Back | Next
Contents

DRAMATIS PERSONAE

Hominidae

Chip: A vat-grown conscript. A thing of rags and tatters.
Ginny: A damsd of high degree-o.

Fitz: Thevery modd of amodern Mgor.

Van Klomp: A large parachute officer.

Sanjay Devi: Hecate.

John Needford: A schemer, well-dressed.

Len Liepsich: A schemer, hitching up his pants.

Mike Capra: A legal beagle.

Ogata: A legd eagle.

Tdbot Cartup: A villaninthefirst degree.
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Generd Cartup-Kreutzler: His brother-in-law; and accomplice.

TanaGainor: the origina asp in Cleopatra's bosom; with bosom.

Rattae

Fal: Great of somach and small of martid vigor.

Dall: A rattess of consderably negotiable virtue.

Méeene A rat damsdl of acumen and avery dtractivetall.

Pistol: One-eyed rat-at-arms.

Nym: A veritable giant among rats; with amechanica bent.

Doc: Rat philosopher and medic.

Arid: A rattess of fdl repute; and dwayswith Fitz.

Pooh-Bah: A rat of many parts.

Battae

Bronstein: She-bat who must be obeyed.

O'Nid: A somewhat plump bat, fond of drink.

Eamon: A large and dangerous bat.

Et Alia



Huff: AlissKong
Y etteth: Jampad; a prisoner on the Korozhet ship.

Darleth: Jampad; head of the Ratefia

Various Korozhet villains.

And alarge supporting cast, numbering in millionsfor the greatest production off Earth!

Prologue

The planet Harmony and Reason, a human colony;
a starship, both vast and alien, in the middle of
George Bernard Shaw City, the colony's capital.

At center stage: five Korozhet conspirators,
all members of the inner-high,
in their adjoining waterbaths.

"The un-implanted human, the one that was reported to the spawnship as being involved in this disagter,
must certainly die—and as soon as possible. He will have seen too much when he rescued the juvenile
Shaw cresture.”

So spoke the Ruling Five-high, with the certainty that dways characterized her whilein femae form.

The Purple Seventh-ingtar clattered its spinesin vigorous agreement. "While heis alow-gatus cresture,
we cannot overestimate the importance of this human'simmediate death. It was from just such neglect
that the campaign againgt the Jampad suffered. Serious steps must be taken with the human military.
Fortunately, we have virtudly complete control of their command structure. Wewill of course not be
betrayed by the implanted human or the uplifted creatures. Nonetheless, | agreeit iswiseto havethe
implanted human taken into custody astheir socia structure makes her death undesirable. Difficult, for a
oertanty."



"Do you think that this'Cartup’ will understand the implications of the device he has been provided with
for securing her compliance?' asked the High Five-spike. "There are certain inherent dangersinvolved.
We do not want the trigger phrases to be discovered.”

"The calculatorsindicate avery low probability. He is unaware that the device would affect anyone
except this'VirginiaShaw.' Heis quite unaware of what it actualy does. It contains the standard
self-destruct booby traps, after all.”

* * %

Inthe diffuse green light, cringing figures moved hadtily between the spiky shadows reclining in their
waterbaths. The daves were careful not to make any noise that might disturb their masters. To do so was
to invite certain pain, if not desth, and even the most wretched daves il clungtolife. The air wasfull of
hissng sighs. The squat, blue-furred, four-armed dave carrying the bucket of live baby Nerba, the master
species favorite snack, aimost gagged at the thickness of the naphthal ene reek.

"Still. One of the Overphyleis dead at the hands of ahuman. We cannot alow subject racesto think that
thisis even possible—l et done something that will go unpunished. Isthere any chance that word could
spread back among the Magh' nests or the human hives?”

The Nerba-carrier did not allow the faintest change in his posture or manner to betray his pleasure. The
implant in his head said that the death of one of the Overphyle was an awful thing—but the
Nerba-carrier's hatred of the Overphyle, and dl their works, was amost asintringc to him asthe
programming not to attack a Korozhet wasin hisimplanted soft-cyber chip.

Hewalked closer to one of the inner-high, and placed the Nerba cub on the floor. The soft-furred little
creature credled weakly and hungrily. A dart hissed out of one of the Korozhet killing spines, and
impaled it. Thelittle thing screamed as the neurotoxins were pumped into it. The Purple Seventh-instar
heaved itself out of the bath, humped over the prey, and began to evert its ssomach into the snack. Nerba
died dowly, and thisone was Htill pleading weskly asthe digestive enzymes liquefied itsflesh.

Contralling hisrevulson, the dave walked on to the next inner-high of the Pentarch. Thisonewas
speaking, so he waited, respectfully. "They are ill putative subjects. | hold, despite their dexterity, that
these humanswill make poor daves.”

The Purple Seventh-ingtar that was busy feeding clattered its spines again. " Those we have captured and
implanted have proved more than adequate.”



"But their ability to resst our Magh' client-speciesis better than predicted. And if the confused reports
coming from their mediaare to be bdlieved, thereis a possibility that our plans and works might be
uncovered.”

Asaways, that being its principal function, the High Five-spike was the voice of caution. The Ruling
Five-high shifted in her waterbath.

"Itisalow probability, consdering theleve of influence we have on their leadership structure. But
nonetheless we must send in aclean-up squad. And perhaps step up supplies of materiel from the
spawnship to our client-species. See that the Magh' are contacted on the closed beam, and given such
information as the clean-up team can gather. Asafind dternative thereis aways direct action. We have
alargedave amy, potentidly, at our disposa.”

The youngest of theinner-high flicked his spinesin respectful assent. The dave had learned to read the
clatters as clearly and easily as the soft-cyber implant had taught him the Overphyl€e's speech. The
youngest of the inner-high was il diffident in his suggestions. Hewas only asixth ingtar, after dl.
"Perhaps some chemica agents, Highest? And some more sophisticated delivery mechaniams, for the
client-species?’

"Yes. And bring my snack, dave. Before | dine onyou.”

The dave did. Then moved cautioudy away, as hagtily as he dared. He wasjust in earshot when he heard
one of them say something that made him nearly drop hisbucket. "Do you think that thereis any
substance in the report that a Jampad was freed in this debacle?!

The dave desperately wanted to stay and listen. But he dared not. There were daves of some seven
different species on this ship. But he was the only one of hiskind, and he had not believed there could be
others, so many light-years from home. Had one of his people succeeded in breaking free?

Elsewhere in George Bernard Shaw City,
In a space more cavernous but no less dark.
At center stage: other conspirators.

Thethird of the plotters, asusud, arrived late for the meeting.

"Wherethe hdll have you been?' demanded one of those dready there. "How can somebody with a



reputation for being agenius not read aclock? Y ou know—those gadgets that have two hands, one long,
oneshort.”

"Save that tone for those who intimidate easily. Y ou ought to know by now it'swasted on me. Besides,
I've been productively occupied.”

The conspirators, from long years working together, knew each other's tastes. One of them smiled evilly
at thetardy one. "Killing swine, eh?"

"Not yet. Just sharpening the blades.”

* * %

When the meeting was over, the old tastes resurfaced.
"When shdl we three meet again?"
The other two laughed. "When the hurlyburly's done, of course,”" chuckled one of them.

"And the battl€'s lost and won," added the other, in agrimmer tone of voice. "Assuming you don't show
up late again.”
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Chapter 1

The colony world of Harmony and Reason.
Enter a military vehicle, returning from the front.
I ts motley inhabitants, each in their own fashion,

celebrating the first victory of humankind and
its allies against the alien Magh' invaders.

"Hid"

Private Chip Connolly looked up into the terrifying upside-down gargoyle-face. Thelong white canine
teeth gleamed againgt the twisted, folded blackness of that face. The batwings briefly unfolded, asthe
jeep hit some severe corrugations.
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"Hic!" said the plump bat again, dangling from the metal srutsthat held the canvas cover.

"Why are you making that funny noise, ONid?" asked Virginia, snuggling into Chip and blinking
myopicaly at the bat.

The bat blinked back at her. "Why Ginny, 'tis traditional when you're drunk as drunk can be. Anditis
feding | am asif thedrunk isturning into a hangover, indade. Soin theinterest o' prolonging the drunk,
I'm after sickin' to the tradition.”

Chip grinned. There was something reassuring about the fact that after al they'd been through, the bats
gtill stuck to their phony Irish accent, right down to the detail of saying "indade’ instead of "indeed.”

"The norma method," he explained consderately, "isto drink some more." Bats were new to strong
drink. It was only in the interests of trans-species friendship that they'd ventured oniit a all.

The cyber-uplifted bat's genome had been spliced heavily with the leaf-nosed Rhinolophidae. It wasn't
possible for the evil black crinkled face to turn pale. But the bat shuddered. "Indade. .. no. 1 .. .1
couldn't, Chip." Somehow the voice managed to carry the very essence of agreen pallor.

A long nose twitched up from underneath the seet. It was the front part of aratlike creasture the size of a
small Siamese cat, which, with a stoatlike lithe snuosity flowed up onto the seet. The ratty thing had an
eye-patch, abottle of grog and a suitably piratica expression to go with these accouterments. He waved
the bottle at O'Nid in afriendly fashion. "Here, you fat swasher, take some sack.”

The bat shuddered, shook his head so vigoroudy that hislarge ears flapped. By the pained grimace that
followed, he plainly regretted that action. "No . . ." he said, weakly.

The elephant shrew wrinkled itslong nose, and with a red-toothed snigger waved the bottle under the
bat's nose. "I'faith, methinks 'tis afine brew, and here we are back on wheels. Twas the best way to
travel you said. Y ou had to choose between drinking and flying, and, as you had avehicle, you gave up
theflying."

"Tobesure, | anfond o' vehicles, Pigtol," said the bat. He looked disdainfully at the truck. "Though,
indade, this oneis no patch on afoine noble beagtie loike the tractor, but I'm after wondering if they can
arrest the motion o' thisone for awhile. Tisvildy ill | think | am about to be." O'Nid descendedina



sprawl of wings onto the seat.

Pistol winked at Chip and Virginia. "I will not say ‘greasy egg,’ O'Niel—or what of afine fatty dab of
cold Maggot?"

Chip was always amazed at the range of expression that the soft-cyber-uplifted creatures could coax out
of their voice-synthesizers. Rats didn't have alot of spare sympathy for anyone at the best of times, and,
on the subject of hangovers, even less. But O'Nid, who could normally give as good as he got, looked
digtinctly unwell. Best keep the peace. . .

Before he could intervene, however, the bat lurched erect and launched for the open back of the truck.
Hedidn't quite make it and landed clumsily on the last seet, retching.

A gargantuan ear-shattering bellow of outrage erupted. "SantaMaria, San' Marco . . . San' Cristophoro .
.. you conjonelessflying mouse! Watch where you are up-a-bringing!”

The owner of the vast voice stood up and shook afuriousfist at the hapless bat. The creature was
consderably smdler than hisvoice—and smdler than the bat. Except for histail, thelittlelemurlike
galago would have fitted into a soup mug. He wore the remains of afrogged red velvet waistcoat, and
made up for his size with volume and attitude.

The huge-eyed miniature primate-caballero twitched histall angrily. Hicked a aspot on hiswaisticoat.
"My honor sheisimpinged upon! To say nothing of my preciouswaistcoat! | chalengeyou, you. . .
fledermaus. | demand adudl!"

"Name your seconds, sir!" he bellowed at the hapless bat. The bat was at |east twice the soft-furred
galago's size, but was certainly in no condition to respond.

ONid groaned and clung to the tailgate of the truck with hiswing claws. "If it iskilling me you wish, Don
Fuff, could you not be after doin' it quietly? It's something of the headache | have."

"Indade. Will you dl be shutting up?* demanded another deeper, in the Irish accent of the bat-voice
synthesizers.

Then the vehicle veered wildly. It overcorrected and skidded, tossing them all about. With a squedl of



brakes, it bounced, nearly rolled. Righted . . . and then came to astop at about aforty-five degree angle.

Chip picked himsdf up off thefloor, off Ginny. She was smiling worriedly up a him. "Isyour am dl
right?' she asked.

"I'mfine" hesaid, fedling a the laser wound on his shoulder. Theinfantry doctor had said it should
recover more easly than aknife wound would have. "Everybody €l se okay?!

The bats had taken to the wing when the crash occurred. They weredl fine. The fierce caballero had
flung himsdlf into Virginia'sarms, and clung astightly asonly asmdl primate can. "I had to protect you,
sefiorita,” he said, shakily.

Meanwhile Chip was doing aquick roll-cdl of rats.

They weredl unhurt, barring Pistol, who was nursing a cut paw-hand and lamenting over the loss of his
looted bottle of over-proof brandy.

And Nym. The gigantic rat of mechanicd inclination was missing. For an awful moment, Chip thought he
must have been flung out of the vehicle, and belying broken at the roadside.

Then the horrible truth dawned. Obvioudy, to judge by the vile language issuing from Brongtein, Fat Fa
and even Doc, the same thing had dawned on al of them.

"Who let that shogging mad bastard whoreson drive?" demanded Fal.

* * %

It proved to be true enough. Chip crawled backwards, out into the ditch full of glutinous mud, and then
around to the cab. The trooper who had been driving was till Sitting there, staring in shock at the ditch . .
. and the sone wall they'd missed. Barely. And Nym was still clutching the whed, hiseyes manic and his
snout sill contorted in awild grin, making brrm-brmmm noises.

Chip shook hishead and sat down in the mud and started laughing.

Three minutes later, they had hauled the shocked driver out of the vehicle, evenif it was apparent thet the
vehicle was not coming out of the ditch.



The trooper shook hishead. "He said he could drive. . . So | thought it would do no harm to have him
gtand on my lgp and let him hold thewhed . . "

"Here," said Nym waving abottle at him. " Some griefs are med'cinable. "'Twas not a patch on the tractor,
but not abad vehicleto drive.”

"Drive? Drivel Y ou mad anima—" The driver coughed as he took an unwary swallow of the proffered
drink. It was raw, uncolored, high-test brandy looted from an abandoned wine-farm. It would have made
greet lighter fluid.

They al pushed. Therats and bats didn't have much push to offer, given their mass, but they tried. They
bounced, heaved at the truck. Piled rocksin the ditch. Became covered inmud . . . and the vehicle
stayed embedded in the mud-churned ditch.

"Well, at least we're stuck in the mud on thisside of our lines," said Chip, digging for ajack behind the
segt of thejeep. "And I'm not in that much of hurry to rgoin the army, anyway."

"Y es. Things could beworse," said Doc cheerfully, offering Me ene some of the brandy. "One hasto
view thisin Neoplatonigtic terms, | think."

"Adversity's sweet milk, philosophy,” said Fal sourly. " Spare me. So what do we do now? Send the bats
to fetch arescue?’

"Indade, no. | think we hang tight. A vehicle will be aong presently and they can pull usout.” O'Nid was
oneof nature'slaziext fliers.

"Methinks'tisgoodly advice," said Pistal, steding Fal's bottle. "If they're going to hang usfor this, that is.
If | have any choice I'll not hang sober.”

" "Twas not what | meant,” said the bat. "I meant a comfortable dangle by our feet.”

* * %

Standing in the soft rain, looking at the truck in the ditch, listening to the rats and bats bicker amicably,
with amutua lack of understanding—despite acommon tongue, Virginia Shaw had to think about her



own implant. An dien-built, lentil-sized chip of imprinted semiconducting plastic that had given back her
life...only it wasn't quite her old life. Without the soft-cyber implant between the hemispheres of her
brain, she'd been achild in an adult body, with adamaged speech center and uncontrollable tantrums
born out of confusion and an inability to communicate. With the implant, her parents had found their
brain-damaged child afar more socidly acceptable mechanica doll, no longer able to shame the colony's
firgt family with her condition.

They'd never redlized that she wasn't adoll. She had become a person. She was shaped, perhaps, by the
materia downloaded into her soft-cyber's memory chips. In her case, Bronté had had alarge effect. But,
just asthe rats remained ratlike despite Shakespeare and Gilbert and Sullivan, and the bats remained
bats, despite Wobbly songs and Irish folk music, she remained human despite the implant. Not adoll, but
someone who could think, reason and love.

Shelooked fondly at Chip. Private Charles Connally . . .

Now attempting to put ajack under avehicle that was chassis-deep in mud. He was neither Heathcliffe
nor Edward Rochester. Hewasjust himsdlf: aVat-born human, born in poverty, raised to servitude,
indebted for life to the company of which her father had been the mgority shareholder. A company
whose founding purpose, in theory, had been to build anew utopia based on the ideal's of Fabian
Socidism.

Likethetruck, theided had lost its course, got stuck in the ditch and was now axle deep in the mud. It
had become trapped in entrenched privilege. It had betrayed the trust that the clone-fathers of such men
as Chip had put in the dream. And now, with the Magh' invasion, the new Utopian dream had become
bogged down in worse: Endaving two new-created species, the rats and the bats—on the assumption
that they were biomechanical cannon fodder, not creatures of reason who should be accorded the same
rights as any sentient being.

Like getting the jeep out of the ditch, it wasn't going to be easy to change the status quo. It had taken
betrayd, capture and living side-by-sde with them, having her own implant, and then fdlingin love, to do
it for her.

Asif hed been aware of her gaze, Chip turned and looked at her. He dropped the jack, walked over,
and took her in hisarms. "Chin up, Ginny. It's not that bad.”

She smiled at him. She couldn't wait for new glasses, to see him clearly again. Not, she admitted to
hersdlf, that he was the nobly born, handsome-faced, swallowtail-coat clad hero that she'd once dreamed
of. Hewas short, stocky, spiky-haired, and full of combat-scars. The battered remains of hisuniform
bore not even the vaguest resemblance to an elegant coat of superfine. He was, asthe bats put it, as
common as vamuck. But he was a hero, her hero, and worth ten of any noble from between the covers



of aRegency romance. She kissed him, treasuring what she'd found.

"l am surprised it's not afull-on debauch you'd be indulging in," said adisgpproving Brongein.

* % *

Chip wasgood at ignoring Brongtein, at least while hewaskissing Virginia Wdll, if by "ignoring" he
meant not standing to attention and doing what Senior BombardierBat Michagla Bronstein said. The bat
was one of nature's organizers. But kissing Ginny was a powerful distraction. Hed wasted alot of time
thinking her one of the vile Shareholder class. Someone better put up against thewal and shot, than
kissed. It had taken everything the war and treachery could throw at him to change his mind.

Fa Fagtaff, the paunchiest of therats, snorted. Chip watched him with one eye while continuing his
lip-and-tongue gymnastics. Fa turned to his henchman, Pistol, who was sampling the canvas cover of the
jeep for flavor. Knowing the rats had engaged in rampant gluttony less than an hour ago, and, in the way
of field soldiers on this or any other world, had packs bulging with looted food, Chip wasn't too worried.
Otherwise—given therats metabolic rate—once they started to eat the furniture, it was usudly asign
that you might be next on the menu. For al that the dien cybernetics had uplifted the cloned creatures
they remained essentidly shrewlike. Their morality was not that of humans. Actudly, they only had any
morasat dl, if and when it suited them.

"Well, Auncient Pistol ? What think you? Methinks 'tisfine talk from a set of cozening flyboyswho have
massorgies.”

Pistol shook his head mournfully and spat out a piece of canvas. "No texture this stuff has. | say for a
good long-lasting well-flavored chew you can't beat Maggot-hide, and afew little kickshaws on the
sde—likeafresh Maggot. But," he added, compaosing hisvillainous face into his best effort of injured
sanctimoniousness, "if you refer to the amorous peck of our companions, and the self-righteous 'plaint of
thebats. . . You havetheright of it. To think of al of them indulging in the dipping of the muddy conger
in concert, inapublic place like that. Shocking, | call it."

The batsrose to the bait. Bats, Chip had long since concluded, were atrifle dim that way. They thought
deeply about things, which rats never did. Politics was meat and drink to them, and argument about it
was asintringc as breathing. Humor and sarcasm, naturd to the rats, came only with effort to the bats—if
itcameat all.

"Indade, 'tisnot like that!" protested Eamon. "We're asocia species, and live together. Estrus just occurs
amultaneoudy. Werefathful to our pouses.”

Dall Tearshest, reputed to be the naughtiest rat-girl in the army, lowered her eyelashes and said



thoughtfully: "I'faith, 't must be true they'refull. To think of waiting ayear before having to doit again.”

"Y ou mean, to think of being ableto wait ayear,” grinned Melene, the littlest rat-girl. Her tail wasfirmly
entwined around her chosen partner, the philosopher Doc. "Mayhap after such a public orgy they know
not how to look their fellowsin theface again, until thelevel of passion doth again become too much.”

"Begorra It'snot likethat, | tell you!" The bat O'Nid was now plainly fedling better, having cast up the
cause of hisafflictions. He turned to hisfriend and chief drink-purveyor, therat philosopher. Doc—or
Georg Friedrich Hegel, or, as he had lately renamed himsdlf, Pararattus—was an experiment in the
download tolerance of the soft-cyber implant. They'd put the whole of Hegel's Phenomenol ogy of the
Soirit and Science of Logic into the chip'smemory.

The chip hadn't cracked, but one had to be less certain about the philosophicd rat's sanity. Still, given the
dire gate of the war effort, even experiments such as he had been drafted into the line. He was—as an
aside from being a bad philosopher—a very good medic.

"Doc, explain to her, 'tis not wanton daves to constant lust that we be, like rats or humans. 'Tis. . . 'tis. .

Doc nodded. "Merely biologicaly different, with each species consdering theirsthe only right and proper
way to do things," he supplied, wrapping histail around hislove'sin turn. "And you bats should, by now,
comprehend that it is not disgust, but envy, that motivates the mockery of such as Pistol."

The bats blinked at the idea. Michaela Bronstein was, as usua, the quickest on the uptake ™Y ou mean . .
. 7" Shelooked in horror at the one-eyed rat, who was winking lewdly at her.

Pistol nodded cheerfully. "Wed love an invitation next time, you saucy winged jade.”
Bronstein shook her head. "Ratd”

"That'sus," said Fat Fastaff cheerfully. "Mind you, | am not so sure about doing it upside down. Thereis
agreat ded of meto hang by the feet, while distracted.” He hauled a small bottle of the looted brandy out
of hispack. "Methinks I'll quaff astoup of this sack. At least we can drink in public, evenif our girls
prefer some privacy for other pastimes.”



Helooked at the others. "What? Do | drink alone?" he jeered. "What paltry rogues!”

"I might aswell join you," said Chip with agrin, taking the bottle from Fal. "We humans don't fed the
same as the bats do about sex in public elther. So, dthough heaven knows when I'll get to see Ginny
again, after this, and I'd rather be doing other things, | might aswell drink. We're bound to be stuck here
for ages”

It was obvioudy an inspired decision, because aten-ton truck immediately came around the bend. It
drove straight past, showering muddy water at them asthey tried to flag it down.

Chip was just working up to agood swear . . . when the truck stopped, and began reversing cautioudly.
Therain, the muddy road, and poor light al made good reasons to reverse cautioudy. But when the truck
got closer it was apparent the real reason was Brongtein. She was clinging to the little sill abovethe
driver'ssdewindow. By her wing-claws. She had the trigger bar of a bat-limpet mine between her feet.

When thetruck drew level with them, they saw that the limpet mine was attached to the glassjust in front
of the driver'swide-eyed face.

"Nice of you to offer to help," said Chip evenly.

* % *

Once alittle misunderstanding got cleared up, the driver had been very cooperative.

The misunderstanding had been that they couldn't do thisto him.

They drove on, al squashed into the cab, through the rain and the gathering darkness, showering a
convoy of motorcycligsin mud.

"Wonder why they were out here? Thisroad doesn't redlly |ead anywhere except to Divisond
headquarters and the Front. Thoselooked like civilian police,” said the driver.

"They're probably looking for Ginny," said Chip, giving her asqueeze.

Ginny shook her head. "For dl of you. Y ou're important people, too. Mgor Van Klomp said s0."



"Huh," said Chip, with a conscript's natural suspicion of any officer coming to the fore. "Van Klomp
should stick to parade jumps. That's not how the army works. They're looking for you."

"But that's not right,” said Ginny, determinedly. "After al, you are dl heroes. If it hadn't been for therats,
bats, Fluff and the Jampad, we'd have died, and the army would never have captured the scorpiary.
Youll surely get promoted and be used to train the army. Every generd must just be dying to talk to you.
To shake your hand. Or paw," she said, after the briefest of pauses.

Chip laughed. "Not in thisman'sarmy! Y ou watch, Ginny. We're more likely to be charged with
desertion, negligent loss of equipment, and failureto salute an officer.”

* * %

Chip was quite wrong.

That wasn't more than a quarter of the charge sheet.
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Chapter 2

An odd but unpretentious house perched above a small ravine and waterfall,
on the wooded outskirts of George Bernard Shaw City.

Sanjay Devi was an unlikely conspirator. She was the colony's Chief Scientist, and the "mother” of the
rats and bats that now fought beside humans againgt the Magh' invaders of Harmony and Reason. Their
genetic engineering wasin no smdl part her work, and the choice of materiad downloaded into their
soft-cyber brain implantsal her own.

In her choice of download materia, aswith everything she did, Devi had her reasons, not dl of them
obvious. Perhapsit wasjust that she was fond of Shakespeare, and nothing more sinister. After al, she
was one of the founding patrons of the New Globe Thespian Society, and a devoted amateur dramatist.
One of her favorite statements, in fact, was thet life tended to imitate the Scottish Play.

Right now she was attempting to decide whether to clutch the dagger that she saw before her.

It was an odd-shaped dagger, and made entirely of paper. Part of it was a pile of news-reports. Part of it
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was a printout of severa confidentia biographical snoops prepared by the HAR Specia Branch. Part of
it was a history book—arare thing on HAR. Sheld been carefully reading up the details of thetria and
fate of an obscure artillery captain.

His name had been Alfred Dreyfus.

She took adeep breath, then muttered: "If you can look into the seeds of time and say which grain will
grow, and whichwill not . . ."

If only it were that Smple. She needed to sdlect and promote an evil grain. It had to be both evil and
weak, if it wasto work as she planned it to. There were three possibilities—and each of them would kill
innocents, and destroy lives. Sheld cultivated al of them carefully.

Findly, she made up her mind and reached for the telephone. She'd grown up using a bonephone-implant
and visvid. But, chasing the dream, Sanjay had |eft the technological advances of Earth behind. Here, on
Harmony and Reason, there had been none of the vast interlocking support systems atechnologica
society required to support itsalf. They'd had to step backwards to technology that didn't require such an
interfacing of support-systems. Back to carbon-granul e telephones, for one thing.

At least no one saw your face while you spoke to them. That sometimes had advantages.

"Tabot," she said, when the phone was picked up on the other end. "' Fascinating news about thisMajor
Htzhugh."

She waited for the explosion from the man who wasin charge of the colony's Security portfolio to
subside.

"The generd isafool, Tabot. Evenif hedid marry your sister. That was probably the one and only
intdligent thing he ever did. Y oulll haveto lead him. He's not exactly mentally capable.”

She shook her head sympathetically at Tabot Cartup's pungent reply.

"The answer seems obvious,” she said camly. "Treason, Tabot. Y ou have the meansto arrange the
evidence. He may not beaVat, but he's plainly aVat-sympathizer. He not only trained with them, he
volunteered to train with them. That's as good as an admission of guilt to me. Why would any man who



was not some sort of fanatic do that?"

Asit happened, she had avery agood ideawhy Fitzhugh had doneit. But Sanjay Devi always played
her cards closeto her chest.

Apparently, Tabot Cartup found himself in bitter and complete agreement with her. And found her
suggestion remarkably attractive.

After she put the telephone down, Sanjay sat for along time looking at the odd-shaped dagger. At last
she sghed.

That hurt, as usud. Deep breaths always did, but there was nothing that could be done about it other than
to take painkillers. And she couldn't afford to take those. She needed her mind sharp for the time she had
|eft.

Finaly, the pain eased. She muttered "by the pricking of my thumbs, something wicked thisway comes,”
and reached for the telephone again. But thistime she clipped alittle piece of solid-state circuitry ontoit.
It wasardlic of old Earth, a piece of technology this colony could not dream of mastering for another
two centuries. The scrambler-recorder was singularly useful to a conspirator.

"Mgor Genera Needford, please.”

The JAG switchboard system was dow. But she got hold of Needford eventudly.

Helistened to her in sllence. He was unnerving in that way, aswell asin others. John Needford had a
mind like arazor, and Devi knew that he was neck deep inthe"young Turks' inthe Army. He asked
incisve questions—as dway’s.

Shewas surprised to find that his specid investigator had encountered Fitzhugh before. . . but she
shouldn't have been. Their paths had been bound to cross, given the nature of the men.

When the conspirator put the phone down, she muttered "eye of newt" with some satisfaction. None of
the other three callswould be as stressful as the one to the man she privately caled "the Spanish
Inquisition.” It was dmost apity his ancestry was Liberian instead of Iberian.



She saved the most enjoyable of the callsfor last.

She answered the sour grunt from the other end of the line with acarefully planned insult. "Liepsich, you
gink. And HARIT's physicsis at grade school leve "

A smiletwitched across Sanjay Devi'sface at his pungent reply.

"And the same to you. With brass knobs on. Now, how goes the dowshield research?’

* % *

She put down the phonefor the last time, detached the device she'd used, murmuring "and toe of frog."
Shebit her lip, thoughtfully.

" till need some moreingredients. Wool of bat . . . and dthough it is part of thewitch'srole. . . therat
without atall.”
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Chapter 3

A mock-chateau on the edge of HAR wineland-country.
Now the Divisional Military Headquarters of the Fifth Brigade.

No one had explained to the Vat driver about the wisdom of avoiding therats stolen booze. Infact it
was agood thing that Chip had restrained him after the first unwary swallow or he might have had more,
and they'd have ended up in the second diitch . . . if they were lucky.

But even that onefiery chug had been enough to relax him. Hejoined them in some rowdy songsand
was quite cheerfully willing to drive up to the front porte-cochere of the huge fake chateau that had been
expropriated as Divisona Headquarters, instead of around to the vehicle park.

A number of brassin full-dress uniform were standing on the steps, looking anxioudy out into the dark.
There were afair number of television cameras and reporters too. When the ten-tonner blundered
towards them a couple of frantic lieutenants and a sergeant mgjor tried to stop it. The two lieutenants had
to dive out of the way. But the sergeant mgjor was made of sterner stuff. The truck had dowed dightly to
avoid actudly killing the two lieutenants, and he managed to legp onto the running board.
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"Y ou stupid bastard!" he bellowed through the inch of open window. "Get out of here! Thereisa
reception for aredly important person. The outriders should be here at any minute. Get this vehicle out of
here before | have you mucking priv—aaaagh! "

"Indade, | cannot stand thisbeing yelled at," muttered Eamon, licking blood off hisfangswith along red
tongue.

No oneredly heard him. The otherswere al too busy singing. AsO'Nid and Bronstein were singing
"Casey Jones' and the rats were singing a bawdy version of the same, which involved a conger, the noise
in the cab was pretty horrendous.

They screeched to halt—a belated hdlt, asthe truck mounted the first step. The reception party showed
its mettle and fell over each other in their haste to get out of the way.

Chip opened the cab door, and they all piled out.

Asthe singing died away, the enormity of the sea of brassthey'd nearly driven into dawned on Private
Chip Connolly. There was an awful slence. Thekind of slence that presages serious repercussions.

And then one of the stunned cameramen said: "That's her! That'sher! That's Virginia Shaw!™

* % *

When sheld been trapped in the scorpiary, waled into atiny cdl, Virginiahad dreamed of being free. Of
getting back home. Astheir madcap adventure through the scorpiary had continued, being with her
new-found comrades had become more important to her than anything else. She'd never had actua
friends before. And finding love had made escape—while certainly desirable—not redly something she
hed thought about much.

Now sheredized she hadn't thought about dedling with the redlity at dl.

The camera-flashes, the barrage of questions. The people crowding around. She found herself
desperately wishing that she was merdly facing certain degth a Chip's Ssde on alittle vineyard tractor
without any brakes. She was suddenly aware that both her skirt and blouse had been partialy torn up for
rags and were now very skimpy indeed. She was muddy. She had a bandage around her head.



However, she was Virginia Shaw, and these were the heroes who had rescued her. They deserved
recognition. But how to get aword in edgeways?

"Santa Maria! San Cristoforo!" bellowed asergeant mgor voice. "Thisasking of questionsall at once,
sheistoo much!” roared Fluff. Herose to hisfull height, perched on her |eft shoulder.

"One at atime, and the Sefiorita Shaw will do her best. One question each. No more!" He pointed to
one of the thrusting microphones. "Y ou. Y ou with the mustachios of the most inadequate. Ask."

The startled reporter—who would shortly be clean shaven—took his cue. "Abe Telermann of Interweb
here, Ms. Shaw. Were you present when your parents were murdered?’

Shefdt Chip's hand on her other shoulder and found her voice. "No. But my kidnapper told me that they
had been killed."

"Who kidnapped . . ."

"Enough!" bellowed FHuff. "Y ou with the hair of the color of my jacket. Ask."

"Er. Sandy Degan here. IPN. Who kidnapped you?"

Virginiaknew the terrible compulsion provided by her soft-cyber chip'sinbuilt bias. "My tutor. He
drugged me and took me behind Magh' lines." They would find out who her tutor had been soon enough.
But for now she'd beaten the compulsion to believe the best of the murderous Korozhet " professor.”

"Miz Shaw, we've heard that the army rescued you from the Magh'. Isthistrue?”

Ginny nodded. "Y es. | wasrescued from aMagh' cell by these brave soldiers here.” She pointed to the
bats that hung above her, and the rats that twitched noses around her legs. "I'd like to thank all of them
from the bottom of my heart. The uplifted rats and bats are finest soldiers.. . . no, the finest people I've
ever met." Her voice cracked dightly. "Three of them died to keep me dive. They died for me and for dl
of us humans. The people of Harmony and Reason, Shareholders and Vats dike, owe these soldiersa
debt. They—"



"Ahem. Ms. Shaw will answer further questions later,” said ared-faced man in abeautifully tailored
uniform, pushing through the crowd. "Brigadier Charlesworth, Divisond Officer Commanding, maam.
Welcome. We've been informed that you were injured, Ms. Shaw. We have your persona physician
here from the Shaw Edtate. If you could accompany me. . ."

"My friends must comewithme," Ginny said firmly.

The brigadier looked doubtfully at the rats and bats. "These?" asked uneadily. "We don't normaly alow
animasinto the building.”

"These" sad Ginny, firmly. "I won't go without them. They're my bodyguards.”

"Er. | have detailled some of my mentotakeonthisduty . . ."

"Ah, Virginial" A white-coated man with a stethoscope around his neck and aface full of sculpted
features cut through the crowd. "Allow meto offer my condolences. Now, if you will al excuseus. | see
Ms. Shaw needs medicd attention. I'm sorry but you will dl haveto wait."

Virginiafound hersaf somehow unableto resst, or even able to spesk.

The doctor was spesking English, but he was a so saying something e se, something far more important,
in awhispered voice—in alanguage shed never learned, yet that she understood perfectly. Sheredized
suddenly that it wasn't Doctor Thom giving ordersin the language that the implanted chip in her head said
must be obeyed, but hislapd badge. As she gathered her resistance, she felt the prick of aneedle.

" She's been through aterrific amount for ayoung, delicately reared girl," said the doctor. "But she'sin
safe hands now. Thank you al."

Asif from agreat distance she heard Chip ask the brigadier, "What do you want usto do now, sr?"

The brigadier sniffed. "Get back to your unit, soldier. As quickly as possible. And get your platoon
sergeant to put you on acharge for the state of your uniform and that half-beard of yours. Just because
we're at war doesn't mean you have an excuse to ignore dress and appearance codes! Now, get these
scruffy military animals back to their units, before | have them put down.”



Chip's"Sr" wasthe last thing she remembered hearing.

* % %

Private Chip Connolly stood there, looking at the departing pack following Ginny. Hed said that the
army would reward him with akick in the pants—but somehow held aways thought that there would be
some recognition. And held never thought that Virginiawould just turn her back on him like that. HEd
thought . . .

But then, when it came right down to it, she was a Shareholder. The Shareholder, in fact, the wedlthiest
inthe colony. And hewas just aV at-conscript, after al. Thelowest of the low.

"Excuse me, Private.” It was one of the interviewers and his cameraman. "Tim Fuentes, INB. Am | right
in saying that you were actually part of the Specia Servicesforce that rescued Ms. Virginia Shaw? Can
youtdl usabout it?'

Chip snorted. He knew that there was no point in fegling hard done by. It was the way of thearmy and
the way of the damned Shareholder class. But hewas il furious and hurt about it. "Oh, yes. That's us.
Me and these scruffy military animals. But we're not Specid Services. We'rejust abunch of grunts. We
werein thewrong place at theright time."

"| quite understand that the details of your unit and the finer details of your operations must remain secret,
Private, but . . . can you tell usyour name? Or isthat confidentia too?"

"Private Charles Connolly, 21011232334000. That's what captured soldiers are allowed to tell you. And
if you excuse me, I've got get back to my unit as quickly as possible. Then | need to find amedium to
help meto tell my platoon sergeant that he's to put me on acharge for my appearance.”

