them for the near future. Plus, if we don't get Snoopy, what's the
follow-up? I'm blank."

"This is the third time I've heard you boot that idea around since last night," Njangu said. "I don't like it
any better than you, or than I did the first time. But maybe there's a way to make it nastier, so our friend
doesn't catch on.
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"The only problem is it'll screw somebody's life up for a good while, and there'll always be those who
don't get the correction later. We nail an innocent, loudly shout we've got Snoopy, and hope the real
agent relaxes enough to get careless."

Hedley thought, then pulled at his nose.

"That's definitely shitty, Njangu. I think we ought to try it. But let's not just screw up one guy's flipping
life. Let's go for half a dozen."

FromMatin:
Force Breaks Spy Ring Scandal Rocks Legion Ranks
By Ron Prest'n

LeggettCity—Six ranking officers of the Confederation Force were arrested early this AM by the
military's internal counterintelligence section, and charged with espionage and high treason. The six,
whose ranks range fromHauttoAlt, are accused of being members of a deep-cover spy ring, working for
an unnamed extrastellar government.

Matin, however, with its usual skill, learned from confidential sources that the government is almost
certainly that of Larix and Kura, once considered one of Cumbre's closest allies, but now regarded as
having imperialist designs on our system.

MilJon Headley, head of the Force's Intelligence Section, told Loy Kouro,Matin'spublisher, that this ring
has been operating for some time. "We estimate these agents have been working against us since at least
the Troubles with the 'Raum, and further are likely involved with the assassination of Musth Leader Aesc,
which began the recent misunderstanding with that culture.

"We've suspected the existence of such a network for some time," Headley continued, "but continued
our investigation until we were sure we had discovered all agents. We then made our arrests, and have all
suspects in custody at a remote location, where full debriefing will be made."

Confessions are expected, and the trial will be public, and is expected to be held within the next three
months, as soon as the military judicial system finishes preparing its case...

"Son of a bitch couldn't even spell my name right," Hedley complained.

"It could be worse, boss," Garvin said. "He could've asked for pictures of those poor bastards we've got
hiding out in the boonies until the heat goes down."

"Why couldn't we have just arrested Kouro?" Njangu said. "He makes a pretty good enemy agent, from
where I sit."

Loy Kouro was Jasith Mellusin's ex-husband, an abuser, and a longtime enemy of Garvin's. He also had
been one of the most eager collaborators during the recent Musth War, and had been jailed after the
Musth defeat by the Force. Criminal charges hadn't stuck, but there were several megacredit civil suits
pending.

"That's what I like about you," Garvin said. "Every now and then, youdostick up for your friends."


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

"Have to. You owe me too much money."

"Awright, you two," Hedley broke in. "Phase I is under way. Now, let's... oh shit. Forgot to tell you.
Both of you are due at sixteen hundred hours on the parade ground. Full dress."

"What for?"

"Reenlistment ceremony. You're going to provide an awesome example for the new blood."
Garvin and Njangu stared at each other in horror.

"No way out?"

"Not a chance," Hedley said firmly. "This is the old man's idea."

"Aw, shit! Can we at least get drunk afterward?" Njangu moaned.

"Y ou have my permission to go drinking this evening, and the Legion'll pick up the tab," Hedley said.
"Just be able to function by dawn, or thereabouts."

"You see," Garvin said. "The Force never takes away with one hand but what it gives with the other. I'll
go call Jasith for transport.”

"I thought you boys were very pretty out there, marching around and saluting everything from flags to
lapdogs," Jasith Mellusin said as she zigged around a shuttle lifting off, ignoring the horn blast, and
dropped her lim neatly into the valet parking area of the Shel-burne Hotel. "Still are, in fact."

Garvin started to preen a bit, then saw Jasith's tongue sticking well into her cheek.

"So why didn't you let us change?" Njangu complained. "You think Ilikegoing out in this costume?
Makes a man too noticeable when he might want to slide out in an unobtrusive manner."

"But you're with me," Jasith said. "Which means you're not only going to be pretty, but well behaved,
t0o." She slid out of the lim's pilot compartment as she spoke, hand automatically extending a bill to the

attendant with the casual arrogance only the very rich knew.

"Goodandpretty, both? How goddamned dull," Njangu said. "I coulda called a shuttle and had a lot less
hassle."

"But not the company of somebody as lovely as I am," Jasith said. "Besides, one of my friends may be
here and lonely."

"Jasith Mellusin," Garvin said. "Pimp to proper patriots."

She kicked him accurately in the shins, then yelped. "That's why sojers wear boots," Garvin said smugly.
"Heavy boots."

"C'mon, you two," Njangu said. "Alcohol calls."

The Shelburne was D-Cumbre's most exclusive hotel, the social center for politicians and Rentiers.
Oddly enough, the management also welcomed the Legion's Intelligence and Reconnaissance section.
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Or, if welcome wasn't precise, no one from I&R had been barred so far, as long as her or his credits
clinked.

The main entrance was a sweeping semicircular drive, with low steps leading into the main reception
area, with walls of tiny antique glass panes.

As Garvin, Jasith, and Njangu went up the steps, the door slid open, and Loy Kouro came out, walking
with the precision of the very drunk. Flanking him were two very large men. All three wore evening
dress.

The following happened very quickly:

Kouro noticed Jasith and Garvin, and his face reddened.

Jasith and Garvin pretended Kouro didn't exist.

As the two parties passed close, Kouro leaned over and said something in an undertone to Jasith.

Her eyes widened, her face went white, and her hand came up to backhand Kouro.

Kouro pushed her away, and she went to one knee.

Garvin had Kouro's arm, spun with it, twisting. The bone snapped loudly, and Kouro howled, clutched
it.

One of the large men hit a stance, launched a knife-hand strike at Jaansma. Garvin wasn't there, turning
away toward the second man.

The second man lifted his hands into guard as Garvin stepped inside them, headbutted the man in the
face, hit him hard in the gut with both hands, was away as the man went down, vomiting over himself.

The first man snapkicked toward Garvin, was well wide of his mark, and Y oshitaro had the man's foot in
both hands and lifted high, brought his own foot up, and kicked the first squarely in the crotch.

The first man howled, stumbled back into Kouro, who was intent on his broken arm, who screeched at
the impact, stumbled back, bounced off the glass-paned wall.

Kouro saw Yoshitaro, face in a grimace, a meter in the air above him, legs curled. Njangu lashed out in
a flying-mare kick and smashed Kouro through the glass wall, landed on his hands, and rolled to his feet.

Glass tinkled, and hotel employees scurried.
71
"Son of a bitch," Garvin said. "What'd he say to you, anyway?"

"It doesn't matter," Jasith said.

"Nope," Njangu agreed. "I suppose it doesn't. Not now." He surveyed the damage. "Guess

press-military relations have just hit a new low, hmm? Who the hell, by the way, were those two
bruisers?"
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"Damfino," Garvin said. "Rent-a-goons, maybe. Or sports journohs." He kicked a bit of glass. "Good
thing the Legion's picking up our tab. I'll bet this one'll be expensive."

"It surely relieved my tensions and anxieties better than a simple old drunk," Njangu said dreamily. "Pity
the son of a bitch appears to be still breathing."

"Brawling in public,"CaudAngara growled. "In dress uniform, to boot. Savagely attacking, without any
reason, and hospitalizing the publisher of the biggest holo on Cumbre. Plus two of his aides."

"Yessir," Jaansma said. He and Yoshitaro were at rigid attention in front of the Caud's desk.

"Any explanation?"

"Nossir," Yoshitaro said.

Angaraconsidered them, picking up a piece of paper from his desk.

"Mister Kouro has declined to press charges against you. His com said he preferred to let military justice
deal with you two miscreants, since he considers it to be far more severe." Angara grunted. "I am not fond

of civilians expecting us to do their jobs for them."

He sighed. "Knowing Mister Kouro and his, shall we say, personality quirks, and certain... personal
matters about you,MilJaansma, I can theorize about the actual course of events."

He tore the paper in half, deposited it in his wastecan.
"I'm taking no official response to this matter, either as far as punishment or reprimands in your file.
You will, however, be held responsible for the repairs to the Shelburne, which seems fair.

"Also, both of you are on my unofficial villain list. I don't want to have any other problems from either of
you until I tell you it's authorized to be rowdies. Understand?"

"Yessir," the two chorused.

"T'll also suggest you can get back into my good graces the quicker you catch that damned spy. That's
all. Dismissed."

Garvin saluted, and the two, moving like clockwork figures, left-faced and went to the door.
"Jaansma!"

Garvin stopped. "Yes, sir?"

"After the hoo-raw, did you two ever get your reen-listment drink?"

"Nossir. We didn't figure it was a good night for boozing."

Angaranodded, and the two went out. After a moment, he shook his head, grinned, and turned to other
matters.
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Yoshitaro looked at screens. "Okay, here's my theory on our agent. Since Redruth hasn't spent much
time on Cumbre, he must've hired him out-system. I'd guess Snoopy is either a native of Larix/Kura, or
maybe a Cumbrian native who spent some time on those planets, long enough to get bought or
subverted."

"Sounds logical," Hedley said from where he sprawled on a couch.

"It'd be a lot simpler if everybody on Cumbre had an ID card," Yoshitaro said. "We could just look up
anybody who's been around Larix andKura , haul 'em in, and take out the thumbscrews."

"Hell of a note, hearing you say that," Garvin said. "Considering your background."

Hedley looked curious. Yoshitaro decided this might not be the time to tell the boss about his
back-ground as a professional thief, lock-breaker, forger, arsonist, strongarm man, and general layabout.

"Actually," Hedley said, "you'd have a problem even if you could roust everybody in who knows
anything about flipping Larix/Kura. Before you two got shipped out here, that was the main shopping
vacation for the Rentiers. If we hauled all of those rich pigs in and started asking, you know they'd
gossip, which I'll assume would go straight back to Snoopy."

"So everything stays at ground zero until we nail him," Garvin said. "All right,CentY oshitaro. Let's hook
the snake."

"Right," Njangu said. "We've hopefully got Snoopy relaxed with our phony spies all locked up. Now I
think it's time to begin our operation againstKura ."

Hedley scanned the printout.

"We're sure... as sure as we can be. .. this includes everybody who had any knowledge of our
penetration attempt against Larix?"

"We were sloppy, boss," Njangu said wearily. "But notthatsloppy. We did try to keep a need to know
on things."

"And you trust the Force enough to be assuming the leak to Snoopy was from a civilian source?"

"Not me," Yoshitaro said. "I mistrust everygod-damnedbody. But Garvin said we can't spread ourselves
too thin."

"'Kay," Hedley said. "Now, get your ass out there and talk to all participants again, and make sure they
didn't just happen to forget anybody."

"Slave driver." But Yoshitaro said it with grudging respect.
"Hey, Njangu," Ben Dill said. "I got a small confession to make."
"Don't tell me the baddie we're looking for is you?" Since Dill had been party to the blown mission into

Larix, nobody had bothered to run the cover story about the phonyKura operation past him.
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"Yeh," Dill said, and bared his fangs. "Went and bribed me for two honeys and a roastfelmetunder
glass."

"I should've known that was why your breath smells the way it does. What's the confession?"
Dill told him. When he finished, he spread his hands. "Sorry. But we were in a hurry."
"Youjustremembered that?"

"No." Dill looked shamefaced. "Alikhan had to remind me."

"Fine," Njangu snapped. "Now be sure and remind me if you happen to remember anything else, like
you've got an aged aunt who's head of Redruth's security."

"You mean I didn't mention her already?"

"CentBen Dill to pick up some charts," Dill said. "Requisition YAG One-Nine-Eight." The Musth beside
him didn't speak, but his head darted back and forth.

The clerk took off her glasses, scowled at the alien, then lifted a security case from under the counter,
set it down, a little too heavily.

"Thank'ee," Dill said, scrawled a signature, and the pair left.
The clerk looked around the airfield office. Her supervisor and another clerk were still working.
"Could you take the desk for me, ma'am, for a couple of minutes?"

The supervisor nodded, taking her folder to the desk. The clerk picked up her belt pouch, and headed
for the bathrooms.