The reporter and cameraman pursued him as hetried to walk. "Just afew questions, Private Connally.
Did you take part in freeing her? Did the kidnappers put up afight?’

"Her kidnapper isdead. It wasthat thing she called her tutor. Y ou could say it put up afight. It tried to
kill her. That'swhere | got thisholein my shoulder.”

"Did you capture the kidnapper?"



"l told you. It got killed."

"And Ms. Shaw, during this ordeal, how did she take it? Was she terribly traumatized?"

Images of Ginny filled hismind: cinging to him after sheld killed her first Maggot; after Behan's deeth;
hanging on to the back of the tractor asit plunged through the Magh'-filled corridors. He turned on the
hed-yapping mediajackd: " She wasn't ‘traumatized' and she fought beside us. She fought,” he said
dowly, "likealioness. And now, leave me doneor | will kill you."

By theway they backed off, they obvioudy believed him . . . even though Chip didn't redly want them to.

"Ahem." Brongtein cleared her throat. "What are you going to do now, Connolly?*

"Go back to my unit as quickly as possiblelike agood little soldier," said Chip, savagely. "Didn't you
hear that nice Shareholder officer?Y ou scruffy military animals had better do the same.”

Hewalked off, blindly.

They followed.

* % *

Huttering along behind Connolly, Michagla Brongtein tried to formulate Srategy. Revolution! Throwing
off the cruel yoke of human oppression! Liberty, equdity and belfry! These were the dreamsand idedls
that Michagla Bronstein had always lived by, idedls that had governed her, and indeed, al batdom.

Of course, bats, by their very nature, had aways chittered and argued about how liberation should be
achieved. Eamon Dzhugashvilli was one of the notorious Bat Bund who had advocated straight and
bloody murder, blowing every non-bat to kingdom come with as much high explosive asthey could lay
their claws on, and alying batdom with humankind's foes. Michagla came from another faction, who
were consderably more moderate in their approach. Of course, it till involved sending everyone except
the bat-people to perdition, but letting them get there on their own, without using high explosive to speed
their passage. Well, without using high explosive just for the sake of it, anyway.

Now, with the knowledge that they themsalves had been crudly betrayed by the Korozhet, Eamon had
changed histune. The bats had al been through a Damascene conversion, redlizing that the humans and
even those fecklessratsweretheir aliesin afar greater struggle. Redlizing that humans, especidly the



Vat-class, were victims too, entrapped in debt servitude, and that there was honor, nobility and
comradeship in them—and even in those drunken, lecherous rats.

The nascent union and common revolutionary front was just that. Barely new-born. Without care, it
would be still-born. She, O'Niel and Eamon had only accepted the facts by having the very unpalatable
truth thrust in front of their faces. Now they faced afar harder task than amere revolution. They must
unite batdom with their historica enemy against an unimaginably evil foe.

It wasliteraly impossible for those with soft-cyber chipsin their head to imagine evil of the Korozhet.
The soft-cyber implants had an inbuilt bias which told them—forced them to accept—that the K orozhet
were good, wonderful and to be obeyed at al costs.

Only . .. English, unlike the Korozhet language, was adippery thing. 1ts semantics—the dang, poetica
alusions, the spelling quirks—enabled the thinker with a K orozhet soft-cyber implant to work around the
Korozhet bias. The "Crotchets," not the Korozhet, were despicable genocidal davers.

Now they had to convince the rest of the bats.

"We should stick together,” said Eamon. "1 have no liking for that bunch that have taken Virginiaunder
their wing. No liking or trust at al. | swear | heard someone speak in . . . Crotchet before she went with
them." He bared hislong fangs and stretched his new-titched wing.

"Don't do that." Bronstein swatted the wing down. "1t won't be headling properly if you don't rest it."

"Regting isnotin my nature," grumbled the big bat. "And | say we should fly after her."

Bronstein shook her head. "No. They'll not stop Ginny. That'strue steel there, Eamon. Or do you forget
that she, and she done, could go against the compulsion that the Crotchets have set in our intelligence?”

"Would | ever forget that? That's why we must stand by her, wing to shoulder!" Eamon, as he was wont
to do, assumed what he thought of as anoble stance. Bronstein thought it just made him look
constipated.

She shook her head. "No. We must bring al of batdom to stand with her. And that is the harder task.
Needs must the three of us should go back to the belfries and rai se the new revolution.”



Eamon blinked. "1 had not yet thought of it that way. Y ou are the better strategist, Michaela Brongtein.
Forceismoremy forte."

That was true enough, thought Bronstein. Eamon was a positive genius at mayhem, especialy with
explogves. But al shesaid was. "Thetimefor force will come.”

"Soon, | hope," said Eamon, stretching the wing again and getting another swat from Brongtein.

"And what of the rats?' asked O'Nid. The plump bat had crossed more boundariesin thefield of
interspecies friendship than the others. He liked rats, and was becoming positively ratly in his attitudesto
good bat virtues. It was abit shameful, redly. The other batswould drink with the rats out of solidarity,
because that was how rats expressed it. O'Niel would drink because he liked it.

Bronstein shrugged. "Indade. And what of you, rats?’ she asked. "Wdl, Fal? Meene? Doll? Doc? Nym?
Pistol? What of ratdom? Will you be ableto cdl al ratdom to rise beside us?!

"If, when dl avigil keep, therats adeep, then well may freedom weep,” intoned O'Nid.

"Whoreson," Fat Fal shook hishead. "Y ou batsredly don't understand rats at al, do you? We're not like
you bats. Thereisno such thing as 'ratdom.’ ‘Tisevery rat for himself and the devil take the hindmost.”

"Y ou mean, you're not with us?* snarled Eamon.

Fal yawned. "Well, not if it doth mean hanging by my feet and only indulging in tail-twisting once ayesr. |
would not say 'no' to being invited on that occasion, mind. But if it isacommon front against the
Crotchet, I'm with you. They're set to destroy the humans, and without humans we would be helpless
againg our worst foe."

He struggled with the top of hisnip-sze bottle. "See? Thid Thisevil and fiendish invention, the
screw-top! Fain would | have someone with opposable thumbs to open screwtops, or what will the use
inlooting be?'

O' Neil chuckled. "Then avoice like thunder spake. 'Cry no hurrahs but |et the Crotchets quake, well



fight to the deeth for looting's sake." "

"That, and alittle touch of Harry in the night,” said Pistal, with an agreeing nod.

"We need humankind," said Melene. "They make chocolate.”

Doc scratched hislong nose thoughtfully. "I think oursisthe easer task, Brongtein. Y ou see, one Smply
has to understand the philosophy of rats. We areindividuads, and live principaly for ourselves. Y ou bats
are social and dtruistic creatures, so maybeit isless than obviousto you. What the Korozhet have done
isto make surethat we are the hindmost. Thereis no rat that can ever accept that. We need to save
humanity, even if only to assure ourselvesthat there will dways be someone e se to be hindmost. And, of
course, to open screwtops and make chocolate.”

Doc was the only uplifted creature who could accuse the Crotchets by name. The rat-philosopher
claimed that he could do so by using Plato's forms—the first good use Bronstein had ever come across
for paper. Despite his obvioudy dented sanity, the rat had her respect because of this ability. "' So what
do you advise usdl to do at this point?

"Why, go back to our units. Go and spread theword," said the rat, waving hisarms and tall
messanicaly.

"Judt like thet?"

"W, no. Not quite,” said Meene. "We must gild the philosophica pill."

Bronstein looked puzzled. " And how do you plan to do that? Paint Doc gold?'

"Why, methinks| shall just tell one or two rats. In the strictest confidence, of course.” Melene smiled
mischievoudy. "Or doesn't bat society work like that?"

Brongten fluttered thoughtfully. "Thereistruth in what you say."

"Aye" sadd ONid, snagging Fd's bottle. "Indade we must go to be the seain which the fish of revolution
swvim. Or something like thet, anyway."



"Where has Chip gotten to?"
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Chapter 4

A large room, decorated with horsy prints
and expensive leather tack, in a crenellated
and imposing den of iniquity,
otherwise known as Military Headquarters.

General Cartup-Kreutzler |looked around the room at the grim faces of those of the General Staff that
hed summoned to his office. The small standing army that the colony of Harmony and Reason had had
through twenty-seven peaceful years had expanded a thousandfold to deal with the Magh' invasion. But
the peoplein thisroom al had twenty-seven years of service behind them. In their opinion, this made
them the only competent people for the job. Korozhet advisors helped, of course.

"Gentlemen. We're going to have to do some very mgjor damage control here. What with Shaw's
daughter dso being involved, there are mgor politica ramifications.”

"To say nothing of us having egg on our faces," said Brigadier Charlesworth bitterly. Hed arrived barely
minutes before from his Sector HQ. He had a pile of newspaperswith him.

"The papers and newscasts are praising this blasted Fitzhugh fellow to the skies, and calling us
incompetent!” Charlesworth's plump red face was positively choleric at theidea. Mgor Fitzhugh
had—much againgt the inertia of the Generd Staff—managed to seeto it that the HAR army had had its
firg victory.

The generd nodded. "We need to rectify the stuation with the media. I've dready gotten onto John
Carsey, just before this meeting. He's pulled the plug on the live televison coverage with HBC. Inthe
interest of maintaining security. Allen, you've got contacts with Allied Press?’

The bading-bulldog-faced man tugged at hisjowled chin. "My cousin. HES managing editor.”

"He has editorid control?'
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Bulldog-face grimaced. "'l suppose he could have," he said. "He usually leaves most of the day-to-day
running to hisstaff."

"Leaveittome" said the only civilian present a the meeting. All of General Cartup-Kreutzler's
lackeys—who, to a man, regarded those who were not in the army as nonentities—treated this man with
wary deference. Tabot Cartup controlled the Specid Branch of the HAR police force. That made the
genera’s brother-in-law aman to be feared.

"I play golf with Erwin. HEll be amenable to my suggestions. What did you havein mind, Henry?*

"A blanket ban on coverage of thisincident!"

Tabot laughed. "Not achance. Even | can't do that . . . yet. The anticensorship laws of the colony are
rigid, Henry. The best | could arrange would be to plant astory about this military operation having been
planned by yoursdlves, but kept a secret as you found that communi cations were being intercepted by the
Magh'. I'll have them mention that the hoo-ha about thisin the press has prejudiced further operations.
That should provide me with agood reason to push the Board of Shareholdersto legidate some
limitations on freedom of speech clauses.”

The generd nodded, grudgingly. "That'll have to do. But you won't get the Freedom of Speech stuff
modified. | spoketo Aloysius Shaw about it, er . . . just after that unfortunate incident at the ballet, when
the mediahad afield day about you. It would require a congtitutional amendment and that would require
afull sxty-seven percent of the vote. Even with Shaw's thirty-four percent block held didn't think it could
be siwvung. With the vote passing to his daughter Virginia, now that she's fill aive and rescued, thanksto
thisvictory, therésno chance.”

Tabot Cartup's eyes glinted. " She's dready been dedlt with. Believe me, | have that matter in hand.”

Brigadier Charlesworth was dow on the uptake of anything except for whiskey. But held findly caught
onto theidea of aplanted story about the capture of the Magh' scorpiary. Mgor Fitzhugh had dmost
sngle-handedly directed and stage-managed thisvictory, despite the refusal of Military Headquartersin
generd, and Generd Cartup-Kreutzler in particular, to take any action. Fitzhugh—in charge of the pitiful
HAR army intelligence unit—had spotted a Situation crested by some stray HAR troopsinside the
enemy'sforcefield. The generd had refused to act on the information, so Mgor Conrad Fitzhugh had
goneright ahead and doneit anyway, taking the law—and the chain of command—into his own hands.
That had included having the brigadier arrested in his own comfortable chateau-headquarters!



Charlesworth was not theforgiving kind. "I say! If you plant thisstory . . . then that blasted upstart
bounder, Fitzhugh, will get away withit dl."

Genera Cartup-Kreutzler and his brother-in-law pinned the brigadier in spotlight glares. "Not achancein
hell," hissed the genera through clenched teeth.

Tabot Cartup rubbed his meaty hands together. " Fitzhugh has been athorn in my flesh. Weve aready
decided. He will be court-martiadled and shot."

General Cartup-Kreutzler nodded. "I had given ordersfor him to be arrested and brought for trid. I've
changed those to ordersfor afield court-martiad and summary justice, if possible. The MPs hadn't
succeeded, and anyway, they're inclined to do things by the book. I've dispatched Lieutenant Colonel
Jeebol from Divisond HQ. Hell ded with the matter immediately and personaly. A good man.
Expeditious. The sooner Fitzhugh is out of the picture, the easier the clearing up of thismessisgoing to
tE_"

"] think we might just put al the blame on him," said Tabot Cartup. "He wasthe leak. And when he
discovered the Specid Branch were onto him, he attempted to cover himself by doing some

glory-grabbing.”
Brigadier Charlesworth nodded. "L et me know what witnesses you need. I'll seeto that.”

Tabot Cartup smiled on him. "We aso have some photographic morphing machinery from old Earth. I'll
need some old confidentid battle plans, Henry."

The door of the room swung open. The guilty-looking group of conspiratorstried hagtily to look asif
they'd been discussing football scores. A red-purple spiky beach-ball shape ambulated through the
doorway on jointed flexing spines.

"Ah," said Generd Cartup-Kreutzler, seeing the dien. "Advisor Tirritit. What brings you here?"

"Good day, Generd." The Korozhet military attache dipped his spines respectfully. "1 have been
dispatched by my commander to ask afavor of you. Wewould find it of great vaue to go and inspect
thisfront your bold troops have opened up. A daring initiative! | gather you have captured some enemy
territory. | should like to take a party of military advisorsfrom my strategy group into the area.”



Cartup-Kreutzler was somewhat taken aback at this request. "Well, | suppose o, Tirritit. But what you'd
want to seethere| don't know. Battlefields have very little to do with military strategy. And you chaps
know everything thereisto know about the Magh'."

Advisor Tirritit hissed a naphthalene reek at them. "True. But wed like to gather fresh materid. And to
confirm certain things. | hadn't wanted to broach thiswith you yet, Generd, but, strategicaly speaking,
this attack could have catastrophic side effects on the whole war effort. Redly, you should not undertake
such exerciseswithout first consulting us.”

"It wasn't exactly our plan, Tirritit," said Brigadier Charlesworth sourly. "And we didn't know about it
until it had happened.”

The Korozhet advisor gave asort of hissing sigh. " ou are Brigadier Charlesworth? Thisdid happenin
the sector of the front under your control, where, if | remember correctly, aplanned Strategic retreat was
in progress. Most unwisel”

Charlesworth looked sullen. "I told you. Thiswasn't our idea. Some blasted intelligence major did it off
his own bat. We were just discussing how best to ded with him."

The Korozhet military advisor spined forward into the ornately wood-panelled room. "Perhaps you
should tell usmore. Thissort of individua could prevent you from winning the war if he continuesthis sort
of interference. By the way, the request we put in for this. . . Private Charles Connolly. How isthat
proceeding?’

"Ah. | am happy to say that he appearsto be dead,” said General Visse. "Our records show this
cearly.”

Tirritit clacked his spines. "Mogt satisfactory. | mean, we did want to debrief him and question him about
the death of the Korozhet tutor assigned to Virginia Shaw. But his death removes the necessity.”
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Chapter 5

A grim and debatable land: a captured Magh' scorpiary,
newly conquered and still smoldering.
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"What in hell are we going to do with them, Fitzy?' asked Parachute Mgor VVan Klomp, looking down
over thered spird walls of the Magh' scorpiary. His paratroopers had blown aholein the roof to gain
access to the brood-heart. Now Van Klomp had come up here to escape the chaos within. What was
happening down there wasn't fighting. Not really. More like the butchery of rather nasty but stupid
insects. The Magh' brains seemed to have died with their brood-heart. "We can't talk to the befokte
things to persuade them to surrender, and we may just die of exhaustion killing them. I'm sick of it. | am
amogt missng parades by now."

Magor Conrad Fitzhugh, head of HAR Army Intelligence—at least until the MPs caught up with
him—grinned tiredly. "Y ou've dways got something to bitch about, Bobby. Last time you wanted action,
not display jumps. | get you action, now you want back to display jumps. There's no pleasing you!"

Van Klomp exhaed gustily. "It's because you cheated me, boykie. Y ou promised we could rescue some
commando-heroes from certain desth. And what do | find when we get in there? A bunch of drunken
rats and bats having a Maggot barbeque. And a solitary troepie making whoopee with Shaw's bloody

daughter.”

A deek rat with ragged ears and afew new scars stuck her head out of the capaci ous magazine pocket
of FitzZs BDUs. "Y ou might have scrounged some of their drink, Van Klomp. Do you know how dry |
am, and how irritable | get when I'm dry?'

Van Klomp blew the most dangerous she-rat in the army araspberry. But, to prove that, despite being
big, he wasn't entirely stupid, he also produced a hip-flask. Y ou and Fitzy stole dl my port. Y ou stole
my Christmas bottle. Y ou even drank the cooking sherry. But Meilin got me some rum from somewhere.
Y ou don't like rum, do you, Arid?’

"It'sat the bottom of my list of human drinks" said therat, reaching for it. "Asfor your sack, 'twas
terrible stuff. | was doing you afavor drinking it." Because Ariel had spent so much timein human
company, her speech was less Shakespearean than that of mogt rats. But every now and then bits dipped
out, especialy when she wasthirsty.

Van Klomp poured some of the contents of the hip flask into the small silver lid-cup. "Here. And be
happy. The stuff those rats were drinking made rum look like cola. A mouthful of the stuff nearly killed
me"

"And you let them takeit away!" said Ariel, downing the smal cup and shaking her head.

Van Klomp shrugged. "I'd have liked to keep them all here so Fitzy could debrief them when he got



through with playing chase-the-Maggot. But | wanted our late Chairman's daughter out of danger. Shaw
wasn't going anywhere without them. And they weren't going anywhere without that grog of theirs.
They'd kept her diveright through attacking this patch of hell with afire bucket, so | reckon they must
make afairly good bodyguard. I'd have choppered them out except for thisweeather." The cold front was
lifting now, but rain and mist had followed the army into the area. Not that it had made much difference.
Mogt of thefighting had been in the labyrinthine tunnels of the scorpiary.

Fitz stood up and yawned. "WEell, aside from missing out on their booze, I'd have liked to talk to them
mysdlf. They know morefirst hand about Magh' than anyone else. And we owe our victory hereto their
efforts. I'd have liked an explanation of dl of it—that dead Korozhet, and that other alien critter, to say
nothing of dl the dead Magh'—those huge bloated onesthey said were the brains behind the whole nest.
But redistically spesking, | won't be dealing with that intelligence. I've got to go back and face the music.
| just came looking for you, to say goodbye.”

Van Klomp sighed. "I know you too damn well to think I'm going to change your mind, Fitzy. So." He
reached out alarge hand and took the cup from Ariel's paws. Topped it up. Handed it to the scar-faced
intelligencemgor. "A last drink together, boykie. Bottoms up.”

Fitz took it. "To the living and the dead,” he said, and drained it. "Pfeh. That'svile suff. My God . . . it's
grong...Arid ..."

Van Klomp caught him ashefell, and lowered him gently to the ground. The silver cup waslesslucky. It
bounced and clattered away, rolling down the seven hundred foot dope of the scorpiary arms. " Sorry,
boykie," said Van Klomp, quietly. "But you won't look after yourself, so your mates haveto. Here, Arid.
Loosen hiscollar. And then go and give Cunningham and Garciaacal. They'rewaiting just indgde thefirgt
gdlery with the ropes and stuff.”

Ariel wasdready a her mgor'sthroat. "Y ou're sure hell bedl right, Van Klomp? I'll kill you if heisn't."
Therewas no hyperbole at al in that statement.

"You can kill meright after | kill that damned doctor, if heisn't," said Van Klomp, heavily. "I never
thought held swalow that bit albout me drinking rum.”

"And | thought he'd notice for surethat | hadn't actudly drunk any of it," said Aridl, feding for the carotid
pulse. "That's seady enough, anyway. Y ou go and call your goons. I'll stay with him.”

Van Klomp shook hishead. "If he stirs you won't be able to sop him rolling. I'll take care of him, Ariel."
He gave the unconscious man awry look. "I dways have," he said quietly, "sincewe werekids."



With no more than adisapproving sniff, Arid left and ran to the hole that the attacking paratroopers had
|eft in the Magh' adobe dome. I1n afew minutes she was back with two paratroopers, ropes, afield
stretcher and the doctor. The doctor checked Fitz's breathing and pulse hastily. "' don't approve of this,
Maor," he sad Hiffly.

"Ja. | know, Captain. Y ou've said so maybe six times dready. But short of me hitting him and maybe
making an error of judgment—which could have been even more dangerous—how ese arewe
supposed to deal with this? Weve been leading that useless bliksem of alieutenant colond up the garden
path for about aslong aswe can. He's met up with Colondl Nygen now and between them they would
have found Fitzy soon.”

The doctor sighed. "Are you sure—"

Van Klomp turned to the medica officer, hisface grim. "I took the radio message mysdlf, from Generd
Cartup-Kreutzler. Fitz isto be arrested, by force if need be. To be captured dead or aive. Preferably,
according to the generd, dead. Heisto face summary battlefield court-martid. Y ou served under Mgjor
Fitzhugh in this campaign. He's determined to plead guilty. But it wouldn't make any damn difference.
This Lieutenant Colond Jeebol who isto chair the court-martia is Cartup-Kreutzler's hatchet man. He's
aready tried and sentenced Fitz. Y ou know what the maximum pendlty is, in abattlefield court-martial.
All were asking isthat you seeto it that he stays dive long enough to get afair, open generd
court-martia, not akangaroo court and summary execution.”

"l was trying to ask whether you were absolutely sure he had no preexisting medicd conditions," said the
doctor irritably. "1t's something we normdly try to establish before administering anesthetics. I'm well
aware of what high command are up to. And they're not going to succeed. I'm adoctor because | want
to keep men dive. He might have to facetrid, athough they'd be wiser to give him achest full of medas.
But no one, and | mean no one, isgoing to kill himwhile heisinmy care”

Van Klomp bit hislip. "Sorry, Doc. | spoke too damn hastily. Made afool of myself, again. | know he
had many anesthetics after hisface got ripped up like that. | never heard of any problems. Look, aong
with Mgor Del'annancio of A company, I've arranged some extra stretcher bearersfor you.”

"I don't need any. Weve only got afew casudties, for achange. A pleasant change.”

Van Klomp smiled. "Doc. Y ou've got the legal authority over any patient in your care. But your medics
are—medics. They're unarmed. Lieutenant Colond Jeebol has anumber of armed men with him. If
anything unpleasant happens. . . just remember these men are there, under your command.”



The doctor blinked. "It won't cometo that, surely?"

"It dready has," the big paratrooper replied.

"And dways remember, I'll beright next to him," said Aridl. "Human throats are alot softer than
pseudochitin, and | haven't sworn any oathsto keep anyone dive." Therat left no onein any doubt that
she meant every word, and that she'd be able to do it, too.

* % *

The medics had put together a makeshift ward in one of the now-empty scorpiary chambers. The upper
levels were seldom disturbed by wandering Magh'—the | eaderl ess creatures seemed to want to burrow
down into the lower chambers. Nonethel ess, there were two platoons in position behind the barbed wire
and broken masonry fortifications. There were severa other badly wounded soldiersin the other cotsin
theward. At least, they dl looked to be. They were heavily bandaged, anyway.

Arid lay just under the edge of Fitz's blanket and waited. She didn't have to wait long. Fitz was till in the
whirly stage of semi-consciousness when they came.

"Lieutenant Colonel Jeebol, 3rd Motorized Divison,” said the voice crisply from the next chamber. "1
believe you've got Major Conrad Fitzhugh here. Number 24950101803371."

"Yes," answered the doctor. "He's out of theater and recuperating in the ward. And where do you think
youregoing?'

"I haveto place him under arrest. He's to be taken for court-martial immediately. Now get out of my way
before | have you arrested and charged aswell."

Ariel peeked. She couldn't resist it. The medic captain was standing four-square in the doorway. "No,"
he sad, camly. "He's recovering from an anesthetic. | must forbid it.”

"Sergeant," snapped the lieutenant colond. " Arrest thisman.”

"If you even attempt that, Sergeant,” said Van Klomp's gravel-crusher voice. "I'll be obliged to arrest
you."



Arid blinked. Van Klomp wasn't supposed to be here! He was going to keep his nose clean, in case he
needed to stick it in later. Still, sheld been none-too-sure that the doc was going to be able to manage
this. Van Klomp would.

"l am entirely capable of dedling with thismyself, Mgor," said the doctor, in atone that explained very
clearly that he might only be unit MO now, but he'd been a hospita senior surgeon before the war.
"Understand this very clearly, Lieutenant Colond Whoozit. Thisareaisafield hogpital. | am theranking
officer in charge of it. Assuch | have ultimate medica responsbility for the welfare of dl the patientsin
my care. | am aso the fina authority on the conduct of military mattersinsdethis area, asit may affect
my patients. On medica grounds. | have given aclear indruction. Attempt to countermand it, and I'll
have you thrown off the premises. And | will seeyou charged for it. It isaclear breach of military law.
Do you understland me?"

"Y ou can't sop me! I've got orders from Generd Cartup-Kreutzler himsalf! Now out of my way!" yelled
the lieutenant colond.

The smdl medic captain sood his ground. His voice was frosty enough to chill liquid nitrogen, now, never
mind mere lieutenant colonels. "I've made it very clear to you, gr, that | don't care if you have orders
from God. Unless they're from the Army Surgeon Genera and in writing, Mgor Fitzhugh stays herein
my care until | deem him medically fit to leave. And | warn you, Lieutenant Colond, if you shout again
and disturb these criticaly ill men, I'll have you removed by force and give ordersto the guards that you
are not to be permitted into thisareaagain.”

The lieutenant colond was plainly unused to this. He gaped like anew-caught fish. "Don't be afool!
Fitzhugh isadangerous crimind who is due for baitlefield court-martia and summary execution!”

"Then you can court-martia and execute him, once heisdischarged from my care asfit and well," said
the captain. "Now, | have work to do. And where are you going, Samuelson?"'

Ariel saw that one of the genuine patients was staggering towards the doorway occupied by the doctor.

"Call of nature, gir," said the man, saluting weekly. *Needs must when the devil drives, Sir.”

The doctor sighed. "Orderly. Go with this man."



"I'll befineon my own, Sr.”

"If you're not back in two minutes well comelooking for you," said the doctor irritably. "Go."

The man went. But the interruption had eased some of the heet in the Situation. The lieutenant colond had
had achanceto think. "Look. WEIl get clearance from the Army Surgeon Generd's office immediatdly,
Captain. I've got ordersto apprehend and try thisman ASAP."

"And that will be after heisdischarged from our care, Sr. Now will you pleaseleave. It'snot vigting
hours."

"Ahem," Van Klomp cleared histhroat. "If | can suggest something, Doctor. Let'sjust resolve this
peacefully. While the colond gets clearance to move the patient, why doesn't hejust leave Mgor
Fitzhugh under guard?'

"So long asthe guard remains outside until the patient has fully come around from the anesthetic. After
that you can put aguard at hisbedside.”

"He must be manacled!" snapped the lieutenant colonel, determined to seize whatever smdll victory he
could.

The doctor shrugged. "He'sin plaster and in traction. HE's not going anywhere. But if you insgst. Solong
aswe hold the key and the patient's comfort and well-being is not affected.”

Thiswas not exactly what the lieutenant colonel had had in mind. But any further protest on his part was
stymied by the arriva of alarge party of soldiers. Armed and hardbitten veterans, filling the passage as
far back asthe eye could see. They'd arrived carrying the patient who had said that he was off to answer
acdl of nature. The man lolled limply between them.

The corpora who was supporting one side of the patient managed a salute. "He walked into our platoon
afew minutes ago, Sir. Said it was an emergency, Sir. Said some jackass was here trying to pull afield
court-martial and execute Mgor Fitz, gr. Isit true, Sr?"

It was said loudly and clearly. It was dso said in atone that suggested that if it wastrue, the
aforementioned "jackass' was a dead man walking.



The doctor gave his attention to the collagpsed Samuel son. "Ask the lieutenant colond,” he said shortly.
"Whilel ded with thisidiot. | hope the damned young fool haan't killed himsdf."

The lieutenant colone's face was, thought Aridl, quite astudy. But the corporal wasn't |etting the doctor
off the hook yet. "He aso told us Mgor Fitz wasinjured, sir. Ishegoing to bedl right, Sir?"

"He dmost certainly has multiple fractures. | don't have X-ray facilities here, of course. But he should
recover. I'm lessthan certain about this man. Come. Help meto lift him. I'll want him back in bed and |
need to get IV fluidsinto him. And then | want thisward clear of al nonmedical personnel. Beforel
count to three! That includes all of you. Go!"

Arid had been amazed when they did. Mind you, shed nearly scrambled out of the bed herself. And she
didn't have the human disadvantage of alifetime of conditioning to obey doctors. She lay there quietly,
until the man himsdf came to check on Fitz, which was quite sometime later. Fitz was digtinctly restless.
Hed aready made two half-hearted effortsto sit up.

"Isthat soldier going to live? And isthisredly going to work?' whispered therat.

"He's put himsdlf in hospital on antibiotics for another month,” said the doctor quietly, checking Fitz's
pulse. "But the boy should live. And asfor your mgjor here, it's a post-hypnotic, rat. So long aswe stick
to the story hell bdieveit.”

He sighed. "Though why the hdll I'm doing this I'll never know. | could be struck off for mapractice.”

Arid shook her head a him. " "Tisnot what | meant. | meant with that base phrygian Turk who wanted to
kill Fitz out of hand. Weve made it so Fitz cannot even defend himsdlf. And he certainly can't run, even if
| could persuade him to. He has but to get an order from your Surgeon Generd. Y ou humans have a
depressing habit of following orders, even when they're redlly supid. Then ther€ll be nothing for it but for
meto kill that Jeebol."

The medic officer laughed softly. "' suppose you've only seen thiswar from arat's point of view, and in
the ordinary army. Let me explain. Most of the army command hasits origin in the prewar force. To
understand what's happening here, you have to understand who those people were. The colony needed
an amy like aman needs an extraleft leg. No enemies. No reason to exi<. It's had twenty-seven years
of getting more and more ornamental and useless. The officer corpslost everyone with even the smalest
vestige of red ability or ambition. Apparently it was not uncommon back on Earth in the late nineteenth



and early twentieth centuriesfor the same to thing to occur between wars. That's paralle to theindustria
and in many waysthe socia period were going through here.”

"Oh, I know they're usdless" said Ariel. "Fitz and | were at military headquarters, you know. But what
doesthat have to do with this Stuation?’

"Everything, actualy. Y ou see, back on Earth, when they had awar, even if they had this sort of loser ill
inthe military, you dways had afew that weren't. And good officerswho'd left came flocking back. But,
because of the age and fitness consiraints on the cryopreservation, only people under the age of
thirty-five came to HAR from Earth. Wedthy under-thirty-fives. Not senior officers. So, twenty-seven
years on, when we finaly had amilitary emergency—we only had thesejerks.”

Ariel scratched the ssump of her tail, thoughtfully. "I see. But | fill don't see what that has to do with your
Surgeon Generd ?"

The doctor smiled bestificaly. "Everything, as| said. Before the war there was no Medicd Corps. The
Surgeon General must be amedica doctor. So: Surgeon Generd Paul DiMillio isafine physician, aswell
asmy ex-medica superintendent. Lord! 1'd give anything to see his reaction when he gets Generd
Cartup-Kreutzler on the line, demanding he order me, of al people, to release apatient.”

"Ah. So you mean the senior medica officers are not such fools asthe rest of them?' inquired Ariel. Her
tone was skeptical, amost caudtic.

Doctor Scott could exchange sarcasm with the best. "1 wouldn't go that far. But aimost al the officers
were Smply doctors before the war, not part of this military system. The same thing appliesto the Judge
Advocate's department. Mogt of the officers were attorneys. The quartermaster, technical and
mechanica support are mostly part of the old dowship crew, so they're dso fairly good a what they do,
too."

Fitz opened hiseyes. Tried to move. "What thehdl ... ?"

"Jud liedill. Yourefine, Mgor."

"Arie?" he croaked, trying to focus.



"I'mright here, Fitzy. Liedill, dearest.”

Fitz blinked. "I can't move anyway."

"Correct, Mgor," said the doctor. "Y ou'rein hospitd in traction. Y ou have a possible fracture of the left
femur, an dmost certain fracture of the right radius and ulna, a possible concussion and apossible spindl
fracture. A lot of nasty possibilities.”

"What happened . . . ? All | remember was having alast drink with Bobby."

Arid, standing on his chest, said solemnly, ™Y ou triggered aMagh' archway deadfd|, which collapsed
through to the next leve. Y ou'relucky to bedive."

"l wish | wasn't," said Fitz. "It would solve afew problems. God. . . | fed sick.”

"It'sthe anesthetic,” said the doctor. "Don't worry. It'll wear off."

Fitz attempted to move. With the skin-traction on hisleg and strapped to afracture board, he failed.
"Not as sore aslast time.”

"You'refull of painkillers, and the bones have been set and immobilized. Y ou're due for along bedrest,
but you won't feel much pain. They'll have you on e ectronic muscle stimulus so you won't even lose
muscle tone. Six to eight weeks and you'll be as good as new. We can't take a chance on moving you
yet."

But Fitz had lapsed back into deep.

The doctor stood up. "Work on your story. Y ou're not very convincing,” he said to Ariel, as heturned to
leave.
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Chapter 6

George Bernard Shaw City, an elegant, wood-panelled
coffeehouse with Art deco styled frosted windows and
the buzz of expensive clientele in the background.

"Y ou'relosing the mediawar, you know, Talbot," said Sanjay Devi. "Y ou've done well on the other
fronts. But you should have done more there. INB has been showing live coverage of the troops running
down the Magh' and countlessinterviews of the soldiersin that section. | won't say | suspect anything,
but those interviews have al been with junior officers, or even Vats. INB hasgot abig Vat viewership,
don't forget.”

Shetook aforkful of the Dobos torte from the beautiful hand-painted gilt-edged plate. "Thisisal stoking
unrest among the lower classes. And we don't want that, do we?'

The Cafe Gerbeaud used these beautiful fine china plates, despite the fact that it meant that every one had
to be washed by hand. But then, before the war, labor had been cheap and plentiful. It was strange to
think that there had been atime, back when the colony was new, that this had not been so. When the
Shareholders had been dl the [abor there was. After thefirst Vat-bred kids had come onto the labor
market, however, the tide had turned. The colony had had ten years of going from shortage to glut—and
then the war had come.

Sanjay wondered, sometimes, if thewar could have been engineered. Or wasit just fortuitousfor the
Shareholders? It gave her something to think about while Talbot fulminated at length about the vileness of
Vats. Something other than the painin her chest.

"Naturdly | have to agree with you, Tabot. But what are you going to do about it?" she asked.

He snorted cake crumbs and threw his hands up. "What does one do about Vat ingratitude? | proposed
that indoctrination in suitable patriotism be part of their school curriculum, but that was blocked by some
bleeding heart. | mean we rai sed, educated and cared for them. They owe us. . . Oh, you mean about
the media. Well, I've dedlt with the two main ones. And nobody pays much attention to the rats and mice
likeINB."

Sheraised her eyebrows. "I've heard rumors—and you know | am very good at hearing those—that
HBC isgoing to start on covering the campaign again.”

* % *



Tabot hoped that his dismay didn't show. HBC! Sanjay Devi took very little part in public life. Shewas
head of the HAR Scientific Council, and a powerful woman in her own right. She dso obvioudy had her
sources, in among people he struggled to touch. The top Shareholders al had a greater or lesser security
compliment, and his men had infiltrated most of those. But she had contacts in the business
community—often minor Shareholders, but wedthy people despite this. Private wedth outsde of the
Share-dividend was something Talbot held in distrust. Nonethdessit was aredlity.

Sanjay obvioudy saw hersdlf asakingmaker, bridging the growing Shareholder/money divide. By the
way she had sought him out and advised him, she was grooming him. Wédl, he certainly didn't mind. But
HBC! HBC wasthelargest network, and he'd been sure that their disinterest would lead the public and
the minor media players away from the story. It came as a bit of a shock to discover that he might be
wrong.

“Why?

"The board of HBC has demanded an emergency meeting to get editorial control removed from Carsey.”
She amiled, mdicioudy. "I'm ashareholder in that company and | got acall from Marcus Sidaropalis.
Y ou can't rely on him, you know."

Marcusl Marcuswas an dly. Y ou couldn't trust anyone these days. "I'll get on top of it," he promised, his
eyes narrowing.

"Better deal with INB firs."

"Oh, I planto. A moveto havetheir license rescinded is dready underway. That should shut them up.
Their finances aren't great, according to my agents.” He laughed. "If dl esefails, well blow up their
officesand blameit onthe Vats."

Sanjay Devi murmured something which Tabot couldn't quite hear. "What?"

She shook her head. "Nothing. Just thinking aloud. If | wereyou, I'd try threatsfirst. The licensing board
could betricky. And opento legd chdlenge.”

She was probably right. But held brushed against Independent News Broadcasting before . . . Hed have
to think about it. He would go and lean on John Carsey fird.
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Chapter 7

Later: back at the mock-chateau on the edge of HAR
wineland-country. Now the Divisional Military
Headquarters of the Fifth Brigade.

"Get out of hisoffice before he called pest control, indade!™ Eamon was dangeroudy close to exploding.

Nym suppressed a chuckle. Even he didn't laugh a Eamon in thismood. The bat had a habit of
trandating explosive temper into explosive substance. The transport officer had been more than tempting
hisluck, making that statement. He wasjust lucky that Bronstein had restrained Eamon from taking a bite
out of histhroat or pushing abat-minewhereit fitted best. Still, thought Nym, they did have agenuine
and serious problem.

Breakfast.

The lack of breskfast was not an unsurvivable problem to other species. But the rats were built on
€l ephant-shrew metabolism. They had to eat—often, alot, and regularly. And the army had introduced a
grog-ration too. Missing it was not something rats did voluntarily.

They'd al had afair amount of |ooted grog and pieces of Maggot in their packs. Rats had nothing much
againg eating dead friends. Worrying about eating dead enemies was definitely an ideaonly something as
daft as ahuman could find disturbing. Nym liked humans nearly as much as he liked mechanicd things,
especialy vehicles, but they were odd in their foibles. However, the food supplies were getting low. They
really needed to get back into the human supply chain before morning, or thered betrouble. Like
someone egting someone else. And most of them looked stringy, or else he was becoming positively
humanin hisownfoibles.

"So, how do we get back to our units?' asked Melene. By the look in her eyes, shed aso started
thinking ahead to breskfast. A rarerattess, that. Her current lover, Doc, might have more deep
philosophical thought rattling around in his skull than was good for him, but she had the edge when it
cameto that rarest of rat intellectua jewd s, forethought.

"Methinks we could help ourselvesto avehicle," Nym said, without any real hope that the others might
go adong withit. ONid loved vehicular travel. But for some reason not even the fat bat wanted Nym to
drive.
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The chorus of "No!" was unanimous. Unfair, it was. All he needed was a vehicle that was abit more his
ownsze

"We," said O'Nidl, pointing with hiswing-tipsto the other two bats, "could fly, to be sure, although
Eamon should not be flying far, yet. But what o' the rats? We cannot abandon our comrades.”

That was bats for you. A socid species. There was some comfort in it though. Nym found himsdif,
agang his better nature, wondering what afurry flier would taste like.

The thought was a bit ghastly, and galvanized him into action. "We need some goodly vittles. And soon!
Otherwise. . . | cannot even think of mechanica things. We need to get back to camp now."

Doc nodded. "This matter belongsin the sphere of objective spirit. We need to assmilate that which has
been created by the State. If oneis at the source of that, why go to the tributary?

"Huh?' asked Pigtol, scratching his privates.

"Full of sound and fury, Sgnifying nothing,” said Fd, disgustedly. "Asusud. Philosophy. Why studly it?
Y ou cannot et it, much lessdrink it."

Mélene looked thoughtful. “"Methinks he meansthat thisis the supply depot for the camps.”

"A remarkable understanding, my dear. We need to get into the storehouse.”

Doll Tearsheet sauntered around the corner with studied carefulness. She had abox of chocolatesin her
paws. "Y ou poxy lot could have waited for me," she said. "Y ou left me behind, rifling hisdesk. | had to
wait until hewas caled out to escape.”

"Chocolatel" squeded Meene. "Remember what good friendswe are, Doll."

" Tisamazing what good friends agirl hath when she holds al the chocolates," said Doll. "Now, | think
we should make haste. Without actualy running . . . yet."



"Why?" asked Eamon, suspicioudy.

"Because | have set afireto hiswastepaper basket." Doll moved aong to the nearest corner a not quite
arun. "Methinks hewill discover it soon.”

Eamon fluttered down, and bowed to her. " 'In truth, maam. I've not appreciated your finer qualities
enough before.”

Therewasaydl from behind them. "Y ou can buss me later, my sweet rogue,”" said Dall, pushing him
aside. "Now we need more haste and far more speed!”

* * %

Later, while sharing the chocolates and looking at the stores depot, the rats and bats considered strategy.
"That fence looksto be dectrified,” said Nym. He was getting agrip on dectricity. It had bitten him. And
not one bit of good had come of biting it back.

Pistol and Fal, having eaten their chocolates, paused in the act of converting complex rat strategy into
action. "Y ou mean we cannot just go though the wire?'

"Not without dying," said Brongtein, dryly. "Not with your waistline, Fal. Well haveto fly over and take
what we can. And the place is busy, even though dawn isafew hours off yet."

Nym found himself studying the vehicles. The chocolate wasn't much, but it had sent his mind back onto
itsnorma channels. Men were loading the trucks with small-wheded thingswith a sort of fork in front.
Nym eyed them with interest. They were a bit smaller than most vehicles. Nym had an eyefor vehicles
and for detall. "Methinks" he said dowly, "we can have our trip home and et it too."

It was agood idea. The only thing he didn't like about it was that he wouldn't have an opportunity to steal
one of those little vehicleswith thefork.

"What do you mean, Nym?' asked Brongtein.

"That truck being loaded. 'Tis the one used to bring rations to our old camp. We can board it, and ride
back. Tisfull of food, too."
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Chapter 8

Amid the red Magh' adobe tunnels and galleries of
the conquered scorpiary.

"| thought my life was complicated enough!™ grumbled Maor Van Klomp, looking at thetwo civilians
that apatrol had brought to him. Van Klomp was de jure not in charge of the infantrymen. Officidly,
Colond Nygen wasin charge. Except that he had not yet made it past the old front lines, apparently.

Oddly enough, lines of communication back to there were terrible. Lieutenant Colonel Burkoff was
supposed to be Nygen's second in command, and he had been sent forward by the colond to assume
control. It appeared he hadn't been seen for the last day or so. Van Klomp had very little doubt that the
man was at the bottom of a Maggot pit somewhere, definitely not stabbed with abangstick. Therewere
severd surviving mgorsfrom Brigadier Charlesworth's hijacked brigade. Fitz had sent them to the
various edges of the scorpiary, to set up defenses. Such chaos was reigning that, while Military
Headquarters had sent a number of messagesthat Mgjor Fitzhugh was to be summarily arrested and
tried . . . no one there had got around to giving orders as to the deployment of the troops, yet.

And no one had given Van Klomp ordersto pull out yet, either. Asthe ordersfor him and his
paratroopersto be here were fakes, made by Fitz's clerk, that was hardly surprising. So: by virtue of
being smack bang in the middle of the scorpiary, and having a powerful personality and an overwhelming
voice, Fitzsillegaly assumed mantle of command had falen on Van Klomp. Hed been quietly taking
advantage of it to ship out as much of the captured materiel as possible.

Hewasaredis. The HAR army was going to lose this huge hunk of territory by sheer stupidity and
inertia. But he was going to make sure that every untrashed piece of equipment from the brood-heart
chamber, and as many of the Magh' artillery pieces as could be trangported, went back to human-held
territory. In the meanwhile, he had men making maps, taking photographs and generally scouring the
territory to try to fill in the dreadfully thin human supply of knowledge about their enemy. So far he had
established that most of the information the Korozhet advisors had provided for humanity was startlingly
inaccurate.

Actualy, theword "garbage’ sprang to mind.

And now they'd brought him these. "Parachute Mg or Van Klomp?' asked the one without the
camcorder.
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"Ja." With alarge hand, he redirected the camcorder to point at the floor. "And who are you gentlefolk,
and what are you doing here? Thisisacombat zone. Not agood placefor civilians."

The woman smiled, obvioudy a practiced-for-camerasmile. " Sdly Borodin, Independent News. Mind if
we ask you afew questions, Mgor?"

Van Klomp's face, he hoped, reveded none of hisrea fedings. Or the fact that he had suddenly redlized
that these people could be very powerful weaponsin what was bound to be an ugly fight. "Do you mind
if I ask if you're officialy accredited war journdists?' he asked in reply.

"The public is hungry for first-hand news about this campaign, Mgor,” she said, avoiding adirect answver
as smoothly asany palitician. "Especidly the role that the paratroopers have played iniit.”

Ah. Excdllent. So she wasn't one of the sanitized journos the War Office normally gave permitsto.

"No reason | can't tdll you what happened,” said Van Klomp. " Although the main man behind this
campaign was an intdligence mgor by the name of Fitzhugh."

"Weve been trying to track him down."

Van Klomp put on asuitably mournful expression, and tried to ignore the camera. "Mgor Fitzhugh was
unfortunately caught in aMagh' deadfall, when he was bravely leading the troopsin deadly
chamber-to-chamber, hand-to-hand combat. He's been severely injured.”

"Arehisinjurieslife-threatening, Mgor?'

"Fortunately not. The medics assure me he has an absolute one hundred percent chance of recovery.”
That should stop Generd Cartup-Kreutzler attempting to have someone slence Fitz.

For the next hour and ahalf Van Klomp hammed it up, aslarge aslife and twice as natural. He gave
them a graphic—if fictitious—version of "the commandos " heroic capture of the brood-heart, and their
rescue of none other than the late chairman's daughter. He told of the race to rescue these heroes. He
had some of his men reenact the final assault on the brood-heart. He let them photograph the dead dien.
And he got them afew interviews with troops who had seen action with Fitz. They had had anumber of
those dready. And just to make doubly sureit al got out, he had them escorted onto a captured



hover-artillery piece and flown out of the combat zone. In the interests of their safety, of course.

Hewas just getting up to go and see Fitz when apatrol brought in another couple of reporters. This pair
had sneaked in past the patrols by coming through the minefields, proving reportersto be entirely crazy.

"They must be asthick asfliesaround the old front lines," muttered Van Klomp. "Y ou'll just haveto
wait," he said to the pair from Interweb. "1'm going to see someonein the field hospital.”

He went down to see Fitz in the makeshift field hospitd.

By Fitz'sexpresson, it looked asif it was agood thing the maor wasimmobilized. A terrified-looking
MP lieutenant was standing against the far wall, doing his best to pretend that he wasn't thereat dl. " Ja
boykie? Lazing in bed while the rest of uswork, eh?'

"Bobhby, tell thislot they'reto stop terrorizing thekid," said Fitz, jerking athumb at the MP, not bothering
to riseto the bait Van Klomp trailed.

"Don't you think | have done enough?' asked the paratrooper cheerfully, making the makeshift bed groan
ashesat onit. "l had to save the Lieutenant Colond Jeebol from alynch mob. Sent him snesking homein
aplain coat with hishair shaved off, and histail between hislegs.”

Fitz was not to be distracted. "It's not fair on the boy. | was planning to go and hand mysdlf over."

"I know," Van Klomp said cheerfully. " So, that was why, when you got injured, | sent some of my men
back to fetch you an MP. Seeing asyou couldn't go to them, they've come to you. My boysfound
severd of them ornamenting the old front line. So: the record reads that you surrendered to them, to the
best of your ability, and | assisted the MP." Van Klomp beamed broadly at the idea.

The young MP had findly had enough. "Y our men brought us here by force, Mgor Van Klomp. They
held abangstick to my head!"

"My men forced you?' Butter would have frozen solid in Van Klomp's mouth. "But you had ordersto
arrest Mgor Fitzhugh, didn't you? What did they do but to bring you to him? He'sin no fit state to come
to you. Theway it looks, you were being derdlict in your duty.”



"We. . .wedon't have dowshields," protested the MP. "Were not supposed to be front-line soldiers.”

"Ah!" exclamed Van Klomp, beaming. "Now | understand, Lieutenant. There's been a misunderstanding.
My men weren't abducting you. They were protecting you. If you find it irksome, they won't do so on the
way out."

"Lot of Maggots ill on the loose out there, aren't there, Mg or?' said one of the patients with a nasty
gmile. "I wonder if the loo-tenant knows what a 'scorp-sting doesto aman?”

"It'san awful way to die," said another. Heissued atruly histrionic moan. "Excruciating agony. I've seen a
soldier snap his own spinewith the pain.”

"And those aren't theworst—" said Arid.

"That's enough, Arid," said Fitz, "or I'll ration your chocolate, no matter how many timesyou protest that
| don't love you any more." He turned on the others, ignoring her outraged sniff. " Stop winding him up,
you lot. Lieutenant. Pay no attention. I'll see you get a safe escort out of here. With me."

Van Klomp laughed. "Mind you, I'm not sure who is guarding who. The doc tells me he has had to
quarter the other MPsin the spare ward. The troops outside were rather nasty to them."

The MP shifted, hisexpression angry. "l don't want to be here, and | certainly don't want to arrest the
maor. I'm just obeying orders.”

"Mgor Van Klomp!" A runner panted from the door. "There is some kind of dien skycraft setting down
on the roof of the scorpiary dome.”

"Shit!" Van Klomp was up and running.

They were met in the upper corridors by another of Van Klomp'smen. "It's Korozhet, sir. They say
they're military advisors. They got some mgor general and a couple of brigadiers from headquarters with
them. They camein aKorozhet landing craft because of the weather. Those babes have real al-westher

flying ability.”



"Hmm. Well, | suppose | had better go up and meet them.” Van Klomp straightened his uniform. He
lacked Fitz's patience and tact. Fitz had put up with months of being sdelined and ignored a Military
Headquarters. Bobby Van Klomp had a shorter fuse. To ded with thislot he wished he had some of
Fitz's patience. He was glad he didn't suffer from Fitz's honesty!

* % *

The officid party of observersand brasswere ill on the roof in the gentle rain that had set in again. They
werelooking at the small, jagged-edged hole in the scorpiary roof, and the rope ladder going down.

"Good day, gentleman, maam. Alienfriends,” said Van Klomp as he hauled himsdf upit.

The mgor generd and histeam of factotumsin their dress uniforms surveyed the mgjor. "Who are you,
Magor?'

"Magor Robert Van Klomp. First HAR airborne.”

"Airborne? | thought you chaps only did display jumps at parades,” said the femae brigadier. Shehad a
very credible sneer, Van Klomp thought, for someone whose makeup was running in therain.

"We are supposed to be the army's élite assault troops, malam. Which | assumeiswhy Genera
Cartup-Kreutzler decided to use usin his attempt to get the commando forces out. We didn't expect
them to be so successful.”

"The general wasn't even involved in thisfiasco!™ sngpped the brigadier. "1t was dl that blasted
intelligence officer. The onewho dways had arat in his pocket. Fitzhugh."

"The orders were sgned by the generd. | don't know which of his staff planned it, maam, but it wasa
brilliant operation on the generd's part, if | may say s0." Van Klomp was one of those people who
enjoyed rubbing sdt into the wounds of people he detested. He was finding thiswhole situation alittle on
the cheery sde, actudly, for dl histenseness. "The most—in fact, the only—successful recapture of
territory from the Magh'."

"Strategicaly avery poor idea," said one of the Korozhet.



"Exactly,” said the mgor general. "No matter what it looks like to you junior officers. This operation had
absolutely nothing to do with Generd Cartup-Kreutzler. It's acomplete botch. Now, we and the
Korozhet need to get down to the Magh' command room. The areamust be sedled.”

"Certainly, gr," said Van Klomp doing his best to restrain agrin. He had, he suspected, been quite right
to order everything in the chamber loaded up and sent off to HARIT's Alien research unit. "My men have
secured the area. If you'll follow me down the ladder, I'll lead you there."

The mgjor general, who was as round as a grease spot, looked at the ladder swaying down into the
lumifungus-green-tinged darkness. He was fifty-five if hewasaday old, and looked asif he hadn't done
any exercise more violent than riding agolf cart for thelast twenty years. He blanched. "There must be
another way. Our K orozhet friends can't manage that.”

"Oh, | haveit on good authority that they're very agile on their spikes, sir,” said Van Klomp, with aface
that would have won him any game of poker he ever played in. By what Private Connolly and the others
had said, the Korozhet who had kidnapped Virginia Shaw had definitely been hand in glove with the
Magh', not humanity. Y oung Chip Connolly had shown aremarkable degree of good sense about that
part of their story. He'd said that he didn't think it was going to be popular with the powers-that-be.

Van Klomp was ready to bet large sums of money that it wasn't going to be. The scary part, to him, had
been the information that there was a built-in pro-K orozhet biasin the soft-cyber implantsin the heads of
mankind'swarriors, the rats and the bats. Connolly had explained the linguistic dodges which theratsand
bats had been using to circumvent the bias, but it al sounded awfully dicey to Van Klomp.

"Fish-tosh, man! Anyone can seethey'retoo round for climbing,” said the circular mgor generd. "And
what good authority wasthis, en?'

"Ms. VirginiaShaw, gr," replied Van Klomp smoothly. "She had aKorozhet tutor. Hisremainsare
below, gr."

There was an agitated clattering from the spines of the assembled Korozhet. The air wasthick with a
sudden smdll of naphthaene. The mgjor noticed that at least two of them had raised dightly thicker spines
to point a him. What wasit that Private Connolly had said? Harpoonlike darts, and gas secretion? The
Pricklepusses gave out that they were peaceful vegetarians, but he'd put the testimony of Connolly, and
the rats and bats, above the veracity of the aliens.

"Her remains. . . they have been left in public for the Underphyle to gawp at!" huffed one rather
vermillion-spined Korozhet. "Outrage! Disrespect! Punishment!”



Another one of the prickly ones clattered spines, hagtily. The clatterer was larger and a purpler shade of
red than the one who had made the furious outburst. The smdler one lowered its spines.

"My gpologies, if weve caused affront,” said mgor general. "I'll see that the gppropriate censureis given,
Advisor Tirritit." He turned back to Van Klomp. "Now, Mgor, the sooner we can get the Korozhet
down to their dead, the better. We need an alternate route.”

"Certainly, sir. We've opened up atrack from the front lines. It israther rough, sir. But we've been able
to get specidized ATV sthrough in about three to four hours. If you would like to fly back there, I'll have
vehicleswaiting for you. I'll get men to prepare amine-free landing area, and put down some beacons.”

"What? But that's miles, man!" snapped the generd. "And I'm not having our VI P guests bounced around
for three hours. There must be acloser way. If thereisn't, make one!™

Van Klomp nodded. "I believe arequest for engineers has been put into HQ, sir. I'll happily set my men
to blowing a more accessible passage. But our experience with this Magh' adobe hasn't been good, sir.
We certainly can't guarantee your safety. We're soldiers, not structural engineers. The stuff tendsto
collapse, sometimesimmediately, sometimes for no gpparent reason, later. We've had a couple of nasty
accidentswith it. If we tried to cut you an accesswe might end up killing you, sir."

Van Klomp paused thoughtfully. "We could aways get a cargo net and lower you down. That would be
the quickest and easiest.” And it would be most tempting to cut the rope, he thought, but did not add.

"Hmph. Would it be safe?’

"Safeasan eevator, gr. I'd let them lower mefirst,” said Van Klomp earnestly.

"Set it up then,” ordered the genera. "As quickly as possible. An elevator would be acceptable.”

"Right away, Sr. Excuse me.”

Van Klomp went down into the smelly belly of the Magh' mound. It till stank lessthan up ontop. A
ten-ton truck with awinch and a cargo net brought along as close as possible did the trick. Van Klomp's



paratroopers scurried about attaching anchors and setting up atripod with apulley init. A plank, Van
Klomp knew, would have made it more comfortable, but he wasn't fedling generous.

"Uh, Mgor," interrupted a private, tentatively. "Those two reporters. They're dtill Sitting in your ‘office.” "

Van Klomp smiled nadtily. "Bring 'em here, boy. Let them interview some top brass.”

The private looked at the arrangement and the careful measuring of rope. "Mgor . . . you're not giving
them the whoah-bdly, are you?' he asked suspicioudy.

Van Klomp's expresson of saintliness should have gotten him instant canonization. "Me, Private? Y ou
know aswell as| do that the winch only windsin. That you have to pull cable out. The brake does stop it
being entirely unwound and perhaps damaging the cable or drum. | do promisel'll tell them that itisabit
jerky at times.”

The private struggled to run and fetch the journos, he was laughing so much.

It was atwo-hundred-foot drop, straight down, to the level where the ruined bridge led to the
brood-heart chamber. The "moat" that protected the chamber meant that there was still another drop of
five hundred feet below that. By swinging the rope laddersin and attaching them to a stick-out bastion, it
was aforty-five-foot climb. Not un-strenuous, but not that long, either. But, if they wanted an eevator,
by &l means|et the brass have one. In comparison to the whoah-belly Van Klomp had set up for training
the recruits, thiswas alollgpal ooza. He couldn't wait to try it out himself.

But then, he was an adrendine junkie with along-established habit.

* * %

Van Klomp stood rigidly to attention as the hysterical major generd shrieked a him. "Y ou said that it
was safe! I'll have you court-martialed! Reduced to the ranks!™

"It's as safe as houses, Sir. Y ou were warned that it was jerky and | did offer to arrange transport
around. Y ou refused and inssted on doing it thisway, Sir. | explained that the cable winch only wound in,
but used a speed-governed brake to prevent sudden jerk stresses from damaging the cable or drum. I've
been up and down it twice now, and | can't say | found it unsafe. I'm sorry you found it distressing.”

Hewasinterrupted by aterrible shriek from above. The brigadier, hurtling down in the free-fal stage,



obvioudy also found it distressing. No sense of adventure, these brass-hats.

The brake dowed the net bag's descent, and then began allowing it to accelerate again. The brigedier
whizzed past them, the pitch of her shriek beautifully displaying the Doppler effect. At the next braking
the winch operator hit the retrieve button, and gently winched the gibbering wreck back to level with the
platform. A paratrooper leaned out with a crudely made boathook and hauled her in. The winch operator
cut the power providing the fina undignified drop into the arms of Sergeant Harris. Two troopers cut the
net loose from the cross brace at the top. The brigadier, released from the support of the net and Harris
arms, fdll to her knees and was Sick.

"Generd, do you want me continue bringing your staff down with the hoist?' asked Van Klomp camly.
"They seemto find it rather darming. Colondl Pumbrey has come around from hisfaint, by theway." The
magjor felt rather well disposed toward the colond. If he'd yelled instead of being silently paralyzed with
terror when he and VVan Klomp had done the first descent together, the general would never have dared
come down. "'l don't see why they should suffer unnecessarily.”

"If I hadto doiit, they will," snarled the generd.

"Very well, sr. However, I'll send aman up to tell them they've no need to worry, but that your aides
havefound it dightly aarming. | want avolunteer, men. Raise a hand, someone who iswilling to go up.
Tell them part of the descent israther worrying, but the genera saysthey are to come down. And warn
the Korozhet too. I'm not sure how their physiology would stand up toit. If they fedl that thereisany
danger they'd better not try this."

Every soldier present shot his hand up—even those who Van Klomp knew were not fond of the
whoah-belly. Obvioudy alot of enlisted men were eager to show the brassthat they didn't scream or
losetheir lunch. The mgjor picked on one of the smaller men—one of the most acrobatic and
stedl-nerved of histroops—and sent him up. "'In the meanwhile one of you go and seeif you can find the
genera some new trousers,” he added cheerfully.

"Major Genera Fredricks?' asked the reporter, stepping forward out of the shadows. "Mike Sherry
from Interweb. Can we ask you afew questionsfor our viewers?'

It was agreat psychologica moment to interview someone.

Van Klomp knew that giving the generd and his staff the whoah-belly ride was arather childish and
ultimately self-defeating pastime. But it had been very swest.



It was dso nearly termind. Private Oliver had reported back, saying that the Korozhet had said that they
were capable of surviving far greater physiologica stress than endoskeletal species, and were certainly
not frightened. By the private's description, it was the smaller, redder one who had gotten very upset by
the thought of the dead K orozhet being looked at by what, if Van Klomp understood it right, amounted
to "lesser species”

The smdller, vermillion-spined Korozhet came down next. The Korozhet did not scream. But asthe
paratrooper swung it in with the boathook, it pointed those thickened spines at him through the net. If
Van Klomp had not been primed by Connolly's description of this event, the young trooper would have
been dead. Asit was, Van Klomp hit the spine with a bangstick, and hauled the youngster aside. The
edge of the dart gashed across the young paratrooper's arm, before striking the Magh' adobe, sending a
Sporay of fluid across the ground.

The net bag swung wildly back into space as the vermillion Korozhet fired its second dart. It missed
completely as aresult. The winch operator had amoment of genius and hit the power switch. The
Korozhet rose steadily, swinging wildly, hissing like a kettle that was about to explode.

"Stay away from that stuff,” snapped Van Klomp, pointing to the liquid that had spilled out of the
protoplasm-hosed harpoon. He was hagtily tying atourniquet onto the trooper's arm. "With any luck you
won't have the poison in you, son. But let'skeep it to the arm. Winch! Stop that bastard about halfway.
Let him dangle until we can ded with this" Hed never forgive himsdlf if his practica joke on the brass
cost thiskid hislife or even hisarm. "Let's get this soldier to the medics.”

"It'sjust agash, gr," said the paratrooper.

"It could be poisoned, Private. That liquid definitely is." He poured perfectly good booze into the wound,
washing it thoroughly. He turned to ook for the mgjor general.

By dl reports, Fredricks had joined the army twenty years ago, on the clear understanding that it wasa
nice secure job with no heavy lifting, requiring, principaly, the ability to marchin step. Latdy, it had
required the ability to play politics and golf, drink whiskey and kiss butts. It had obvioudly ill-prepared
him for this sort of action. He cringed nervoudy next to awall, surveying the nearest thing held seen to
actua combat.

"Major Genera Fredricks." Van Klomp beckoned to aradio-op. "The corpora herewill get aradio-link
with my men at the top. Y ou will inquire whether the dart the Korozhet fired has any toxicity on the
outsde, or whether it isjust the liquid pumped down it. If the thing istoxic we need to know exactly what
sort of toxinitis. Makeit very clear that we're holding them responsiblefor thisincident.”



By thetimid look, the magjor genera did not find it a al odd to find their rolesreversed, and the mgjor
giving him orders. Infact helooked relieved, if somewhat terrified by the Jekyll-and-Hyde transformation
of the formerly respectful magor. He did as he wastold.

" ... Yes Tirritit. Fired darts at asoldier. Cut hisarm quite badly. We hold you responsible for this
injury. We need to know if there are toxins on that barb."

The odd breathy speech of the advisor carried some reassurance. "A defense mechanism. Advisor
Shurrit must have been frightened. Thereisalytic haemotoxic protease in the toxin pumped down the
center of the spine-harpoon, but there will be very little on the outsde of it, Mgor Generd. The
miscreant will be dedlt with. Our gpologies.”

"Er. Accepted . . . out.”

Van Klomp nodded to the radio-op. "Get the MO. He has aradio down there. Give him that
information. Tell him what has been done so far. And then we'd better decide what to do with that one.”
He pointed at the dangling aien, some hundred and twenty feet above their heads.

The genera had recovered hiswind aswell as hiswits. "Mgor. How dare you give ordersto melike
that! I'm your superior officer, you know!"

"My gpologies, Sr. Decisive action was caled for. A man'slife might have hung in the balance. Would
you have preferred it if | had wasted time on flowery politeness? Did you—as a result—do anything that
you wouldn't have doneto assst our soldiers?'

The genera noticed just what Van Klomp was looking at. Redlized he was about to make afool of
himsdf on camera. "Er. Quite. | was merely rather taken aback at your telling meto do exactly whet |
was just about to do."

"| apologize again,” said Van Klomp, knowing he sounded anything but contrite. He turned to the two
reporters. "lan't it strange that the dowshids are set to only stop something moving faster than the
Korozhet's darts?'

The genera looked at the two reporters. "Have you two got clearance to be here? Sengitive military
matters are being dedlt with. | don't think you should be filming."



Sherry shrugged. "Tell you what, Generd. | just sent through the pics of you coming down the hoist on
the satdlite-link." The reporter had one of the now incredibly valuable and rare Earth-built satdllite
phones. GBS City had cell coverage, but otherwise you had to rely on land-lines. . . unlessyou had one
of those. "I'll ask my editor to consider holding them back if you don't give me any more trouble about
filming."

The genera did avery good imitation of aturkey-cock. "You. . . you can't hold meto ransom! Get these
journdists out of here, Mgjor. You tell that editor of yoursif he releasesthose picturesI'll sue. Mgor,
confiscate those cameras!”

Thekind of reporter who picks hisway through aminefield to get astory isn't that easy to get rid of. "'l
wouldn't do that, Mgor Van Klomp. General Fredricks, thisis now going out live. Y ou do know the
law, don't you, asfar as censorship, damage to equipment of reportage, and the withholding of
information which isin the public interest?'

Van Klomp smiled pacificaly. "I've had adirect order from asuperior officer. | can't disobey.”

"Leavethem," said Fredericks sourly. "But you aren't dlowed into combat zones without permits, which |
am sure you haven't got. So you'd better get out of here. Mgor, see these men removed from the front.”

Van Klomp saluted. "Sir. Sergeant Daniels. Seetoiit.”

"Look, Mgor!" said the sergeant.

The Korozhet were descending with magnificent downess on agleaming metd platdike craft. The device
appeared to have no visible means of support.

"Anather little toy they somehow neglected to mention,” said Van Klomp dryly.

The reporters were ardently filming, asther escort was busy watching the descent. The strange plate
stopped beside the dangling Korozhet. A brief bright lance of light flickered. The net bag fell. Now there
was no cable brake to dow its passage to the distant bottom.



“They'vekilled him . . . My God. They'vejust killed him!" said the shocked reporter.

The plate continued to descend until it got to their level. By now the soldiers had begun to hustle the
protesting reporters away. Van Klomp felt that it was just aswell. He didn't know quite how to handle
thishimsdf.

Thedien did. Heinclined his spinesto the mgor general and asked: "I trust that the matter is now
resolved to your satisfaction?”

"Uh." Generad Fredricks swalowed. "We. .. um, didn't mean that you had to kill him."

"But how ese do you chastise an underling who hasfailed?' asked the Korozhet. "I will send two of my
staff down to deal with the remains asis respectful. Now, if we can proceed to the brood-heart
chamber?'

* * %

The brood-heart chamber was scarred by the explosive damage from the shorting of the power cables
that had run the force-field generator. The walls, once hung with rich fabrics, were now firescarred and

Stripped.

The generd and his aides still seemed very impressed by the vast dimensions of the brood-heart
chamber.

The dien Korozhet, however, looked at the chamber with different eyes, and not just in the sense that
they were ocdlli on the end of some of their spines. "What has happened to dl the equipment?”
demanded the purple-red spined one Van Klomp had come to recognize as Advisor Tirritit.

"How did you know that there was equipment here, sir?* asked Van Klomp.

The creature clattered its spines. "1 am in my femae-phase, Mgor. And naturally we have seen captured
scorpiaries before.”

"Ah," said Van Klomp. "It wasjust that, based on what we found here, the information the Korozhet
advisors have provided to the army seemsto have been very inaccurate.”



More spine clattering. Van Klomp was getting the ideathat it probably signified irritation. "Mogt of the
scorpiaries captured have only been taken after tremendous fighting and structura damage. Thisisin
better repair than is usually the case. We hoped to update our data. That iswhy we are here, Mgor. So
whereisthe equipment that should be here?

"Yes, Mgor, whereisit?' demanded Major Genera Fredricks. ™Y ou assured me you'd secured the
area. Thisdoesn't look secured to me. . ." Hekicked at the remains of coals and ashes from the
Maggot-barbeque that the rats and bats had enjoyed, with ahighly polished shoe. As agesture thiswas
al very wdl, but wasill-advised in his new trousers. The only pair of BDU trousersthat the paratrooper
sergeant had been able to find with alarge enough waistline for the generd had belonged afar taler man.
The huge bulge of extraleg snagged on a hdf-burned piece of priceess Terran antique gateleg table that
must have been among the loot with which the Magh' had furnished their once-plush nest. The genera
landed, with acrunch and abillow of ash, on the remains of the dead fire.

"Of course we secured the areg, Sir," said Van Klomp, as the general’s aides helped him to hisfeet. "And
in accordance with standing instruction amendment 202-b, subsection i, al captured alien materia has
been sent back to the Alien equipment research section, at the HAR Ingtitute of Technology, as quickly
aspossible. Weve been very busy, sir. Normaly, as you know, the Magh' fighters don't have any
equipment for usto capture. But we've sent five truckloads of stuff off under guard aready. There has
been no looting.”

The Korozhet seemed very displeased, if the clattering of spineswas anything to judge by. "We must
aways bethefirgt to examine this sort of materid. It isentirely possibleit is booby-trapped.”

Van Klomp shrugged. "I'm sure the generd can arrange something, Sr . . . | mean maam. It's out of my
hands, I'm afraid." Hopefully, it was dready in Dr. Liepsich's hands. And heaven preserve anyone who
tried to get the physicist to part with his new toys. He was renowned for his rudeness,

Painly, Genera Fredricks had had a previous encounter with the infamous Liepsich. Hetried hagtily for a
digtraction. "What about that alien you told my friend Mgor Genera Visse you'd captured, Mgor?
Perhaps our Korozhet friends would liketo interrogate him."

"He wasn't exactly captured, General. He was liberated. He was also aMagh' prisoner, and apparently
played quite arolein thefind fight for the Magh' brood-heart. Unfortunately, he speaks no English. He's
been sent back too, under escort.”

"What sort of captive dien wasthis?' asked Advisor Tirritit. "Thisisthefirst we have heard of it."



The generd blinked. "Oh. | am sorry, Tirritit. Visse mentioned it to me, and | hadn't brought it to your
attention yet. We didn't think it wasimportant enough to trouble you. It was just one dien.”

"Describethedien.”

Van Klomp obliged. "Short. Blue furred. And it had four arms. . ."

"A Jampad!" fluted the advisor squeskily. "A Jampad here! Doubtlessin league with the Magh'. It must
be killed as soon as possible. Jampad are tel epathic and can control lesser races! Fortunately we
Korozhet are resstant, or they would have exterminated half the speciesin the galaxy.”

"WEeIl see something gets done about it at once," said the generd. "I'll get onto Visseimmediately. Mgjor
Van Klomp. Get me aradio operator.”

"Sir, these mobile units wouldn't have the range. Thereisamore powerful unit over at my temporary
headquarters. Sergeant Daniels. Accompany the generd..”

"It isunnecessary,” said the Korozhet. "The matter has dready been communicated to our lander, and the
newswill be sent to the ship. | must however caution you to silence on this matter. We, in conjunction
with your heedquarters, will dedl with it in the utmost secrecy.”

Back | Next
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Chapter 9

1st HAR Airborne base, just outside George Bernard Shaw City.
George Bernard Shaw City: various media offices,
both rich and poor.

HTZHUGH ACCUSED OF TREASON!

Major Conrad Fitzhugh, the intelligence officer who has been credited with the successful capture of the
scorpiary adjacent to Sector Delta 355 has been placed under


C:\Documents and Settings\harry kruiswijk\Mijn documenten\spaar\0743488466___8.htm
C:\Documents and Settings\harry kruiswijk\Mijn documenten\spaar\0743488466__10.htm
C:\Documents and Settings\harry kruiswijk\Mijn documenten\spaar\0743488466_toc.htm

arrest. He has been accused of spying for the Magh'.

Nobody looking at Parachute-Magjor Van Klomp'simpassive face could have guessed at just how
pleased he wasto seethisnews article. Theidiots. The brass obviously had no idea how the psychology
of someone like Fitzy worked. On squirmers like themselves, thiswould have been an effective stitch-up.
They'd haverolled over and died. Tried plea-bargains. Givenin.

Fitzy . ..

Thiswould make Fitzy fight. Charging him with what he was prepared to accept he had done wrong
would have been alot wiser. It was agood thing they'd decided to draw, quarter, and crucify Conrad
Fitzhugh instead. That, he assumed, was what this pack of nonsense was all about.

* * %

"It'snot that | don't want to oblige you, Talbot. It's just that you're costing us. Both money and market
leadership.”

The rich mellow tones of John Carsey hid none of the fact that he wasrich. He was not mellow.

"HBC used to dominate the news broadcasting market," he continued harshly. "We had about
eighty-three percent of the viewership. Since we stopped live coverage of the captured scorpiary, and
events on the front—at your brother-in-law's request, mind you—we've lost market-share. A lot of
market-share. Our ratings are on aone-way skid to nowhere. INB has just taken up the dack. My
company's shareholders have caled for an emergency meeting tomorrow morning. If | don't go back to
covering what the public wants to see—right now, today—I am out of ajob tomorrow. And evenif |
wasin aposition to tell our shareholdersto sod off, it wouldn't help you at all. Because soon HBC would
disappear. Our viewers are pulling the plug, and so will our advertisers. Unlessyou leverage INB, you're
wasting your time and our money. Y ou aready have. And if you leverage INB, no doubt viewerswould
turn to Interweb. Y ou've obvioudy muzzled the Allied Press papers. Interweb and the Sun Group must
be ready to kiss you. The public wants to know what's happening. They like the story of our troops
winning, for achange. They likeitalot.”