"Bingo," the tech said. "The scan picked it up right away. We've got 'Eleven' and 'Scrambling.' The rest
of the transmission's coded."

"Enough?" hertwegasked Y oshitaro.

"More than," he said, turned to the four military policemen in the back of the Grierson, parked a few
meters from the spaceport's administrative building. "Take her. Don't let her use an L-pill, and make sure
you grab all of her possessions. Get in and out, fast. She's got no rights. No talking to anybody, no

lawyer, no nothing."

"We've got an agent," Hedley said. "I've got our analysts looking for others. But so far, this Pon
Wrath-ers is all we've got."

"Bear down,"Angara said. "The clock is running."
The room was very big and felt like it was far underground. An air conditioner was running somewhere,
just loud enough to be annoying. Pon Wrathers stood in a pool of light. There was a desk in front of her.

Sitting behind it was a man, hidden in the shadows. There was a small box on the table.

"I wish a lawyer."


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Silence.

"Who are you?"

"My name is Njangu Y oshitaro."

"What are you? Some sort of policeman?"

Again, silence.

"Why am I being held?"

"Who do you suppose you're spying for?" Njangu asked.
"I'm not a spy!"

"Then why did you make a coded transmission just after giving some officers of the Force classified
navigational data?"

"I made no transmission! That scrambler was planted on me by one of those thugs who arrested me."

"You're either naturally quick, or well trained," Njangu said. "Did you realize you were working for an
agent of an extrastellar government?"

Whrathers jerked just slightly. "I did no such thing! [ want a lawyer!"

"Let me apprise you of something, Wrathers. You don't know who I work for, what agency of the
government. Perhaps I'm not working foranygovernment. The Rentiers used to run their own police and
death squads, remember?"

Wrathers blinked.

"If that were the case, your asking for a lawyer is a joke," Njangu went on. "You ought to be more
concerned about what could happen to you, here, alone, in a strange place, when no one on the outside
knows anything about where you are."

"Who are you? What are you doing to me?"

Njangu waited silently for a moment. It was interesting being on the far end of techniques he'd
experienced as a youth on Waughtal's Planet.

"I'm doing nothing," he said calmly. "Not yet. All [ want is my questions answered. Why were you
transmitting data in code?"

"T already told you, I wasn't making any transmission!"
"Who is Eleven?"

"I know nothing about any Mar Eleven." Wrathers realized she'd slipped, but Yoshitaro seemed to take
no notice.
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"You weren't scrambling?"

"For the thirty-third time, [ wasn't scrambling anything! Look, I'm a citizen of Cumbre, and you, whoever
you are, army or what or secret police, you can't just grab me like you did, and then take me somewhere
without even making charges against me or anything and leave me in a dark cell for hours, and ask the
dumbest questions over and over!"

A red light on the box lit.

"We've got enough."

"Good," Njangu said. "Keep it running, just in case. And send in somebody to take her out."

Y oshitaro stood.

"What are you going to do to me now? You'd better not torture me or anything, or else I'll sue you,
when I'm free." Wrathers realized she was getting hysterical, couldn't seem to stop herself.

"What now?" Yoshitaro said. "We're going to keep you around for, oh, a day or so if things go well.

Then you'll be released, with no charges being filed. You can go back to doing things the way you did,

although I sort of suspect your job with the Air Traffic Department might be eliminated shortly. Even
bureaucrats don't like spies."

"You just grabbed me, and took me here... and... what did you want? I didn't answer your questions!"
"You didn't have to," Njangu said.
"Take it, Mister Yoshitaro,"CaudAngara said. "You did the footwork, you deserve the glory."

Njangu took a very deep breath. This was the largest operation he'd ever been in charge of, and it didn't
help that there was only one chance of success.

The night air aroundChancelsland swarmed with Griersons, civilian-appearing lims, lifters, all carrying
armed and ready soldiers, all on a single frequency. In space, satellites were listening, as was every

passive sensor the Force had access to.

A technician punched numbers into a com. It buzzed twice, then a click came. A second technician
fingered a sensor.

Pon Wrathers's voice, recorded in the interrogation room, then synthesized, said:
"Mar Eleven. Scrambling."

The first tech hit another sensor. Garbled words, still recognizable as Wrathers's voice, came through
speakers, then stopped.

Other techs at a control bank worked hurriedly. One grinned, lifted his thumb.

Two moments of silence, then: "Did not translate. Resubmit."
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Again the transmission roared. There was no error in coding—the 'cast was nothing more than garble.
Njangu, not knowing what setting Wrathers's scrambler should be set on, had been afraid to get trickier.

The receiver went suddenly dead.

"Got him," a tech said. "The transmission went to somewhere aroundLanbaylsland , then got bounced
back to the main island. The response was from right.... here."

His finger touched a large-scale map. "Tungi. And I've got a precise DR." His mike was open to all

Force units. He touched a screen, and a large-scale photo projection of the village came up. "Right here.
On this mansion."

Njangu keyed his own com.

"Garvin, you've got that. Take him out. I'll take care of the backup around Tungi."
A mike double-clicked, and blacked-out Griersons dived toward the mountain village.
Ab Yohns stared at his transceiver. Hair on the back of his neck and wrists prickled. He hesitated, then

leaned over, and twisted a key in a slot. He went to the stairs, to a large switch sealed in a plastic box.

Yohns snapped the cover off, hit the switch, then went up the stairs hastily. Behind him, the smell of
burning insulation and charring circuitry grew.

Yohns went out of the villa. Toward the ocean, high in the sky, he could make out black dots diving on
Tungi. Then he heard their drives, getting louder.

Yohns grinned, thought,A little late, fellows, and ran into the jungle, to where his small lifter was hidden.
"I have a transmission from Tungi," the technician reported.

"Track it!" Njangu ordered.

The first Grierson landed half a dozen meters from the sprawling villa above the village. Other I&R craft
slammed down nearby, blocking all exits from Tungi.

Garvin and a squad of troops doubled out of the rear ramp of the Grierson and leapfrogged toward the
villa, blasters ready. No fire came to meet them.

"Sir," a soldier said. "I smell smoke. Something's burning!"

Garvin sniffed. "Sure 1s." He keyed his com. "Get the fire brigade in here. The quarry's self-destructing!"

Njangu buckled himself into the high-speed lifter, once a civilian lim, listening to the 'cast on a belt
transceiver. Beside it, he had two holstered pistols.

"Sibyl Base, you got a location on that cast from Tungi?" he asked. Waiting, he turned to the pilot.

"Running Bear, get us in the air. Like yesterday."

The lim's drive whined, and it jumped forward, airborne even as the com crackled a response to
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Njan-gu's question.

"Sybil Base," Garvin said. "This is Janus Six. The whole goddamned house is going up, and there's no
firemen here yet. We're losing everything, over."

"This is Sibyl Base. Fire response still one-zero away. Do what you can, over."
Another transmission overrode it.

"Janus Six, this is Sibyl Six Actual. Screw the house and get back in the air." Njangu gave coordinates.
"And haul ass. The game's afoot."

Ab Yohns took his lifter into the clearing, pushed his way into brush, and grounded. It was about two
hours after dawn. He got out, took a small sender from his pocket, pressed it again.

Dirt shifted, and a square section of the clearing lifted, slid aside. Inside was a thirty-meter yacht, drive
already warming, nav position set for one of the asteroids off G-Cumbre, all accomplished by his first
transmission after fleeing Tungi.

From the asteroid he'd signal for pickup, then wait for Redruth to come get him.

Yohns took a moment to admire his cleverness.

Years ago, he'd had work crews dig a wine cellar in his villa, the crew imported fromLeggettCity . He'd
done the finishing work and installed the electronics himself.

Similarly, he'd had another crew of workmen, these picked up from the city's casual labor pools,
excavate the foundations and storage for a hunting camp here on theshore ofMullion Island east
ofChancelsland .

The prickling that'd sent him into flight was gone. In half an hour, he'd be beyond Confederation reach,
and on his way to being a very rich man in Alena Redruth's empire.

Behind him, Njangu Y oshitaro lifted out of cover, aiming a long-barreled pistol. He pulled the trigger,
and the dart spat across the clearing, taking Yohns in the neck. Yohns had a second to slap a hand to
what might've been an insect bite, then dropped bonelessly. Njangu holstered the dart gun, drew his
blaster.

"Let's roll him up, Running Bear."

The big Amerind stood, stretched. "Damned glad I'm not one of your I&R folks. I think a snail ate my
balls off while we were waiting,"

They went across the clearing to the slumped Yohns.

"We'll strip him down, check everything, including his mouth to make sure he's not loaded with a lethal
pill," Njangu said. He took plas cuffs from a pouch. "Then we'll wrap him like he was for the roasting.

"Which he is."
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CHAPTER 4

The two guards escorted Ab Yohns into the room, went out, and closed the door. The compartment
was comfortably fitted, and might have been a living room, except there were no windows or corns.

Sitting, very relaxed, were Njangu Yoshitaro and Jon Hedley.

"Sit down," Hedley said. "There are drinks over there. Nothing with alcohol in it."

"T'l decline."

"If you want," Njangu said, "T'll have a drink out of any of them. They're not drugged."
Yohns smiled, sat down.

"T assume the effects of the knockout shot have worn off," Hedley said. "The doctor assured us you've
had normal functions for some hours now."

"I'm fully functional,”" Yohns said. "This is most civilized."

"Why not?" Hedley said. "We're professionals, and assume you are, too. My name's Hancock, and this
is Dexter, by the way. He's the one who came up with the scheme that trapped you."

"Ah?" Yohns inclined his head. "Well done."
Njangu nodded.

Hedley stood. "I wanted to introduce myself, reassure you that you're in the hands of the Confederation,
and will be dealt with according to all legal considerations, or as many as circumstances permit."

"Thank you,MilHedley," Yohns said. "I recognized you from the holos."

"Alas, how flipping fame spreads," Hedley murmured. "Dexter, you may take it from here." He smiled,
and left.

"I don't believe I recognize you, however," Yohns said.

"As the boss said, the name's Dexter."

"Very well... Dexter."

"In Tungi, you were known as Ab Yohns," Njangu said. "Y our real name?"

"Frankly, I'm not sure I remember what my real name is. People in my profession frequently find cause
to use aliases. Let's leave it at Yohns, since I've been comfortable with that label for quite a number of
years.

"What is in store for me, if I might ask?"

"Like the boss said, you'll be taken care of, if you give us what we want. Which I assume you already
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figured out."

"Which is?"

"Everything you've got about Larix,Kura , Protector Alena Redruth and his forces."

"I'm afraid you're in for a surprise."

"How so?"

"Haveyouever seen Redruth in person?"

"I even had a chance to shoot at him once," Njangu said. "Missed."

"You're far ahead of me. I doubt if you'll believe me, but I've never met the man."

"No belief'is a nice, comfortable way to put it," Njangu said.

"But no more than the truth. I was hired, through a third- or fourth-hand party a long time ago, back on
Centrum, by the Protector. I gave him good service, was well paid for it. When the situation loomed
toward intolerable, I decided to depart the Confederation and spend some quiet time on the frontiers until
things settled out.

"I looked in the area of my employer's worlds. I wasn't sure I wanted to live on either Larix orKura ,
because, as I'm sure you know, kings fear their spymasters. I thought it might be well to be a little distant

from his attentions.

"Redruth himself suggested I emigrate to Cumbre, where I could continue to provide services, since he
has a strong desire to add this system to his holdings.

"Perhaps I will chance a glass of water."

Njangu poured a glass, sipped, then gave it to Yohns.

"I came to Cumbre with no more than an earth-hour's layover on Larix. I could perhaps give you my
memories of the spaceport, but not much more. As for his worlds, what I know is from holos and
gazetteers. You certainly know more about his military than I do.

"I'd planned eventually to flee to Larix. That's where the monies he's paid are deposited, so I'll hardly be
desperate for work. He would have found a place for me if for no other reason than to keep me from
mischief."

"There are drugs to check what you're telling me," Njangu said, still skeptical.