Carsey sighed. "We're aso being shredded over our reportage about Fitzhugh. We're getting afew
hundred letters and callsaday. INB isgiving them air-time. So are Interweb and the Sun Group. You've
got protest growing out there."

"Tabloid trash," snapped Cartup.



"Tabloid trash, seeing their market-share increase, Tabot," said Carsey grimly. He hung up the phone.

* % %

So Tabot Cartup, one of the most powerful men on HAR, went around to see Lynne Stark, something
he'd never imagined he'd ever be doing. Stark was one of those women whom Talbot Cartup truly
detested. Lynne Stark was an upstart. She had, still, one solitary sharein the HAR colony. Sheld
battered her way up from gpartments on Clarges Street, one step above the Vat tenements, to owning
her own company.

The INB offices were the sort of places hetruly didiked aso. They weretoo small, too crowded, with
not one cent spent on decor or plushness. And, right now, they were frantic. Looking through the open
door and into the next room, he could see an array of screens. Across one of those screens leapt live
coverage of abunch of Magh' warriors and three rats, playing tag with them. The rats were darting in and
dashing at the deadly creaturesin some vast red-walled cavern.

Another screen had an interviewer talking to awounded soldier. ™ . . . yeah. | waswith Mgor Fitzhugh
when we went in. Not more than ten yards from the great man himsdlf." There was naked hero-worship
inthe soldier'svoice.

"Can | hepyou, Sir?" asked a harried receptionist.

"Tabot Cartup,” he said, irritably. "I've cometo see Ms. Stark.”

She shook her head at him. " Sorry. Lynne's not seeing anyone without appointments, Mr. Cartup. Things
aretoo busy right now."

Cartup examined her coldly, for amoment. The receptionist was ayoung woman, obvioudy aVat, and
just theright ageto be serving in the army.

"l said my name was Tabot Cartup, young lady. I'm the Security portfolio of the HAR Company. If you
don't get her for mein ten seconds, I'll have the Specia Branch track down your name and have your
draft exemption canceled. Y our name will be on the top of the conscription list by tomorrow morning.
And I'll havethis subversive dump raided.”

The young woman looked congderately at him. Then she pushed her chair back from the desk.
Bdatedly, Cartup redized it was awhed chair.



"Tell you what, Tabot Cartup, I'll save the Specid Branch sometrouble. My nameis Janice Y ounna.
Youjust get my nameon that list. Please. Then I'll happily arrange you an interview, with Lynne or God
in person, if you like. However, | will tell Lynne you are here. Let her decide whether she wantsto talk to
you or not."

Three minuteslater, the girl in the wheel chair came back. "Follow me, please," she said coolly. He
walked adong behind the whedlchair, with his bodyguards trailing, to an office in the back.

The owner of INB sat at atubular stedl and glass desk, on atubular steel chair. The sted was softer than
thewoman ditting on it. Tabot Cartup knew from her dossier that Lynne Stark was nearly hisown age.
But shewas dim, unlined, and could have been anywhere between thirty and sixty. Her hair was
undressed, merely long, thick and dark. She wore stedl-rimmed glasses, too.

"Tabot Cartup. And your goons. How nice. What brings you to |ndependent News Broadcasting?'

Tabot Cartup gritted histeeth. "Stark, | need some cooperation from you. And | am going to get it. You
can makeit easy or hard for yoursdlf.”

Sheraised her eyebrows a him. "What cooperation could the head of HAR's Internal Security require of
me? And should | be calling my lawyersbefore| tak to you any further?"

"l don't think you should, Stark. Y ou want to play hardball with me, I'll play hardball right back. | want
thislive coverage of that piece on the front off your channdl. | want this praise of Mgor Fitzhugh
scrubbed. He had nothing to do with that attack. It was planned and coordinated by Lieutenant Genera
Cartup-Kreutzler and his staff. I'm sure you've seen the article in the GBH Times. Fitzhugh isatraitor
who took advantage of along established secret project to try and cover his own treachery.”

She sat back in her chair. "1 also saw the article in the Post tearing that press release to shreds. Most
entertaining that while the genera was supposed to be directing the most successful campaign of the war
he was in fact in detention, having been arrested as drunk, disorderly and indecent.”

"That'sablatant lie! Those charges have been squa. . . dropped!”

"Yes. A lot of people are asking questions about that,” said Stark, dryly.



He pushed himsdlf forward, leaning over her desk. It was agood way of intimidating people. "L ook,
Stark. I'm not here to bandy words with you. Are you going to stop thisreporting?’

She didn't appear to even be dightly intimidated. "L et'simagine the answer was 'no.' What are you going
to do about it?"

"Shut you down." He thumped his mesaty fist on the table. "By fair means or foul, Stark. See how well
you can operate with only cripplesfor staff. The rest of them will be getting | etters from the conscription
board. And well be going into your finances, too. Let's see how well you can manage without advertising
revenue."

"Tabot Cartup, your attitude towards the handicapped doesn't Sit too well with me, or the people of
Harmony and Reason. And neither does your attitude to the freedom of the press.” She stood up and
glanced a a corner of the room. "Thank you for gppearing live on our program, Tabot Cartup. And the
answer is'No.' INB will not beintimidated out of giving the people of HAR the coverage they want. And
don't come back here without awarrant.”

* % *

"Thismediacircus certainly hasn't been helped by your making anidiot of yoursdf on TV, Tabot," sad
General Cartup-Kreutzler. "Now you've got to keep your hands off."

"It'sthe kind of dirty trick I'm not going to forget and forgivein ahurry,” snapped Tabot. He did not
need hisidiot brother-in-law telling him held botched it. He was painfully aware of the fact.

"She's put the brakes, temporarily, on direct action. I'll get my men to work on the indirect harassment.
Bug their phones, dow their mail, bresk into their apartments and cars and see what we can find. Well
plant something if we need to. But were still going to get at her advertisers. The new upstart money may
gtick to her, here and there, but | wield alot of influence with shareholdersin alot of thelarger traditional
companies. INB is pretty fragile, financidly. And yes, HBC is going back to covering the sector, but |
had along and fruitful discusson with their editors. The public needs some kind of hero figureto lionize.
So we agreed to have them shift attention to the parachute major who led histroops into the middle of
the scorpiary. "

"Van Klomp?' inquired the generd.

Tabot nodded. "I think that was the name, yes.”



"He's the man who got Lieutenant Colonel Jeebol out of trouble, and | believe he arranged for the MPs
to actudly capture that son of abitch Fitzhugh.”

"Sounds like agood man," said Tabot, gpprovingly. "1 think the army should make afuss of him.
Promotion. Medas. And then he can go back to doing display jumps at parades. Heaven knows how he
got involved in thefirg place.

"Fitzhugh caled the paratroopersin,” sad Generd Cartup-Kreutzler. "1 have no ideawhy. Probably just

because the man's an idiot romantic. The paratroopers are purely aceremonia unit. A volunteer unit. No
conscripts. They've never been used in combat before, as they're mostly the sons of Shareholders. Some
of thefirg families have kidsin that unit. It's glamorous, without being dangerous.”

Tabot Cartup leaned back in the very comfortable armchair, trying to keep from sneering openly. His
brother-in-law was about as dense as aman could get and gill be abasically functiona adult.

"For Chr— Um. That's the reason right there. Romanticism had nothing to do with it. Fitzhugh'san
anarchidt. Vicious. He cdled them in thinking they'd mostly bekilled.”

Tabot roseto hisfeet. "I'll get my staff onto drafting the paperwork. And let Van Klomp have some
conscripts, enough to make into a second unit that can actually do somefighting. If were going to build
up hisreputation, well have to keep some paratroopersin thefighting.”

"That should do," agreed Cartup-Kreutzler. "Seeing asit looks asif well only get our hands on Fitzhugh
when he comes out of the hospital. That means helll be afacing generd court-martia, which will be open
to the public. But if we've built up another hero by then . . . The public's attention span isn't very long

anyway."
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Chapter 10

George Bernard Shaw City, HAR | nstitute of Technology,
in the skeletal remains of the great slowship that brought
humans to Harmony and Reason.

Therewas aredigtic possibility that if someone stood behind this human, to provide the extra pair of
hands, and it had dightly longer fur, and dyed it blue, that it could passfor agiant Jampad. Darleth found
that faintly reassuring.
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Or, perhaps not. She'd been away from the People too long, when one these diens started looking
comforting! She knew that by the standards of his people, she was dready insane. That wasdl right.
Madness helped her cope with the aching pain of losing her clan-sibs. Jampad were not solitary creatures
and kin-bonds were life-bonds. By her talk to the Korozhet-speaking diens, it was not so with the little
sharpnosed ones, or to agreat degree with the oneslike thistwo-legged tailless hairy one. Thelittlefliers
seemed to have some measure of it.

But they weredl dien. . . and she was aone on an dien world, twenty-eight light years from home, with
theonly interstellar FTL craft here belonging to the murderers of her kin.

She had been acaptive, live-food-to-be for the Magh' young. Sheld been given awespon by the dien
enemies of the Korozhet, and had hel ped the smdll party gain its freedom by killing one of her clan-sibs
murderers. Shewas at least not live food any more, but she was sill unsure asto what her status actualy
was. None of the speciesthat cdled itsdf, if she had the pronunciation right, "Human,” spoke any
Korozhet. They certainly didn't speak Jampad!

The room she'd been taken to was paatia, compared to the bare Magh' adobe feeding cell she'd been
rescued from. It had running water. Their faucet concept, though rather different from Jampad systems,
was ingenious. There was a soft covering on the floor. There were soft things which she assumed were
for night nests. . . standing on the floor! It was, of course, too warm, but the furry dien had taken along
look at her and had adjusted adevice on thewall that sent adelicious stream of cold air spilling into the
room.

But the entry portal was undoubtedly sealed. She was till aprisoner. A prisoner on aworld where her
people's most deadly foe roamed free, believed to be dlies.

True, it was afeeble prison for an arborea species. The skylight was only fifteen feet up. Hardly ahop.

Sll . ..

The hairy one and severd assistantswere plainly trying to establish her diet and initiate communication.
And if she got out, she had nowhere to go. The purpose of the Jampad expedition had been to alert this
speciesto the danger of the speciesthat farmed the Magh'. She might aswell try to do that.

Besides, she had not eaten for nearly two weeks. She was going to haveto try alien food or die, soon.
Noneof it sndled quiteright, though.



* * %

"The protein analysis weve done from tissue off the wound covering suggestsit hasavery smilar
biochemistry to mammals. But it won't eat what we are certain are safe compounds like glucose. Were
offering it exotic things now, to seeif it'll give us some behaviora cue asto diet. If we can't feed it, it'll
die"

Dr. Liepsich shook hishead at Mary-Lou Evans. "I do love your habit of stating the obvious, Mary-Lou.
So Shakespearian." He drank more of his ubiquitous coffee. Liepsch's one human frailty was his
addiction to caffeine.

Mary-Lou didn't riseto the bait. If you worked with Len Liepsich, you had to get used to ignoring the
physicist's gratuitousinsults. That was just the way he was. He preferred it, of course, if you fought back,
like Sanjay did. But that wasn't her nature.

She dso knew that held not dept for the last two days. It showed in his overbright eyes and
even-more-abrasive-than-usua manner. "I'mworried, Len."

"That isfairly obvious. Soam |, but for an entirely different reason. |'ve had more dien technology to
examineinthelast two daysthan | have got my greasy little pawsonin thelast two years. It'sgiving me
enough headaches, without worrying whether apotentidly inimica dien eatsdin-dins.”

She knew him well enough to know that he certainly didn't mind having severa tons of dien technology to
examine. "So what iswrong with it?"

"You'retoo clever for abiologist,” he muttered. "It'swrong. It's. . . it's not dien enough. Same booby
trgps. Same metdlurgica analyses”

"It waslooted from a captured Magh' scorpiary.”

"Y ou know, you have ared gift for stating the obvious" he said, with afeigned look of amazement.
"And that meansit shouldn't bewhat itis. | wish | could talk to thisdien, or examine some of its
technology aswell, to get ahandle on dl of this."

"Well, according to this report—I must say thisVan Klomp isvery efficient for asoldier—the dien
gpeaks Korozhet. We could ask them to trandate. Or at least what it eats.”



"That's precisely what | don't want to do. Not in light of the technology of al this equipment that Van
Klomp has sent us. I'm stashing alot of bits where the prickles and the army won't find it, hopefully."

It wasfairly plain that he wasn't planning to explain why.

* * %

In the bowels of the Korozhet ship, in the slave quarters.

Y etteth huddled on the meta rack that was his assigned degping nest in the dave quarters. It was at least
high up, eveniif it had none of the other features that made a good nest. Right now he hugged himsdf ina
vain quest for comfort. If he closed his eyes he could dmost imagine himsdf in the tall-tree swamps of the
Norheth clans. But there was no escaping from the smells.

To alifeform with as keen asense of smdll asthe Jampad had, thiswas close to hell. He could close his
nose but not cover the scent tendrils. And right now he needed to imagine the tall-tree swamps and their
green-blue water. The Overphyle had confirmed that another Jampad was out there, on this, their latest
farm. He had overheard them planning to kill it.

The Overphyleliked having one of the Jampad as adave, feeding them, cleaning their feca pools. It
ministered to their vanity. That was one of the reasons they'd not mindscrubbed him before the implant.
The Overphylefelt that it asserted their dominance over the one speciesthat had successfully resisted.
Mind you, not al the daves were mindscrubbed before being implanted. It was agood way of
questioning them. And once they were implanted, the information could not be withheld.

The siren clanged. Food ration. A dave was dways hungry, and he dared not miss the revolting block of
decaying dush that they gave him. He was weak enough asit was. And he would need every last bit of
strength he could muster if he wasto find any way to escape, athough the thing they had put in his head
sad that that wasimpossible and wrong. But he couldn't stand by when the Overphyle were planning to
murder one of the People.

He climbed down the bunk stack. On the bottom tier ahuman female moaned weskly.

"What iswrong?"' he asked, in the language of the masters.

The other woman, who sat stroking the moaning on€e's head, answered. " She was given the nerve-lash for
making errorsin the production line. She was going to spawn, and now the offspring isdeed. Itis



poisoning her."

Y etteth knew that "spawn” was the wrong word. The humans were live-bearers, as the People were. But
Overphyle had no words for the biology of lesser creatures. And daves were forbidden to speak other
languages. "Isthere anything | can do?"

The human femae who had been moaning began tossing about franticaly, her dien eyeswide, seeing
nothing, totaly unaware of the other human's effortsto calm her. Her helper shook her head, a gesture
that Y etteth had learned—oddly enough—that this species used to indicate the negative.

Y etteth |eft. The door to the narrow chamber had opened and the meal-d ot would disgorge hisfood
soon. If hedidn't collect it, it would be trodden underfoot by others fetching theirs. There seemed to be
nothing & se he could do for the woman, anyway. Shewas dying, if he was any judge of dien physiology.
The Overphyle did not medicate or assist sick daves. They either lived or died. If the disease appeared
infectious, they just killed and burned the dave, and dumped the ash.

It wasthe only way out of this huge meta prison, with the barsthey had put into the prisoner's minds.
Y ou couldn't even think . . . easily, how much you hated them. Creatures of alow-order intelligence
before they wereimplanted didn't appear to be able to think around it at al. The Nerba, for example,
fawned on the Overphyle.
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Chapter 11

General Cartup-Kreutzler's horsily decorated office,
Military Headquarters.

Consdering that Mgor Tana Gainor was amere lowly mgjor in the presence of the colony's Security
Chief and agenerd, you would have thought sheld look at least dightly ill &t ease. But despite the
non-regulation purplish lipstick, she remained perfectly poised. General Cartup-Kreutzler found that
disturbing.

She was aremarkably beautiful woman, even in uniform. The genera might have been more interested,
except for that poise. Self-confident, self-assured women made Cartup-Kreutzler uneasy.

"Mogt of these charges are very closeto the laugh-out-loud level, Generd .”
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"l wastold you could make anything stick, Mgor Gainor."

She looked coolly a him. "For afee, Generd, things can usualy be arranged.” She looked at the charge
list again. "And it'sgoing to be a high fee, General." Shelowered her sooty eyelashes and looked at him
Speculdively. "Very high, indeed.”

"Cut the sales pitch, Tang," said Talbot. "And forget using him. He's my brother-in-law, and you don't
want to get on thewrong side of me."

"I've done my homework too, Tabot," she sniffed. "The generd likes dim-witted and buxom blondes, of
which | am the second and third but not thefirst.”

Tabot ignored his brother-in-law's squawk of outrage. "L et'stalk business, Tana. How much do you
need for awar chest? Fitzhugh isto go down like alead brick. Y ou dot every 'i' and crossevery 't on
thisone"

"For this, I'll need plenty,” she said. "Cdll it haf amillion up front and the same again when he's
sentenced. And | might need the services of afew of your operatives, Tabot.”

Genera Cartup-Kreutzler choked. But Talbot took it in hisstride. "Done. The money will bein your
usud account.”

"Before| start working," she said, coolly. "1 won't lift afinger otherwise."

"Let's not forget who holds the whip hand here, Tana," said Tabot Cartup, heavily. "I've got you. I've got
you pinned like abutterfly.”

Shesmiled. "But you need mefor this. And you'll need me again. The JAG's department is getting more
and more sticky by the day. But | can gill work the system.”

"What are you going to do?"



"If you must know, manipulate the roster of military judges and defense attorneys. | have. . . leverage. Il
handle the prosecution mysdif."

* % %

When the heavy outer door had swung shut behind the mgjor, General Cartup-Kreutzler exhdedina
long shudder. "Just what have you got on her, Talbot?!

His brother-in-law laughed. "Y ou name it. She's pretty and comes from awedthy family. Y ou'd think
weld struggle to pin anything on her. But right from chesting on her bar exams, by deeping with severd of
her oral examiners, to dedling in drugs. . . she's been there. And stay away from that body of hers. She
usesit well, but never for nothing. Y ou know the old chestnut about the whore with the soul of a
high-born lady and a heart of gold? Well, thisis high-born lady who is ahooker at heart, and would 4l
her soul for the gold. I nicked through Thom. She was one of his prime dealers. That woman is pure

poison.”
"So long as she poisons Fitzhugh," said the generd vindictively.

"Oh, shewill. Literdly, if need be."

Back | Next
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Chapter 12

Camp Marmian, some thirty miles from GBS City:
a small and choice piece of barb-wire fenced hell,
otherwise known as a transit camp.

The camp's commanding officer looked a Chip; blinked. "But, according the records, Private Connolly,
you are dead.”

"Doesthat mean | get to go home, sir?' Chip paused. "Or just that | can't collect my pay?'

"I don't need your insolence, Connolly! Any more and I'll put you on acharge. I'm trying to work out
what to do with you. The remainder of your unit has been disbanded and reassigned. Y ou should have
been reassgned with them, but you're listed as dead.” The colondl looked most affronted at this. "If
you're not dead, then you've been AWOL for more than aweek.”

"I wastrgpped behind enemy lines when the enemy advance came through, sir. Mysdlf and a handful of
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rats and bats were the only survivorsin our bunker.”

The colond snorted. "A likely story. And you fought your way out, and then found your way back here."

Chip could see where thiswas heading. So he thought he might aswell do it properly. "Yes, air. That's
right, Sir. But to get out we had to destroy the Magh' force-field generator. So we did. Wekilled a
couple of hundred thousand Maggots, rescued Ms. Virginia Shaw, liberated ascorpiary for thearmy,
and here | am. | knew you'd be pleased to see me here at good ol' Camp Marmian again, Sir."

The company clerk poured her coffee onto her keyboard. Chip nearly killed hisfirst officer by giving him
apoplexy. It wasfascinating. To get alobster to go that color you had to boil them.

The colond, it appeared, was too incoherent to talk properly. But he did have Private Chip Connolly
dragged off to the stockade in record time.

* * %

An hour later the company clerk came over to the cdlls. "Private, | need some details for the charge
sheets. The computer system haslocked up most of your data asyou're still being captured as dead.”

"Best time to capture someone, when they're dead,” said Chip cheerfully. He was till lost in that heady
area of lightheartedness which comes out of not being dead, when you expected to be. Somehow, being
listed as dead brought it al back.

She was not amused. "The colonel is aready going to throw the book at you at the court-martia,
Connolly. Don't make things worse for yoursglf."

"Oh, good. I've dways wanted abook," said Chip giggling. "I could use something to read in here." He
went and sat down on the bunk, till laughing.

"Thisisn't alaughing matter,” she sngpped. "Be afraid, Private Connolly. Y ou'rein dire shit!"

Chip got up and walked over to the bars. "Listen, Corp. I've been in dire shit for so long that 1've kind of
run out of 'being afraid.’ I've survived nearly sx months as afront-line soldier. I've seen Maggots kill most
of my squad. My girlfriend bought it in that attack. We got buried dive and over-run. We dug ourselves
out insde thefrigging scorpiary. We spent days on the run from the Maggots. At one stage | had a
choice of starving to deeth or being eaten by the rats. We decided that as we going to die there, we were



gonnatake alot of Maggots along with us. And in the end of it, me and a handful of crazy bats and
drunken rats blew the crap out of the whole scorpiary. We took on ten-million-to-one odds, on ajunky
old tractor without any brakes. And some of usdied, Corp. But | didn't. Between uswe cracked the
force field and killed the Maggot colony's brains. When the paratroopers got there, | was getting lucky
with aredly fantastic girl, who aso happensto be rich and beautiful. My mates were getting drunk and
having Maggot barbeque. Mg or Van Klomp told usthat we're an invaluable military asset, and abunch
of usdessdrunks."

Chip rubbed the stubble on his chin. "So when | come back to my unit likeagood little soldier . .. The
colonel craps me out for not having shaved and puts me in the brig, because I'm dead.” He shook his
head a the corpord. "And you tel meit's no laughing matter. Well, if | didn't laugh, I'd haveto cry. And
I'm too happy to bediveto cry.”

The colond's clerk looked at Chip asif actudly seeing him for thefirst time. "Y ou're either completely
crazy . .. or yourenot joking." Sheturned to the sergeant who was in charge of the cells. "What do you
think, Ngui?'

The sergeant scratched hischin. "Waell. Like you say, hel's ether crazy or telling the truth. I'd say
crazy—if it wasn't for the fact that it's been on the news last night. The scorpiary being captured. Shaw's
daughter being rescued. Only they said it was some Specia Services commando that did it."

Chip's shoulders shook. "Commandos, my ass. We told them we were just abunch of gruntsin the
wrong place at the right time. The reporterswouldn't believe us. That'sall therewastoit, Sarge. The
Maggots didn't know how the hell to deal with us, once we were insde their nest. We got lucky, and we
got out aive. And now I've come back."

The both stared at him. Finally the corpora spoke. "Buit . . . did they just send you here without any
trave ingructions?' The colond's clerk plainly lived by paperwork. It was obvioudy hard for her to
accept that anything could be true without it.

"Who's'they, towriteit in thefirgt place?' asked Chip, shrugging. "Lieutenant Rosetski isn't writing
anything without an Ouijaboard. He died thefirst hour of the Magh' assault. And the next officer | saw
was Mgor Van Klomp. He was told by some magor general at HQ to send Ginny Shaw back at once
with an armed escort. Ginny told him that she wanted us for an escort. So he radioed the general and
said he was sending her back with us.”

Chip had to grin at the memory. Van Klomp had described the rats and bats as "the toughest commando
group inthe HAR army. Redlly specid Specid Services soldiers.” Which, asVan Klomp had said
afterwards, was afine description so long asthe mgor genera didn't actually see them.



"Magjor Van Klomp organized an escort back to line three," he continued, "and adriver and transport to
take usto divisona headquarters. Weather was redly down and the choppers couldn't fly."

"But. .. didn't he get hisclerk to cut you any orders?' demanded the colond's clerk.

Chip looked pityingly at her. Shewas adight young woman with apale face, and shewaked with a
pronounced limp. He would wager a guess that she was probably stationed in the camp because she was
medically unfit for combat duty. That was hardly her fault, evenif alot of women would like to swap
placeswith her. She obvioudy knew very little about front-line conditions. "Things were kind of

confused, Corp. Therewere alot of Maggots ill around, and not one hell of alot of paper. We had an
escort from the major with us back through to the vehicle. There was supposed to be an escort waiting
therefor us, but it got delayed, and we didn't wait."

Shethrust her head forward inquidtorialy. "Then how did you get back herefrom divison
headquarters?’

"| asked some brigadier . . . Charlesworth. Y eah, that was his name, where we should go now. Hewas
kind of taken up with fawning over Ginny and wasin aflap because somebody had locked him up in his
own headquarters. Y ou can't believe the chaos there. | thought the captured scorpiary was amess, but
that camp was more like adisturbed ants nest than a camp. He said we should get to our units as soon
aspossible. | asked around and they told me that the remains of my unit were sent back to Camp
Marmian. | tried the transport officer. He didn't know or care who some grubby Vat was, but hetold me
that | could go on next Vat redeployment trucksin aweek or two, if | could find space. Or make my
own plan. He said much the same but worse about the rats and bats. He was too busy trying to please
explain why they'd cooperated with Mg or Fitzhugh and would | bugger off. So | did. | cadged alift with
one of the trucks transporting the captured Magh' stuff back to the university research unit. Got the driver
to drop me at the turn-off and walked to the gates. Made the guard commander take me to the colonel
and told him | was reporting for duty. Hetold me | needed a shave and threw mein thebrig.”

The corpord looked at the sergeant. Looked at Chip. Then back at the sergeant.

The sergeant reached for hiskeys. "Nobody could actually make up such a stupid story, Corpord.
Nobody, but nobody, is quite that dumb. So he's probably telling the truth, you know."

The corpora put her hands around her head. "What amess. I'm sorry, Private.”



"What are you doing?' demanded Chip, asthe sergeant began unlocking the cell.

"Letting you out,” said the sergeant tersdly. "It's not procedure, but I'm damned if I'm going leaveyouin
the cdlsfor aminute longer. | was afront-line soldier mysdlf, before | wasinvalided out, and thisisn't
right. Well go and explain to the colondl now.”

Chip reached through the bars and caught his hand. *Oh no you don't, Sarge. I'm Staying right here. I'm
happy here." He grinned. "I'm dead. Dead people need lots of rest. Y ou guysjust leaveit, and me,
done”

"I think heis crazy," said the corpord, warily.

"Nope, Corp. Wéll, not more than most of the front-line troops, hey Sarge," said Chip cheerfully. "But if

| go out there, ten to one the bastards will have me doing drill. Or your colonel, who soundslike aredl
champion at handling thingswell, will post me back to the front. Now. | don't like drill. | sureashell
don't need to get back to the front in ahurry. Here | can deep, and the sargelll see | get three squaresa
day. I'll probably even get a shower and a quiet mooch in the exercise yard. Carrying rocks and the other
dedlights of Detention Barracks don't start until you've been court-martialed and sentenced, do they?"

"Uh. No."

"If you get me out of here, do you see your colonel giving me aweek's pass?" asked Chip.

"Uh." The corpora shook her head. "To be honest, no. The colonel will probably fed you made afool of
him, and he's a vindictive son-of-a-bitch.”

"Y eah. That's about what | figured,” said Chip. "I aso reckon | owe him the chance to make a proper
fool of himsdf. So, have| actualy done anything wrong? | mean, when they get to the court-martia can
they actudly do anything to me?'

"Y ou got witnessesfor the brigadier giving you the order?' asked the sergeant.

Chip garted to giggle. "I got one better. The guyswho werefilming Ginny filmed that bit. One of them
came and tried to interview me, afterwards. Thinking about it now, | reckon Charlesworth hadn't figured
out that we were the bunch that had rescued her. He thought we were just part of the escort. He told me



to tell my platoon sergeant to give me ademerit for my uniform and not having shaved. Got maybefifty
witnesses. About haf of them civilians—Shareholders, no less.™

"So long as we can find some of those people, it should be open and shut. Y ou were given alegitimate
order from the senior ranking officer, and you obeyed it."

Chip shrugged. "Piece of cake. Tim Fuentes, INB. There were the rest of the bats and ratstoo. You
should have seen that brigadier's face when Ginny said we must come dong.”

"Well, rat testimony has been used in afew cases," said the sergeant. " So that's got precedent. And
tracking down thisINB guy should be easy.”

The corpora nodded, seriousfaced, just the edge of an unpracticed dimplein her cheek showing. "And
you reported for duty to the colond. He accused you of going AWOL .. ."

"He'saprat. It should have been desertion under fire," interrupted the sergeant. "AWOL isfor back
here, out of the combat zone."

"AWOL," continued the corpora smoothly. "Y ou told him exactly where you'd been. | heard every
word. He decided to throw you in the brig." She smiled, transforming her face. "WEell get you ashave,
shower, clean uniform and adefense attorney from the JAG's office. Y ou're entitled to that, even for a
regimental court-martia, which iswhat you're up for. Y ou just tell your story with anice straight face and
you should actualy get apublic crow-eating, and, if you play your cardsright you'll probably get some
leave, too. They oweyou.”

"The Army owesyou," said the sergeant, heavily. "But, speaking as someone who has been through the
system, it doesn't usualy pay, Corpord. It collects. Look, son. | ill reckon we should go and talk to the
colond. But it'sup to you. Y ou do it the way you want to. Y ou can stay in my cellsjust aslong asyou
like. But anytime you change your mind I'll take you up to the colond. Should take 'em awhileto get to
the court-martia. They might even work out what is going on and come looking for you before that.”

Chip yawned. "They might. And it'sfineif they do. But | reckon thislot couldn't find their own ass
without both hands. And | haven't dept on amattressfor along time," he said, longingly.

The corporal looked at the inch-thick strip of gray foam. "Uh. Sergeant. Couldn't he get a better one?"



Chip yawned again. "Don't bother, Sarge. It's not mud, it's not rocks, and it's probably going to stay dry.
Sounds great to me."

Chip heard them talk as they walked away, and he shuggled down on the mattress and pulled the thin
gray blanket over him. Just snaiches. . .

"Combat veteran dl right . . ."

"Ficturesin the newscadt. | thought the face looked familiar . . ."
"It'snotright .. ."

"Post traumatic stress. . "

"What he wants, Corpord."

They weren't quite right. What he really wanted was Virginia. Well. Maybe he wanted to deep first. He
was too screwed up about the way shed turned her back on him to fedl up to handling the question of
Ginny right now. But aveteran learnsto deep when he can. And where he can.
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Chapter 13

Ward 11 (officers, male), First Military Hospital,
George Bernard Shaw City.

Fitz made the trip back from thefrontinan ATV army ambulance. It gave him moreingght into why it
was best to drug patients. He was accompanied by Lieutenant Pringle, and two other MPs. Once
through the front lines an MP escort joined them. Fitz would be going to the military hospita for
examination, and thence, if pronounced fit enough, to the hospital wing of the military prison, and thence
totrial. Having been in agreat hurry to field court-martia and summarily execute him, it now appeared
that they werein no hurry to send him for trid. Fitz was. He was sharing his stretcher with Arid, and
taking her into amilitary prison could tax hisingenuity.

* * %
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CHARGE I, Violation of the Military Code, Article 90 (Assault on a Commissioned
Officer)

SPECIFICATION: Inthat Major Conrad Fitzhugh, Military Intelligence, Southern Front
Headquarters, Army of Harmony and Reason, did, in time of war, strike Brigadier General
Winchester Charlesworth, his superior commissioned officer, then known by Major
Conrad Fitzhugh to be his superior officer who was then in the execution of his office, in
the stomach with a bangstick with intent to cause severe or deadly injury.

CHARGE 11, Violation of the Military Code, Article 94 (Mutiny)

SPECIFICATION: Inthat Major Conrad Fitzhugh, Military Intelligence, Southern Front
Headquarters, Army of Harmony and Reason, with intent to usurp and override lawful
military authority, did seize command of the Fourth Division, Army of Harmony and
Reason and unlawfully direct its operations with intent to lead their destruction.

CHARGE 11, Violation of the Military Code, Article 95 (Flight from Arrest)

SPECIFICATION: In that Major Conrad Fitzhugh, Military Intelligence, Southern Front
Headquarters, Army of Harmony and Reason, did flee apprehension by Military Police.

CHARGE IV, Violation of the Military Code, Article 104 (Aiding the Enemy)

SPECIFICATION 1: Inthat Major Conrad Fitzhugh, Military Intelligence, Southern Front
Headquarters, Army of Harmony and Reason, did, without proper authority, knowingly
attempt to aid the enemy by attempting to disrupt secret plans for offensive operations
conducted by the Fourth Division, Army of Harmony and Reason, and did attempt to lead
the Fourth Division to its destruction through enemy action.

CHARGE V, Violation of the Military Code, Article 104 (Aiding the Enemy)

SPECIFICATION 2: In that Major Conrad Fitzhugh, Military Intelligence, Southern Front
Headquarters, Army of Harmony and Reason, did, at divers pointsin the Southern Front
Area of Responsibility, without proper authority, knowingly give intelligence to the enemy
by informing the enemy of the numbers, resources and operations of the Army of Harmony



and Reason.

CHARGE VI, Violation of the Military Code, Article 106 (Espionage)

SPECIFICATION: In that Major Conrad Fitzhugh, Military Intelligence, Southern Front
Headquarters, Army of Harmony and Reason, did, in time of war, at divers points within
the Southern Front Area of Responsibility, act as a spy while purporting to serve as
Military Intelligence Officer for the Southern Front Headquarters, Army of Harmony and
Reason, for the purpose of collecting information regarding the numbers, resources and
operations of the army of Harmony and Reason, with the intent to impart the same to the

enemy.

Sgnature of accused

* * %

Conrad Fitzhugh looked increduloudly at thelist of charges. Then at the woman mgjor with her pale
mauve lipstick. Then at thelist of charges again.

At least they hadn't tried to forge his sgnature. Fitz thought he'd taken everything thiswar could throw at
him. And now he redized that he hadn't even begun to catch it.

"Do you have aproblem, Mgor Fitzhugh?' Mgor Gainor asked coolly. "Y ou've had the chargesread to
you. Y ou've now looked at them at some length. Unlessyou're prepared to Sgn it right now, which
means confessing to the charges, I'll require someinformation. And | redlly doubt that you are prepared
to sgnit, because I'm sure that you're innocent. | just need to track down the witnessesto proveit. Can
you hdp me?

She ended by patting histhigh. Tana Gainor was the kind of woman who hadn't patted histhigh for along
time, not snce well before his face had been so disfigured on the left-hand side. "Y ou're with the JAG,
aren't you?' he asked.

Shenodded. "Yes, | am."

"I was prepared to plead guilty for what | did do." Fitz shook the sheaf of papersat her. "This however,
isapack of viciouslies. It'saload of rubbish, which, you must know as an attorney, has not a chance of
getting aguilty verdict. | am not atraitor, or aspy. They don't have achance of making thisstick.”



Shefluttered her eyelashesat him. "I know. But if | have alist of witnesses, we can redly sew it up.” He
realized that she'd dipped ahand insde the sheet and was kneading his biceps. Hard to think straight
withthischarmer . . .

She shrieked and pulled back her hand. " Get your hands off, you hussy!" Fitz heard Arid hissing. "He's
ming"

The mgor backed off, clutching her fingers. "That'sarat! You'vegot arat inthere!”

"Hello. It'sthe stitcher,” said acheerful voice from the door. "Don't talk to her, Fitz. Not unlessyou've
got two lawyers present, and an anti-shark fence.”

It was Mike Capra, who had been a flamboyant young attorney and fellow skydiver. He used to favor
exotic waistcoats. Now, instead, he was in uniform with apair of pips on his shoulders. Hed seen Mgor
Gainor clutching her fingers, seen Arid's head popping up from under the sheets. . . and had obvioudy
added things up.

Caprasauted. "Good afternoon, Mgor. Don't you return afellow officer's salute?"

She ignored the question, preoccupied with trying to stop the bleeding. "What are you doing here?* she
asked poisonoudy, her voice very different from the sweet tones she'd used moments before.

"The sameasyou, | imagine, but for the other sde." Caprawinked a Fitz. "I'll bet Tanadidn't inform you
of your rightseither.”

Fitz tried to get hishead around dl this. "Y ou're prosecuting me, Mike?"

Lieutenant Mike Capra shook his head with mock regret. "No. For my sins, I've been ordered to offer
my services as part of your defense team. Y ou are, of course, entitled to ask for someone else, and |
hardly think the prosecution could refuse to dlow you a second attorney in acase of thissize. They'd try,
mind you." He pointed to the major who was now sucking her bitten finger. "Thisisthe prosecution.
Doubtless cometo 'help' you. That'susudly her line. Isn't it, Tana?'

With alook at him that could wither stedl wire, she stormed out. Mike Capra exhaled, long and dow. "I
hope you didn't tell her anything, Fitz?'



"No. Fortunately.” He sighed. "How long am | likely to lie here, Mike? | can't get astraight answer out of
these medics. | think that eectrode-muscle stimulus should come under the heading of cruel and unusud
punishments. Look, with nothing to do but lie on my damn back 1've had nothing to do but think. And |
need to talk to Bobby Van Klomp."