The corner of Yohns mouth twitched.

"There are, indeed," he said, a bit of a rasp in his voice. "But they'll do no more than confirm what I just
said. I'm afraid I'm a bit of an empty vessel.

"But that isn't to say I want to be thrown into a dungeon with the rats, and have whatever tortures,
psychic or real, wreaked on me. I despise pain.
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"As your commander said, lama professional. I'm more than content to be tucked in whatever
comfortable prison you have on some distant island, and give as much help as I can while you pursue
your venture against Redruth. That should ensure my continued survival, in a measure of comfort."

His voice suddenly sounded a bit unsure. "Do you think such an arrangement might be possible?"

Njangu, carefully blank-faced, stood.

"I'll discuss this with my superiors. I'm afraid we can't leave you in this room, by the way. It's not as
secure as others. Someone will escort you back to your previous compartment in a few minutes.
Tomorrow we'll continue our discussion, and perhaps in the meantime you'll think if you don't remember
a bit more than you said about Larix andKura ."

Yohns was on his feet, holding out a hand.

"I'm sure we'll work well together."

Yoshitaro didn't want to take his hand, but did.

He went out to where the guards waited. "Take him back to the clank. Oh yeah. Put him on a suicide
watch, round the clock."

"Yes, sir,Cent."

Njangu rolled to his feet, the pistol always under his pillow in hand as a fist thundered at the thin door.
"Yeh?"

"CentY oshitaro!" It was the Bachelor Officer Quarters' Charge of Quarters. "It's an emergency!"
Njangu had the door unlocked and open in a second.

"Sir," the CQ said, "II Section says you're to go to what they said was the prisoner's quarters at once."

"That's a hard way to go,"MilHedley said, looking down at the bloody corpse. "Damned if I think I'd
have the flipping guts to chew through my own tongue and then just quietly bleed to death."

"I don't understand why he killed himself," Njangu said.

"Who knows?" Hedley said. "Spies aren't the most stable people. Maybe he didn't believe us when we
said we weren't gonna toss him in an iron maiden just for laughs.

"More likely, he started thinking about how an oh-so-clever agent got his flipping ass trapped by a
bunch of infantrymen with dirt under their fingernails, and his ego told him it couldn't handle things."

"I had a suicide watch mounted," Njangu said, hold-ing back his anger. "He asks for some fresh water,
and both guards go out of the cell. I know two troop-ies who're going to be mounting suicide watch on
each other on the smallest frigging reef on this frigging planet." Promise made, he forgot about the two for
the moment, looked back down at Yohns.
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"All this goddamned work," he hissed. "To end up with—"

"With nothing," Hedley said. "Except he won't be hanging over our shoulder, watching, anymore. But he
could've been so much, much flipping more," he said.

Y oshitaro remembered the extent of Yohns's claimed knowledge.
"Maybe. Or maybe not." An idea came. "Or maybe we can still get some miles out of his sorry ass."
"Like how?"

Njangu turned a profile to Hedley. "Don't I make an utterly lovely Ab Yohns?"

CHAPTER 5
Asteroid Glyph-Hander

The yacht belonging to the late Ab Yohns matched orbits with the dumbbell-shaped asteroid, then
landed. Avelvheld position about three kilometers away from the asteroid.

"Finished with engines and all that nautical rot," Ben Dill said.

Njangu Yoshitaro got up from the copilot's chair. "Damn. [ was sure you were gonna stack it up on that
rock on final."

"You see your problem?" Ben asked. "You're in the hands of the finest pilot humanity has produced
since, oh, mebbe Orville and Wilbur Lilienthal, and do you show proper respect? Hah! I say again, hah!

"Y our biggest problem, Y oshitaro, is that you've never learned to fly, so you have no method of judging
a natural birdman like myself." Dill caught himself. "Yoish, but I'm a dolt."

"No kid."

"No, I mean I went and volunteered to fly you out here for your rendezvous with destiny, and it never
occurred: You're playing Ab Yohns. Who was a spy. And a pilot, or else he wouldn't of had this here
yacht."

"Don't remind me of the holes in my cover."
"What's gonna happen if somebody asks you to spin a few fast orbits around Larix?"

"I'm going to develop the worse case of vertigo you've ever seen." Yoshitaro went to the passenger
compartment, opened the hatch. "All right, gentlepeo-ple. You can sweep in here now." Four
sterile-suited technicians went to work on the pilot's compartment as they'd done the rest of the ship.
Every surface had been cleaned twice of all fingerprints. After that, prints from three or four hands, most
blurred, were strategically placed. Then Yoshitaro's prints went everywhere. Now Dill's fingerprints were
scrubbed from the controls, and Njangu, on command, touched and pressed things here and there.

Dill made his farewells, clambered into a suit, and jetted up from the yacht's skin toward the waiting ship.
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The technicians made sure there were no stray hairs, spittle, or waste in the yacht's cycling system, then
followed him out.

Yoshitaro was alone, half a system from anything.

"The stage is set," he muttered. "The musicians have tuned up. The spotlight's on the goddamned
podium."

He crossed into the fresher, looked at his semi-new face not for the first nor the fifteenth time since the
doctors had finished. His hair now had a gray streak at the temple, and his skin had been weathered,
aged. Yohns had supposedly been in his late forties. Yoshitaro thought he could pass for mid-thirties,
maybe a bit older, and hoped Redruth didn't have Yohns's birth certificate handy. He also hoped that the
medicos could, as promised, reverse their craft when he came home.

"The maestro comes into the spotlight. Taps his baton. There's silence in the hall."
Yoshitaro punched a sensor, and Yohns's bleat for help spat toward Larix.

"The maestro lifts his baton, and goes ass over teakettle into the orchestra pit as the first kazoo begins
playing.

"Shit, I need a drink. I hope I like what Yohns drank. And, come to think, Njangu ol' buddy, you better
start worrying about talking to yourself when you've only been by yourself for an hour."

Dill hadn't needed to point out the problems with Yoshitaro playing Yohns. First was the assumption that
just because Yohns had never met Redruth, there wasn't a handy photo somewhere in Larix's files that'd
doom Njangu. Second, Yoshitaro knew almost nothing about the spy, so any bio data Larix had could
be equally deadly.

Even if he carried off his deception, he wasn't exactly the best-equipped spy in history. Just for openers,
there'd be a problem, if he got in place, in reporting.

The only reasonAngara approved the mission was the assumption that Larix/Kura probably had
Confederation corns, as did Cumbre. So all, in theory, that was necessary was for Njangu to acquire one
and make slight modifications with one of the four carefully hidden chips he carried. In theory.

But brooding wouldn't accomplish much, any more than drinking. Y oshitaro looked for something to fill
the hours, found a dozen holos, mostly the basic tracts of various religious sects. He wondered how
Yohns had managed to reconcile his profession with these tracts, most of which were somewhat

opposed to dishonesty and treason.

Maybe the spy had been curious about how the other half thought. Or maybe he believed in some
hereafter, and was trying to get in the good graces of somebody, everybody.

In any event, the holos weren't to Yoshitaro's taste, although he read them carefully, and found a
measure of delight in tracking the myriad contradictions.

He worked out hard, remembering everykatahe'd been taught, developed a few sequences of his own.

Fighting, you idiot? he thought.Better you think about zen running.
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Njangu didn't suit up and explore the asteroid, for fear he'd miss an incoming signal from his rescuers, or
that he'd manage to lock himself out as well.

Deep down, he wasn't sure if he didn't hope Red-ruth would abandon him to the "enemy," so he could
just go back home and figure out something a deal safer.

Time, more time passed.

Finally, his com beeped. Yoshitaro touched a sensor, responding in the same code he'd asked for
extraction on.

"Stand by," the return came, automatically decoded by his com. "You're located. Pickup in twenty-three
E-hours."

The com went dead.

Less than a dozen minutes from the ETA, a warship closed on the asteroid. Njangu'sJane'sidentified it as
the oldCorfe, a Confederation destroyer leader that had been Redruth's flagship when he attempted to
take over Cumbre. Two Nana-boats gave "high" cover to theCorfe. Its missile tubes and close-range
chain-guns were unmasked, ready.

A hangar port yawned, and a small ship darted out, grounding on the asteroid. Five suited men came

out. Two took defensive positions close to the yacht, the other three approached the ship's lock, blasters
ready.

The outer door buzzed open, closed, and pumps let air into the airlock.

Yoshitaro touched an intercom sensor. "Come on in."

"Stand clear of the door," a metallic voice answered. "Do not move when we enter."

Yoshitaro spun in his control chair, his hands in plain view as the airlock door opened. One man came in
quickly, looked back and forth, said something into his suit mike, and a second entered. The first cleared
the yacht's other compartments, came back, and a third man entered the compartment. The first two kept
their weapons on Njangu.

The third man opened his faceplate, and Y oshitaro recognized him.

"Ab Yohns, I might assume," the man said. "My name is Celidon. I command Larix andKura 's armed
forces."

Celidon was an officer with a reputation for efficient brutality. Cashiered from the Confederation, he'd
ended up working for Redruth as a mercenary. He was tall, with a scarred forehead. His expression was
coldly amused.

"I'm very damned glad to see you," Njangu said. "I'd clap hands, but I don't want to get shot by your
cronies."

"T'll take the welcome as having been expressed," Celidon said. "Get your possessions and come with
me. [ want to be out of the Cumbre system this E-day."


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

"I don't have much of anything," Yoshitaro said. "That bag there, no more. I left in a bit of a hurry."

"Suit up then," Celidon ordered. "Suit frequency thirty-six. My man will carry your things." Yoshitaro
obeyed, noticing that one of Celidon's men searched the inside of his suit before letting him put it on.

The man escorted Njangu into the lock and cycled them out onto the asteroid. Moments later, the
second man came out, then, after a bit, Celidon. He cycled the airlock door shut.

"Are you going to destroy my ship?" Yoshitaro asked.

"No," Celidon said. "The blast might attract attention, and you've set enough wasps buzzing already. But
1 did leave a little present for anyone who discovers the boat and opens the lock."

Njangu hoped no one decided to recover the yacht anytime soon, at least not anyone he knew.

They transited to theCorfe, and Njangu was told to unsuit, then led to a bare room, efficiently searched
by a crew member, and left alone.

TheCorfe's drive activated, then, sometime later, the ship made its first N-space jump. Njangu, having
nothing else to do, lay down and tried to sleep.

An unknown time later, an armed man and woman took him to a large, spartanly equipped stateroom.
Celidon sat behind a desk and motioned Y oshitaro to a seat. On the desk were Yoshitaro's bag and a
heavy, rather old-fashioned blaster.

"Is this the only weapon you brought?" Celidon asked.

"No," Yoshitaro said. "May 1?"

Celidon nodded.

Njangu slid one hand inside his belt, down behind his scrotum, and took out a small, flat pistol, a
projectile weapon firing explosive charges.

"My men didn't find that, obviously."

"Obviously."

"Protector Redruth is very particular about those whom he allows to carry weapons," Celidon said. "But
since you'll almost certainly be invited to join our government, there should be no problem. Thank you for
your honesty."

Yoshitaro held out his hands. "I haven't forgotten whom I work for."

"Good," Celidon said. "T'll have the louts who failed to find that weapon punished. One thing I might
suggest. Don't carry any weapons, not even a knife, into the Protector's presence. He becomes. ..
nervous."

"Thank you for the warning."

Celidon went to a sideboard, slid it open.
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"A drink?"
"Whatever you're having."

"This is a triple-herbed tea," Celidon said, pouring two glasses from a metal pot. "I find it improves my
thinking." He handed one glass to Yoshitaro.

"You've certainly served the Protector... and his worlds... well, over the years."

"And I've been rewarded," Y oshitaro said.

"Y our payment awaits you on Larix, in our most secure repository," Celidon said. He sipped, looked at
Njangu curiously. "You must have taken up your... craft at an early age. I wasn't expecting someone as
young as you appear."

"Unfortunately, I'm somewhat older than I look," Yoshitaro replied smoothly.

Celidon waited for details, then realized none would be forthcoming.

"I decided to come along on the pickup," he said, "because I thought you and I should have a chance to
talk before Protector Redruth greeted you."

Njangu put on an interested expression, stayed silent.

"I'm sure you're aware that autocrats are, with reason, very suspicious of their secret agents, particularly
those who're executives."

"Of course."

"Y ou might be interested in knowing that I not only hold the post of Commander of the Armed Forces
but, as of six months gone, head of the Protector's intelligence apparat as well. The latter is a position I
despise, and hold only through necessity.

"The man who held that assignment before me fancied himself an expert on Machiavellianism. I've
noticed those who loudly pride themselves as intriguers generally end up with a puzzled expression and

several inches of steel between their own sixth and seventh ribs, but that's as may be.

"This wight decided he would play politics with Protector Redruth against me. Why, I have no idea, for
I'm quite busy and content with my regular duties and had no designs on him or his station.

"At any event, he became a bit of a threat, and it became necessary for me to... deal with him. So now
his duties are included in mine, and he is ashes in the wind.

"I'll explain how that pertains to you. I rather assume protector Redruth will offer you a post within the
government, probably with the rank ofLeiter.

He'll want you to be his special advisor on the Cumbrian matter, and, if you serve well, you'll be
promoted.

"It's not inconceivable you could end up as head of all security services, replacing me. At present, |
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would neither object nor recommend you for that rank.

"But if it happens, I'd suggest you remember what happened to that other man, who thought himself
devious, and restrict any ambitions you might have beyond that."

Celidon smiled coldly. "We'll be arriving off Larix in two more jumps. One of my staff will escort you to
more comfortable quarters, and you have the freedom of the ship.

"Welcome to Larix andKura , Ab Yohns."

Yoshitaro got up, bowed, and followed the woman out of the compartment.

Stupid bastard, he thought.Telling me those who loudly proclaim their sneakiness always get sneaked on,
and then doing the same thing himself. As if I hadn't been around enough fools and their cliques back

home that I had to deal with when they got big eyes on me or my people.

But still, I'd best be careful.

CHAPTER 6
Larix/Larix Prime

A lim with military insignia picked up Njangu and Celidon at the port, and, with many salutes, took off.
Yoshitaro, noticing it was escorted by two Zhukov-type gunships, asked what the danger was.

"No danger," Celidon said. "The Protector feels any public appearance by a member of the government
should be accompanied with a display of force. It not only gives the workers something to admire, but
something to think about if they're considering the slightest dissidence."

Agur was a monolithic city, its chunky buildings high-storied, frequently occupying whole blocks. They
appeared to be poured in place, the blank concrete generally dyed brown or light blue, without facing or

decoration other than the signs for the businesses within, which were gay and colorful.

The lim flew about ten meters above the street, siren wailing. Njangu could see people afoot, or in small
vehicles of uniform design. There weren't many lifters in the air.

"The Protector prefers his people use ground transport, or our extremely efficient undergrounds,"
Celidon said, sounding like a government brochure. "Lifters are generally reserved for official use or, in

larger forms, to take the citizens to the coliseums or to the country recreational areas."

The people wore bright clothing, frequently streaked with conflicting colors that stood out against the
drab buildings. Njangu couldn't tell if they looked happy, sad, angry, or even ground-down.

"As a matter of curiosity," Njangu said, "how do you deal with your criminals and dissidents?
Conditioning?"

Celidon gave him a wintry smile.

"We hardly need Condit," he said. "And the term we use is social misfits. The Protector sees no need for
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them to further fatten on the public by lazing about prisons, devising schemes for illegal enrichment when
they're released. Instead, they're put to work, hard physical work in areas of risk. Undersea mines, on
our moon stations, things such as that. Those who're given lighter sentences, and survive them, generally
are no longer a threat to society.

"As for dissidents. ..realones were a generation ago. As for the others... you'll see."

Njangu, once a threat to society himself, and certainly now a dissident in Larix's terms, thoughtfully
considered Celidon's words.

A few minutes later, Celidon nudged him. "There's the Protector's palace."

The city encircled the grounds, three or four kilometers in diameter. The great building in the center was
as grandiose and rococo as any dictator could dream of, all spires, domes, multicolored bubbles,
strangely configured towers.

Yoshitaro decided that, one day, given the chance and enough explosives, he wanted to strike a blow
for architects everywhere.

"Do you have any idea what brought about your exposure?" Protector Alena Redruth asked. There
were only two people in the huge office, or at any rate only two Yoshitaro could see. He assumed

Redruth wasn't foolish enough to meet anyone without gun cover and wondered how many gunmen were
hidden behind the walls.

Redruth was under normal height, in his early for-ties, and balding. He appeared unthreatening, except
for his eyes, which held a strange, fixed gleam.

"As a matter of fact, sir, I do," Njangu said. "One of my agents, who was under surveillance, contacted
me to report the Confederation element was planning another intrusion. I had relay stations in place for

these transmissions, but they succeeded in following the signal to my base.

"I just had time to activate self-destruct mechanisms and flee, with no more than the clothes I was
wearing."

Redruth leaned forward.

"Where are they coming, Yohns? Did your agent have time to give you that?"

"I had only a flash," Njangu lied. "The charts they'd requested were for the alternate jump point for the
Larix system, since they'd failed on their first try. The agent said nothing about when the intrusion would
be mounted."

"What is the Force mission?"

"The agent said one of the men said something to his fellow about 'putting in a wrecking crew,' which I'd
guess means they'll be putting in some sort of a sabotage force," Yoshitaro said.

Redruth's mouth worked. "We'll be ready," he said firmly. "We'll stop them offworld as we did the last
time, and this time destroy their ship or ships."

"Good," Njangu said. "My theory is the failure of your response to destroy the Cumbrians last time led
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to my exposure."

"That intercept team has already been punished for its slipshod work," Redruth said. "Forget about what
happened."

"Yes, sir."

"You've done extraordinarily good work for me over the years," Redruth said. "You were rewarded for
your success, not punished for failure. Now, do you wish further. .. rewards?"

His eyes held on Yoshitaro, evaluating.

Njangu didn't feel he had any choice. "Of course, sir. I assume I'll continue to be compensated as in the
past."

"You shall. The first reward will be your immediate promotion to the rank ofLeiter.

"What I wish you to do is help me evaluate Cumbrian designs on Larix andKura and, within the next
E-year, assist with intelligence missions to Cumbre, preparing for the inevitable invasion."

Njangu nodded.

"When I attack, you'll be part of my staff, and, after victory, I'll find a high place for you in Cumbre's
puppet government. You'll have more than enough of a chance to replace whatever you lost when you
were driven away. In humiliation as well as material goods."

Njangu let an evil smile come and go.

"In addition, you can help me here, now, since you think like a Cumbrian."

Yoshitaro heard alarm bells.

"I need to know my weaknesses. How could Cumbrian spies, assassins, or saboteurs infiltrate Larix? I
want you to tour the worlds of Larix, then, later,Kura , and with your fresh eyes, look for weakness.

Maintain as low a profile as possible.

"Anything you discover should be reported directly to me. I shall punish the lazy and unwary, reward the
wary and strong."

"Yes, sir," Njangu said. "What about Celidon? He told me he was head of intelligence. I certainly don't
want there to be any misunderstandings."

"If there are," Redruth said firmly, "I shall deal with the problem. Celidon will be informed of what he
needs to know by me. I am still the master of Larix andKura ."

He stood. Yoshitaro, realizing the audience was over, stood and made an awkward attempt at a salute,
like a civilian would attempt.

"In the future," Redruth said, "there'll be great rewards, even greater when, as is inevitable, I expand my
empire, first to include Cumbre, then back into what used to be the Confederation. There are millions of
worlds trapped in the chains of anarchy, and it's the duty of Larix andKura to free them.
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"Great, great rewards.

"But for those who fail, or think they can serve their own masters, even greater penalties!"

Redruth's majordomo escorted Yoshitaro to a different exit, where another of the military lims waited.
"The driver knows where to take you," he said, and saluted.

Yoshitaro got in the lifter, found Celidon waiting.

"Was your meeting with the Protector. .. interesting,Letter?"

"It was."

"Remembering what I told you aboard ship, is there anything you wish to share with me, say, about what
your tasks will be?"

Yoshitaro grinned. "How many rooms in the Protector's palace do you monitor?"
Celidon looked mildly astonished, then laughed hard.

"Good, Yohns. Very good indeed. You are very adept at your analyses. I think that our relationship,
assuming neither of us relaxes nor becomes arrogant, might be mutually profitable."

Njangu's city quarters were the three top floors in one of the half-block-long megaliths. He tried counting
rooms, got three different figures depending on which elevator he used, and gave up.

He had, already in place, a staff of twenty-four. He asked if this'd been especially prepared for him, was
told by his head-of-household, a calm man with shifty eyes named Kerman, the apartments had been
previously occupied by... "but I must not use his name, sir. He was a member of a Cumbrian spy
network our wonderful Protector sniffed out."

Cumbrian spy network?

Of courseKerman , and Yoshitaro assumed everyone else in the household, was reporting to Celidon
and then Redruth. No matter. He didn't talk in his sleep, nor did he carry anything that'd give his mission
away, except those four com chips he still had hidden.

He was in the middle of investigating the kitchens and bar areas whenKerman came to him again.

"LeiterY ohns, some possible candidates for your private quarters have arrived, and wish to know if
you'd be interested in interviewing them."

"Private quarters?"
"Yes, sir."

"How're these people different from you, or the maids, cooks, bakers, and laundry people I've already
got?"
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"If you'd care to accompany me, sir?"

There were half a dozen women, two blondes, two brunettes, two redheads. All were most attractive,
seemed intelligent, and very interested in him. Yoshitaro tookKerman aside.

"] think I've got it. These women are applying for the job of my bed partner?"

"But of course, sir. We use the term companion. There are also men who serve similar functions, if you
wish."

Yoshitaro said he wasn't interested in boys this week, then called one woman out of the room, a
sultry-eyed brunette named Brythe.

"You want to become my... companion?"

"But of course."

"Why?ll

Brythe blinked. "Because that's what I've been trained for."

"What pressure, sorry, what encouragement did they put on you to become what you are?"

"Pressure, sir? | worked very hard in my training to be selected as a potential companion for someone of
high rank, as did the other women in there." She smiled. "I must say, sir, that I think I've got particular
talents they might not have."

"If I choose you, what happens?"

"Whatever you wish, whenever you wish."

"No, I meant, what benefits doyouget?"

"Well, I'd be permitted to live here, if you wished, which is much nicer than my own place, which is only
a couple of rooms. Or I can merely come when you wish whatever services you want from me. Of
course I get an increase in my living and clothing allowances. I'll be able to shop in special stores, which
are only open for high-ranking members of the government and their immediate staffs, and when I go to
the stadiums sit in special sections. My parents also would be raised in status."

"Um." Yoshitaro had an idea. "Brythe, what would happen if I chose more than one of you?"

"Why, you'd be no more than a normal man. And, to be frank," and she licked her lips, "some of the...
pressure, to use your word, might be taken off me."

Yoshitaro covered his reaction. Redruth's regime programmed the citizens in more than one way.
"Very well. Come with me."
He went back into the room, pointed to two blondes, a redhead.

"You three, and you, Brythe, can stay, if you choose. As for the rest of you, thanks for letting me meet
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"

you.

The other two didn't seem disappointed, but twittered about how gracious and noble theLetterwas, and
perhaps they'd meet at another time, and were gone.

"Is there anyone else that's going to get added to my retinue?" Y oshitaro askedKerman .
"Only your personal bodyguards, sir."

"Good. I'll let you choose them. Get me big hulks. Male. Quiet ones. They ought to have military
experience, and it wouldn't hurt for them to be missing an ear or maybe be scalped.”

"Sir?"Kerman sounded shocked.

"[ want any social misfit who's thinking of harming me to know I'm well guarded," Yoshitaro said. "Guys
with scars are a good advertisement."

"Yes, sir. [ understand, sir."

Yoshitaro yawned obviously. "Now, I think I'd like to... evaluate... my chambers. I assume the four
women I chose will have their own bedrooms?"