"I don't think that would be at dl wise. HE's got to keep his nose clean, Fitz. Y ou need to say anything to
Van Klomp, tel me"

"I need to discuss our supposed dlieswith him. Those 'treason’ chargesjust crystdlized someideasin my

"You just go on letting them crystdlize. I've been told that basically the medics can't find anything wrong
with you and you're due to be discharged from here and into the tender care of the MPs. But don't
worry. I'll fill be around to hold your little hand, from timeto time."

* * %

On getting back from the hospita, Mike Capra discovered that thiswas not indeed going to be the case,
either. HEd been reassigned.

Hewent immediately to his chain of command. That took him asfar Lieutenant Colond Ogata.

"No. It has nothing to do with Mgor Gainor, or anything she's been ableto fix, Lieutenant. It'sadirect
ingtruction from Genera Needford. | attempted to question the issue and he only said one word. And
that was 'Dreyfus."

Ogata gave Capraastony look. "Y ou know Needford's reputation as ajudge aswell as| do. He
believesin Judtice, with acapitd J, Lieutenant. Justice will be served. Do you bdieve Mgor Fitzhugh
innocent or guilty?

"Guilty ashell, but not of what he's been charged with."

"Then | think you should dways keep in the back of your mind the fact that General Cartup-Kreutzler's
SJA isnot afool even if heisadrunk and scared of hisboss,” said Ogata.



Onthat cryptic note, Mike Caprawas dismissed. Hetried to figure out what Ogata meant, as he | €ft.
Likeadl top generds, Kreutzler had alegd advisor—Staff Judge Advocate, asthey were caled. He
would be the one who actudly drew up the charges againgt Fitzhugh.

Oh. Caprasmiled thinly. A capable lawyer, after dl, knew exactly how to draw up charges that would
look good on paper but be full of holes—which agenera was not likely to spot, beforeit wastoo late.
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Chapter 14

A large third floor bedroom in Shaw House, a
Palladian-style mansion, set in extensive gardens,
with a park and private golf course.

Virginiawoke from a dream-tortured deep in the strangest of places. Her own bedroom. The soft-toys
that had always been arrayed on her bed had been nestly placed onto their night-shelf, and looked down
at her. Shefdt . . . odd. Her thoughts seemed somehow fuzzy.

After awhile, sheredized that part of the oddness was that she was clean and wearing a nightdress.
After what she'd been through, that no longer felt quite natural. Shelooked at the bookshelvesfull of
antique Regency romances. They weredl there. The room was as she remembered it, down to the
detalsof theway it smelled.

So, wasit dl some sort of terrible—and wonderful—dream? She must ask Fuff . . .
She suddenly redlized the smal galago wasn't in hisusua spot beside her.

Virginia Shaw knew fear, then. She felt her temple. There was asmadl, neat dressing—not the crude
bandage that Doc had put on . . . and where was Chip? He wouldn't have left her, surely? He loved her.
He'd said so.

Slowly she began to piece together her memories of how she'd got here.

A cold sweat of fear prickled at her.
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Sheld been rescued from the Magh'.

Shed fdlen into the hands of something worse.

A maid cameinto theroom. A familiar face, anorma part of the vast household staff of the Shaw
mansion. "Good morning, Miss Virginia. Can | draw the curtains for you? Order you some coffee?
Doctor has said you can get up for an hour today.” She had two tablets on a saucer, and a glass of
water. She handed it to Virginia. "Doctor said you were to take these, please, miss.”

"How long have | been here?' asked Virginia, drinking the tablets and then leaning back againgt the
pillows. Shefelt curioudy week.

"Since yesterday morning, miss. Now, can | order you something €l se to drink? Coffee? Chocolate?
Teg?'

What she felt she needed right now was some of therat's|ooted over-proof brandy. But she needed to
establish just what was going on before she started to kick and scream.

"Coffeewould benicg," she sad.

"And perhaps some toast, miss?"

"Y es. Why not? Have you seen Huff anywhere, by theway?"

"They haven't caught the nagty little cresture yet, miss. But it isonly amatter of time."

Virginiafelt amixture between eation and terror. Fuff was around. He hadn't deserted her, then. But
obvioudy someone wastrying to catch him.

She yawned. Thiswoman was definitely part of the staff, but not one of the sullen maids who had taken
"working for the dummy" asaform of punishment. She probably wouldn't know how attached Virginia
and Fuff wereto each other.



"Why bother," she sad disnterestedly. "Hell comein when he'shungry.”

"They've put bait out for him, MissVirginia. But he hasn't comeinfor it yet."

Virginiashrugged. "Hewill, when he gets hungry enough. Why do they want to catch him anyway? He's
harmless”

The maid looked shocked. "He hit Doctor Thom!*"

"How sad," said Virginia, boredly. "While | can quite understand that the doctor would like Fluff
captured, | will be very unhappy if heishurt. Pleasetdl everyonethat. And | would like that coffee and
toast, now."

Themaid hurried away.

But, by the time coffee came, Virginiafelt curioudy lethargic, and somehow unable to care very much.
She got up and sat in achair in the sun. But she did not even bother to take abook down from the shelf.
A curioudly detached portion of herself said that thiswas very odd indeed. Wrong! Wrong! Wrong!

* % %

Later Dr. Thom came and examined her. He seemed very pleased with her. She did notice that one of his
hands was bandaged, but she couldn't be bothered to ask why. It was all dreamy and oddly comfortable.
She ate and then she dept again.

But something inside her head was till shrieking that none of thiswasright.

* * %

The next morning was a carbon copy of thefirst. Except . . . after the maid had brought the coffee, the
glass of water and the tablets, sheleft to order amore substantial breskfast. A little skylight window
opened, very cautioudly.

Virginiafroze, the cup halfway to her lips, hearing it creak. Shelooked up. Therewere apair of huge soft
eyes peering a her. It was an impossible climb to the overhanging ba cony window.

But for Fluff, aclimb like that was easy.



Virginiawas about to give aglad cry when she noticed that he had hislong black finger acrosshislips.
Perhaps someone was listening, said the odd detached part inside her head.

Fluff was now mimicking her drinking. He wanted her to drink coffee? To pretend everything was
normal, perhaps? Well, she redlly wanted that coffee anyway. But as she raised it to her lips, he shook
hisheed franticaly.

He didn't want her to drink that coffee? Virginiawas puzzled. Fluff pointed to her bathroom. So,
obedient, she got up and walked in there and opened the little clouded glass window. There was no point
in that clouded glass, here, four floors up. Reaching thiswindow to peek in would have taken an insane
acrobat.

Fuff swung in. Galagos are small primates, but possibly one of the most acrobetic of them. They are
normally nocturna, so not many people get to gppreciate their climbing skills. He did not jump for her
reaching arms. Instead he legpt for the basin and turned on the tap. Then he leapt to her, and clung to her
neck. " Sefiorita, they have the devicesfor listening everywhere," he whispered. "And do not drink the
pills Sheisthe drug for tranquilizing.”

No wonder she'd drifted through yesterday! Sheld been drugged. And she would have been again
today.

"What's happened?’ Virginiawhispered. "All | remember was Doctor Thom. . . | think he injected me.
And he ordered me to come quietly, in Korozhet. | wasn't expecting it and | couldn't resist.”

"He had the badge on his jacket. The badge she spoke, very quietly, in Crotchet. | too obeyed. | saw
him inject you with asmadl thing. | clung to your neck, and they carried you to the helipad. Eveninthe
rain, the helicopter sheflew. | hid under the seat. The pilot he swore much about the instruments. They
cameto thisplace and | was seen running from the helicopter.”

Huff shivered. For dl his Don Quixote antics, Huff was ill avery smdl and not naturaly courageous
primate. "They tried to shoot me, 'Ginial They had guns. | jJumped and ran and hid. Then | went looking
for you."

"Oh, FHuff. You're so brave." Ginny hugged him, knowing that he enjoyed being told this, and knowing he
redlly deserved it.



"What elseisatrue cabalero to do?' whispered Fluff, his chest expanding alittle. "Now, 'Ginia. | think
you must go back into the room because | hear that pig-person spy-maid. | wait outside. They cannot
catch methere"

So Virginiawent out again. But now she was not quite as afraid as she had been that morning. Huff was
avery little galago, true. But he had brought Chip and the rats and bats to her rescue before. There was
hope. And besides, there was strength in not being alone.

"l cant tell you how niceit isto have coffee again,” she said, cheerfully.

The maid's bearing was giff. "Doctor said | must make sure you drank your pills.”

"Oh, | will. Now, | wanted to wear my jade chiffon today. | think | can get up abit more today, don't
you?"

"Doctor said so. Drink your pills, miss."

"I'm going to. But | couldn't find my jade chiffon dress. The last time something of mine went missing
Daddy had two of the servantsjailed . . . and then it turned up that it had been put into Mummy's closets.
Imagine that. So you'd best go and look.”

Ginny took the pills, and amouthful of water. Unfortunately, the maid waited for her to swalow. So
Virginiadid.

"And now what is keeping you?' she asked crosdly.

"Areyou sureit isn't in these cupboards, miss?’

"Areyou questioning me?' Virginiaechoed her mother a her most unpleasantly haughty. " Off with you.”
Shetook another mouthful of coffee.

The woman turned and |eft. Virginiawaited until she was sure the maid was gone, and then went into the
bathroom and turned on the shower.



Shetried sticking her finger down her throat. It took more effort than she'd thought it woul d—yuck—but
eventually it worked. She got rid of some coffee and the pills. The pills had started to soften dready, but
shedidn't think she'd ingested much of whatever wasin them.

"Areyou aredl right, mi Virginia?' enquired Huff anxioudy.

She made aface. "Better than | would beif | kept that stuff inme," said Virginia. "But | think | am going
to go onacrash diet. I'm not eating anything that could be doped. And | redly would love some more
coffee”

"Food it isno problem. | can ed that from the kitchens. Coffee. . . | will see”

"Y ou'd better be careful, Fluff. That jail-warder maid of minelet on that they're putting out bait for you.
It's probably poisoned.”

Fuff laughed scornfully. "They arefoals, Virginia They think | am some dumb beast. And it isnot only
your maid who isajail-warder. This place has been taken over by many | do not recognize. Only afew
of the old faces are dtill here. Thiswhole place sheisnow aprison. | have found out that Doctor Thom
has taken over your father's old study. He has made it his office. He does not know that with theivy it is
agood placefor meto hide. | havelistened to them planning . . . hist!"

Standing on the edge of the basin, Fluff assumed a dramatic pose—his posture tense, one hand cupped
to ahuge ear. "Danger! Someone comes.”

There was aknock on the bathroom door. "Miss Virginia? Areyou dl right?’

"Of coursel am." Shedidn't haveto work at al to put an irritated tone in her voice. That "Miss' was
beginning to grate. "I'm just about to have ashower. I'll call for you if | need you." She motioned FHuff out
of thewindow. Then, just in case, stripped off her nightgown and stepped into the shower.

* * %

In the daysthat followed, Virginiacultivated aglazed look of vacant amiability. It did alow her towak
around alittle and to find out that the Shaw mansion had been entirely taken over by someone her father
had didiked and feared. It so alowed her to find out that she was most definitely the man's prisoner, in
al but name. Shetook her meals—asfar as possible—in solitary state, in her room. Fortunately, she had
usually been made to do so, before the soft-cyber implant had enabled her to leave being an incoherent



seven-year-old in an adult body. The remaining old staff of the mansion took that as the norm, and the
new watchdogs therefore seemed to accept it also.

So, Fuff was ableto stead food from the orchards, gardens, and the kitchensfor her, and to meet her in
secret. And she was allowed to wander around, though she was careful to make no effort to go where
she was steered away from—places like the vehicle park, the kitchens and the gardens.

The other thing that was denied her, quietly but firmly, was news of the outside world. The news channels
on thetelevision in her room had been blocked. When she had the chance, she found out that thiswas
the case for the large-screen TV in the Oriole Room too. And none of the newspapers, magazines and
periodicasthat used to be delivered to the library were there any more. When she asked, in abored
tone, why the TV in her room was skipping channds, shewastold that it was for her peace of mind, on
Dr. Thom's orders.

She and Huff discussed, at some length, the galago's going for help. Fluff had three problemswith the
ideat

Firgly, perimeter security wastight. There was everything from ten-foot-high ectric fencing to
flight-detectorsin place.

Secondly, the gdago's departure would leave Virginiawithout food.

And thirdly, the little creature, raised as a pampered ultra-rich girl's pet, had no ideawhere to go for help.
The world outside was a strange, unfamiliar and terrifying place. Who did he gpproach? Where would he
find Chip or therats and bats that Ginny knew she could trust?

Doctor Thom hadn't quite moved inyet. But it was plain that he regarded the place very much ashis
own. It was aso plain that his agents had infiltrated the staff far more thoroughly than Aloysius Shaw had
ever dreamed. Obvioudly, the Shaws persond physician had been hiskingpin. Doctor Thom was now
absolute lord here, except . . .

When his master arrived.

* * %

Virginia had the dubious pleasure of meeting the man some two days | ater.



"Miss, you have avistor,” said the chambermaid. There was distinct nervousnessand awein the
woman'svoice.

The maid's name had turned out to be Juliet. Juliet the Jailor, asVirginiaprivately thought of her. The
"Miss' had got to the point where Virginiawaswondering if it was ajudtification for homicide.

"Oh?' said Virginialanguidly, doing her best to hide the quickening of interest. "Who?"

"It's Tabot Cartup, Miss. Wed better get you dressed quickly. The boss doesn't like to be kept waiting."

Sheyawned. "Who ishe?'

"He'savery important man, Miss.”

Virginiaknew what Tabot Cartup's portfolio had been, and how her father Aloysius had been angry
about it being given to him. The man's completely unfit to be in charge of public security—for
anyone, much less the Shareholders Council! she remembered once hearing her father snarling to her
mother.

At thetime, Virginiahadn't really understood what her father had been concerned about. In retrospect,
thinking over that old overheard conversation and some others, it was clear to her that whispersof a
possible Vat insurrection had terrified enough influentid Shareholdersto push Cartup into the position of
power he had held before the war. Her father had objected, but he'd been outvoted.

Thewar, of course, had increased the Cartup family's power vastly—and had driven Aloysiusto employ
his own security staff. It obvioudy hadn't helped. Not if Cartup was Jailor Juliet's boss.

Virginiaallowed hersalf to be dressed. She shook off the escort downstairs, and walked down to the
Webb Salon. Dr. Thom and Cartup were both there, sipping her father's Barbadillo Olorosa Seco Cuco
sherry out of Waterford crystal glasses.

"Ah, Miss Shaw. May | say how pleased | am to see you up and about,” said Talbot Cartup, standing
up, and adjusting the window as he did so.



She smiled vacantly a him. She noticed he knew exactly where the eectric window controlswere, and
how to use them. "Y ou have the advantage of me, Sir." Ah, the Bronte words. So perfect for this setting.

"Tdbot Cartup,” heintroduced himsdlf. "I wasafriend and admirer of your late father."

She had seen him afew times before, actudly, in public venues where Aloysius Shaw could not avoid
him. But she was sure her reputation for brain damage would dlay whatever suspicions Cartup might
have.

"l don't remember you, I'm afraid, sir. My father didn't talk much to me." True. He had talked to others
asif shewasn't there,

There was some dight relaxation in the set of Tadbot Cartup's shoulders. A great man, Miss Shaw. A
greet lossfor usdl! | misshim sorely.”

Virginiacouldn't say the same, not with astraight face. Again, in retrospect, she could now understand
that her parents had been fairly moderate in their politica views—certainly compared to such as Cartup.
But that hadn't ed them to treat her with any sympathy. She'd been avery good clockwork
doll-model-of-a-daughter to her parents, once sheld gotten the implant, and nothing more than that. She
was certain Tabot Cartup missed Aloysius Shaw as much as shedid.

"Itissad, yes. .. And what can | do for you, Sr?"

"Why, nothing, Miss Shaw. Rather, in my role as an executive member of the Council of Shareholders, |
cameto seeif there was anything we could do for you."

"How good of you," she said, letting her tone sound vaguely pleased. "But Doctor Thom islooking after
mevery wdl."

"He was about to get me some records when you arrived,” said Cartup, meaningfully.

The doctor started. "Er. I'll go and get you that file right now, shal 1? Miss Virginia can look after you for
afew moments, Mr. Cartup.”



When held left, Talbot Cartup turned to her. "Is everything dl right?" he asked in awhisper.

Ginny looked at him with what she hoped was an expression of vague puzzlement. "Why, fine. No
problems. . . not aproblem in the world."

"That doctor. Do you trust him?"

Morethan | trust you, you snake, which isto say not at all. If | hadn't heard Daddy talking about
you, and Fluff hadn't heard Thom reporting to you, and your Jailor Juliet-spy hadn't |et the cat
out of the bag, calling you "the boss,” | might just have asked you for help.

But she let none of that show. By now, Ginny had mastered the art of keeping her expresson mindlesdy
vacant. It wasn't hard, redlly, since she had years of experience with brain damageto call on.

"Dr. Thom has been so kind," she said dreamily.

"So he's been hel pful ?*

"Very. But I'm sotired. | hope I'll fedl better one day soon. Doctor said | wasjust to rest.”

Cartup nodded, sympatheticaly. "Good advice, Miss Shaw. Good advice. | wasjust concerned. You
know you can confidein meif you have any trouble.”

"Why, thank you. Y ou aretoo kind."

The doctor returned with adim brown folder. "MissVirginia, you're looking alittle pde.”

"I'mjust tired,” she said, "and a bit shaky.” She didn't have to fake the tremor in her hand. The doctor
wouldn't know thet it was from fury.

"I'll call someone to take you back to your room, then.”



"I'll befine on my own, Doctor,” she said with just atrace of her mother's hauteur. "But | will ask you to
excuse me, Migter Catsup.” She enjoyed that little twist on hisname. "Very kind of you to call." She
drifted toward the door, which the doctor hastily opened for her.

There were no servants in the hallway. Doubtless the spy-master didn't want anyone eavesdropping on
him. Silently, and with no sign of the shaky footsteps sheld affected before, Ginny dipped into the
adjoining Wedgewood room. Her mother had been a shrewish woman and had redlly didiked being
excluded from some of Aloysius's private meetings—held so often in the Webb Salon. Sheld had her
own smple but effective way of dedling with the security measures Aloysius had taken. Virginiahad seen
her do it, twice, though she'd had no understanding at the time what her mother was doing—or why.

Mechanical snooping wasimpossible, but . . . Virginia searched her memory. She found the glass behind
the leather-bound books, where she remembered her mother had hidden it. Then she pressed it against
thewall and strained to listen.

She could make out the words. Barely, but enough.

" ... unnecessary charade. | wasworried she might know too much about me," said Cartup.

"| told you, Tabot," said Dr. Thom. "I have the matter entirely in hand. She's doped to the nines.”

"l wish you'd stick to injecting her. I've been told that drug absorption varies with what they eat.”

"Oral dosage is quite safe, Tabot," said the doctor. "Trust me. The stuff is quite addictive, anyway. She's
aready heading for the stage where sheld beg usfor it, if we stopped.”

"It's not going to make her raving stoned isit?" asked Cartup. "Because we need her up, about, and
gpparently compos mentis, Thom. We need control of those votes of hers."

"Shell befine" reassured Dr. Thom. "Rather vague, but very willing. Shélll do anything so long aswe
keep her well dosed.”

"Good. Because shelll have to appear in public eventually. Possibly afew times. Thereis consderable



public curiogity about dl this, and | haven't been ableto damp it al down.”

"All the more reason for not injecting her, Talbot. These summer fashionswould make finding hidden
veinstricky. And intramuscular absorption redlly iserratic.”

"We're going to have to get her to sign those proxy forms soon," said Cartup. "Will she do that?"

The doctor snorted sarcasticaly, loudly enough for Virginiato hear. "Sheld lie down on her back and let
you screw her if | told her to, Tabot. Besdes we've got that device you got from the Korozhet. That'll
make her do anything you fancy.”

Tabot laughed. " Someone ese might want adummy, but | prefer abit more spicein my bed partners.”

"Someone did want thisdummy," said the doctor lightly. " She's not avirgin any more, which she definitely
waslast time | examined her. | took reasonably fresh semind fluid samplesfrom her vaginawhen |
examined her while she was unconscious."

"Good lord," said Cartup, plainly amused, by histone. "Probably some hard-up soldier.”

Ginny nearly dropped the glass. She didn't even bother to put it away inits hiding place. Some part of her
mind told her to keep listening, but she was just too shaken with sheer fury.

She fled back to her room. How dare they say that about her—and about Chip? And how dare that vile
Thom pry into her unconscious body?

She was going to get out of herel Somehow, someway. And there would be areckoning. She cast about
for ameans. Her firg inclination was to use something to bludgeon that creep into a pulp when he next
cameto "examine' her.

Cold reflection said that wouldn't work, or be worth it, no matter how sweet theidea. She could dwell
pleasantly on the thought, but Dr. Thom was alarge and well-built man. To her own present disgust shed
once had something of a crush on him, and thus she knew that he was a martid-arts expert—or claimed
to be, at least.



Whether hewas or not, she knew held been practicing faithfully every day in the manson'sgym. Even if
she managed to catch him unawares . . . she was not surejust how hard to hit, or if she could hit hard
enough. For amoment, she wished savagely for her chainsaw, the one she'd used to daughter Magh' in
the tunnels. That would dedl with him! Martid arts, be damned. Riiiipppppppp. Arms and legs flying
everywhere. . .

She drove those thoughts forcefully from her mind, concentrating on what wasfeasible. Or at least might
be.

So: escape. She couldn't drive. Well, shed never driven anything but agolf cart. So stedling avehicle and
driving it through the fence wouldn't work. Besides, the fence was dectrified. And also there were
various hidden booby traps adong its length. She knew where the plans for those were kept, but ill, it
was no little obstacle. The gateswould stop atank, she remembered her father saying, never mind a
mere golf cart. Anyway, there were at least three burly guards between her and the motor pool.

And when she got out, where could she go, where they wouldn't just bring her back to the disgusting
doctor's"care?'
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Chapter 15

Military court C, southern suburbs of George Bernard Shaw City.
"Not guilty to these charges, sir.”

Fitz had known something was very serioudy wrong when Mike Capra had been pulled off hiscase. The
young lieutenant he had acting for him now would have had difficulty spelling her own nameright.

The court too was empty, except for the defense, the trid attorney and the pand of gray-haired officers.

Hed never seen thefirgt witnessin hislife before. Nonethe ess, this Mervyn Paype claimed to know him
wdll. Paype was a counterintel ligence agent with Specid Branch, it seemed, and he swore that Conrad
Fitzhugh had received large sums of money from him. Paype even had anumber of excellent photographs
of Conrad Fitzhugh handing over battle plansto himsdlf.

The femae witnesswho followed, claming to be atypist in Generd Visse's office who had been seduced
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and mided by the despicable Fitzhugh, cried quite artistically. Fitz had never seen her beforein hislife,
ether. Odd, redly, given the rather graphicdly intimate details the woman gave of their varioustrysts.

The young lieutenant defending him put up not one question, and raised not one objection. Fitz was not
even cdled to the stand himself. Fitz had never been to amilitary court before. But there seemed a
marked paucity of justice here.

The entire case took less than forty-five minutes. The panel didn't need more than thirty secondsto
decide on hisguilt. Mgor Gainor smiled seraphicaly at him asthe judge pronounced it.

Hewas hardly surprised at the death sentence that the panel thought an appropriate punishment.

* % *

"I can have you out of herein ten minutes," said Arid conversationdly to Fitz, through the bars of the
paddy wagon. She wasn't supposed to be here. But then Ariel never et that stop her.

Conrad Fitzhugh looked speculative. "Which would effectively be an admisson of guilt, wouldn't it?’

Ariel shrugged. "Who cares?'

"I do, Aridl. | broke the law half a dozen waysto breakfast. I'll take the consequences. I've dways said
that. But | won't take aload of trumped-up rubbish. That was al | wanted to say. But obvioudy they
didn't want the truth coming out, especialy about the Korozhet."

"That's apart that not even | am sure about. They're our dlies. But | love you, even if you're wrong."

"Tak to Van Klomp about it. Actudly, that'swhat | want you to do anyway. Can you get to the
paratrooper's base on your own?"

"I think | could. It'salongish march, but at least | know the town. What do you want him to do? Prepare
ahideout?’

"No. I want him to feed you and provide you with chocolate while I'm inside. | sent messagesto that
effect while Mike was till my counsel. He was supposed to be here to pick you up.”



"I'm staying with you," she said determinedly. "Thereisn't aprison on Harmony and Reason that can
keep meout. They'redl built to keep humansin. Methinksthey fail on rats"

Fitz shook his head. "One of the few things| do know isthat the right of apped isautomatic in cases of
the death pendty given out by agenera court-martia. Theré's no way they can get around that. | want
you to get to Van Klomp. Hell get Mike. Between them, they can get the process going. | want my
chance on that witness stand. | want you there too, to tell the people of Harmony and Reason just how
their genera was spending the evening while he was supposedly directing operations. | need you to do
this, Aridl. | need you to stay out of trouble long enough to doiit.”

Reluctantly she nodded. Then, leagped up to the bars and whiffled her nose againgt his cheek. " 'Kay."

Fitz heard the MP drivers arrive. Arid dipped away.

"Let'ssee. Isthere any law that they didn't contravene?' asked General Needford, hisfingers steepled.

"Off-hand, no," said Lieutenant Colond Ogata. " The entire thing should be declared amidtrid. Thetime
and the court in which the case was taking place were adtered in the record. Y ou have the press baying
furioudy at you about that. The clerk of the court saysthat the necessary pre-trid offer of an dternative
defense smply wasn't issued. In fact Judge Jeffers made severa dozen straight errors of law. You're
going to have to take serious action there."

Ogatalooked down at thefilein hishands. "The defense. . . Well, to say the woman was out of her
depth isthe kindest interpretation.” Flipped afew pages. "Thepand . . . The phrase 'unlawfully
influenced' comesto mind very easly. No Challenge was issued to any of them. Generd

Cartup-Kreutzler must have gotten some advice from his SJA. He'salush, but capable enough when he's
sober. It must have been hisideathat the charges were pressed by Mgor Genera Visse, so Lieutenant
Genera Cartup-Kreutzler was the convening officer. Very convenient. The sooner you act, the less
public outcry therewill be."

General Needford raised an eyebrow. "Ah, but | don't really want to stifle public outcry just yet. Dreyfus
, Ogata, Dreyfus. That'swhat we need to findly start cleaning up this palitical cesspool. Thereisa
historical precedent for nearly everything. By theway, you'll be conducting the defense thistime. And |
suggest you have young Capraas your junior counsd.”



"Capra cheeks too many judges, and thinks he'stoo clever to be caught out at it," Ogatasaid, sniffing.
"But hesabright boy, | admit.”

Ogata <till looked doubtful. "And 0, you think this pardld s the Dreyfus case do you, Sr? That might be
abit rough on Fitzhugh. If | recall correctly, Dreyfus went through severd retrids over agood five years
before he was pardoned.”

Needford smiled wryly. "Communications and the mediamove alittle faster now. They cal it ‘progress;' |
believe. | anticipate Fitzhugh going for retria in aweek or two."

* * %

Fitz had expected things to take arapid turn for the worse when he arrived back at the Central Detention
Barracks.

This appeared to be incorrect. He was ushered into Colone Trevor's office.

The officer looked more than alittle uncomfortable. "Mgor Fitzhugh.”

Fitz fet that there was no longer any particular need or justification to giving any recognition or respect to
senior ranks. "'l thought | had been stripped of my rank," he said curtly.

"Wdll ... ah. I'vejust had acall from Generd Needford, advisng methat thisis not going to be the case,
and advisngme. .. Wéll. It seemsthe JAG isnot entirdly satisfied with your trid."

"It wasn't atrid. It was kangaroo court. I'm hoping my appeal will be dightly better. Based on what |
have experienced so far that'sunlikely. But I'll giveit atry. So: how do | gpped ?*

Colond Trevor looked at his desk. "The judge ought to have dedlt with that. As a death-sentence
prisoner, you do have the automatic right to gpped.”

"W, the judge didnit dedl withit," ssid Fitz curtly.

"I know," admitted the colonel. "Generd Needford pointed that out to me.”



"Who isthis General Needford?' asked Fitz. "1 worked in Military HQ. | thought | knew al theidiots
avaladle”

"Generd John Needford isthe Judge Advocate Generd, Mgor," said the colond iffly. "And he
certainly isno idiot. He's advised methat your tria will, in the next few days, be declared asrequiring
retrid on the basis of subgtantive errors of law. Of course, it will take sometime for the paperwork . . ."

Trevor cleared histhroat. "In the meantime, | haveto treat you asif the previoustria isvalid. However, |
can advise you that you will be permitted visits from the attorneys that the JAG has delegated to defend
you in the gpped: one Lieutenant Colond Ogata, and a Lieutenant Michagl Capra. They'll be herein
approximately an hour.”

And hed left Ariel out there, to walk. Fitz cursed himsdlf silently. There were dangers out there.
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Chapter 16

George Bernard Shaw city, HAR I nstitute of Technology,
Genetic Bio-research Section, and latterly on
the rooftops of the city.

Darleth waved her scent tendrils at the array of substances on the plates. Thetroublewas. . . they
brought so many at once. She hadn't been able to get through to them that the odors from the other
foodstuffs made it so hard to decide what could possibly be safe. Besides, right now starvation made all
smellstoo intense, dmost nauseatingly o.

Findly she decided that she had to try the least offensive one. It looked rather like awater-roach, but
amelled dightly of iodine. Shetook atentative bite.

Wasn't quite sick. Swallowed. It was salty.

Took asecond bite.

* % *

"It'seating!" Mari-Lou held her breath and clutched the lab-coat deeve of her assstant, causng hima
great dedl of unnecessary worry about how to politely fend off your boss advances.
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"Did you seethosetegth!" he exclaimed. "God help you, if that thing bites you. It looks cuddly enough,
but those teeth. Likelittle tridents!"

Mari-Lou exhaed. "I should have thought of that. How stupid can anyone get? | wonder if | can examine
the dentition properly without causing offense? But looking at it | was so sureit was arboredl!”

"Huh?' Not for thefirgt time, Mari-Lou's assistant scrambled to catch up with her.

Mari-Lou Evans smiled and tapped her own teeth. "Its teeth. They're designed to catch dippery things.
They're the same sort of teeth piscivorous mammals have. Which would fit in with what it chose to eat.”

The intercom crackled. "Dr. Evans. We have a party of Korozhet here, inssting on seeing the dlien. They
say it'saJampad. A Magh' dly and very dangerous. Better get out of there."

"It doesn't seem very dangerous. Oh, hdll. Get me Dr. Liegpsich. And makeit fag, if the Korozhet are
dready ontheir way here. Well run interference.”

* % *

Liepsch'strouserswere in grave danger of running interference themselves. They were astanding joke
among the gaff of HARIT, asthe physicist's persond proof that gravity could be defied.

Right now, not even the fact that he/d had to stop and haul them up was cause for laughter. All that
remained of Mari-Lou Evanswastoo late for saving. Her assistant, Dr. Wei, was merely unconscious.

The door to the room where the blue-furred aien had been kept was splintered. And the room within
wasasmoking ruin.

Sanjay Devi was dready there when Liepsich arrived. He could see the same grief and fury in her
expresson that hefelt himsalf. But there was something e se, too, which bordered on quiet eation.

"The cracks are spreading,” she murmured. "Findly."

He shivered alittle. There had never been any doubt in his mind which of the three witches, in the end,



was the oldest, wisest—and the most cold-bloodedly ruthless.

"Yourealittlescary," he grumbled.

Her thin smile had no humor at dl init. "Big Ssersaredwaysalittle scary.”

* * %

Darleth heard the alien intercom. Only one word made any sense. The gray head-furred one rushed out
with her assstant, the door locking behind them.

Something bad was coming, and Darleth wasn't planning to wait for it to get here. Even if she had to kill
one of these aliensto escape . . . well, so beit. Shewas not going to fal into Korozhet hands again.

Darleth was dready heading dong the Skeletal girders above the buildings, moving asfast as she could on
three arms, when the explosion came.

Perhaps taking a handful of the dien food with her had not been logical. But she was beyond logic now.
Beyond anything, redly, except for blind flight.

* * %

Darleth had eaten the dlien food dowly, over anumber of hours, waiting for ill effects. Then, had found
fresh water to drink. That had been yesterday, and she had not died, been sick, or gotten caught.

They were certainly looking for her. Sheld seen patrols of soldiers on the street. One of them had shot at
ananima inatree. Theanima had plainly been someone's prized possession, because the human had
come out of ahouse and screamed at the soldier and hit him with a heavy metal object.

Darleth stayed away from trees, after that. She was hidden, at the moment, on the roof of a partly ruined
building. But she'd have to go out foraging sometime soon. Her ssomach said that now that it had had
food, even strange, sdlty, dien food, it wanted more. Darleth tasted the evening breeze. No hint of the
aienfood that hadn't killed her. Jampad sense of smell was superb, a the two molecules per million level.
To Darleth there were entire stories written on the breeze.

Another thing she did not smell was the naphthalene reek of Korozhet. That pleased her more than not
smdling food.



She went out into the darkness, swinging from roof to roof. There was no water near here, or she would
have taken to that.

At length she picked up atrace of the distinctive odor of the dien food.

She moved gedthily towardsit. The scent came from awel-lit building, with white pillars hung with some
kind of leafy greenery, and oddly-blue tinted many-paned windows. Undoubtedly some kind of human
eatery. Shefound her way up abuilding opposite and settled down to watch, hungrily, on aniron
daircase on the outside of the building.

Smelly vehicleswere discharging patrons, and it appeared business was brisk. Darleth picked up atrace
of Korozhet, too. Not asif they were there in the building themselves, but asif the patrons had been with
some of the enemy recently.

Eventually, Darleth became aware that she too was being watched. Black beady eyes were looking at
her through the expanded metal landing above her.

She knew those eyes. And recognized the smell, now that she was thinking about it.

There was one thing about the soft-cyber chipsthat the Korozhet had sold humans so that they could
uplift creaturesto fight the Magh', that the Korozhet somehow forgot to mention: The default languageis
Korozhet. And obedience to ordersin that language and bias towardsit, is built into the programming.
The Korozhet feared dave-revolts more than anything else . . . with good reason. They insured against it
with the soft-cybers.

Darleth did not see mere uplifted rats, therefore. She didn't even see hungry runaway deserters. She saw
tools, that could be seized from her enemies and turned against them.

"Come down here," she commanded, in alanguage that they could understand and would obey. It would
be good to have something to talk to, even if she hadn't been planning on making them into her private

amy.

* % *

Pooh-Bah was a the moment arat in search of ameal. But he had been anumber of other things, from
Minister of Defense to Chancellor of the Exchequer, not to mention Groom of the Back Stairs. So hed
been abit doubtful about the meal-qualities of the blue hairy thing, even before it spoke.



Of course, the best way to experiment with meal-quality was to eat some, preferably after another rat.
But dinner had just talked back—and in alanguage that Pooh-Bah understood, but had never heard
before. Various parts of Pooh-Bah's multiple personalitiesrecoiled in darm. However, something else
inssted that he obey. None of the persondities liked that much. But, looking at Gobbo, he saw the other
rat was obeying too. Cautioudy, reluctantly, but going down.

* * %

The cresture was odd, Pooh-Bah thought. Blue fur was alittle unusual except down at that club on
Dellman street. And six limbs tended to go with delicacies like grasshopper or cockroach, which didn't
usudly havefur. Thiswasdso alittlelarge. Not even the family-sze roach was quite that big.

"Y ou will find you can speek thislanguage,” said Blue-fur. "Are you two soldiersin this human army?'

"Not recently,” said Gobbo warily.

"Good. They aretrying to kill me."

"WEél, | think they'd do that to us, too. We are. . . people from vast acreages of sand.” Pooh-Bah was
sure that wasn't quite what the word meant, but that was the best trand ation the soft-cyber could do.

" am wanting to get some food from that place." Blue-fur pointed to the restaurant across the stret.

"It'sadump,” said Gobbo dismissively. "Doesn't even do curried tripe.”

The creature peered at them from under the blue-fur fringe. Pooh-Bah realized that the English words
puzzled it. Hefiled the information in his mind under the Archbishop, adeviousthinker, for future
reference.

"Still. I can smell afood-kind | can eat there," said Blue-fur. "I am hungry. | have eaten only one handful
inmany days."

Dayd "WEél, excuse us," said Gobbo, backing off. " Tis needful for usto eat every four hours. So: were
off foraging now. Bye."

Pooh-Bah redlized that the soft-cyber had trandated hours, a concept rats were rather vague about, into



ameasure of time he understood with precision. The more he dedlt with this alien language, thelesshe
likedit.

"l need you to help meraid that place," said Blue-fur, pointing.

"It's hard work," protested Gobbo. "It is quite rat-proof, too. There's places with better food and grog
which are much easer to get into.”

"Food for you, maybe," said Blue-fur. "But | have only found one kind of local food | can tolerate yet.
And I amwary of usng my body to experiment with."

* * %

Half an hour later, they were Sitting in the rooftop nest the rats had assembled. Blue-fur, concluded
Pooh-Bah, was apostive addition to burglary. It had thumbs—four of them, in fact, two better than
humans—and that made burglary alot smpler. It didn't want a share of the grog they'd stolen. A double
bonus.