"They will, sir, although not until I relocate two of the maids. TheLettersI've served normally only require
one, sometimes two, companions."

"Show them to their quarters, then ask Brythe and. .. what's the redhead's name?"
"Pyder, sir."

"Ask them if they wish to come visiting."

"As you wish, sir."

If he played the part of a sex-besotted fool, Yoshitaro might be taken less seriously by Celidon and
Red-ruth. Njangu hoped he was a clever devil, and not rationalizing being a drooling lech.

The next morning, feeling strangely refreshed, he met his bodyguards, who were just as big, silent, and
nasty as he'd ordered, and hopefully as dumb as he wanted. He asked about their training, found out they
were both rough-and-tumble experts, no more. Or so they claimed.

One said they'd be more than willing to help Njangu add to his security element. Yoshitaro said he
thought he'd already taken care of that.

"MostLetters," the man said, "think it's important to have other men and women. .. generally picked from
the military. .. who can take care of the small things we won't have time for. Also, in uniform, they make a
better display to the populace."

"What are the little things?" Njangu asked.

"Checking engine drives for bombs, clearing the way for your entrance at social events, generally
en-suring that people you encounter are aware of your importance."


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

"I'll wait to make sure I get the right personnel," Njangu lied, thinking it was going to be hard enough
being a spy on this unknown world without carrying a full entourage around. He'd do with what he had.

With his personal requirements taken care of, it was time to get to work, both for himself and for
Redruth.

"Your job is?" Njangu asked.
"Door guard, sir."

"Sorry for the dumb question, but the businesses in this block don't seem to need guarding. None of
them are government that I can see."

"Nossir, they're not. But I'm to watch for social misfits, keep track of how many people go in and out,
report anything suspicious."

"You like your job?"

The thickset man looked around, was reassured by Yoshitaro's smile.
"It's all right, sir."

"You seem to have a little bit of an accent."

"Yessir, | mean, I guess so, sir. I'm fromKura . If you don't mind me being bold, sir, my accent's no
worse'n yours."

Yoshitaro's bodyguards frowned, then blanked their faces, seeing Njangu's grin. "Kura, hmm. I haven't
been there yet, but I hear it's mostly country. Farms and jungles."

"Yessir."

"Must've been a change, coming to a planet that's got as many cities as Larix does."
"Yessir, it was."

"Ever want to go back?"

The man looked horrified. "ToKura? Gods no, sir. Begging your pardon."

"Why? Is life that hard there?"

"Nossir. It's not at all like Larix. Small villages, and not many cities. Big families so everybody knows
ev-erybody else, and tries to help if there's any problems. But..."

"Go on, man," Yoshitaro said.
"For one thing,Kura 's haunted."

"Come on! By what?"
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"Sorry, sir," the man said. "Didn't mean to say that, even if it's what. .. what everybody believes. I know
it's not really true, the Womblies are long gone, and prob'ly they never were."

Yoshitaro wanted to ask what the hell a Wombly was, but decided it might be better to find out
privately.

"The reason I don't want to go back, sir," the man went on, "is Larix is where everything is, and if you
can make it here, especially here in Agur, you know you're the best, sir."

"You're a block warden?"

"Yes, sir," the woman said, clearly impressed by being talked to by such a high-rankingLeiter. "Been one
for six, seven years."

"What happened to the person you replaced?"
"Dunno, sir. Heard he didn't pay close enough attention to what people said."
"But you do."

"Sure do, sir. I don't mean to boast, sir, but I think it's people like me who keep Protector Redruth,
bless his name, safe, especially from the Cumbrian infiltrators."

"There's no question about that," Njangu said.

"So these reports come in from the block wardens to you, then?" Njangu asked.

"Yessir," the thin man said. He pointed around his spotless cubicle. "Notice, there's no paperwork left
undone here. I read the reports, and report on up to the next level within the day, generally within a few
hours.

"Then, if my supervisor tells me somebody needs talking to or... or worse, I go out with the watch and
help them pick him up, if that's what's been ordered. I make sure everybody else in the block knows

what happens, too, and give the block warden who first reported the misfit to me a reward."

"All these district reports are collated," the brisk man, "then an abstract is made, which goes directly
to..." He broke off.

"You can use the word," Njangu said.
"To the Protector's intelligence service, and they make estimates from them."

"Suppose there's been twice as many complaints of, I guess you'd call it social misbehavior. Sorry, but
I'm still learning your terminology. What happens then?" Njangu asked.

"Then the entire district is punished, by cutting supplemental rations or even refusing permission for them
to spend their summer leaves at recreational areas.

"Sometimes we even reduce their sports-viewing or -attendance privileges. This is a particularly
important district, as I'm sure you're aware, with our shipyards working at full speed, so we keep a very
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close watch on trends."
"'Kay," Yoshitaro said. "Now, suppose a district has less than normal complaints?"

"Possibly minor benefits are increased," the bureaucrat said. "Or, more likely, a congratulatory message
from Protector Redruth will be 'cast on their vids. We keep several varieties on record."

Son of a bitch, Yoshitaro thought. These bastards all seem to like narking each other off, and playing
pissant tyrant, level by level. It's like a disease, and every goddamned one of them's running a frigging

fever.

"Several of the people I've interviewed mentioned Cumbrian infiltrators," Njangu asked Celidon. They
were in Celidon's apartments, as spare as his shipboard compartment.

Celidon smiled. "What about them?"

"To the best of my knowledge, the Cumbrians didn't start infiltrating Larix until recently," Y oshitaro said.
"Where did these spies I never heard of come from?"

"Protector Redruth has an uncanny ability to define and sniff out moles from another system," Celidon
said. "He's been discovering Cumbrian spy rings for about two or three years now.

"Before that, we were woefully troubled with anarchists from Confederate worlds spreading their
poison. Fortunately, the Protector discovered and wiped them all out."

"I think I see," Yoshitaro said.

"Traitors tend to appear when Protector Redruth is developing an interest in a certain area, so it's only
natural that the prospective enemy does inimical things, thus proving the Protector's concerns to be
Justified."

"And obviously," Njangu said, "you're quite certain the Protector doesn't have these rooms wired."

"I assume nothing," Celidon said. "Being a dedicated servant of the Protector's, I have nothing to fear."

"Oh dear," the blonde whispered. "Not again?"

"You want me to stop, Enide?"

"Oh no. I'm just. .. worn-out keeping up with you. I'm not even twenty and you're, what, almost thirty?"

"A bit older, m'love."

"You don'teverseem to get tired."

"It's my clean living, and sanctity."

Enide giggled. "My foot seems to have worked loose. Would you tie it up again?"

Yoshitaro hoped Enide was just being stupid, and not trying pillow talk to get Y oshitaro to slip on his
cover story. He'd rather deal with a dumb agent than dumb control. The last thing he wanted was getting
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his fingernails pulled out from some misunderstanding.
"Should I use the belt again?"
"Yes, please."

"Of course I like sports," Njangu lied to one of his bodyguards, whom he'd dubbed Goon Alpha. "What
sort do you play here on Larix?"

"Well," the big man said, "now it's fall, an' so we play Challenge. That's like old-timey army games, with
blunted spears, and bows and arrows, and fencing and things like that."

"Which I like," Goon Beta said. "I did real well in the barefist division, back when I was a gosling."

"You want to fight, join the army," the first bodyguard said. "That ain't my sport. It's bigger onKura ,
where all those bastards do is chase each other around the hills with clubs. Anyway, after Challenge'll
come Rattes."

That was a team game played inside stadiums, with long netted hurlers and a ball with a variable center
of gravity.

"Not bad," Goon Beta said. "Considering it's winter. But in spring, we get harnhuns. I like that."

"It's pretty good," the first guard allowed. "Get a man running, bunch of people go after him. They catch
him... it's all up for his ass."

Harnhuns set district against district, town against town, until a final champion survived.

"Best of all's mobbal, when summer comes," Alpha said, and Beta nodded vigorously. "I was pretty
good at that, almost good enough to be a pro. Whole planet stops for the finals."

It took several hours to explain the rules to Njangu, or its lack of them. It was played with a ball,
outdoors. At a district or suburb level, it'd be played in a local park, with goals at each end. The number
of people on a side could be set by agreement, or played by as many as wanted. The object was to
move a ball past a goal, using any means possible short, Njangu learned, of knives or nuclear devices.

At a more organized level, professional teams from cities, then provinces, then worlds, played. There
were frequent riots when favorites lost, or umpires made "bad" rulings, riots that sometimes required the
army.

Njangu made another mental note:If people aren't allowed any political say, and the boot's kept firmly
against their neck, let them work it out with sports. Make the sports violent, and make the games a good
testing ground for potential soldiers.

He was starting to admire Redruth's cleverness. Redruth or, more likely, his predecessor question mark
predecessors.

Njangu tried finding out more about the history of the system. There was almost nothing, other than that

the original colonists of the two systems had been fleeing something or someone when they arrived, some
hundreds of years ago. How they'd built up Larix so quickly wasn't recorded. And the four or five... the
records weren't certain. .. men or women who'd preceded Redruth weren't given much in the way of
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space, either.
One file in thePlanetary Encyclopediadid give him something;

Womblies: Term given to the original inhabitants of theKura system, who were instinctively inimical to
humans, and opposed our necessary colonization of their disused lands. Little is known about them, since
they were wiped out by the cleverness and leadership of the First Protector, and physical descriptions
vary so widely there is no point in cluttering a scholarly work with them. Many legendary traits are
ascribed to them: invisibility, the ability to sense man's presence and even his intent, and retaliate in
horrifyingly unpleasant ways. Folklorists aver there are tales onKura that the Womblies were not
completely destroyed, but linger on in remote areas they held sa-cred, and attack lone travelers when
they can. Such nonsense should not be allowed to be repeated, and a conscientious citizen hearing such
tales should report the teller to the authorities.

"Well, humpty, humpty, humpty, and aren't you the little tattler," he muttered, and probed a little further
into other areas, without a great deal of success.

The next day, Njangu got a call from Celidon's adjutant, who said Celidon "suggested he find other
areas of inquiry that'd be more profitable."

So history was decidedly off-limits, even to al etter.

The ululation of sirens woke Njangu from a happy dream of visiting one of his bank vaults. He was fully
alert, but had trained himself years ago to appear to wake blearily, slowly. Karig, the fourth of his
companions, was already on her feet, pulling on a robe.

"Come on! We've got to go down to the shelter!"

"F'what?"

"Maybe it's a drill, but maybe the Cumbrians are attacking! Come on! The block warden takes roll on
things like this."

Njangu slid into a pair of pants, shirt, bathroom slippers.

Attacking Cumbrians, huh? Let's hope.

Indeed, an officious man was bustling about the building's basement, checking off names. Yoshitaro sat
in a corner, surrounded by companions, staft, and bodyguards. Everyone was beginning to relax when,
dimly, came the distant roar of missiles launching, and then an explosion.

Pyder whimpered. "They're really here."

Another explosion came, then silence for three hours. Finally the all-clear siren shrilled, and they were
allowed out of the shelter.

Njangu, not sleepy at all, went up to his roof garden and saw searchlights still sweeping the night. He
wondered what the hell had actually happened, and hoped it was part of the Force's plan. He thought of

waking up one or another of his companions, but decided he had paperwork that was more important.

An hour later,Kerman came to his office. "Sir. The Protector requires your attendance at once."
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Not good.

Yoshitaro dressed, thought wistfully of taking a weapon, remembered Celidon's warning, and was at the
palace within the hour.

Redruth and Celidon were waiting. Celidon wore his usual expression of cold amusement, Redruth's lips
were pursed tightly.

"I am not pleased with you, Yohns," he began, without preamble.

"I'm sorry, sir," Njangu said. "Might I ask?"

"You told me a penetration raid was going to be mounted by Cumbre."

"That was what set off the alarms?"

"It was," Redruth said. "However, you said only a single attack would be made."

"There were at least two ships," Celidon said. "One came from N-space in the location you'd told us to
watch, but another used the same nav point as their earlier attempt. We're grateful that the Protector, in

his wisdom, had all standard nav points within the system monitored."