"Arethere many of you people from vast acreages of sand herein thiscity?" it asked.

Gobbo yawned. He'd eaten, drunk and wanted to deep. "Quite afew. Living is soft here. We cameto
see a human who owed us. Got lost. Been here ever since. We've cut out a nice piece of territory for
ourselves. It's better than fighting in the front line, though we don't get a grog-issue. We nearly went
back to the army until we found we could stedl it for oursaves.”

"I want to make anetwork of dl of you in thistown,” said Blue-fur.

"Why?" asked Gobbo.

"Because something that wantsus al dead or in davery ishere. | do not wishto beadave.”

Pooh-Bah considered, and found that al of the people that he was agreed with that. He was a bit
worried about Blue-fur's endavement designs himself, but the creature seemed content to thieve beside
them, rather than sending them out to do it. And he had to admit that the dien creasture was good &t it
t0o. Better than humans, anyway.



Military Animal regrouping centers—
Camp Marmian for rats and bats.

The collection of body hair and B.O. that was the cook's assistant at Microsceledia Military Animal
Regrouping and Holding Center 4 hefted cardboard boxes out of the ten-tonner. He then began hauling
the boxes into a kitchen storeroom that was the kind of place even roaches tended to avoid. Of course,
that could also have been because the rats ate them. Despite the name, the "rats' were primarily derived
from an insectivorous genome.

One of the boxes the cook's assistant was carrying burped. Loud and long.

He dropped the box, which split. It disgorged the remains of twenty kilos of precooked curried tripe,
third grade. And avery plump and irritated ret.

"Mamsey-nosed whoremaster! What sort of welcomeisthis, to be flung about asif by some angry
flood?' demanded Fal. "Have you no respect for the dead, man?’

"Henry! Therésamuckin' rat in the boxes!" squaled the cook's assistant.

The cook and two more assstants arrived at arun. "The thieving bastards get in everywhere,” said the
cook. He dammed the metal-clad outer door.

The next box popped open. "Some of usdid think to deep, perchance to dream of somerest," said
Nym, irritably. "Cangt not kill Fa quietly?"

"What the hell are you doing in the food boxes?' demanded the cook. "What do you want here, eh?!

"A cup of hot winewith not adrop of alaying Tiber init," said Dall, deepily.

"Half of thisbox has been emptied out! Y ou—you—rats "

"Tch. A beggarly account of empty boxesfor returning heroes. Fie!" Loftily, Melene preened her tail.



"Lowe, get Captain Clewes. Well make an example of these food-stedling devils. Why the hell did |
have to end up cooking here? I'm beginning to think even front-line soldiers have a better dedl "

"Ha," said Fat Fd rubbing his paunch. "Knowest nothing of the front, then.”

* * %

And s0 it was that the rats returned in triumph to their unit, and were promptly put in the cage.
Punishment, except for the death sentence, required no more than the whim of the camp's commander.
They got three weeks of confinement on basic dry rationsfor their crime.

It was quite agood deal, Nym thought. In the front lines they'd get basic dry ration, and Maggots would
try to kill you. Here they only got the basic dry ration.

They had explained they'd been on the front and been told to come here. But then the rat-minders didn't
redly care where they had come from. Dedling with the rats was the lowest of al jobsin the human army,
and tended to have the lowest caliber of humans.

Stll, Nym thought, after two days gossip to passers-by, they were doing rather well at fulfilling their
promise to the bats. The better part of the rats on the front, transferring in and out of here, knew their
story by now. And dso had heard a story that the soft-cyber chip in their heads left them forced to obey
something called "the Crotchets." The rumor that "the Crotchets' were Korozhet was a separate one,
aso circulating. Sometimes the two met, with abump.

If there was one thing that rats didn't believein, it was being guaranteed to be Number Two. In every
rat'smind, he or sheis Number One. From what Bronstein had said, batsfelt that this meant that they'd
haveto try harder. Therats knew it Smply meant that you'd have to do in Number One.

* * %

Bronstein had to admit that when it cameto anatura ability for ignoring the law, any onerat had the edge
ondl of batdom.

If it had been left to her, or O'Nid or Eamon, they'd till have been getting the fly-around from various
human officias, trying to get aride back to their units. Instead the rats had taken thingsinto their own
paws—driven, admittedly, by the need for food. She would never have thought of helping hersdlf to a
ride back. To therats, once the vehicle had been identified, the thought was as natura as a scamper and
leap up to the ropes securing the canvas cover, while the driver was being signed out by the stores
depot's gate-guard.

Thetwo Military Anima Regrouping Centers were close together, and it was Smply amatter of flapping



off the truck when the Bat Center camein sight. The rats had cheerfully assumed that there would be
some horrendous pendlty incurred by them for returning to base, having failed in the human expectation of
dying to defend humans. They wererather like Connolly, in that way. Batslost in the tide of war did
flutter into Bat-Base from timeto time. It was accepted. Bats owed no loyaty to humans, at least asfar
asthe bats could see, but had avast amount of loydty to the other bats. Bats might lose their units, but
they did not desert. If rumor wasto be believed, there were quite afew rat-deserters, living out lives of
quiet banditry on their own. There was no bat equivadent.
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Chapter 17

Military Courtrooms.

A lieutenant by the name of Capra had been appointed to act as Chip's"friend” at the regimental
court-martial. What astupid term, he thought. As if some Shareholder-officer was going to be the friend
of aVat-grunt. Why not just cal the man "defense attorney” and be done with it?

Still, he'd been recommended by Corporal Dusannay, the colond's clerk. She said he was the best, and
she had reason to know, as dl of Colonel Brown and Camp Marmian's business was handled through
her. By her, in practicd fact.

Now that he was standing herein shiny boots and anew uniform, Chip was alot less certain that all of
this had been agood idea. The charges wereridiculous, but when did that stop them from sticking? He
hoped that the lieutenant from the JAG was good. He was a Shareholder, after dl. Y ou couldn't trust
Shareholders. . . except maybe Ginny, and she'd deserted him.

* * %

"Not guilty to dl the charges, ar.”

Lieutenant Capra stood up and turned to the major who was serving as presiding officer. "Magor
Betelsman, | would like to move that this case be dismissed. Not one of these charges can stand. Not
even with someone propping up ether sde of them.”

The mgor wasin charge of aneighboring supply depot and was an old friend of the colond in charge of
the camp. He had quite an impressive way of snorting. "Colonel Brown drew up those charges,
Lieutenant Capral Seems a pretty open-and-shut case to me. Private Connolly was AWOL.. Hetold
some stupid lie aout it, from whence the charges of disrespect to asenior office sem.”
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The JAG lieutenant coughed. "Firgtly, technically, the charges cannot stand, sir. The charge of AWOL is
incorrect. It should be Desertion, sir, which isa capital crime and must be prosecuted by agenera
court-martia, and not by aregimenta court-martia.”

"Aha. More serious charges. Well, | suppose. . ."

Lieutenant Capra shook his head and sucked air in through histeeth. "That's not dl, Mgor."

"That's quite enough for me!" snapped the mgjor, standing up. "Colond Brown can have the charges sent
to the JAG department for their correction, and this private sent up for ageneral court-martid. Desertion
and cowardice are problems that must be ssamped out. Take this man back to hiscell.”

"Ah. You can't do that, Mgor. He can't bein pre-trial custody—"

"I'm going to, Lieutenant. Remember that you're alieutenant and | am amaor. And don't tell me what
to do!"

"I'll consult with the JAG about it, Sir," said the lieutenant iffly.

Great, thought Chip. My "friend" just got the charges upped to acapita case. With friendslike this, who
needs enemies?

* * %

So at fifteen hundred hours, three days |ater, Chip Connolly found himsdlf pleading not guilty yet again.
Hewas alittle more confident thistime. Lieutenant Caprahad been to see him.

"Y our colond isbeing sticky and bloody-minded. Somehow these charges of his got pencil-whipped
through. We're overdtretched, and this stuff about Fitzhugh is making waves. I'm sorry. At your
regimental court-martid | was till furious about Fitz—and at |east that's going for retrid.”

Capraflipped through some papers. "But your case: I've gone dl the way up to Lieutenant Colonel
Ogata. He's arranged for the case to be set forward so that it can be cleared up quickly. The only
problem iswe couldn't find amilitary judge free for this session. Y ou'll be up beforeajudicia pand of
officers and enlisted men advised by trid attorney and myself from the JAG. | can, however, spring you
from the brig. Colonel Brown has exceeded his authority dready, and I've put in arecommendation that
Major Betelsman be brought before ainvestigative commission for his conduct of the regimental



court-martial. If this case goes as| foresee, helll never serve on one again. In fact, helll belucky if he
doesn't get demoted.”

The lieutenant had been startled to hear that Chip preferred to remain in the brig, but he'd been quick
enough to understand why. And Capra seemed to be the sort who could sniff out asilver lining in any
cloud.

"If it's okay with you, Private, it's okay with me. It won't do your case any harm, that's for sure, when |
list it aspre-trid punishment and point out that it wasillegd.”

* * %

And there was Tim Fuentes in the court—the fellow who had tried to interview him—and his cameraman
... and dozens of other civilians, al watching. Mike Caprahad said hewas going to tell afew peoplein
the media. Chip hadn't believed him, or hadn't believed they'd listen. He'd been wrong, obvioudly.

Their presence might have worried some prosecuting attorneys. But thistrial counsd wasacertain
Captain Tesco, who had areputation for being an arrogant ass. He a'so had abig caseload, and thiswas,
after dl, an open-and-shut case.

"His unit record shows Private Connolly askilled during the assault on Sector 355," stated Tesco. "He
arrived back at Camp Marmian severa dayslater. The survivors of that assault were sent on from
Divisond headquartersto Camp Marmian to join units being posted again to the front. The only
conclusion that this court can reasonably reach isthat Private Connolly was not killed, but had in fact
deserted hisunit."

It did sound very unarguable, especialy when Colond Brown was called to the stand to testify about the
time, date and manner of Chip'sreturn. It was apparent that insolence was a question of perception.

Lieutenant Capra stood up to cross-examine. "Colond Brown, could you tell the court exactly what
Private Connolly said to you?'

"A lot of disrespectful rubbish and cheek!"

"Hisexact words, gr," said Capra. "To the best of your ability."

The colond was unimpressed. "Hmph. Ask my clerk. | know you came and interviewed her."



"I will be cdling her asawitnesslater,” said Caprapatiently. "1 am asking you now, Sr."

"l don't remember,” grumbled the colond.

Unlike Brown and Tesco, the presiding officer had finaly noticed that the court had filled up darmingly
for the open-and-shut case of an inggnificant Vat deserter. "Colond Brown," he said firmly, "you will
answer the question to the best of your ability."

The colond puffed himself up like anirritated bullfrog. " Some nonsense about killing millions of Magh'.
And whether he could go homeif hewas dead.”

There was atitter from the audience. Caprawaited for it to subside. "Anything else, Colond? He didn't
by any chancetry to tell you where hed been?’

"Ha. He said he had been trgpped behind enemy lines and had fought hisway back.” The colond plainly
found thisludicrous clam quite funny.

"I believe he dso claimed to have destroyed a Magh' force-field generator, and to have freed Ms.
VirginiaShaw?' prompted Capra.

The colond snorted. It was obvioudy hisfavorite noise. "Yes. Hedid. | suppose you're going to claim
that the man was not of sound mind or something."

The lieutenant looked at him, as unblinkingly asacat, and then dowly shook his head. "No, Colondl. |
am not. | have no further questionsfor you."

* % %

Standing in front of them al in his polished boots and pressed BDUSs, Chip fet asif he wasnaked. In
uniform, dressed asiif for a parade—but without abangstick or atrench knife. Lieutenant Capra had just
read the colond's clerk's statement to the court. " Do you confirm this as substantialy correct?’

Chip swallowed. It was the first time that he'd had to say anything but "Not guilty” and "l do." So he kept
it toamonosyllable. "Yes"



Y ou couldn't go too far wrong with that. He hoped. He didn't trust these Sharehol der bastards not to
ditch himup.

"Thank you, Private. | have no further questionsfor you at this point.” Chip wasrelieved. Hewas
swesting asit was.

* * %

"Now," said the defense attorney. "I'd like to cdl the court's attention to exhibit 1: dispatches from
Divisiond headquartersfor that period. Thisisthe period in which Charge 1 Specification 1 accuses
Private Connoally of having deserted. | call your attention to Dispaich D3728. It Sates that the front line,
having sustained heavy shelling, fdl with theloss of al but four human survivors, a 1100 hours. Notice
the date, please. Theterritory isaso described aslost to the enemy advance. Private Connolly isamong
those listed askilled in action.”

He paused. "We no longer have a category 'Missing in Action.' | asked the Bureau of Military Statistics
why. They said that the nature of this particular war has made such acategory virtualy meaningless. | am
here to present evidence that they are wrong, and that Private Connolly has been unjustly accused.”

He cleared histhroat. "I would liketo call my next witness, Lieutenant Colonel Robert Van Klomp of the
1t HAR Airborne"

Chip's heart lifted at the Sight of the huge man stumping down to the witness stand. They'd obvioudy
promoted him, at least. Wdll, far be it from Chip to praise any officer, but thisonewasamogt . . . sort of
...possibly ... okay.

"Lieutenant Colonel Van Klomp, do you recognize the private in the dock?!

Van Klomp nodded. "Connolly. He's cleaner, and has had ashave. And | presume his shoulder has
heded.”

"Could you tell the court just where you were when you encountered Private Connolly?!

"We had just assaulted the central hub of the Magh' scorpiary in the area now known as Delta 355
advanced. That'sthe center of the thirty-two odd miles of Magh' territory recaptured from the enemy. It's
more or |ess saventeen miles from the point a which | believe Connolly was stationed when the Magh'
launched their assault. When | and my men reached the brood-heart of the scorpiary, | found that Private
Connoally had beaten usto it, Sir. He, Virginia Shaw, and wholelot of rats and afew bats. They'd
destroyed the power cablesto the force-field generator and had killed the Magh' in the control center.



We couldn't have captured al that territory without them.”

The presiding officer had to quell asemi-riot, before Lieutenant Capra could continue. "In other words
the statement that Private Connolly made to Colonel Brown was smply the truth?!

Van Klomp beamed. " Ja. Other than the fact that he grossly understated what they had achieved. I've
put in amotivation that the boykie and those rats and bats should be considered for as many medals as
they can wear and still stand up under the weight, Lieutenant. Ten or twelve of them managed to advance
seventeen milesinto enemy-held territory. At Carrack, afull division supported by three days of heavy
artillery managed to advance less than haf amile, with horrendous human casudties, before being driven
back. Now, between their efforts and Mg or Fitzhugh's advance, we've recaptured thirty-two miles of
territory. They gave usour first mgjor victory againgt the Magh'. When | got back to base, they told me
the Airborne was being expanded to take conscripts, too. So. | put in amotivation that Private Connolly
be transferred to the Airborne, with immediate effect. The Airborne is supposed to be Harmony and
Reason's éite unit, and | want this man. Histransfer has been okayed. | believe hesdso inlinefor
promotion.”

Van Klomp bestowed aferocious glare on no onein particular. "But the desk-jockeys at HQ told me
they hadn't been ableto find him. Idiots. When Private Connolly and his troops escorted Ms. Shaw out
of the combat zone—she insisted on having her rescuersfor an escort—I| had radioed through to
Divisona HQ and told them that these troops were on their way. | requested that they deal with their
redeployment to somewhere they could be debriefed after their ordedl, but Divisond's saff claimed that
they had never arrived. | was deeply shocked when the lieutenant told me Colonel Brown had put
Connally herein the stockade at Camp Marmian for being AWOL. That's no way to treat a hero.”

Looking at the deflating bullfrog of acolone, pinned by the gazes of the media, Chip had his payback.

Thetrid counsd stood up dowly. Captain Tesco was plainly smarting too. He looked as mad as a chef
discovering he only had powdered egg, and just about as nasty. "While | appreciate that the private
plainly did not desert, he ill hasn't accounted for the fact that he didn't arrive a Divisional headquarters,
never mind remain there.”

Mike Capra's eyes widened dramaticaly. "Let me seeif I've got this straight. Despite the fact that the
prisoner turns out to be a hero, innocent of the ridiculous charges hegped on him, aman who has been
abominably treated, illegally kept in pre-trial custody—Captain Tesco gtill wants hisblood. Well,
fortunately | till have two witnesses, and other items of evidence. Lucky us. Oh, lucky ud”

"Cut out the theatricds, Lieutenant,” growled the presiding officer. "Just present your evidence."



"Certainly, sir. Entered as our second item we have hereaDVD disk. It is part of an interview shot by
my witnesses, a Divisiona headquarters. They can be called, if necessary, to confirm its veracity. There
were anumber of other witnesses present, who can also be called if the court deems it necessary. You
will al excusethefact that Private Connolly has been in combat for five days, out of reach of showersor
razors. He'd been fighting for his country, not dressing for parade, ladies and gentlemen. If we can just
show the clip on the rear screen.”

Brigadier Charlesworth had his moment of glory, faithfully recorded:

"Get back to your unit, soldier. As quickly as possible. And get your platoon sergeant to put you on a
chargefor the state of your uniform and that half-beard of yours. Just because we're at war doesn't mean
you have an excuse to ignore dress and gppearance codes! Now, get these scruffy military animals back
to their units, before | have them put down."

There was nothing like reminding the public that you were the man who told awar-hero and new idol of
the press, that he should get back to his unit and get himself put on a charge, for not shaving, when held
just rescued the colony's most prominent citizen and caused the greatest victory of the war. Even the
most Vat-despising Shareholder would find the lack of recognition given to Private Connally for his
achievement hard to accept.

Lieutenant Capracleared histhroat in the sunned slence. "And then Private Connolly, like agood
soldier, obeyed orders. He discovered that the remains of his unit had been sent to Camp Marmian. He
arranged for transport there, and he reported to Colonel Brown. Hetold his story honestly and was
imprisoned . . . for courageoudy fighting for his country, and obeying the orders of a superior officer."

Thetrid counsdl knew when to abandon asinking ship. Tesco turned to the presiding officer. "I'd like to
move that all these charges be dismissed, sir. There are no grounds for them, and the army would be
wrong to pursue the matter further. | should like to offer my gpologiesthat | have had to act againgt this
gdlant soldier."

Chip happened to be looking at the lieutenant who had defended him at that moment. He could lipread
theword "Asshole," but the rest he hoped he/d misunderstood.

The presiding officer nodded. "WEell have to withdraw so that the panel can consult. But | agree, | don't
see any grounds for any of these charges. Not even the minor ones of disrespect.”

* % *

Five minuteslater Chip was carried shoulder high out of the court. Onlookers pressed in to try and shake
hishand.



One of the first was the INB reporter. ™Y ou owe me an exclusive, Private. | want your story.”

Outside were the cameras and questions. Thistime they werefor him, not Virginia. After battling for a
few minutes, he found a step that allowed him to look over their heads and address the crowd. He wasn't
given to making speeches, but this had to be said. He knew Virginiahad been planning to point out thet it
had been the efforts of the rats and the bats that had made it work, not just humans. And then, somehow,
she hadn't been ableto finish saying it. So it was up to him. He owed it to them. He wished now that held
at least said a proper goodbye to them. He'd just been so upset and so mad at the time.

"I'djust liketo say onething. You'redl clamoring around me. I'm just aVat-grunt who wasin the wrong
place a theright time. And I'm only one of those who did this. We couldn't have done it without the rest
of my buddies. My fellow soldiers, comrades, who were al fighting for us, for humans here on Harmony
and Reason, were rats and bats." He swallowed. "Some of those.. . . brave comrades didn't come back.
Every one of us, from rat soldierslike Falgtaff and Phylla, to the bats, and little FHuff, and . . . Virginia,
fought to try to at least pay the Maggots back for killing so many of our people. My comrades, both the
living and the dead, deserve the credit. Not me."

"Y ou mean Ms. Shaw actualy fought?' demanded areporter eagerly.

Chip nodded. "Yes. | saw her cut aMaggot in half with a chainsaw, mister. No dowshield, no training,
just pureguts.”

"With achainsaw! We've been trying to get to interview her. They say she'sstill too unwell for vistors.
Was she badly injured? Sick?"

A bubble of uneasy fear pricked a Chip. "No. She had adight concussion . . . but our medic—the
Airborne's medic, too, and the doc with the infantry—all examined her. They al said shewasfine.
Ginny's no gtinking Share—ah—fainting violet. She'stough as army boots."

There were afew more shouted questions, most of them having to do with the overal course of thewar.
Chip answered as best he could, doing his best—he truly believed this—not to hegp undue sarcasm and
ridicule on the army's high command. For some reason the crowd laughed alot.

After people garted drifting away, Lieutenant Capratugged at his elbow and spoke softly, so only Chip
could hear him. "I attempted to subpoenaMs. Shaw asamaterid witness. | thought she'd knock that son
of abitch Tesco out of the park. | got, um, an odd response.”



Chip fdt the hairs on the back of his neck prickle. "What?"

"None," said Lieutenant Capra.

"And that's odd?' Chip asked.

"Itisindeed," replied Capra. "Harmony and Reason may haveitsflaws, Private. But it hasthe finest
congtitution, and alegal system derived from that, that the New Fabian Society was ableto devise. And
that law extends through to the military code. Put smply: No one, not even Virginia Shaw, isabovethe
law. Willfully neglecting or refusing to gppear isacrime. And her legd advisorswould know that. A
written deposition could be taken if shewasunfittotravel. But . . ."

He shrugged. "The case was due, and we redly didn't need her. | didn't follow it up, asthe news reports
say that sheisdill very ill. And now you say she shouldn't be.”

Chip took adeep breath and turned to Van Klomp. "Sir. Y ou say I've been transferred to your unit. Do |
have to go back to Camp Marmian?’

"I don't think you should have gone therein thefirst place. But according to the army, if you aren't dead,
youreinthe 1¢ HAR Airborne. And I'm your new commanding officer.”

Chip sdluted smartly. "Can | have a pass, please, Sr?"

Van Klomp gave awry smile. "Common sensetellsmeto say: 'no.’ But | think you deserveit. Will two
daysdoyou. .. Lance Corpora?| think more than that might go to your head." From a pocket of his
tunic he handed Chip a set of stripes, aberet badge with wings—and a pass-chit. HEd obvioudy been

expecting this.

Chip looked at the pass. The form was made out to Lance Corporal Charles Connally, 1st HAR
Airborne. "Sir. | don't think I'm noncom materid, gr.”

"Privates don't think, Connolly. So if you do, that proves you're an NCO at heart dready. Thispassis
made out to Lance Corpora Charles Connolly. Not Private Connolly. Do you want it?!



Chip gritted histeeth. Hed aways been militant about being a grunt. As acombat veteran, they'd tried to
make him an NCO acouple of times. In the front linesthat just meant you died sooner. But he put the
pass and stripesin his shirt pocket, dl the same.

"See that those stripes and the badge are on when you get back from pass,” said Van Klomp. "I want to
talk to you about rats and bats when you get back. And Lance Corpord . . ."

lls‘r?l

"Stay out of trouble, will you?'

Chip saluted. "I'll do my best, Sir.”

"When you've finished your parachute course you'll be due for some moreleave," said Van Klomp, with
an absolutdly straight face.

Chip could only stare at him in utter horror. "Me? Jump out of an airplane? You must befu...mad. ..
sr," he added, belatedly.

Van Klomp laughed. "I have afeding you'll be up for disrespect again soon, Lance Corpord. That's
what airborne do. And we don't need a company chef."

Chip redlized that the big paratrooper had checked on his background. He aso got the fedling that Van
Klomp would cheerfully throw anyone out of the plane that wouldn't jump for themselves. He took a
deep breath. "I'll seeyou in three daystime, sir.”

He sduted and turned, hagtily, nearly bumping into hisold jailor, Ngui. The sergeant beamed a him. "'l
have taken the liberty of bringing here certain persond items of your kit. If youwould liketo sign for
them, Lance Corpord.”

"And when you've done that," said the INB reporter who had stayed behind, "how would you like alift
into the City?| presume that's where you're going for your pass?'



My. Hewas going up in theworld. A lift in a Shareholder's car. Mind you, he was sure that was just
because the man wanted to pump him for the story. Well, he might aswell makethe best of it. Infact, he
might aswell grab as much cover as he could. The Shaw family were not going to like some scruffy little
Vat-grunt showing up on their doorstep. A good soldier takes cover wherever he can get it, eveniif it
meant hiding behind the press.

"Actualy, | want to go and seeif | can see Ginny . . . uh, Ms. Shaw. I'm, uh, concerned about the stories
I'm hearing of her hedlth." He felt hisface glowing adull red. They'd think he was going to ask for some
sort of reward. Well, so what? What did he care what this bunch of pansy-Shareholders thought of him?
They'd never believe him if hetold them that the thought had never even crossed his mind. That hewas
going smply because he had afedling that she wasin trouble, and he was going to see for himsdlf.

"Wadl," said the reporter, "you'll have to go in the morning, Priv— Corpord. That district has a curfew,
unless you have aspecid resident's pass, or one of them to vouch for you." He hauled out amobile. "Y ou
could try cdling. But | hope you fail, because we want to film this, and they'll never give
curfew-permission for al of us. But otherwise I'll take you to the gates of Shaw House, mysdif, in the
morning. You tell usyour story and well organize you a dap-up supper and abed. Do we have aded 7'

Chip looked at the mobile. HEd never even held one before. They cost more money than aVat could
dream of affording. "I don't know the number," he mumbled, feding hisface go puce.

"123-SHAW," said one of the other mediawomen, sourly, "and he wouldn't be offering if he didn't think
you'd get the same runaround aswe all did. We get the estate switchboard. And they say: 'Sorry, Miss
Shaw isnot taking any cdlsat the moment.' "

It was exactly the reply that he got.

"Uh. Wl can you give her amessage from me?"

The cool voice on the other end said she would see that Miss Shaw got the message.

"Just tel her Chip cdled. I'm going to come out there to see her tomorrow.”

"Miss Shaw isnot receiving vistors."



"Judt tdl her. Please”

He had to accept the receptionist’'s arctic assurance that all messages were ddlivered.
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Chapter 18

A rat's-eye perspective of George Bernard Shaw City.

Arid had discovered that there was a huge difference—if you were arat, anyway—to traversing acity
by car, with ahuman who knew where they were going, and walking it. The paratrooper's base was
somewhere outside town to the northeast of the city. And the court had been somewhereto the
southesst.

There was an awful lot in between. If Aridl had been acrow, not arat, it would have been about sixteen
miles.

Asarat, it was much farther. There had even been astupid cat or two on the way. Ariel had found that
when she shouted at most dogs, they tended to become very confused. Cats usually needed to be bitten.
And they were fast. But sheld noticed that in the middle of town they tended to steer around her.

The only problem shed had, besides a need to forage and cross streets, was that when she'd gotten to
thefar sde of town . . . sheld redized that she was in suburbia, along way to the west of where she
wanted to be. Thiswas Shareholder suburbia—which seemed to mean pretentious houses, smalish yards
and an awful lot of dogs. There were Vat tenements just further west, and maybe that explained the dogs.

It was achoice of crossing awilderness of roads and gardens—or heading back into downtown, and
going back to where she thought shed gone wrong. Night was faling, and that should make keeping out
of sght easier. And the sooner shegot walking . . .

But it was an awfully long way and her paws were soft from being human-carried so much. She snuffled
ahit. After dl, there was no one around to see her missing Fitz.

"Misary me, lacadaydee. What have we here?' asked a voice from the shadow of some dusthins.
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Instinctively, Ariel dropped into acrouch, and prepared hersalf to either attack or flee.

A nobleratly nose poked itself out of the heavy darkness. "Now, lass. Thereisno need to be so
affrighted. It'snot trouble | intended . . . Oh."

Hed plainly caught sight of her amputated stump of tail. For arat that was a severe lack of physica
attractiveness.

She, on the other hand, had identified him. "Gobbo! Y ou cozening rogue! What are you doing here?"

"Arid?" he asked increduloudy.

" 'Tisnone other, Gobbo." She bowed. Gobbo had been arat in her section during Fitz's front-line stint.
Hed been one of theratsin the "glorious rearguard,” who had held off the Magh' when Divisona
headquarters had refused to provide reinforcements. He was adrunkard, athief and alecher: in other
words, asgood arat as you could find. "So: you answer my question. What are you doing here?"

"A little banditry," he said cheerfully. "A spot of conveying. Some drinking and wenching when we get the
opportunity. Tisrich pickings on soft country.”

"How long have you been here? Fitz tried to find you when he got out of hospital.”

Gobbo nodded. "Indeed. We cameto look for him. But as hayseed lads we got lost. And then, well, the
living was good herein the city. We found that we hath no desire to go back to being soldiers. So: hath
swapped soldieree for burglaree. 'Tis more rewarding.”

"We? How many of you are there?"

"Wdl, someten. In amanner of spesking.”

"In what manner of spesking?' asked Aridl, sugpicioudy.



"Wel, some of them are cadled Pooh-Bah," admitted Gobbo.

Ariel understood, then. Pooh-Bah was severad people. Eight, if she remembered rightly. They al just
happened to live in the same ratty soft-cyber, and, usualy, worked together for profit.

"So0. Whereis Pooh-Bah? And who isthe other one of your little band.”

"OI' Bluefur-bigteeth. Come and see him," said Gobbo, proprietarily. "We have prog, and not just that
fishy stuff OI' Bluefur-bigteeth eats, and fine grog.”

The thought of food—and of course drink—were tempting to any rat. But Fitz camefirst. "MethinksI'd
loveto. But | need to get to the paratrooper's camp. ‘Tisaweary walk."

Gobbo gtared at her with his mouth open. "Walk!" He shook his head increduloudly. "Hath not heard of
busses?’

"And how would akiss help me, Gobbo?"

"Nay, not proper busses,” explained Gobbo. "Omnibuses. Vehiclesfor the transporting of Vat-labor. The
number eighty-nine doth head out that way, if | havetheright of it. In which case you've just missed it.
Therell be another dong in an hour from the Maham Street depot.”

It was Arid'sturn to look at the stregtwise rat in openmouthed amazement. " Doth catch this'bus to
wherever you want to go?"

Gobbo nodded. " 'Tis a Situation much to be desired. We city rats do not walk. Come, you can meet OI'
Bluefur-bigteeth, see the crowd that is Pooh-Bah, and find some victuals and amouthful or two of asfine
asaxck asyou've yet tasted. Then | shall set you upon the next 'bus with my own paws.”

It was too good an offer to be refused.

* * %

Ol' Bluefur-bigteeth was indeed worth seeing. He would have been worth seeing even if she had not seen
him before in the captured scorpiary.



All of Pooh-Bah was ddlighted to see her. "Methinks you are what we chiefly need.” In adightly shifted
tone of voice hesaid: "And all of usare agreed. There are other ratsin town. Bluefur wantsto organize
them.”

Ariel had ideas of her own on that. She could use asquad of ratsto rescue Fitz. Especidly if he didn't
want to be rescued. She'd been at aloss asto how to carry him, before meeting Gobbo and Pooh-Bah.
"Methinksit hath merit. But why? And how many?'

" "Tisthought twenty to fifty or so," answered Gobbo. "And Bluefur doth not say. No doubt he hashis
reasons. Heisacapitd rogue, even if he doth eat only fishy stuff."

"Tel you what. Y ou take me to the 1st HAR Airborne and we have adeal. Needs must | should talk to a
human there™

"Not about Ol' Bluefur-bigtegth?!

"Nay. Fitz. Heisin durancevileand | must spring him.”

"The captain! Heisill here?" asked Gobbo eagerly.

"Aye. But aMgor now. Or was. Methinks they have made him aprivate again.”

* % %

So Ariel had eight escorts on her trip in the spare tire of the number 89 bus. It was not everyone who
had aFirst Lord of the Treasury, Lord Chief Justice, Commander in Chief, Great Scientist, Master of the
Buckhounds, Groom of the Backstairs and the Lord Mayor to accompany them. It was agood thing that
they conveniently occupied one body or they would have had to travel on the roof, which was a great
dedl more breezy.

* * %

Van Klomp wasfortunately gtill at hisdesk. "Where the hell have you been?' he demanded. "Fitzy has
been worried siff about you."

She legpt up onto his desk, knowing that Pooh-Bah was listening in. "Whereisthe strong drink then?"



Van Klomp raised his eyebrows. "Y ou don't care much, do you?' he said irritably. "He'sin jail, dueto be
hanged, and dl he's doing isworrying about you."

She reached out and tweaked his nose. "Doth know where asuburb called Highbury is?

Heblinked. "Yes. It'safair distance away."

"And doth know where the building used for the military court is?*

"Naturaly. | seem to spend too much of my time there. It'sagood three-quarter hour's drive each way,
too," answered Van Klomp.

"Hath ever thought how far itisfor arat onfoot . . . viaHighbury?' asked Aridl.

Van Klomp had the grace to look discomforted, and got up and fetched abeer. "Uh. Well, have some
beer. I've only got beer here. | hadn't thought of that. Why Highbury?'

"] got logt. I've never had to find my way on foot before. And beer doth go straight through me,” she said
grumpily, tilting the bottle and sneezing froth.

"Fitzy asked meto look after you. So you'll have transport again.”

"Doth not need it anymore. But | do need to talk with Meilin." Mellin was Van Klomp's chief factotum
and genera bottlewasher. Shewas dso aparticular friend of Aridl's, and figured in Arid'sratty plansfor
organizing therats and freeing Fitz. "And then | could use alift back to the Siradoldis Center.”

"But that'sin the middle of town!" protested VVan Klomp. "Meilin can take care of you at my gpartment.”

"l am going to stay inthemiddle of town. And if they try to kill Fitzy, | will ded withit,” sad Arid
fiercely. "And the lessthat you know about it the better. Now take meto see Melin. We will need a

hecige”



"Hedge?”

"Ach. | mean fence"
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Chapter 19

Thelargest office in Military HQ. No Horsey Prints.
18th century Naval engagements instead.

Army Jails Hero for not being Dead!

In astunning example of military bungling, the Army jailed Private Charles Connolly for desertion.
Connoally, whom Lieutenant Colond Van Klomp of the 1 HAR Airborne said "' should be considered for
as many medals as he can wear and still stand up under the weight,” was listed as dead when aMagh'
advance overran his position. Buried divein acave-in, Connolly survived, dug himsdf out and fought
courageoudy on behind enemy lines. Battling million-to-one odds with agroup of loya Military Animals,
he succeeded in rescuing the daughter of our late Chairman, Virginia Shaw. Againgt dl probability and
with suicidal courage he and his companions then managed to destroy the force-field generator, alowing
our heroic 5th Infantry Brigade to make their dramatic advance in Sector Delta 355.

Private Connolly, described by Virginia Shaw in her interview on her release as "the finest soldier,” was
liberated during Mgjor Fitzhugh's successful push forward. However, when he returned to hisbase,
Colond G. Brown, CO of Camp Marmian, promptly had Connolly arrested for desertion because the
record listed him as"died in action.”

When questioned later by reporters, Colonel Brown placed the blame on the camp's clerk, whom he said
would be severdy punished. Connolly spent eight daysin the cells awaiting tria, before being completdly
acquitted.

* % %

Genera Blutin put the newspaper down and sighed. Another article on the front page had been about
Conrad Fitzhugh. The editoria had been by amilitary history buff. The army—more precisdly, the high
command—uwas now being shredded most daily in the papers, on radio and on television screens. The
media, having davishly quoted the military pressreleasesfor the past year and ahdf, had suddenly
discovered the army brass could be wrong. They were still one hundred percent behind the men and
women on the front lines. It was just the crendated Military HQ that was becoming the place everyone
loved to hate.

Hed liked being agenerd, back in the peaceful prewar days. There had been just three enlisted men for
each officer, and, other than aliking for spit-'n-polish, there had been no vast military demands made on
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thearmy. At firgt, the huge increase in power and influence that had come with the Magh' invasion had
been heady, if frightening. The Korozhet advisors had hel ped them to cope with the unknown, and
Lieutenant General Cartup-Kreutzler had expanded like a peony to take control of the now burgeoning

amy.

Blutin had been content to let him. Cartup-Kreutzler had awaysintimidated him, to tell the truth. The
booming, powerful persondity of his subordinate was stronger than his own.

Too late, he was beginning to wish that he had reined the man in. Or that he'd listened to that terrifying
haf-Hall oween-mask-faced intelligence officer, Fitzhugh. Blutin hadn't liked the man. Didiked him
intensdly, in fact. But at least the intelligence mgjor had made the army look good for achange. It was
only since that Delta 355 victory—and the idiotic subsequent arrest of Fitzhugh—that media attention
had suddenly focused on the way the army was run by the General Staff, dmost asif they were waking
up to theideathat it could be done differently. For thefirst time, the mediahad cameramen right up there
on the front. The people of Harmony and Reason were getting the war right in their living rooms. And
they wanted to know why it couldn't be like old DV Ds. At the moment they seemed ready to blamethe
Generd Staff for losing . . . now that they'd seen that they could win.