Njangu kept his face blank. Their sensors were better than the Force had thought, and they were more
paranoid as well.

"What happened?" he asked. "I heard missiles being launched."

"Pah," Celidon said. "Pure panic. The capital's defenseLetterpanicked, shot at shadows, and has been
disciplined for his stupidity. What actually happened was the first attacker, theonlyone you'd warned us
of, was quickly destroyed, far out in space."

As we hoped would happen, when we set this up back on Cumbre, Njangu thought. He also noted the
emphasized "only."

"The second ship evaded us for a time," Redruth broke in, "and made for Prime, much as the last
Cumbrian ship had. I don't know whether that first ship was a decoy, and the sabotage team you warned
us about was aboard the second ship or not, but that's my assumption.

"We attacked, lost contact, regained it just before the ship went back into hyperspace. We were unable
to put a tracer on the ship, but assume it returned to Cumbre."

Njangu relaxed a little.
"This is the second occasion the Cumbrians have bothered me," Redruth said. "They can rest assured
that this time there'll be a response they shall not like at all. I do not need to consult your expertise on the

system to knowthat.

"The reason I summoned you is to make you aware I allow no error from my servants. You warned us
of one attack, not the second. A job partially completed is the same as one not begun.
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"Remember that, Yohns, in the future. I'm not pleased with you at the moment. So take this as a lesson,
learn to concentrate on the job at hand instead of your own private pastimes, and don't make the mistake
again."

Njangu bowed, turned, and left.

He was trebly pleased. //anything goes awry, no matter whose fault it is, or if it's no one's, there clearly
must be someone to blame, and it's never the Protector. Good. That keeps underlings from wanting to
report not only failure, but problems as well.

And all the time, he thought piously,spent with my companions, hasn't been hem-hem wasted. Redruth
clearly thinks I'm sex-happy, and therefore more of a dolt, and it's never bad to be thought stupid by an
enemy.

But his main joy came from what appeared to be the success of the intrusion. The first ship, entering the
system far distant from Larix Prime, had been a drone, intended to be discovered, tracked, and
destroyed.

Its only purpose was to cover the second ship, which shouldn't have been discovered at all. It had,
which wasn't good, but it also appeared that the Larissans had lost track of the ship during the critical
moments of its insertion. That ship carried a relay satellite, which should have been, and hopefully was,
planted on one of Larix Five's moons.

Now all he had to do was figure out a way to talk to it, assuming it was there.

Ideally, Njangu had hoped Ab Yohns was entitled to a transceiver, which could be modified to his
purposes.

Next most likely would be for him simply to buy a nice, powerful com, slide in one of the chips he'd
brought, so the set broadcast on an off-frequency, code his transmissions, use a couple of recorders to
transform the transmission into a blurt, and send it, keeping one eye open for any direction finders in the
neighborhood.

Njangu had figured he was closely watched, and any such purchase would be regarded with lifted
eyebrow. He'd planned to resurrect one of his civilian talents and steal such a receiver.

Protector Redruth, however, had matters well in hand. There werenotransceivers in civilian use. All
corns were controlled by the security services, and were sealed units, preset on the state's frequencies.
Yoshitaro thought if he could acquire one of those sets, and try to pry it open, either he wouldn't have the
skills to do the mod, or the set would self-destruct on him, probably howling on some frequency that a
social misfit was messing with it.

Even the transceivers in aircraft were sealed and preset to the needed frequencies.

As for finding a store that sold electronic parts, none such seemed to exist, nor would Njangu have the
slightest idea of what to buy and how to put it together from scratch.

He considered the omnipresent vids, and wondered if they might not be more than a box on which to
watch sports, news, or government directives. It would be very simple to add a small spyeye to each set,
and further tighten Redruth's hold on Larix.
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One night Yoshitaro pretended to get drunk, no doubt depressed by Redruth's chiding, a sad and
solitary figure with a bottle, glowering at some sports show. Reception was very bad, evidently, for he
whacked the set every now and again, without improving the transmission quality.

Finally, after a bottle and a half had vanished, going unobtrusively down various drains instead of his
gullet, Yoshitaro could stand no more. He stumbled over, picked up the set, lifted it overhead and sent it
crashing to the floor, to explode in flinders.

That would get him a reputation for being ill-tempered. He assumed there were other more sophisticated
eyes in the room continuing to record.

In fact, a few minutes after he examined the wreckage, his eventual reputation was well deserved.

The set did include a primitive lens and transmitter. Yoshitaro had hoped he would be able to replace its
chip with one of the ones he'd brought, somehow jack up the power supply, and use that as his
transmitter to the satellite and then to Cumbre.

The spyeye was a one-piece block, as was the rest of the television's guts. No doubt an experienced
tech could have figured a way to modify them, but Njangu Yoshitaro was a thug, not an electronics

engineer.

He kicked petulantly at the pieces of television, woke Pyder, told her to get certain devices and
restraints, and come with him to Brythe's room.

The next morning, the television had been replaced, and no one made any reference to Y oshitaro's fit of
rage.

But he still had no way of communicating with that satellite, assuming it was there, and Cumbre.
Which meant that all of his scheming and cleverness, so far, was useless.

And the back of his mind kept wondering just what form Redruth's retaliation against Cumbre would
take, and when and how in the hell he could send a warning.

CHAPTER 7
Cumbre/D-Cumbre
"Nothing from Yoshitaro, Jon?" Garvin asked, trying to sound unconcerned.
"Flipping nothing," Hedley said. "An E-month, and zed flipping zed."
"He's probably having trouble finding a pay com that'll take Cumbrian coins."

"Probably," Hedley said. "So did you have any other reason to bother me, other than to see how
cheerfully I lie about not being worried?"

"As a matter of fact, I did," Garvin said. "There's no reason we shouldn't be bothering Larix andKura
more than we are. Larix is probably still on alert after our last debacle. So let's send a nice, small team in


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

onKura , and bash its rural sleepy head a little bit."
"With you, of course, on point."

"Why not?" Garvin said. "I'll let Penwyth, who hasn't been doing squat lately except making sureAngara
meets the proper number of Rentiers, take over II Section, and go out with some of Njangu's thugs."

"'Kay," Hedley said. "I'm listening. Insert shouldn't be too much of a problem, and I don't mind the idea
of pulling the tiger's tail a little. What about getting out?"

"If we mess with them just on the ground," Jaansma said confidently, "they shouldn't be looking to space.
Plant a relay satellite like we just did for Njangu, and when I holler, come in with three or fourvelv, a
cou-pie of the new destroyers, and we scamper, with no casualties except to the goblins."

Hedley gnawed at his upper lip. "Could work. But I'll run it past the old man."

"It's a wash," Hedley said. "Angara says way, way too risky without any more data onKura . Sorry."

"Goddamit, boss, the only way we're going to lick Redruth is to hit him here, there, and everywhere.
Like that old song has it, 'call me the wind or whatever, since I keep blowing down the road.'"

"Wind," Hedley said. "Try a serious bit of storming. Praise the Buddha without a flipping bellybutton that
we're not in the bad old days when you first came aboard, or somebody'd be putting out bulletins calling
us Stormforce or some other rabid-ass piece of silliness. Remember, we used to be, what, Swift Lance,
or whatever?"

"You're changing the subject and trying to cheer me up," Garvin complained.

"I am that."

"So what am I supposed to do? Keep waiting on Njangu to call in?"

"Flipping exactly."

Three days later, Protector Redruth's response to the two pinpricks came.

A ship patrolling off D-Cumbre reported three ships, one an unknown destroyer-class, the other two
Nana-class Confederation patrol crafts in-system, not having been reported by any of the outer planets'
warning posts. The report had barely been made, and alarms were gonging, when the patrol reported a
missile launch from the larger ship. All three intruders fled, using the closest nav point to vanish back into

N-space.

The missile was aimed at D-Cumbre, and projections of its orbit suggested it was homing
onDharmalsland .

The patrol ship launched countermissiles, and the attacking missile evaded them. A second launch
missed as well.

The missile's orbit was further analyzed, andLeg-gettCity , D-Cumbre's capital, was determined to be
the target.
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Threeaksai, two piloted by Musth, drove for space. Just out-atmosphere they were in range of the
missile, and fired countermissiles.

Two struck home. Nuclear fire in D-Cumbre's skies brought early dawn to the planet.

"Change one," Hedley said. "Angara's approved your run againstKura . PlanGov's in major hysteria with
what happened this morning. Nobody wants to grow up and glow in the dark, and nukes are for
barbarians anyway."

"Yes, sir. Thank you, sir."

"For what? A chance to get flipping killed?" But Hedley said that under his breath. "Go get your
goddamned volunteers."

"There'll be me," Monique Lir said. "Nectan, Ir-thing, Heckmyer, Jil Mahim for medic, Montagna as
sniper, al Sharif, a couple more with electronics cross-training."

"Mostly noncoms, I see," Jaansma said.
"You don't think we're gonna let the pooptitties in the rear ranks have all the fun, do you?"

"Might I ask what you two want?" Garvin said, rubbing his eyes. "It's late, I'm sleepy, I'm only
half-through with. .. with whatever I'm doing, and I don't have a lot of time to waste playing."

Ben Dill slid into the chair in front of Garvin's desk, Dr. Danfin Froude remained standing.
"Understand you're going out looking for trouble," Dill said.

"And that you could use a couple of volunteers," Froude added.

"Doesn't this frigging Force have any goddamned security?"

"Not against Ben Dill."

"My answer's a swift, unqualified go away. I'm full up on hee-roes."

"Not a chance," Dill said calmly.

"You're a ship driver," Garvin said. "We're going to be hoofing it. You always snivel when you've got to
lug all that poundage around on primary drive."

"I've been known to walk through a jungle or two," Dill said. "Carrying a couple of fagged-out I&R
types, come to think about it."

"And you didn't see me falling back when we were stranded on that Musth world," Froude added.
"Besides, you'll need someone capable of analysis when you're down onKura ."

"Yeesh," Garvin said. "You, Doctor, I could probably use. But you still ain't convinced me, Ben. Don't
you want to stick around here playing zoomie? Think of all the medals and glory and nice clean uniforms,
not to mention your fan club. Jungle sluts are definitely not for high-class folks like you."
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"There ain't many medals when nothing's going on, and especially since somebody else got all the glory
for zotting that A-boomer of Redruth's," Dill said. "Look at it this way, Garvin. I'm bigger than you, faster
than you, I used to be your CO, and I'll bust your frigging arm if you don't change your mind, and then
nobodygets to go play in the bushes."

Garvin snarled in wordless defeat. "Go wake up Lir, and draw the gear she'll tell you to."

"How long will you be gone?" Jasith asked. "I'm not sure," Garvin said. "A month. Maybe more."

"Was this whole thing your idea?"

Garvin shifted uncomfortably on the soft couch, looked out across the Heights, across the bay
atCampMahan . "Uh, yeh. It was."

"You really want to get killed, don't you?"
"I don't believe," Garvin said honestly, "there's anybody mean enough to kill me, yet."
Jasith got up, went to the sideboard, started to pour herself another drink, changed her mind.

"I know what you are," she said slowly. "Probably, I guess, what you always will be. So there's no good
in my saying anything.

"Except this, you bastard. You are going to take one day, and one night, off before you go. I'll make
sure you eat nothing but your favorite foods, so you have something to remember, out there on whatever

horrible world you're going to, eating dried bat shit.

"And I want to make sure I walk bowlegged when you leave, so / have something to remember, 'til you
get back."

The first ship to lift clear ofCampMahan was a newly commissioned light destroyer, Garvin's team
aboard. Twovelvsfollowed,aksaihanging from them like remoras.

Off D-Cumbre, they flickered into hyperspace, six jumps from the nearly unknown system ofKura .

CHAPTER 8
Larix/Larix Prime

Njangu Yoshitaro beavered on, scudding back and forth across Larix. He found problems, areas where
the system was vulnerable. Small ones were reported to Redruth as he'd been ordered, potential big ones
were noted for when—when, not if, Yoshitaro insisted to himself—he was able to find reliable offplanet
communications.

He fell into the habit of working out in the same government gym Celidon used. When they sparred, as
they did occasionally, Njangu was carefully less quick, less skilled than the other man.

Sometimes they met for dinner at one or another of the restaurants the government's elite favored.
Celidon was hardly a gourmet, his standard order underdone beef and raw vegetables. This, Njangu
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discovered the hard way, wasn't spartanism—Larissan cooking preferred everything either cooked gray,
or buried under a highly spiced sauce.

Their conversations were mostly fencing matches, which Njangu quite enjoyed, neither man willing to
talk in specifics about his ideas or past or ambitions.

Yoshitaro did learn, however, at least one interesting series of facts:

Redruth had done exactly as Danfin Froude theorized: When the "troubles" started in the Confederation,
Redruth had responded instantly, not wanting a "plague of anarchy" to intrude on his domain. As the
situation worsened within the Empire, Redruth had banned most shipping into the Confederation. The few
ships permitted out-system returned reporting planetary systems pulling out of the Confederation, and
using the chaos to seize neighboring worlds, systems.

"It looked to the Protector," Celidon went on, "as if civil war, if civil war can have a dozen different
sides, was spreading. When Centrum itself screamed for support, Redruth refused, saying that war was
raging through his own worlds, and he had no soldiers to spare. Cleverly, he saw nothing to be gained by
losing his best troops in a distant galaxy, or, worse, having them come home infected with whatever ideas
were destroying the stability of the Confederation.

"Redruth followed that up with garbled messages that suggested the situation was worsening."
"Would one of them maybe have been that Cumbre had fallen out of contact?"

"Something like that," Celidon said, washing down the last of his meat with ice water. "Ships coming
from your... sorry, the worlds you were reporting from or the Confederation were taken."

Njangu remembered that a ship called theMalvern, which he and Garvin had been aboard as raw
recruits, had been seized by Celidon's men.

"But you knew that," Celidon said. "Weren't you the bright lad who suborned that official on Centrum to
let us know anytime something interesting in the way of materials would be passing our way?"

Njangu hid his surprise and smiled blandly.

"Eventually, I suppose, the Confederation assumed Larix/Kura/Cumbre had fallen into the same shitter
as everyone else," Celidon continued, "and so they stopped signaling and sending ships.

"Of course," Celidon went on, "this isn't just game-playing on the part of the Protector. In five or six
years, maybe more, maybe less, when things have had a chance to get much worse, Redruth wants to
start nibbling at the closer bits of the Confederation. He wants Cumbre taken so he won't have to worry
about his back, plus it's ripe for exploiting, both in men and minerals.

"It's good that you got away from Cumbre in time, Yohns. Although I'll give you a suggestion. When we
move against Cumbre, next year or the year after, of course you'll want to accompany the Protector.

"He'll reward you, after the fall, making you possibly the head of his government there. That's well and
good, if your ambition is limited.

"But if it were offered to me, I'd find an excuse to refuse. The real prize, Yohns, will be however much
of the Confederation the Protector can carve off. Maybe a little... maybe a lot. Maybe as far as Centrum


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

itself. Take and hold Centrum, and how many systems will come a-begging for protection?" Celidon
smiled. "That's where the real power will lie, power beyond anyone's dreams.

"And there's no reason the Protector won't succeed. He comes from averylong-lived line."

Njangu's country estate sat on the edge of a man-made lake, about two hours' flight from Agur. It was
quite a compound, with formal gardens, pools, stables, and all the rest that a rich country squire could
want.

Njangu hated it.

He was city, through and through, and still had to stop himself from grabbing for a gun when a night bird
sang unexpectedly, in spite of his time on jungle patrols with I&R.

Nevertheless, he went to his estate as often as he could, and was seen pacing, dictating into recorders,
making notes, preparing reports for the Protector. He made sure he left those notes about, so whichever
servants were in Redruth's pay—he assumed all— could read them and testify as to his loyalty and hard
work.

Njangu was starting to feel agent paranoia, with every hand against him, and never anyone to relax
around. He recognized his twitch, thought he'd gotten soft since he'd been with the Legion, actually
having friends he could be honest with for the first time in his life.

To relieve it, he played harnhuns with Goons Alpha and Beta, always as the quarry, which kept him not
only in shape, but maintained his cunning as well.

And it was during one harnhuns game that he found a solution to his greatest problem.

Njangu had taken ten minutes lead before his bodyguards came after him, and tried a new escape. He
ran to a creek, splashed down it, trying to stay on rocks, until it ended in the lake. He waded out, then
swam parallel with the shore, away from the compound, toward the edges of the estate.

He came out of the water, across the gravel beach, and planned to move in a wide circle back toward
the compound. If he made it without being caught, he would have won. Currently his record was one in

three.

He was moving slowly through brush when he heard the snap of a gun safety. Njangu froze, saw a man
wearing a camo suit come from behind a bush, blaster leveled.

"Stay still."

Njangu obeyed. Two other men came out from his flanks, and three from behind him.
"Identify yourself!"

"LeiterAb Yohns," Njangu said. "And what are you doing on my estate?"

"You are not on your grounds, if you areLeiterY ohns, but on those belonging toLeiterAppledore," the
man who'd stopped him said. "Show identification."

"I have none." Njangu wore only one-piece drab overalls, with a small hydration system on his back. He
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felt hands move over his back, between his legs, around his stomach, kept from reflexively killing the
searcher or pitching him overhead into the first man with a gun.

"Nothing," the man said.

The first man frowned.

"STILL!" someone shouted. The first man started to turn, and a blaster bolt slammed into the ground
next to him. Clearly a professional, his fingers opened, and his gun dropped. Njangu heard the thud of
other weapons falling.

A gun barrel came from behind a tree, and Njangu recognized a bit of Alpha's face.

"Identities?" Alpha snarled.

"LetterAppledore's security element," the man said. "You... whoever you are... are on his property."
Beta slid out of the brush, a gun in his hand.

Njangu almost started laughing. Beta went to the first man, searchedhim, found ID.

"They're who they say they are," he said. Alpha came out of cover, putting his pistol away.

"T assume this is reallyLetterY ohns?" the first man asked.

"You assume right," Beta said.

"My apologies, sir," the man said, voice thin. Njangu assumed that meant Yohns outranked Apple-dore
in the hierarchy. "But you set off our perimeter alarms, sir, and we responded as ordered."

Njangu saw barely hidden fear on the faces of Appledore's men, realized he could probably have them
sent to the undersea mines or whatever other hellhole he wished.

"Don't apologize for doing your job," he said. "Go ahead and pick up your guns."
"Thank you, sir," and the others chorused their thanks.

"One question, though. You said perimeter security, and I didn't see anything."
All of them, including Alpha and Beta, showed amusement.

"Here, sir," and Appledore's man took Njangu to what looked like a boulder. Njangu couldn't tell it
wasn't real until he examined it closely.

"Ah," he said. "Thanks. You can tellLeiterAp-pledore from me that he has most alert men. I won't have
to worry about ever being attacked by social misfits from this side of my estate."

The men thanked him again, and hastily trotted away.

"We have those gimmicks, too?" Njangu said.
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"Certainly, sir."
"Show me some of them."
Alpha showed Y oshitaro other rocks, false dead logs, and such.

"Interesting," he said. "I assume they're self-powered, and transmit by radio? Heat- and
motion-sensitive?"

"Exactly, sir."
"Active or passive?"

"Completely passive in their base setting, sir, so you could walk past them with a sensor and not get a
readout until they begin reporting. The only way they can be spotted is visually, although maybe they put
out enough power you could get them with an infrared from close enough. Plus they can be remotely
modified by the operator to lie doggo if there's sensors around, just like it can be set to go off for two
men, and ignore three or one."

"Sophisticated little sucker," Njangu said. "Are these standard. .. I mean, are you issued a certain
number of logs, rocks, stumps per estate?"

"We have several varieties of cases we can put the guard units into. The units themselves are pretty
standard, but a technician can modify them for whatever sensing security wants, then make up the
exterior depending on what camouflage is required. We keep a dozen or so on hand, since weather's
hard on them."

"Interesting indeed."

The perimeter alarms, built for custom modification, yielded easily to exploration. It took no more than
two hours for Njangu to finish eyeballing the guts of the one he'd gotten from a storeroom and sketch out
what was what. The components were linked by simple universal plugs, so it took little additional time to
remove the transmitter chip and slide one of Njan-gu's specials in, a minimum of cursing and bending
required.

The chips had been built by technicians on D-Cum-bre, who'd carefully scanned the electronic records
of the first intrusion Cumbre had made into Larix's space, examining all frequencies in use. They set their
chips to use frequencies close, but not too close, to those common wavelengths. The chips would accept
input from any standard recorder via a tiny cord. Njangu kept several recorders handy, using them to
dictate his notes into.

The hard part for Yoshitaro was wrangling the power converter from the vid he'd smashed into the
circuit as a booster. Now, finished, wanting a drink, he hoped he'd done it right, hoped he'd just built
himself a neat little transmitter.

The next day, he went for a stroll, telling his bodyguards he wanted to be alone. He wanted to find as
many of the perimeter alarms as he could, see if there were any holes in the perimeter that he could spot.

Careful searching and logical thought located half a dozen, and he found a seventh in a remote spot. It
took only a few moments to replace that sensor with his special rock and clip it into the estate's wiring.
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Since the alarms were passive, no one should notice his device wouldn't broadcast squat even if a
dinosaur wandered past.

The only time the transmitter would be noticeable is when its antenna was strung, and then Y oshitaro
would be very close, with a gun ready.

Njangu spent the rest of the day writing a signal with what he felt was the most essential data, including
the confirmation of Froude's theory about the Confederation. II Section's cryptanalysts had decided on
an archaic book cipher. They'd given him four, all based on religious books common throughout the
worlds of man. Njangu had found, in the same library he'd done his research, a copy of theQ'Ran,
standard translation. The agreed code began with sura V1.

Message ready, he shot it back and forth between his recorders, slow to fast, again and again, until it
was no more than five seconds long.

The next day, he took the tape out to the device, quickly strung wire from trees into an exotic antenna as
he'd been taught, plugged in the recorder, and blurted the message into space.

ADb Yohns,neeNjangu Y oshitaro, superspy, was back in business.

All he needed next was to figure a way to receive messages. But, with his confidence restored, he
figured that would come with time.

That night, to reward himself, he had sparkling wine with his four companions and let the evening
deteriorate into a disgustingly sensual, but extremely interesting marathon that didn't end until well after
dawn.

Yoshitaro spent the next three days waiting to see if there were any signs of alarm or detection vehicles
responding to his com. There was nothing, or nothing he discovered.

He returned to Agur and his duties, again traveling across Larix, trying to see and evaluate everything.

His second stop was with the Protector's Own, the elite palace guard. He pretended interest in their
motivation, what sort of background they came from, whether he thought they could be subverted by one
of the infamous social misfits.

They fell, largely, into two categories: dedicated fanatics, whose life would be fulfilled if they had a
chance to take a blaster bolt in the guts for Redruth; and a scattering of people pretending zealotry with a
cool eye for the main chance and staying close to the center of power.

Those people he was very interested in, for obvious reasons, and tried to figure out what trigger he could
use to make them his, without being betrayed to Celi-don, wanting to. be sure his eventual spiel wouldn't

be something that'd be prize testimony at his trial for treason.

Njangu was heading back to his lims, where his bodyguards waited, when a very striking, redheaded
officer, wearing the -tabs of a hundred-group-Lerter, came up.

"LeiterY ohns?" Her smile was knowing.

"Yes?" Njangu smiled politely, admiring her, trying to figure out why the alarm bells in his mind were
shrilling so loudly.
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"Do you remember me?"
"No, L..." Njangu stopped. He suddenly did.

"I'm Maev," the redhead said. "I thought I recognized you, back when you were inspecting the Guard
this morning.

"You and I were recruits, and were screwing, back whenLeiterCelidon seized the ship we were on, the
Malvern, headed for Cumbre.

"Back then, your name was Njangu Y oshisomething or other, wasn't it? How the hell did you ever get
here?"