And then had come Fitzhugh'strid: General Cartup-Kreutzler had assured him it would al be over and
forgotten in aday. "Best done quickly," held said.

Only it hadn't worked like that at al. The mediawere calling it akangaroo court. There were daily
demandsfor aretrid. There were scathing editorias. More and more evidence was emerging about
Fitzhugh'srole. And none of it made the high command look good.

Generd Blutin wasn't enjoying suddenly becoming asocia outcast. The vendetta that Cartup-Kreutzler
and his brother-in-law Talbot had pursued against Fitzhugh had certainly not worked out the way that
they'd planned. Thislatest story about some blasted private—as if the army couldn't make an innocent
error about one stupid Vat'—just made things worse.

He needed to do something about it. Blutin scratched hisjowls. There, asthat unpleasantly
smart-tongued Sanjay Devi would say, wasthe rub. Other than in arage, he really wasn't up to taking on
Cartup-Kreutzler. Not head on, at least, nor at office politics. Cartup-Kreutzler had filled the ornate,
crendaed military magnificence of HQ with his sycophantsand dlies.

Blutin sghed, reached for the telephone on his acreage of gleaming desk, and picked it up. "Miss
Burgess. Get me the Judge Advocate Genera. And when I've done with him, the Surgeon Generd.."

They were both what General Cartup-Kreutzler referred scathingly to as" Johnny-come-latdies.” Not the
"old army" that he and Blutin knew and trusted. General Blutin was not keen to ask them for help. But the
dternative was far worse. He might actudly have to do something himself.



* * %

The two mgor generals seldom came into the huge Military Headquarters building. They had offices of
their own, and seemed to prefer their less grandiose settings. Generd Blutin had dwaysfelt that rather
strange in an officer; but then, as Generd Cartup-Kreutzler had disparagingly said, they weren't "proper
officers.” Well, right now that was perhaps what he needed.

Generd DiMillio, the Surgeon Generd, looked at the thick fitted carpet. Y ou do yoursaves awfully well
over hereat HQ," he drawled.

Blutin started to draw breath for afurious retort, and then remembered that he was seeking dlies. "The
job'sgot its perks, but"—he pointed to the pile of newspaper clippings hed assembled—"it'sgot its
problemstoo. | asked you to come here today to discuss them. | need your help, gentlemen.”

The Judge Advocate Genera, Genera John Needford, wasatall, ominoudy silent and very black man.
He made General Blutin sweat and fed aware of just how tight histailored uniform had become.
Needford didn't say anything, just walked over to the desk and |ooked at the clippings.

The doctor snapped first. "I'm abusy man, Generd Blutin. Tell uswhat thisisabout so that | can say 'no,’
and | can get back to my work."

Generd Blutin sucked histeeth. "Wdll. It's about this affair with Mgor Fitzhugh . . ."

The Judge Advocate General narrowed hiseyes. "Y ou do redlize that attempting to influence the course
of judtice could invalidate the whole case, Generd Blutin. Anyway, I'll have no part in railroading this
man. | said asmuch to General Cartup-Kreutzler. Thisretrid is something | intend to seeisasfair and

legd aspossible”

"And I'll tand by the steps my medica personnel took. Fitzhugh shouldn't beinjail."

"Good! Good! Then we agreeon thigl" Blutin said with rdlief, Stting down.

Thetwo generdls stared at him.

"You mean. . . that'swhat you wanted usfor?" asked the Surgeon Generd suspicioudly. "Y ou want usto



support this Fitzhugh?"

"Well," said Generd Blutin, uneasily, "not support in so many words, but . . ." He rushed hisfences.
"Look, Cartup-Kreutzler isall set for apersond vendettaonthisman. | . . . | think it would be better if
we...er...let degping dogslie. Got out of it asquietly aspossible. The manisvery popular. | don't
want to cause any further trouble, but, well, Genera Cartup-Kreutzler and his brother-in-law are set on
it

The Surgeon Generd blinked at him. "Then why don't you tdll him to back off?

"Er. Hedoesn't listen to me very well," said General Blutin, hoping that he didn't sound asfeeble ashe
fdt.

The Judge Advocate Genera raised hishead and pursed hislipsthoughtfully. "Ah. Now | understand.
Y ou want us—Nick and |—to organize a palace coup.”

"Wdl, I, er ... wouldn't have put it that way myself. But, well, they seem to be being very foolish about
this. And...um..."

The Surgeon Generd began to laugh, softly. "If even you can see that, General, what do you think that
therest of theworld thinks of it? | came hereready to fight. | didn't think I'd come here to rescue you,
Generd. But it soundslikeyou need it."

Even you indeed. That stung. But before he dlowed it to goad him, the Judge Advocate Genera spoke
again. "Wadl, | don't think it'salaughing matter. But serioudy, Generd Blutin, just what do you think we
can do? The command structure at the top end is solid with Generd Cartup-Kreutzler'sloydists. And the
army is not exactly designed to be a democracy anyway."

There was an uncomfortable slence. Generd Blutin redized that they were actudly waiting for an
answer. An answer hedidn't redlly have. "Well," he said awkwardly, "this Fitzhugh affair. We seem
agreed that, well, Generd Cartup-Kreutzler is damaging the image of the General Staff with his public
pursuit of it. Can't it be dropped? Tossed out?"

The Judge Advocate General shook his head. "No. And | would not be prepared to collude in any such
process. The best we can do isto seethat he gets areasonably fair trial thistime around. I've looked at
the charges. Some of them won't stand. | suspect that if General Cartup-Kreutzler had stayed with afew
basic charges, they'd have stuck like glue. But someone has gotten quite imaginative with these charges.



There were shenanigansin that firdt trid. I've put Ogataonto it and hell root it out. Thistime | can
recommend a good defense team, and agood military judge. But when it comesto prosecution, well,
that'samixed bag." He smiled wryly. "My officersare al ex-civilian professonas. Not dl lawyersenjoy
agood reputation.”

"Do any?" asked the medical man, returning the wry smile. "1've been thinking, Generd. Y our problem is
essentialy not that Cartup-Kreutzler directly disobeysyou, isit? He—and his staff—just find ways of not
quite doing what you wanted.”

Generd Blutin nodded, gloomily. "I'vetried to assume thereinsin thelast while. It's been hopeess. There
isaways areason why things have not been done. And things are ways going to happen. They just
never do. Everything getsreferred back to Cartup-Kreutzler.”

The doctor nodded thoughtfully. "But, if | am correct, the final gppointment of new staff to the Generd
Staff issgned by you?'

"Two sgnatures. Lieutenant General Cartup-Kreutzler'sand mine.”

The Attorney Genera shook his head. "Not according to the standing regulations. Any promotion to the
level of staff officer must be recommended by an officer of the Generd Staff, and approved by you. Or
by the elected head of the board of Shareholders. It certainly doesn't need Cartup-Kreutzler."

"Oh. It'sjust dways been donelikethat,” said Genera Blutin.

"Which naturadly meansit isright,” said the Judge Advocate Generd sardonicaly. "Anyway, what's your
idea, Nick?1 think | know where you're going, but as| think your field of expertiseisrena and colonic
medicine, | want to make sure that hasn't influenced your judgment. Medica personne are usudly no use
inlegd meatters. They usudly try to 'help' the accused.”

The doctor laughed. "Were a helping profession. And everything ends up with the kidneys or the colon,
sooner or later. Thereésaglass ceiling in the army's General Staff. Thereis hardly anyone on it who hasn't
had at least twenty years prewar service. If you want to change things, Genera, you will need to move a
few new officers up. Officerswith actual combat experience on the front lines. | think | can recommend a
few. And they can recommend afew more. Even my grumpy legd colleague could probably recommend
afew more, if hewanted to."

The Judge Advocate Genera scratched hischin. "1 wish | had some spare staff. We're hopeesdy



understaffed. That'swhy we agreed to alow regimenta court-martias, which in retrospect, wasabig
mistake. But | suppose welll have to deal with this. So. Actually, what you need is an attempt to crush the
medical, legal and indeed the Quartermaster Generd'slittle kingdoms."

The other two Stared a him. "The Mongolstried it in China" he said by way of explanation.

That didn't clarify anything, thought Generd Blutin. However, he managed to keep quiet for long enough
to let the Surgeon Generd be the onewho said: "What?'

The Judge Advocate Generd gave ahdf-amile. "The study of history would benefit both of you. By
putting officers from, if you pardon my saying so, the least efficient part of the army into those partsthat
runwell, they'll either have to shape up or be shipped out by us. And that creates any number of
vacancies here. People answerable to you, and not part of the power politics of this place, but aso with a
great ded of executive power."

Hissmile became grim. "And, it gives you areason for having called usin here. Y ou were trying to
ingtruct us on the Fitzhugh case, but we were singularly recalcitrant. So now you want some reliable men
from HQ transferred into our units. | should imagine General Cartup-Kreutzler will be so delighted that
hell forgive you for having amesting with uswithout inviting him. And just send any new
recommendations from him for new staff officers over to the JAG for background checks or amedical
evauation. | think we can guarantee that they'll take along time. Well come up with afew
recommendations, in reply to that general memo to al departments that you are going to issue. Thosg, |
think, will proceed swiftly."

* % *

In another part of the same building, Mgor TanaGainor shook her head calmly at the furious
brothers-in-law. "No, Generd. Thereisnothing | can do about that. He will go for retrid. And I'm not
about to return your money, Talbot. | did what | was paid to do. Infact, if you want meto do it
again—and you will need meto—it isgoing to cost you more."

Tabot Cartup snorted angrily. "Don't forget that I've got you pinned.”

Tanasmiled sergphicdly. "And, needlessto say, if | go down, or have an unforeseen accident—so do
you. So let's forget the histrionics and get down to business details, gentlemen. Thelaw isadwaysfor sde,
to the highest bidder.”

* * %

"No," Needford said firmly into the telephone, tilting the chair back from the desk in his office. "There's
not a chance of that, Len."



After listening to the response, the Judge Advocate Genera shook his head. "That may be the lamest
insult I've ever gotten from you. Stick to physics, Dr. Liepsich. Thereisnot acold chancein hell that
Cartup and his crowd will suddenly be seized by intelligence. | can guarantee you that at this very minute
they are digging themselves deeper into the pit.”

Hewaited afew more seconds. "And that one was even lamer. Look, Len, they won't be ableto resist.
Not with the shiny new shove | just handed to them.”
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Chapter 20

Under the rooftops, with the rafterlines hung
with a black mass of bats.

Bats hung and chittered. Bronstein found it wonderful to have so many othersall around again, like some
huge, enveloping cloak. Bats were just not designed to be solitary creatures. Even with three of them,
Bronstein had dways felt exposed. Now, in thewarm, crowded hangings of the belfry, shefdt security in
the togetherness of it dl. And yet—she felt even more alone, because of what the three of them had seen
and had to prove to batdom. It wastime to put aside the petty bickering of the myriad factions and unite
againg the true foe. Could the bats do that? And where did they start?

A bat leaned his head towards her and spoke confidentidly, with the gossip's ddlighted tone of scandal.
"Y ou know what I've heard from afriend of mine who was actually part of the attack on that scorpiary?
She said there was a dead K orozhet there.”

The wholeidea sent afrisson of horror through Bronstein's neurons. A horror that she knew was
artificid, but nonetheless|eft her uncomfortable. But she had to start somewhere. "We cal them
Crotchets. Yes. | saw it, too."

"Crotchets? Surely that's not after being respectful ?* asked the other bat doubtfully.

"Indade. Who said bats had to be respectful to Crotchets? We have respect for our €l ected leaders, our
bats, not some Crotchet.” 1t was mere semantics, she knew. But the software in the chip had no
programming for dternate names. TheK . . . Crotchet language was quite unlike English, she now knew.
Each word only had one meaning.
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The bat wrinkled her forehead. "I must admit that it isright that you are. | have no feding of natural
respectfulness for a Crotchet. Nasty things, actudly.”

" "Tisnot right that respect should beimposed. It must be earned,” said Brongtein. It was an idea that
would ring achord with any bat.

The bat nodded. "Did this. . . Crotchet diein the course o' furthering our struggle againgt the
oppressors?

"The Crotchet was atraitor. Death was too good for him," snarled Brongtein.

Another bat fluttered up and squeezed into the chittering huddle. Bats will aways squeeze up to
someone. They'll usualy complain about it. This one whispered in Brongtein'sear. "Easter uprising.”

Brongtein fluttered off to report to the Provisona Revolutionary Army Council of the Battacus L eague.
She caught a glimpse of Eamon, going the other way. Doubtless off to amesting of the Battybund
Liberation Army. Hewas quite high in the Battybund, sheld been told. Given the way bats thought, his
password had probably aso been "Easter Uprising.”

She had afew new ideas to put forward. About abank, for starters—and not a bloodbank, either.

* % %

Later that evening when the conspirators had had agreat conspire, and Michagla Bronstein had fed a
number of new ideasinto her faction, sheredized it wouldn't dl be plain sailing.

"| take your point, Brongtein, that the Vats too labor under endavement. And it would be right comradely
to lend our aid in freeing them. But abank? It's very bourgeoisie for arevol utionary movement. And
would they not be after calling us bloodsuckers?'

"And does banking not require capital 7' demanded another dubioudly.

Thiswas something that had worried Brongtein, too. But she hadn't redlized just how seriousit could be.
Before she could speak, this thoughtful conspirator continued, "Would that not make us. . . Capitaigts?'
She shuddered at the thought.



On the more positive Sde, Bronstein was not in the least surprised to have the rumor sheld started herself
repeated to her by three different bats. It had become dightly garbled, but basically theK . . .
unthinkable, had been taken over by evil dienscalled "Crotchets' that looked just like the good
Korozhet. The evil dienswerein league with the entrenched exploiters, apparently. Now therewasa
Surprise.
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Chapter 21

INB head office, a rather run-down and
light-industrial part of GBS City.

Chip wasintensdy grateful that Nym wasn't with him. Chip'sfirst experience of a sports car, albeit what
the reporter referred to disparagingly as a"kit-car,” was addlicious shock. Hed only been onaVat
omnibus, or atroop-transport truck, or in the sealed-and-not-meant-to-carry-passengers back of Chez
Henri-Pierre's van before. Oh, and at the whedl of the vineyard tractor that had taken them nearly dl the
way to the brood-heart.

Chip hoped that this vehicle differed from that one in two important respects. Firgtly, that it had brakes.
Secondly, that it had aqudified driver.

He was sure Nym wouldn't have noticed the comfortable seats. He was certain Nym would have sworn
that the racing shift and smdl walnut steering whed meant it was built for him to drive. They sped awvay
from the court.

"Phew!" exclaimed the reporter. "I thought someone would hook onto what | was getting away with. But
they'redl too busy mobbing Van Klomp. He's the flavor of the moment with HBC, although | hear there
issome genera at headquarters ready to murder him. No one has managed to get their hands on Fitzhugh
yet, 0 Van Klomp isthe best, so far.”

All of thiswas as confusing asfog to Chip. He knew, by now, that Fitzhugh wasthe intelligence mgor
who had orchestrated the army's move into the scorpiary. Fitzhugh had apparently seen the explosions
that Chip and hismotley crew had created on satdllite images. HEd put two and two together, and taken
thingsinto his own handsto take advantage of the situation. It wasjust aswell he had, Chip supposed, or
they'd have had to fight their way out again. "It'sabeautiful car,” he sad.

"Sheisabeaut, isnt she?' said the owner proudly. "Even if she'sjust akit-car crib, the engine givesme
470 kilowatts at 5200 rpm. She's atwelve-cylinder twin turbo.”
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"Er. Fasginating.”

The driver grinned and looked at his passenger. Chip restrained himsalf from telling the guy to watch the
road. After dl, hed once gotten the tractor to nearly thirty miles an hour, on astegp downhill. This guy
could presumably drive. "Doesn't mean much to you, doesit?!

"Er. No. But | know arat who would commit mayhem to listen to you, and kill to drive thisthing.”

"A rat!" exclamed Fuentes. "Drive? Those critters can't handle mechanicd stuff, can they? Anyway,
they'refar too small.”

Chip found himsdlf abit stung on therat's behaf. "Well, technicaly speaking, Nym did drive the tractor.
And he adores mechanica things. Hefiguresthat he loves them, and would do anything for them, so they
must love him and be prepared to do anything for him.”

"Y ou make this animal sound asif he were dmost human,”" said the driver with amusement. "Drove a
tractor! The mind boggles.”

"Miger," said Chip, his hackles beginning to rise. Shareholder arrogance! "Y ou've got to get one thing
graight. Asfar as1'm concerned the rats and bats aren't animals. Not if you mean ‘animals like aside of
pork. A side of pork doesn't think and reason and . . . and talk. | bet you've never spent ten minutes
talking to your pork chop. Try it with arat or abat. They're. . . they'rejust like people.”

The reporter grinned. 1 did an interview with alady you'd get on well with. The colony's Chief Scientit.
Red little old battleaxe. She said we'd created two new intelligent species, and we'd have to make space
inour society for them. It was on alate night nature dot. She kept quoting Shakespeare at me.”

"So dotherats," said Chip.

"Might makeadtory," sad the reporter, thoughtfully.

Chip began to redlize that this man saw the whole world as smply aplace for news stories.

* * %



Thefirgt stars were out when they turned into a parking lot & asmall, rather dingy downtown building.
By that time of night, this part of town—mostly offices and light industry—was amost deserted except
for the building's parking lot, which was close to being full.

"Welcome to Independent News Broadcagting,” said Fuentes grandiosely. He smiled wryly. "Bit of a
dump, redly. The areais going downhill fast. We've had to put afence and guard on the car-park,
because the cars were getting trashed at night.”

They drove up to the boom. "That's odd. He's supposed to be on the gate. Do you mind opening the
boom for me?

Chip got out, and walked over to the boom. As he got there, he tripped over someone in the dark.

The guard was till breathing, at least. Well, he groaned.

War-honed reflexes cut in. Chip looked for foes. And found two. Like al infantrymen, Chip had IR
sengtive implanted lenses. The men lurking in the deeper darkness between the vehicleswere less
invisible than they'd hoped to be.

"Misgter Fuentes," said Chip evenly, not taking his eyes off the lurkers. "Drive off and use that phoneto
cal the cops. Doit!"

The reporter was unfortunately not aveteran. He said "What?' and then "Why?"

"Go! Cdl the cops,” snapped Chip.

Fuentesreacted at last. He stalled the car. One of the two shadows stood up with agunin his hand.
"Don' think of garting it again,”" he said. "Just keep dead quiet and get out dowly." Behind him, the
second man aso stood up. He only had apry bar in his hand.

"Help!" yelled the reporter.

Things happened very fast then. There was a shot and the shattering of glass. Chip was aready moving.
Briefly. Hisdowshidd froze for an ingtant, absorbing the bullet impact. A door and severd windows



were flung open. The two men were now running straight towards Chip.

Chip Connolly didn't think, he just reacted. If you lived through your first week in the trenches you had to
react fast. The man with the pry bar had overtaken his companion. He swung, vicioudly. Only Chip
wasn't there. All that wasin the way was Chip's Solingen, returned by Sergeant Ngui. Y ou weren't
supposed to take side arms with you on pass—but Chip hadn't gone back to Camp after Ngui had
returned it to him. Thisknife wasn't the trash they issued as atrench-knife to theinfantry. It was stolen
from Chip's old place of employment, the Chez Henri-Fierre. It was amonomolecul ar-edged chef's
knife, apiece of late twenty-first-century engineering from old Earth. Nothing produced on Harmony and
Reason came anywhere near.

It was avery, very, very sharp knife, in the hands of acombat veteran who had formerly been a
sous-chef. Not acombination to argue with, as the now screaming attacker found out the hard way. The
pry bar fell as he clutched an arm dashed to the bone from hand to shoulder.

Leave aMaggot-warrior aive, and you are dead. The scorps took no prisoners. Chip moved in for the
kill, without any consciousthought.

Fortunately, hisvictim wasn't aMagh'. The diensdidn't know what "run avay" meant. Thisman did. He
fled like an antelope, screaming at thetop of hislungs.

"Y ou bagtard!" yelled his companion, taking a pistol marksman's stance and firing again.

The dowshield had been one of the two main "gifts’ from the Korozhet, along with the soft-cyber
implant. It had changed war from mass, long-range combat, to hand-to-hand fighting, which Magh'
mostly did better than people. The dowshield Chip wore was standard issue to dl troops. It was
implanted just above the breastbone, and powered in the "reception state” by the wearer's own
biodectric fied. It hardened, using the kinetic energy of any object coming into the passive exclusion
zone that was moving faster than 22.8 miles per hour.

That included bullets. A bullet isalow-mass, high-velocity item. It doesn't activate adowshield for long.
Not long enough for the horrified shooter to redlize that he ought to give up trying to reload, and run, too.

Long enough for Chip to stop operating on automeatic and think, which undoubtedly saved the gunman's
life. 1t would have been awkward for Chip if the fellow hadn't been so terrified, as Chip had absolutely
no idea how to take aprisoner. "Dropit," he said, holding the knife to the man's gizzard. "Drop the gun
or I'll gut you likeaherring.”



And then people bundling out of the building seized the gunman. In the distance asiren wailed.

Chip turned and ran back to the little sports car. Fuenteswas still there, his face bloody, the windscreen
shattered.

Thereporter blinked, and wiped at the blood on hisforehead. Helooked &t it, unbdievingly. "My God!
Wherethe hell was my cameraman?’

There were aready some cameramen spilling out of the building. It was a news-broadcasting studio, after
dl.

* * %

Chip knew the discomfort of being the only person who knew nobody el se, except for theinjured
Fuentes. The place seemed to be under the control of one small woman. She had the type of unlined face
and dark hair that made guessing her age very difficult. She gave orders, which people jumped to despite
caling her by her first name. Chip, who had been brought into the building, wastrying to fadeinto the
background, when she came bustling up, stuck out ahand and said: "Lynne Stark, soldier. | gather we
owe you thanksfor the life of a least one of my staff. Y ou can put the knife awvay now."

"Hed better not, Lynne," said another man. "They'll want it for DNA andyss.”

Chip looked at the Solingen stedl. Therewas alittle blood on it. He very nearly wiped it, by sheer
ingtinct. "Will they take my knifeaway?It's. . ." he prevaricated. "Part of my issue-kit. I'll bein troubleif
| go back without it. Besides, it's kept medive.”

"And from what | can gather from Fuentes, through quite alot. The police are here dready. They've
taken the gunman into custody, but not before we got some camera-shotsfor the program.” She beamed
at the thought, and then looked carefully at Chip. "YoureaVat, aren't you?"

Chip fet himself redden. Not many Shareholders were that open about the class-divide in HAR society.
"Y ep. What'swrong with that?'

"Wrong with it?" shewrinkled her forehead. "Why, nothing. It'swhat's right withit! You, soldier, arejust
what the doctor ordered—or my advertisers, rather. Y ou've saved at least two lives tonight and caught

one of the bastards in the bargain. According to Fuentes, you're an exclusive to dream of. Come into my
office, so we can talk business." She glanced at the knife. "I've got some paper towelsthere, to clean that



thing. The hell withthe DNA."

She put an arm around him and led him through the hall. " The police will eventualy get around to talking
toyou. You just leaveit tome."

Chip found himsalf wondering, not for thefirst time, why someone dways seemed to ingst on changing
the rulesjust when he had dmost come to terms with the confusion that was the world as he knew it.
"What'sal thisabout?' he asked warily.

He'd been escorted to arather spartan office by now, and she'd let go of him to get some paper towels
from aroll besde abasin. "Here. And sit down. Coffee? Something stronger?”

Now Chip was so suspicious that he was positively bristling. He did not st down. "L ook, lady. What's dll
thisabout? Likeyou sad, I'maVat and—"

"And s0 are about seventy percent of our viewership. Or were before HBC handed usthe bulk of their
market share too. We've been getting good feedback on interviews with ordinary soldiers.” Shegavea
wry smile. "But the officerstend to fed that it's them that we should be talking to. Now, if I'm following
what Fuentes said correctly, you're the story our Vat-viewers want. Fortunately, it turns out that Fitzhugh
volunteered to train with the Vats. HE's possibly the most popular Shareholder on HAR. It appears Van
Klomp's surprisingly popular, too."

"He'smy new C.O.," said Chip, "And one of thefew ShareholdersI've ever liked, anyway."

Stark grinned. "Well, nobody redly didikesVan Klomp. Wedl just wish he had avolume control. But |
needaVat."

"Why?" demanded Chip, his patience wearing thin and suspicion getting the better of him. "Isthere some
dirty work to do? Or do you just plan to screw someone? Because I'm not available."

Shelaughed. "Evenif | didn't owe you, and want you, | likeyou. I'min the media. It'sdirty work by the
nature of its existence. And honey, I'm gay. Y ou're safe. But | am eecting mysdlf your agent, because
otherwise you would get screwed. Financidly anyway. Y ou do redlize that an exclusive to that story of
yoursisworth big bucks?"



He gaped a her. "What?"

She sat down. "Y ou might aswell st down too. | can seel've got alot of explaining to do.”

* % *

Fifteen minuteslater Chip was feding downright stunned. He was swimming against atide of concepts
that hadn't ever crossed hismind: Firdtly, that Vats, with twenty times the population of Shareholders,
were an economic force at al. They were confined to the lower part of the job-market, true enough;
underpaid and indebted—mogt likdly for life—to the Company. But, as Lynne Stark pointed out, they
still earned and spent. And when you added it up, they spent as much or more than the Shareholders. Ad
gpending on this market-sector had been low, but it wasrising. INB was trying to build agreater Vat
viewership without losing their share of the Shareholder market.

"Then you're out of luck, lady,” said Chip. "Most Vats—like me—worked with their hands and eyes. If |
looked at a TV screen and not a my work, 1'd have cut my fingers off. We listened to the radio, if
anything. Besides, the bosses don't like TV at work, and for Vatsthere's not alot of free time. We work
long hours. " He pulled awry face. " And what free time we do have tends to get spent on important stuff.
Watching agame, if you watch TV, or getting drunk as chegply aspossble. Thereisn't abiginterestin
newscasts."

"Wasnt," she corrected him. "But so many Vats are being absorbed into the army that suddenly news
about the war isbig news. | want your story. Well sl it on to Interweb. And maybe one of theradio
programs. That'sagood point, that. Now. Let's get Editorial in here and hear this story.”

* * %

Two hours, and alot of coffeelater . . .

"My God. Trust thearmy! And then they arrested you!" the producer said. He shook his head. "I doubt
know whether to laugh or cry."

Lynne Stark sat up in her chair and reached for the telephone. Then she paused. " The stuff about the
Korozhet needsto be confirmed. | need to talk to someone, privately. All of you out of here. And get
someone to sew those stripes onto the lance corpora, before the camera shots. | think it's pretty poor
recognition, but maybe Van Klomp has his reasons. He's been one of the good guys so far. Start
working up the story—except for the Korozhet angle. And let's seeif we can arrange afew rat and bat
interviews. And well need pictures of that wine farm from before the war, and satellite shots. Seeif you
can scare up the guys who were on satellite tracking that night. Might make anice human interest angle.”

When she came into the studio, ten minutes|ater, she waslooking very grim. "We're playing thiscloseto
our chests. Unlesswe've got Virginia Shaw's testimony too, the Korozhet stuff will blow the whole story



out thewater. So, for right now, we're going with the straight story without it. Tomorrow, Chip, the crew
will go dong with you to see Shaw. She hasn't been seen since she was taken from the media at
Divisona headquarters. Part of the breskfast show will be dedicated to you saying you're worried.”

"Y ou mean the Korozhet can just go ahead . . . go on with this.. . . charade?" asked the producer,
increduloudy.

Stark shook her head so hard that the Straight dark hair flew out in ablack halo. "Not achance. But
they're very popular. They've been lionized asthe colony's saviors and our grestest friends. And they're
very involved with the upper echelon of the New Fabians. Talbot Cartup has his own advisor, for
example. And we have the word of one grunt againgt that?"

She sghed, dumping back into her chair and giving Chip abrooding look. "I believe you, mysdlf. It fitsa
pattern of evidence that has been developing aready. But most people wouldn't. And the peoplein
power, and the Korozhet themsealves, have every reason to want you dead. On top of that, you must
remember the soft-cyber chipsin the heads of al those thousands of bats and rats. The Korozhet have
their own army, potentidly. | assumeif arat or abat can kill aMagh' warrior, then humans are dead

essy, right?'

"Right," agreed Chip, "At lead, if they don't know how to handleit. But . . ."

Stark waved him to silence. " So, when the Korozhet story breaks, it's got to be fast and the colony has
to bein apostion to act againg them. Right now, it isn't. Right now, their ship, probably well armed, is
stting less than five thousand yards from the core of our colony'stechnica and scientific support. Let's
assume that they're not going to leave too much intact if they do get attacked by amob. And right now
the army is not going to take part in any attack."

"So, are we just going to do nothing?' demanded the producer. From his very aggrieved tone of voice,
Chip thought he might resgn in ahuff.

Stark patted him reassuringly. "WEell start preparing the ground, Charlie. Let people begin to reach their
own conclusions. Well be collecting evidence. When this goes down, believe me, well be ready.”

By theicy glare when she said it, Chip concluded that shed have made areally mean sergeant mgjor.
Sheturned to Chip. "The other bad newsisthat the man you captured has escaped. A captain from the
Specid Branch came and took him away, and he escaped in trangit. Very convenient,” she said dryly.



The Specidswere every Vat's nightmare. Even though he had been shot at, Connolly was glad the fellow
got away. Held been nothing more than athief, anyway.

"And you know what else?' continued Stark, grimly. "The cops found the thug that you cut. Hed gotten
himsdlf to ahospital. And then held had avisit from someone ese. They cut histhroat, while helay inthe
ward. He had no ID, no papers of any sort. The bastards in Specials do agreat job, don't they? Want
any bet on the evidence 'getting lost' before the case ever goes anywhere?!

The very mention of the Specia Branch, the plainclothes arm of the HAR's police, had been enough to
give Chip the cregps. Although they were officidly part of the government, in practice Specid Branch
wasthe instrument of the Shareholders Council—which meant Tabot Cartup, who held the Council's
portfolio for Security.

The Specid Branch were specialists, dl right: masters at torture and the disappearances of uppity Vats.
Vat politicd organizations were banned, and agood thing to stay away from unless you wanted to go
"missing.”" But Chip hadn't redlized that they also turned their attention to Shareholders.

It made him fed two things. Firgtly, asurprising degree of solidarity with these odd Shareholders.
Secondly, astrong desire to get the hell out of here. Hewas aVat and a grunt, and both of those learned
very quickly to avoid trouble. This stank of it. On the other hand, he had afedling that he was neck-deep
insmely stuff dreedy.

He began to add things together. " So, you mean that those two who attacked the car-guard and Mr.
Fuentes were Specials?' He knew the answer. He just wanted to hear someone else say it.

"Not to mention aso being stupid enough to attack you." Stark shrugged. "We may never proveit. But
the gunman's picture was on the nine o' clock news. Well seeif we get any feedback from that. And
now," she said with asingularly naughty smile, “to dightly more cheery matters. Thisisyour agent
speaking. | got you anice dedl, soldier. INB has bought your story for fifty thousand dollars. Thefirst
previews and teasers are going out in half an hour with thefirst festure around eeven P.M. And you can
spare yourself from fedling sorry for that shark Lynne Stark being taken to the cleaners, because she just
sold the print story and some in-depth interviews to Interweb for thirty-eight thousand dollars, and the
radio rightsfor afurther three thousand dollars. Even &fter the New Fabianstake their cut, you can afford
to take me to dinner. At the Chez Henri-Pierre. I've booked.”

Back | Next
Contents


C:\Documents and Settings\harry kruiswijk\Mijn documenten\spaar\0743488466__21.htm
C:\Documents and Settings\harry kruiswijk\Mijn documenten\spaar\0743488466__23.htm
C:\Documents and Settings\harry kruiswijk\Mijn documenten\spaar\0743488466_toc.htm

Chapter 22

Evening in Shaw House, Virginia's rooms.
Dr. Thom smiled urbandly at her. "Ah, Miss Virginia And how are you?"

Virginia, who had been having awhispered conversation with Fluff on the subject of escape not two
minutes before, managed to smile back. "Fine. Happy to be home. A bit tired dtill. I'm craving something.
Maybe coffee?"

She could dmost see the cogsticking over in hismind. "Well, we can't give you too much, you know. It
interfereswith your later deep-qudity. But alittle more would do no harm.”

Sheknew perfectly well it wasn't coffee he was thinking about. She couldn't wait to get out of his
nauseating company. "Was there anything else, Doctor?"

"Therewas acdl today from someone who called himself ‘Chip." Do you know anyone by that name?”
There was a crash from the bathroom.

"Wha—?" Thom snatched the door open. Ginny grabbed the chair and lifted it, ready to bring down on
his head if he caught Fluff. In away, shewas grateful for the interruption held provided. If Dr. Thom
hadn't been distracted at that moment . . . he'd have seen her face.

Chip! Chip wastrying to phone her! In her isolation she had begun to doubt, suffered the uncertainty of
any young woman about her first love. She wanted to dance.

"Waeird. Therésno sgn of anyone, but this glass has smashed onto the floor." Helooked up &t her. "It's
al right, MissVirginia. Thereisno one here."

Shakily, she lowered the chair. "I must have l€eft it on the edge of the bath! I'm sorry. It's. . . it'sthe
kidnapping, Doctor. | have nightmares about it. Y ou brought it back, mentioning Chip."



She put on her hauteur, copied from memories of her mother. "Hewasthe little Vat soldier who rescued
me. What did he want?"

"Toseeyou," said Dr. Thom. "Don't worry. Well tell him you're not well enough.”

She yawned. Sheld perfected that. It was a nice touch, shefelt. Perhaps acting was not her metier, but
then, sheld decided that Thom was so vain that he would fool himsdf that she wasfaling for his patter
and that al his plotsworked perfectly. "1 suppose I'd better see him. | suppose hell want money. Vats
awaysdo. I'll need some, Doctor.”

Helooked thoughtful. "All right. I think it will be best if he seesyou very briefly. We need to dlow the
public to seeyou, a least once.”

Ginny'sfingernails dug into her pdms. But she managed to answer lackadaisicaly. "If | must." Now she
wished even more desperately that he/d go. Where had FHuff hidden? Or had he reached the window in
time? And she still wanted to jump and scream and dance with happiness and relief.

Back | Next
Contents

Chapter 23

The Korozhet ship's waterbath chamber.
"High-spine.” Thesmal Orange Third-ingtar clacked its spines respectfully.

Y etteth kept his eyes averted from the two Korozhet in the chamber and went on cleaning up the
revolting regurgitated undigestible remains of the High-spines med. The flaccid furry bag that had been
the Korozhet's dinner lay discarded beside her pool. Hewould have to carry that to the incinerators later.
Hopefully he would not pass any adult Nerba daves on the way. They tended to go insane on seeing the
remains of their offspring. They couldn't attack one of the Korozhet, but he had no such protection. And
while baby Nerbawere soft-furred, big-eyed and harmless, the Nerba adults hide was astough as
hull-metal, and their hornswereimmense.

"Approach, Kerit. What isit?’

"High-spine, you recal that we found out the name and unit of the human soldier who interfered with the
plans of Agent Srattit and played arolein her death. Our monitoring and surveillance group have picked
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up the detailsfrom their newscasts. He is repegting his ory. It includes the fact that Agent Srattit was
respons ble for the kidnap of this prestigious human, Virginia Shaw."

The High-spine rattled with irritation. "The human called Generd Fredricks said this human was dead.
We had asked them that he be sent to us.”

"It appears they were mistaken, High-spine. An adminigtrative error, it seems.”

"And the humans do not kill those who make mistakes. A foolish Underphyle, like most such. Passthe
information onto Genera Cartup-Kreutzler . . . no. Bring me acommunicator.”

"At once, High-spine.”

Y etteth continued to clean up the mess from the floor-plates. Some human had irritated the Overphyle

badly. He wished he could understand human. Some of the human daves had been mind-wiped before
being implanted, but some had not. If the Overphyle wanted to question them, they left their memories

intact. One of those in his bunk-room still had her memories. Perhapsit would be worth the risk.

* * %

Jampad and rats, on the loose in an alien city.

Darleth had redized, very rapidly, that the new rat with the tail-stump was the kind who organized. Since
Ariel had joined her band they had moved, rapidly, from being an ideain a Jampad mind, with two ratty
followers, to being aband of some sixty rats. They had maps, bus routes, even some strange forms of
ams. Therewererules, "turf," and the human means of financid exchange. What they cdled "money."
Darleth didn't understand it too well. Y ou'd think anyone with a printing press could makeit by the
bucket. It seemed to have no value in energy terms either. It burned, but not well or very hotly.
Nonethdless, Arid was collecting the stuff, with which she traded, very successfully, with ahuman
contact.

It was this human contact that also had given them their name. "The Ratafia”" Darleth liked it. It wasthe
name of abeautiful mountain digtrict a home. Theratsliked it, too. And while the other rats regarded the
Ratafia as organized banditry, in Darleth's talkswith Ariel she cameto redizethat Arid did not.

Therat was preparing aloya army, even if their loyaty waswon with drink and loot.