CHAPTER 9
Kura/Kura Pour

A port opened in the side of the Cumbrian Kelly-class destroyer, and a small dart, not much bigger than
a man, spat out, speeding "down" toward Kura Four.

"Lousy, lousy recon," Dill said, standing behind theParnell'sskipper,MilLiskeard.
"Yes," agreed Alikhan. "There should be files from spies, many satellite photos."

"Not to mention a couple of sneaks on the ground checking things out before the combat team gets
mserted," Garvin added.

"Would you three morons get the hell off my bridge?" Liskeard growled. "It was almost better when you
were second-guessing my piloting on the way in."

"Not me," Garvin said. "l know my limitations."
"Interesting thought," Dill said. "Let me know when you discover any of mine."

"Shall we obey our orders," Alikhan said. "And you can open a file on your faults that I shall happily
dictate. A very large file."

"Good idea," the weapons tech at the control station behind Liskeard grunted. "Sirs. And let me fly this
goddamned bird in without getting my ass shot off."

TheParnell, one of the first four destroyers built on Cumbre, was a compromise between what the force
needed, what the Force wanted, and what could be built in a hurry. Essentially, the class used the existing
templates of a standard planetary patrol craft, but enlarged the ship in all dimensions. It had a crew of
twenty, four Goddard antiship missiles in pods under the ship's "chin," a pair of chaingun turrets, and four
Shadow antimissile stations.

The shipyards of Cumbre, newly modernized and expanded after the Musth War, could each roll out
one of these destroyers in a month, and the internals could be added in another month. Larger ships
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weren't possible at the moment: Any building work increases exponentially in cost, complexity, and
material, not arithmetically.

No one knew how fast Larix/Kura were building ships, nor how large they were, but everyone assumed
the worst, which, in war, is the safest way to think.

"You wish?" Ben Dill said politely to the Musth.
"To inquire as to why you are being stupid."
"Just my normal procedure."

"You are a pilot," Alikhan said. "Yet you have volunteered to play ground-worm. That does not make
sense."

"Because," Dill said, "like I told Garvin, back on Cumbre, I'm bored waiting for trouble to come to me."

"I see. That is stupid, indeed," Alikhan said. "But no more stupid than my joining the Force. Why did you
not ask me if I wanted to be stupider than I already am?"

"To be real honest," Ben said thoughtfully, "I didn't even think about it. But even if I had, I don't think I
would've grabbed you.

"What happens if we get spotted down there onKura ? Don't you think somebody would go completely
apeshit if they saw this big brown furry mother trotting through their jungle?"

"Apeshit is not a term I'm familiar with," Alikhan said. "I can infer its meaning, though. Nor am I of the
female gender and capable of giving birth. But would that surprise be any greater than seeing ten humans,
dripping weapons, dressed in a strange manner, wandering around looking for things to destroy?"
"Mmmbh," Dill said. "Strong point, which I don't wanna consider. I'm sorry, Alikhan, that I didn't give you
a chance to get killed. But try this one. You're going to be the insert pilot with thevelv, right? Since you're
not that bad a pilot, second only to me, that'll make sure there'll be somebody with his shit firmed up

who'll be around to extract us when we start hollering for help."

"I shall never understand the human fascination with excrement," Alikhan said. "I accept your apology.
And I shall be there to pick you and the others up.

"No matter when, where, or what."

Two shifts later, as the I&R raiders tried to convince themselves they were comfortable living on the laps
of theParneWscrew, and that they were nerveless commandos unworried about this near-blind mission,
the drone's tech swaggered into the small cargo compartment they'd taken over.

"M/7 Jaansma," she said. "Admire large head, sir. Admire very large head."

"The drone's back?"

"Not only back, but nobody sniffed nahthing," she said. "Admire large head."

"Okay, crew," Garvin said. "Set up the holo, so we can figure out where we want to start tickling them."
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Kura Four had been picked because prewar intelligence suggested that was the most heavily populated
of the worlds in the system, although none of the four habitable planets would have to worry about
population pressure for a millennium or so.

The drone had initially made eight passes, pole to pole, out-atmosphere, on a mapping run. The runs
were repeated at night, using infrared sensors as well as amplified light.

The team watched the projection of Kura Four, a holograph about a meter in diameter, spin in front of
them.

"Eleven main cities," Monique Lir said.

"Twelve," Froude corrected. "There's another light-smear down near the south pole."

"Bring each of those areas up one at a time," Gar-vin said.

"Yessir," the technician said, and the holo closed in on one area, then another.

"That one's NG," Dill said. "Looks like it's built on the only patch of open ground on the planet.”

"Bust that one out, too," Lir said. "Right on that peninsula—no running room there, either, when things
start blowing up."

"What about that one?"
"Possible."
Three others areas were considered possibles, and those four studied.

"That one," Garvin decided, blinking tired eyes. "That city's about the biggest on the planet. Maybe,
what, a million?"

"Maybe a bit more," Froude said. "In fact, probably. I ran close-up scans on all the possible targets.
That one's got a good complement of landing fields, warehousing, what looks to me like military depots,
so you can project the population probably a bit higher than a mill."

"Sitting right there where these two rivers run together," Jaansma said. "Then the valley widens, with the
sea, what, fifty kilometers below? Mountains back of the city, which'll give us good hiding places."

"What's the plan, boss?" Lir said.

"I think," Garvin said slowly, "if we come in back here, letting that ridgeline mask us, then hump over
here. .. we hit this dam. Blow the shit out of it, hope there's enough of a shock to take out this other,
bigger dam further downstream.

"With any luck, we put a nice wave down the main valley, maybe fifty meters high, through the middle of
that city and wash everybody out to sea."

The medic, Jil Mahim, bit her lip, but didn't say anything. Garvin saw her expression.
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"If it bothers you to probably be drowning women and kids," he began.

"No, boss," Mahim said. "It just took me a minute."

"'Kay," Jaansma said, pretending he didn't notice her embarrassment. "That's the tentative first target.
As the op order said, we'll take out the first target, extract, and depending on how battered we are,
reinsert on another part of the world and mess with them there.

"That'll give Protector Redruth something to worry about protecting, I hope.

"Now we'll have the tech chance another sweep with the drone over those mountains, see if we can't see
where the local soldiery hangs its hat, the size of the dam's garrison, where the local villages are, and like
that."

"Second target," Lir said, "if the first dam doesn't take down the big one, we'll get it ourselves."

"That'll make the countryside nice and hostile,"TwegNectan said.

Lir shrugged. "You wanted an easy life, you didn't have to do something dickheaded like volunteer, now
did you?"

There was laughter.

"Actually," Froude said, "if we were serious about pursuing war to the hilt with these people, we'd be
better advised to abort this commando business, pull back to Cumbre, and then return with the best
defoliants science can build. Assuming, as is likely, this andKura 's other three planets are Redruth's rice
bowl, as the intelligence indicated."

"Or," Mahim said, "a little radioactive dust here and there."

"That would work as well," Froude said, undisturbed. "If we have no postwar plans for occupying the
planet."

"Back to the operation at hand," Garvin said. "For extraction we'll pull back into the mountains, and
holler for help. I'd guesstimate operation time at, oh, five to seven E-days. But it could run double that, so
don't pack yourselves on the thin side."

Garvin saw Alikhan looking at him, raised a questioning eyebrow.

"A private word, Garvin?"

Garvin started to say there weren't any secrets on something like this, stopped himself, and went out of
the compartment with the Musth.

"I am still not that familiar with your fighting rules," Alikhan said. "Was there a reason you did not
mention those. .. I do not have a word for it... presences we saw in the display from time to time?"

"Presences?"

"They appeared to me like thin, small clouds, but moved in several directions, so they could not be
clouds, unless the winds over those mountains are stranger than any I've known."
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"I think," Garvin said, "we better go back inside and tell the troops what you think you saw."

Alikhan followed him back. The soldiers were studying the projection, muttering about "steep bastard to
be humping."

"figure max travel no more'n three klicks a day."

"wonder if there's villagers in the jungle we'll have to worry about," and such.

"Crew, listen up," Garvin said. "We might have problems. Would you rerun the sweep over the rivers?"
The tech obeyed.

Alikhan pointed, his head moving back and forth rapidly. "There is one. Another. Two there. That one."
The humans looked perplexed.

"Did anyone see any of what Alikhan was pointing at?"

There was a chorus of "no," nossir."

"nah," and such.

"Very interesting," Dr. Froude said. "One of the many things we appear to have overlooked was
whether the Musth sense beyond human ranges."

"None of you saw what I did?" Alikhan said, wonderingly.

There was a long silence.

"Technician," Garvin asked, "does your record show anything above/below human perception?"
The technician touched keys on the holo box, read the screen, frowned, hit more keys.

"No, sir. Nothing likehesays he's seeing. .. and there isn't any way somebody could sight something that
the instruments say isn't there."

Alikhan surveyed the woman, ears cocking, eyes reddening in anger. But he said nothing.
"I don't like things to get strange," Deb Irthing said.

"Who does?" Garvin said. "When we send the drone in again, we'll see if Alikhan picks up anything.
Maybe," he said hopefully, but not very convincingly, "we've just got some flaws on the recorder."

Another, closer pass over the area gave more details. There were small villages here and there. Just
below the first, smaller dam, was a military-looking camp, and there were buildings on either side of the

dam's parapet.

Alikhan also saw half a dozen more of the "clouds."
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"I do not like this, Garvin," he said. "This time, as they are seen by the drone, they move quickly to one
side or another, as if they do not wish to be pictured."

"So now, in addition to everything else," Garvin said, "we've got invisible thingieboppers that can sense
drones. Whyinhell doesn't that frigging Y oshi-taro report in with some good skinny to explain all?"

"What's the prog, boss?" Lir said. "Screw it," Garvin said. "We're going in."

"Bless Ahriman and his putty dildo," Lir said fervently. "I was sure this'd end up another goddamned dry
I'Lll’l."

TheParnellmade a fast swoop, dropping off a relay satellite in a geosynchronous orbit over the target
area that would bounce any transmissions from I&R to the pickup ships hovering at the system's edge.

Thevelvcame down in a near-vertical dive, Alikhan at the controls. Dill considered the somewhat
greenish I&R troops strapped to hastily fitted acceleration pads at the rear of the control room, and
chortled.

"Nice to see the guys and gals with the steel assholes aren't perfect ateverything. Be glad a gentle lout
like Alikhan's at the controls instead of me, or you'd really be heaving your guts out. Speaking of which,
would any of you care for a nice, refreshing vomit before we enter the jungle?"

Lir was the only one healthy enough to manage an obscenity.

Dill laughed even harder. "Hey, Alikhan?" he bellowed. "You need any help up there doing this
controlled crash?"

"Negative," Alikhan said. "I could fly this pattern with my tail."
"It feels like you are."

Thevelvflared once about five hundred meters above the tree-covered slope, then lifted into a near stall
over the clearing Garvin had picked. Alikhan caught it on antigravs, settled it down.

"Ramp down," he ordered, and two human crew members obeyed. Thevelvhovered two meters above
brush.

"Go, go, go!" Lir was shouting, and the team un-strapped and went out the door, dropped into the
brush, got a nasty surprise that they were still three meters above the ground, found a more pleasant
surprise as they squished down into muddy soil. The soldiers recovered, staggered forward under the
mass of their packs for a dozen steps, hit the prone position, weapons ready.

The last solider was down. Garvin looked up at a helmeted face peering out thevelv'sramp, gave a
thumbs-up, and pointed to the sky. Thevelv'sdrive snorted, and the ship lifted for space, very fast.

Nobody moved in the jungle hush, waiting. No shots, no cries of alarm.

Garvin came to his knees, stood, then motioned the team forward, after him. He walked point, with
TwegWyNectan on slack just behind him. Third wasDecVal Heckmyer, thenDecDarod Montagna, the
team sniper. Behind her was Ben Dill, the biggest and most heavily laden. Garvin, maliciously, had chosen
him for prime commo, withFinfBaku al Sharif behind him with a backup com. Jil Mahim, the medic
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