That suited Darleth perfectly. She needed an army—to defend her, and maybe, somehow, to strike at the
Korozhet. If only she could get around the soft-cyber bias. If only she could organize the dave-revolt
they feared 0.

In the meantime, the rats had proved invauable in obtaining suitable food. Therewaslittle enough of itin
the city, it seemed. She had only smelled out afew eating places, and one shop that stocked it. And
those raids were getting tougher on dl of them.

Arid said it was caled "Fresh Seafood."
It could be bought too, it seemed. But Darleth knew that the rats wouldn't enjoy that nearly as much.

And happy skirmishers were good skirmishers.
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Chapter 24

Military Police Central Pre-trial Confinement Facility.
A place of grayness and bars, which do not a prison make.
Not to Ariel, anyway.

On thinking about it, Ariel was as pleased with the new situation as anything could have made her except
having Fitz out of jail. She'd learned alot during her time spent with Fitz among humans. She knew and
understood far more about how human society worked than any other rat on HAR, athough the other
rats provided agreat ded of information about being Streetwise.

Not that that was entirely relevant any more. She had anumber of humans on her payroll, now. Méilin
seemed to be involved in some form of Vat organization with anumber of cdlls. They'd been useful
contacts and sale points, once Mellin had set it up. And she had avery good human clerk doing the
adminigtration. The army hadn't prosecuted Johnny Smmsfor helping Fitz, because that would have
meant admitting that half the charges againgt Fitz were garbage. They'd just left Smms be. So now she
had a corporal insde Military HQ, and an expert forger to boot, if she needed one. Smmswas asloya
to Fitz as she was, even if—hopefully—he wasn't in love with Fitz. Simms had awife and anewborn
child, so Aridl thought she probably didn't have any competition there.

Y ou never could tell, though. Humans were odd.
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And OI' Bluefur-bigteeth was awonderful stalking horse. No rat would cheerfully take ordersfrom
another rat, but Ol' Bluefur seemed different.

Sheld beenin to see Fitz today. Redlly, human defenses werefeebleto arat of intellect, aswell asalittle
litheness. Capra had been there to see him too, a ong with afrightening looking man called Ogata. Ariel
kept her head down, out of sight in her usud hiding place, and listened. She felt she could bully Mike
Capra, if need be. This other man might be alot harder.

* * %

"Right, Charge |, assault on acommissioned officer. It'stheintent to do grievous bodily harm part that
weakensthelr case. They've got plenty of witnessesto say you actudly did it."

"Actudly,” said Fitz, "it was those witnesses that siopped me making it worthwhile. Charlesworth has
killed more troops than any other commander on the front.”

"Whilethat is probably true," commented Ogatadryly, "and it would be useful if we could proveit, |
don't suggest you mention the temptation to homicide to thejudge.”

"l did theresearch,” said Fitz curtly. "It'sin my filesa Military Headquarters. And I'm only prepared to
tell the truth, Lieutenant Colond."

Arid made anoteto get Johnny Smmsto ddliver thefileto Capra. He wasless darming than this Ogata
man.

"And | will be asking the questions,” said Ogata, "s0 | will choose what to ask you to tell the truth abot.
Now. Mutiny. Once again, they've overreached. The business about the 'intent to have massacred, to
causeloss of lifeto soldiers of the Army of Harmony and Reason' will make this difficult to stick. Capra
has collected the satistics to back us up on this. Injury and loss of life on the sectors of line you
commanded as alieutenant and a captain were very light, they show."

Fitz nodded. "The lowest on the front, smply because the Magh' didn't attack successfully defended
positions. It was something | tried desperately to get HQ to apply, without success. But when | was
serving on thefront line—until that fina advance when divisiona headquarters refused to send us
reinforcements—we did very well. Eventhen.. . . welost less men than most sectorslosein ordinary
day-to-day combat. And the death and casualty tollsfor the taking of Delta 355 must have been
exceptiondly light."



"Therell dwaysbetheidiot that says one combat casuaty istoo many—if they didn't want you to take
that action,” said Ogata. "But the lieutenant isworking on those figures dso."

"It'saquestion of locating records that aren't fully into the system yet,” said Capra. "And of locating the
witnesses. But | have alist of people from Van Klomp to contact aslong asmy arm.” The lieutenant
winced. "Did you have to fight with quite so many soldiers close a hand? Mogt officersdon't. And that
new Corpord of Van Klomp's—Connolly's his name, the one who rescued Virginia Shaw—uwill be
invaluable for both the spying and mutiny charges. I've been acting for him on charges just about as
ludicrous asthese. HEIl make agood, credible witness, and prove that there was no 'prior plan’ for you
to have betrayed to anyone.”

"Asfor the'flight' charges," chimed in Ogata, "weve got hold of the MP that Captain Van Klomp's men
kidnapped and brought to you. Y ou wereinjured in combat, but on hearing they wanted to arrest you,
you asked that they be brought to you. That charge we should be able to at least fight on those grounds.”

"I don't think | should—"

"It'saminor charge, Fitz," pointed out Capra. "Y ou were planning to hand yourself over, after al. And
Van Klomp stuck his neck out to give you some defense. The MP captain says you were a model
prisoner, and that he regrets having had to arrest you. We might even have to get him to tone down the
hero worship abit. Y ou're causing the high command more headaches, and you are morelikely to get
them to reform from jail, than you were prowling around their corridors. They're not immuneto public
opinion, which isgoing to be solidly behind you. And fixing some of the messat HQ wasyour aim,
wasnt it, Ftz?"

"l suppose 0, if you put it like that," conceded Fitz.

"l do," said Capra, with mock sententiousness. "I'm alawyer. It'smy job to put the best appearance on
daft deeds. Now, this business of 'attempting to disrupt a secret plan.' We can—uwith Lance Corpora
Connoally on the stand—prove that there was no secret plan. Thiswas atarget of opportunity, ahuge
one, that through negligence Genera Cartup-Kreutzler was prepared to let pass until rank and file
soldiers went ahead on their own and took advantage of. We've got supporting evidence from the guards
at his gatehouse, and their mgjor, and the arresting MPs. Getting Daisy onto the stand might be
worthwhile, too. It'll destroy his reputation with the public in military terms, anyway."

"That'shisprivatelife," said Fitz, rigidity cregping into histone. "'l don't think it'sright to get into that.”

"If I might point out to you, Fitzhugh," said Ogata sarcadticaly, "this man has attempted to have you killed



on severa occasons now. | am something of astudent of military history. | would estimate that he could
be held responsible for the deaths of thousands of men, through sheer incompetence. It would seem to
methat charges of 'aiding the enemy’ are those that he will eventualy face himsdlf, for his cooperation
with the Korozhet. Hisonly interest is hisown skin. | think it unnecessary that you haveto try to preserve
his reputation, for him. Decide where you stand, Mgor."

Fitz sghed. "I was brought up to believe that a person was entitled to a private life, Lieutenant Colondl.
Any person.”

"Well try and keep away from specifics, Fitz," said Capra. "The presswill beterribly sad. They lovea

good scandal. There's been at least one editorid every day on this. Y esterday, they had an article from

the Vat sergeant who was with you when you got the GBS Cross. We might use him aswitnessfor this
spying and ading the enemy charge.”

"SmallMac? He desarved that meda asmuch as| did.”

"And the lieutenant who served under you then, Cavanagh?' asked Ogata, showing he had aso done his
research.

"Last | heard he was dso amagor now. Good kid."

Therewas arugtle of papers. "l have him as assigned to the sixth divison,” said Capra. "He's till on
strength. We're trying to contact Mgor Cavanagh.”

"It'sthe spying charges that are the best structured,” admitted Ogata. " The witness, Mervyn Paype, and
those photographs are their crown jewels. And Generd Visse's secretary . . . We're looking into both.”

"They're complete frauds!" snapped Fitz. "Anyway, Shaw and Cartup-Kreutzler both discussed the plans
with their Korozhet advisors. That'sadirect lineto the Magh'."

"If we can establish that, we will," said Ogata, grimly.

Insdetheleg of the prisoners overdls, Arid felt terribly discomforted by dl this. She didn't share—to
put it mildly—the confidence of the lawyersin thelega system of Harmony and Reason.



And why should she? From arat's-eye point of view, that legal system was acomplete joke.
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Chapter 25

I nside the Office of the Colony's Chief Scientist,
in the remaining frontal section of what was once a
mile-long sub-lightspeed spaceship. It is here that the technical
heart of the colony still beats, using equipment brought
from Earth. Thisisadjacent to HARIT,
the colony's leading technical university.

"Dr. Wel, understand this clearly,” said Sanjay Devi. "Y ou did not see Dr. Evanskilled. Y ou have
amnesiaabout the entireincident.”

The small, plump oriental man shook his head, stubbornly. " She was murdered. | saw it happen. The
Korozhet killed her, Dr. Sanjay, and nothing you can say will stop metelling everyonel can. Y ou would
haveto kill mefirs."

"Y ou damn fool!" snapped Liepsich. "That's exactly what they're planning to do. Weretrying to keep
youdive"

Thebiologist blinked, and shook hishead. "Thisisafree country,”" he said, stubbornly. "It's not right that
her murderers should get away with this."

"At the moment,” said Liepsich dowly, "the Korozhet blame the murder on your hairy four-armed 'guest,’
which they cal aJampad, and claim that it has projective telepathic capabilities. | don't necessarily
believe that, but how can we be sure?’

Wei snorted angrily. "Why would a projective tel epath be unable to give us aclue to what it wanted to
eat? Look, Dr. Liepsch. Dr. Devi. My work is dietary requirements. I've watched literaly hundreds of
animas'sdecting' foods. We brought everything we thought an arbored brachiating creature could
fancy—from mest to fruits, bark, nuts. I know. Wrong planet, wrong biology. But without being too
intrusive, we had established that it was a carbon-based kilotherm, with a hemoglobin based circulatory
system. The proteins from the wound dressing we examined were familiar, at least to some extent.
Compared to the Magh', or even the Korozhet, that thing was our first cousin. We had to be cautious not
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to offend asentient dien by treating it like alab animal. We thought that we might get some feedback. As
ajokel put some prawns from lab threein there. I've seen animals react to food stimuli. When it saw
those, | knew wed found something which issmilar to whatever it egts. Its dentition, Mari-Lou said,
confirmed it was like our piscivores. And now you're teling me that a creasture which isagood enough
projective tel epath to fake that scenein the passage couldn't even tell uswhat it needed to eat!"

"We don't doubt you," said Sanjay Devi. "Or at least, | don't. Nonetheless, the officid story isgoing to
be alowed to stand.” She glared at the Chinese scientist. "I am il the colony's Chief Scientist, Wal. It's
ashipboard rank they decided to perpetuate to keep me quiet and sweet. As such, intime of war, | have
formal authority over dl scientific personne in thiscolony. If need be, I'll pack you off to amoribund
research station in the arctic regions, with ayear's fud and dry rations. Today, if need be. Weretrying to
ded with thisStuation. Having you yelling your head off about Mari-Lou Evans being murdered by the
Korozhet would complicate thingsimmensdly.”

"Y ou mean you're going to let them get away with this?' he demanded, increduloudy.

Liepsich heaved himsdf up from hischair. "I've been patient and polite for long enough, Wel. If | hadn't
seen your 1Q scores, 1'd think you were amoron. Now | wonder if that gas eft you brain damaged.
Haven't you heard aword Sanjay said? If you open your big yap we're al dead and so isresearch
into—" He ground histeeth. "L ook, Wel. Let's say you want to neutralize a powerful acid, and dl you
haveisabucket of water. Do you pour water into the acid or acid into the water?"

Wei was equally aggressive now. "Don't spesk to me like that!™

"Answer hisquestion, please, Dr. Wel," said Sanjay pacificaly. "You know what Liepsichislike.
Impossible. But clever.”

Wei grimaced. Liepsich's rudeness was legendary. So was his ability asa scientist. "Acid into water, of
course," hesaid sourly. "Every firs-year undergraduate knows that."

Dr. Liepsich put his hands on hiships. "You, and I, and everyone here are water. Y ou, at the moment,
are wanting to jump into the acid. And we are trying to persuade you, by brute force if need be, that that
will get you killed and the rest of us burned with acid. We've got to bring the acid out and dowly,
gradually, add it to the water. And we need more water. That's what |'ve been working on for nearly two
yearsnow. That'swhy | didn't even raise more than atoken squall when the Korozhet loaded up al my
newly acquired Magh' equipment. Because thereisatimeto squal. And atimeto St tight.”

"Y ou gavethem dl your new materia?' asked Wel, incredul ous despite the circumstances. Liepsich had



areputation for clinging, limpetlike, to the smallest scraps of research materid.
Liepsich nodded gloomily. "Everything we had in the lab.”
Waei shook hishead. "Everything?'

"Everything they could find," said Liepsich, with saintly earnestness. "They said it was booby-trapped.
They would have to explode the traps. But they did promise to return what was | eft afterwards. Oddly
enough, | haven't seen so much asascrap.”

Dr. Wel bit hislip. "It's till not the honorable and right thing to do, acting asif they had done nothing.”

"Asone of Mari-Lou's closest friends, and afellow thespian for many years, | know that iswhat she
would have wanted you to do, Dr. Wel," said Sanjay. "We aredl just players, of akind. Andtheplay is
thething. . ."

Her brown eyes were suddenly brimming with tears.
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Chapter 26

A neo-classical fronted restaurant, complete with white
pillars and a vine-draped pergola, the air redolent
with fine cuisine and money.

Chip found the experience of walking up to the front entrance of Chez Henri-Pierre very strange. As part
of the kitchen staff held never approached the building from that side. The white pillars and the trellised
pergolaof vines on ether side of the porte-cochere were not for Vatslike him. Vats camein through the
security system at the back, which Henri-Pierre had no interest in making pretty.

Chip had told Lynne Stark that it was a poor idea. Even the sudden addition of more money than Chip
had ever seenin hislife before to his credit balance wasn't going to change Henri-Pierres attitude to
Vats. And besides, there were ten places that Chip would rather waste his money than on hisold
employer.
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But the owner of INB had pushed aside his objections. "Firstly, this goes on expense account. Y ou're not
actualy paying for it. 'Soldier-Hero revigitshiscivilian life." It'll be agreat human interest story. Weve got
Maxine Lefeur from Interweb coming dong to take the stills™

"Haveyou got an axe?'

She looked wryly at him. "That's quite a comment about the two-hundred-dollar fillet steaks. Or are you
planning to kill Henri-Rerre?!

"No. It'sjust for the pinetree acrosstheroad,” said Chip. "Y ou'll need a battering-ram to get
Henri-Pierreto let aVat in the front door.”

Shelaughed. "Henri-Pierre just loves cel ebrities visiting hisrestaurant. Any celebrity. And as of seven o
clock this evening, when the news about your trid redlly hit the screens, you just became one. The cdll
and e-mall trickle aso started about then. While we were interviewing you, the news that we were doing
so went onto the air. The trickle became a stream. Since then Henry has leaked some teasers through,
with old background shots from the satdllite pictures. The stream has turned into aflood. The station has
never had this number of calls and e-mails before. People want the real story. And it turns out that there
are huge numbers of people who are very unhappy about MIA'sbeing listed as'dead. "

Chip shook hishead. "Ms. Stark, that's not fair. Y ou're playing with people's hopes. I'm afraid that MI1A
might just aswell mean ‘dead.’ Staying divein the Magh' scorpiariesis nearly impossible.”

"Chip. We're saying that. But before you and your rat and bat buddies proved differently, there was no
such thing as 'nearly.’ And there was Virginia Shaw and that aien, don't forget. Perhaps prisoners do get
taken."

Chip frowned. "'l never thought about that aien. He showed us how to make the Magh' gesture of
submission. That might be auseful thing for troops to know. Mind you, he said he wasthere to belive
food for the larvage, to teach them how to kill. | guess maybe theres not alot of pointinit.”

She shuddered. "There weren't any humans held there?!

"If there were, they got buried. The larvae must have gone to somewhere close to the egg-racks, because
that was where the Jampad was prisoner. The bats rigged explosive booby traps al over that area, and
the Magh' triggered them.”



Lynne Stark's eyes narrowed. "I'll pass this on to a contact of mine. It could be worth digging around
there. Y ou know what sort of story it would make if we found people, or,” she said dowly, "their
remans”

Chip made aface. "1t'd be tricky. The whole tower is designed not to be dug through. It'sadouble wall
gructurefilled with fine loose stuff between thewalls.”

"It soundslikeit callsfor mining engineers.” She disappeared to make yet another call.

Unfortunately, sheld come back, ill intent on dinner.

* * %

So here hewas, in the pressed new uniform they'd gotten him for his court-martia, with the new stripes
and beret badge. Asan "other ranker,” he didn't have a dress-uniform anyway. He walked uneasily
toward the brass handles of the front door of Chez Henri-Pierre.

"Good evening." The maitre d'hotel was new since Chip'stime. He had, however, dready perfected the
art of looking down his nose a dubious guests. "Y ou have areservation?' he asked, in acultivated
French accent.

The"Sir" was congpicuoudy absent in the question. "Mais oui, certainement,” replied Lynne Stark
casudly.

Themaitred Hotd |ooked distinctly aarmed. "In the name of Stark, Gaston,” she said, with just ahint of
amalicioussmile. "Thisis Lance Corpord Charles Connolly, our newest war hero. Maxine, if you can
just get apicture of Gaston here escorting the corpora to our table?

The commis who had just finished laying the table was too young to be conscripted yet. But she had
aready done some monthsin the kitchen as a dishwasher when Chip had been cdled up. She took one
look at him, and cascaded the remainder of her cutlery onto the floor.

"Chef!"

In Henri-Pierre's hierarchy-ridden kitchen, a sous-chef was, to amere plongeur, someone of vast



eevation. Chip, having survived the egditarian winnowing of the Magh'—who didn't care what rank they
killed—found it mildly amusing to think that held once considered himsdf vaguely important because of it.
He'd aways known that his promotion to sous-chef had come about because the war had already
claimed those Henri-Pierre would rather have had. He supposed that that was why this waif was now
elevated from scrub to junior walter.

"Hello, Claire," he said pleasantly, as shefrantically tried to pick up the spoons under Gaston's angry
gare

She blushed and picked up spoons even more hadtily, then scurried away to the kitchen. Chip had no
doubt at al she would soon betelling this ddlicioustithit to her fellow kitchen daves. Perhaps afew of
them would remember him.

Theturnover of Vat apprenticesin this place had aways been alittle frightening. Even by the sandards
set by HAR Shareholders, Henri-Pierre had been a savage class bigot. On the one hand, training asa
Chef de partie in his restaurant was one of the few placesaVat could hope to earn a decent wage,
eventually. Y ou usually got enough to edt, too. On the other hand, the work and the hours were worse
than dmost anywhere ese, not to mention Henri-Rerres brutal discipline.

Chip sighed. With any luck, the newswouldn't spread to Henri-Pierre. He didn't dways see every diner,
after dl. If Henri-Pierre found out he was hereasaguest . . . thered be hdl to pay. With the snobbery of
any redly excdlent and successful chef, Henri-Pierre smply didn't give adamn about public opinion. A
Vat war hero, so far asheld be concerned, was just another stinking Vat. As such, not fit to be served at
oneof histables.

Needlessto say, the boss attitudes infected the top help aso. The waiter who brought the menu was
gedy in hisignoring of just who the person in military uniform was. Chip recognized him too, but couldn't
remember his name. The restaurant's front-end staff wasn't generaly friendly with the kitchen staff.

"May | recommend Chef Henri-Pierre's speciality of day? It is du brochettes escal opes de Chevreuil
au Agresto, with pommes Dauphinois. And the chef has asked me to commend his Baba au Kirch."

The young photographer |ooked faintly darmed. Chip was seized by anirresistible temptation. "It'sa
house specidity,” he said. "Bull-nuts thrust onto splinters of old pine-plank with lumpy pignut gravy and
poor-man's mashed potatoes made to stretch with boiled turnip.” That would teach the waiter to pretend
that he didn't know Chip from Adam.

Thewaiter gasped. "Y ou are pleased to jest!” Chip remembered that the fellow had aways been one of



Henri-Pierre little crawlers—which was probably why Henri-Pierre had gotten a deferment for him and
not for Chip. "It is nothing of the sort. Medalions of venison fillet skewered on rosemary twigs, served
with averjuice-flavored creamy nut puree scented with pignoli or pine-nuts. And while pommes
Dauphinois isindeed flavored with white turnip, it is certainly not 'poor-man’s mashed potato.’ It wasa
favorite of the dauphin.”

"| read about him in Mark Twain's Huckleberry Finn," said Lynne Stark. "And | am dying to hear the
corpora's explanation of Baba aux Kirsch or this Flognarde aux poire.”

"Well," drawled Chip, histemper being pushed to athin edge by along and mentaly exhaugting day, the
surred familiarity of the restaurant, and theirritation caused by this dimy draft-dodging waiter, " poire
refersto apair.” He gestured. "Of arthritic arms| think. And in mixed company | can't exactly explain
what a Flognarde is. But theresult isa Baba aux Kirsch."

Lynne showed just ahint of dimplein her cheek. "I think I'll pass on that dessert, and on asking you
what Coq alaBiere or casfs ala neige are. What do you recommend, as an ex-chef?”"

"The seafood was dways the best. But it was usudly hellish expensive.” Chip found himsdf enjoying the
discussion of a subject the patrons usualy treated like the subject of gonorrhea. He'd also noticed the
peculiar absence of seafood on the menu.

"Corpord, after what you've been through, you choose what you'd like. For mysdlf, | think I'll venture on
the chef's specidity.”

"And for you, mam'zelle?" asked the waiter of the lady from Interweb. She plainly hadn't had to ded with
many French menus before. Both the language and the lack of prices obvioudy perturbed her. "Er.
Something small?'

"Wheat about the quail ?* said Chip cheerfully. "Then you can redly get to understand the meaning of the
word 'smal.""

"I've never esten quall,” she said doubtfully.

"Neither have most of the people who've ordered it,”" explained Chip. "But they have alot of fun picking
hopefully at it. Here. It iscalled Cailles en Crapadine.”



"I think I'll just havefish,” she said hastily. She pointed to the top item.

"Ah. Poisson a |'ancienne. Aningpired choice, mam'zelle" said thewaiter, obvioudy relieved to find his
way back away from Chip's comments. "And for you, Sir?" he asked, hadtily, perhaps working out how
Chip could trandate Poisson a I'ancienne.

"I haven't found steak, egg and chips on the menu,” said Chip, looking at the waiter. "But | haven't eaten
shellfish since | worked here. A civet de langouste.”

Thewaiter stuck hisfinger insde hiscollar. "Er. We are having aproblem with shellfish, Sr. Thewar, you
know."

"Spiny lobster come from the north coast,” said Chip, mildly irritated. HEd even been there once asan
apprentice, as some of the labor needed for oyster-sorting on the trip. The place, with itswild rocky
coast studded with pine-clad promontories thrusting into the blue gulf, was something held never
forgotten. "Nowhere near the front."

"Uh. Yes, gr. But trangport and supplies have been difficult.”

Whatever the problem was, it wasn't just that. Not by the waiter's expression. The man looked like the
fairy ontop of the Christmastree, after Santa had told him where to put that tree. Excessvely
uncomfortable.

Chip fdt vagudy guilty. There were dways problemsin akitchen, and in one run by an autocrat like
Henri-Pierre, the problem was likely to be blamed on some poor Vat and retribution was likely to be
nasty. He knew that Henri-Pierre would have had ablue fit about that Eminceur held rdieved the
restaurant of. No matter that the place had owed him the better part of amonth's sdary, which, aswas
he was dready in boot camp on the last day of the month, Henri-Pierre had taken pleasure in not paying
him. That knife had saved hislife countlesstimes, and he owed Henri-Pierre that much.

"Er, Chef Connally." Ah. The man had suddenly remembered who he was. " Considering that you have
honored us by coming back here, | am surethat | could arrange that steak you wanted.”

"That would do me nicely, waiter. Just fillet steak. No pretty peas arranged in aspiral, no flowers made
of carrot matchsticks. No towers of toast and paté, or even crisp-fried green mango. Just good quality
geak. Big enough tofill my plate," concluded Chip evilly, knowing that severd hungry dinersdl around
him would be going green asthey ate their sauce-dribbled filigree dices of something expensive,



"Uh, yes, Chef. And to gart?

Chip was now beginning to thoroughly enjoy himself. " Gin rather than soup, | think. Asamere soldier,
you don't have pretend that it'samartini, or put an olivein it and quintuple the price." Being crasswas
quite ddightful, redlly—even if wasabit petty and he didn't redly likegin.

Thewaiter began to retreat as quickly as possible without turning and running. "I will send the sommelier
" hesaid.

"You do that," said Chip cheerfully. Hed dready decided. They'd have some of the ClosVerde
Directors Reserve Cabernet '03. Between the Magh' destruction and the rats and bats blowing the
remains sky-high, that was avineyard that wouldn't be offering any winefor sde again for along time,
And hed like to commemorate amemorable meal with hisfriends. He wished that he could bring them
here. Now that would be a party! Especidly fat Fal chugging wine out of the bottle. Evenif they weren't
human hed rather have them for company than most of the people here,

"There's an odd atmosphere here tonight,” said Lynne Stark, commenting on something that Chip had
wondered about. HEd been unsure of whether it wasjust that he was hearing things from the wrong side
of the kitchen wall, but the normal polite muted buzz of conversation had changed. It was more like the
sound of disturbed bees.

"I wouldn't know," said Maxine, the young woman from Interweb. "This placeis rather beyond my purse
grings”

"|'ve been herefor afew business dinners.”

"Excuseme." The sommelier had arrived. He had an ice bucket, tulip-shaped glasses, and a bottle of
Piper-Krug, an estate now vanished under the Magh' tide but that had always been the Chez
Henri-Pierre most expensive. "Mr. Somerville over there has asked meto bring thisto you, Corpord, as
asmal gesture of his gppreciation of what you've done for the colony. He asked if you'd drink atoast to
the memory of hislate son, Captain John Somerville. He died in the Harrisburg assault.”

That brought back the harsh redlity of it dl. Vats died in droves. But many of the Shareholder families
had lost sons and daughters, too, adthough the ultra-wedthy were usudly able to protect their children to
some extent. The system was as corrupt as could be. Working here, Chip had sort of forgotten that the
bulk of the Shareholders were only "stinking rich" if compared to Vats. Back on Earth, they'd just have



been conddered "middle class.

Chip nodded. "Please tell him I'd be most honored to do so. To him, and the adl the soldierswho've died
inthiswar. And give him my thanksfor the bottle.”

* * %

Champagne, asfar as Chip had had experience with it, was a menace to work with in such things as
champagne sorbet. The purpose of the bubbles was to come out too soon and make the intended light
confection into something the chef would clout you around the ear about. The idea of paying extrato
drink bubblesin your wine had dways seemed rather pointlessto him.

Now, however, well into the second glassful on an empty stomach, he redlized that the purpose of the
bubbles was not just to make you sneeze but to alow the stuff to creep up lightly onto you. The day, and
even the evening, were becoming more amusing as the champagne went down. His table companions
were laughing at Chip's description of Colond Brown's face when Chip had told him how ddighted he
was to be back, when an enormous platter was brought to their table, carried by two chefs.

The two chefs beamed and bowed. They'd both been apprentices when held left, and had been part of
the farewd | that had given him aterrible hangover for hisfirst day asaboot.

"Good evening, Chef. Welcome back. The kitchen staff have decided that the gin you requested would
be better cushioned with this small token of our esteem. We've been listening to the story on theradio.”

The platter contained a selection of hot and cold hors d'oeuvres. Chip was expert enough to redlize that
to put it together in thislength of time, most of the kitchen staff must have abandoned cooking for anyone
else. Hewastouched . . .

And rightly terrified. "Maurice. Janice. Before | even say ‘thank you,' | want to know where Henri-Pierre
is. Hell befuriousif hefinds out about this."

The petite Janice smiled wickedly. "He's sitting guard over five kilos of tiger prawnsin the chill-room.
With a shotgun. He thinks that we don't know that he'sin there. He's turning blue from the cold, but his
prawnsare ill intact.”

"What! Why?"



Maurice shrugged. " Somebody has been stedling shellfish from him—just prawns, lobster, and
crayfish—on an indugtrid scae. And some wine. They don't seem o fussy about the wine. But only the
best shdllfish stocks vanish. Henri-Pierreis having fits. Blaming everyone. Screaming and svearing.”

"Nothing to thefit helll have when he discovers you've been neglecting cusomers” said Chip. "I'm. . .
well, flabbergasted, guys. But . . ."

"He can only fireus. Or get us cdled-up, likeyou," said the hyper-careful Janice, who never took a
chance on anything. "And you have proved to usthat conscription is survivable. And the kitchen staff . . .
Wearedl so proud of you, Chef."

"I need you standing with them, Chip," said the photographer.

Even at this point, everything could al still have been dl right if severa of the other diners had not started
to cheer. It was certainly not auniversd reaction. Othersin the crowded restaurant |ooked very irritated.

Then, with acymbal clash of the kitchen swing-doors, in strode Chef Henri-Pierre. Most unusualy, for
the average chef, he had a shotgun sung hunter-style over his shoulder and he had Gaston and Dominic
intow.

He stormed over to the table. His way was blocked by the two young chefs and a huge platter of hors
d'oeuvres. Thetwo tried to flee in opposite directions—but, without dropping the platter, could not.

"Connolly! You Vat-scum! " shrieked the Frenchman. "What are you doing 'erein my restaurant?'Ow
dareyou comein'ere?' Hetore the platter of hors d'oeuvres from the dackened hold of the two chefs
andraised it to eye-leve. "And thid Y ou—you—"

Heflung the entire platter at Chip.

Evenif Chip hadn't been expecting it, most of it would still have missed. Henri-Pierre's poor am was
infamous. Asit was, Chip pushed the table over in acascade of silver and crysta. A few things, including
the platter itself and the tray of oysters, hitit. Therest . ..

Chip saw a salmon and avocado mousse describe a beautiful arc and transform the haughty Mrs. Coutts
with awonderfully face-improving pink and green face-pack. The oyster tray had hit the edge of the



upturned table. Oysters and their ice exploded across the room like shrapnel. An oyster splatted down
into someone's beautifully bi-colored tarragon-scented tomato and wild mushroom soup.

Chip saw that the two chefs, neither of whom were large, were wrestling with Henri-Pierre and his
shotgun. Henri-Pierre was trying to bring the shotgun to bear on Chip.

A waiter, in his haste to get away, ran back toward the kitchen. He forgot the cardind table-servicerule.
Never run with skewers. . .

Theair wasfull of screaming. The shotgun boomed, fortunately only hitting the celling next to the
three-hundred-piece chanddlier. The vast concoction of crystal and lights began to peel down dowly
from the molded ceiling.

Chip knew he that would be okay with his dowshield, but this madman with a pump-action shotgun was
going to kill someone. And Chef Henri-Pierre, 68" in his cotton socks and built like a Sumo wrestler,
had thrown off the two chefs. He was bringing the shotgun up.

Chip looked for aweapon.

And found adessert trolley. As Henri-Fierre thrust the shotgun at him he thrust back with two-thirds of
an entire Opéra cake. Layers of cake, coffee butter cream and thick chocolate granache went up into the
barrdl. Lynne Stark had also helped hersdlf to the dessert trolley. She flung aconica glassful of Calvados
Saboyon into the chef's face. While Henri-FPierre was wiping his eyes, Chip grabbed the man who had
terrorized him asa Vat-apprentice.

"L et go the shotgun, Chef!" heyeledin hisear. "It's got cake up the barrel and will explodeif you shoot!"

It was alost cause. Henri-Pierre was beyond hearing, and he had the sort of temper that was well-nigh
impossible to control at the best of times. The spluttering chef continued to struggle to bring the shotgun
up to Chip's head, while holding him with ahamlike hand. Chip was struggling to keep the barrel down,
but Henri-Pierre was stronger, bigger and heavier than Chip.

Someone hit the shotgun hand, hard, with afull bottle of champagne, just as Chip used the full weight of
his combat boots and all the leg-strength he could muster to kick Henri-Pierre in the crotch.



With ayowl the huge chef doubled up, dropping both the shotgun and Chip. Chip kicked the weapon
under atable.

And then the chanddier fell, light bulbs exploding and crystd flying, with the sound of police sirensin the
background. Chip saw that Gaston and a phalanx of waiters were trying to reach their table, and that
Henri-Pierre had staggered to hisfeet again and had snatched up aham-dicer.

"Timeto run!" said Chip, hauling at Lynne Stark who was flinging yet another gateau at the chef. With the
other hand he grabbed the Interweb photographer who—

Was busy taking pictures! Photographs while Henri-Pierre was in arage and had aknife. Insane. In this
particular man's hand, a pump-action shotgun was alot less dangerous. Chip detested Henri-Fierre, but
he'd be thefirst to admit held learned his knife-work from him and that Henri-Pierre was a maestro with
ablade.

He kicked the dessert trolley into Henri-Pierre's path. Chip didn't even wait to see the results. He just
dragged his companionsinto flight. The right direction was"away."

Their table, alas, was far from the doors or even awindow. Too far.

"Into the kitchen!" yelled Chip.

They fled through the swing doors, bundling through the kitchen staff who were crowding in to see what
was happening, past banks of gas-platesand ovens. . .

Into the scullery. Chip lost hisfooting and fell, pulling down the others he was dragging. The floor was
wet, and he'd stood on, crushed and dithered a number of $42-each fresh tiger prawn.

He scrambled up. "Help me haul thistable againgt the latch. And come on! Weve still got to get out of
the securit . . "

He caught sight of someone—or something, rather—at the far door.

Blue-furred and familiar.



Another one of those aliens. HEd met one of them in thefight for the scorpiary. A "Jampad,” if he
remembered the nameright. The creature had said that it was the only one of itskind on thisworld. So
what wasthis one doing here?

He heard someone el se say: "Pooh-Bah, | importune you! We can only carry abottle for each of us.
Methinksthis case will be the degth of you and I. The bossistoo busy with hisloot to asst.”

"But | cannot take eight bottles," complained another ratty voice.

"Whoreson! Just take one, al of yourselveswill haveto shareit,” snapped thefirst.

"What'sup?' demanded Lynne Stark, seeing him freeze.

"Rats. Comeon. Leavethat. Let'srun.” If rats were here and looting, they'd have | eft open away out.
That was how rats worked.

They didn't seetherats, or the Blue-fur, but the security gate was open. Chip neatly closed it behind
him.

"And now where?' he asked. "Besides abit further away?"

"My car. The office to get that camera downloaded. And then the police tation to lay charges,” said
Lynne Stark decisively. "1 apologize, Connally. Y ou wereright about hisreaction. | didn't think anybody
could be that bigoted-crazy."

"l don't seethe point in avigt to the police. They're morelikely to arrest me," said Chip bitterly.

"While | understand where you're coming from, let's get some chargesin before your ex-boss does.”

"Uh, Lynne. Why do you have that in your hand?"' asked the photographer.



The INB bosslooked at thetall conical glass, miraculoudy unbroken and mostly full. "I forgot. I'd
grabbed it to throw, when we did arunner. Why did you decide to run just then? Not that it wasn't a
good thing. The fracas was getting wild. | think your partisansin the crowd were outnumbered but they
were doing agterling job."

"Partisans?" asked Chip.

"Oh, there were some of the dinersfor you, and others who thought that the chef would be doing the
world afavor by shooting an upstart Vat. There was quite afoodfight going on. Now what isthis,
anyway? | wouldn't normally think about it for pudding but it ssemsto be what weve got.” She pointed
at the conica glass.

"Au diplomate & I'anglaise. Basicdly what you would cdl atrifle, if you weren't being charged forty-five
dollarsforit."

"Trifle)" Lynne Stark said wryly. "' should have guessed. Why couldn't it have been double chocolate
mousse? Oh well, come on. Let's go to the office. We can do the station at \WWesdene precinct from
there. The Mayfair one near herewill befull of irate diners.”

She smiled mischievoudy. "Well, Maxine. Those photographs should be worth amint to I nterweb.
Remember we got you this story. And we agreed to share pics.”

"For the human-interest story, yes. Not for the celebrity foodfight and famous-chef-goes-mad story,” said
the young Interweb reporter. "And you promised usdinner.”

Lynnessmilewidened into agrin. "All | can offer you isthisunconsdered trifle | picked up, and a
teaspoon from the office. But later, when we've done what must be done, well send for some take-out
chow. | have aready ruined one perfectly good frock tonight. With our Chip around, the next dinner
would probably beworse."

Back | Next
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Chapter 27

A mock Tudor mansion in the wealthy northern suburbs.

Generd Cartup-Kreutzler was still degling with a chilly atmosphere a home. At the office, he worethe
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trousers. Maria, however, made sure that he did not have any such delusons at home. It was her family's
money, and hed better not forget it. And shed had to come and get him out of jail when Mgor Fitzhugh
had ruined hislittle téte-a-téte with his secretary, Daisy.

That wasn't something that she was planning to let him forget, ever. However, what she wasredly bitter
about was that he'd broken one of her Queen Anne chairsin his attempt to escape from their country
getaway.

Since that scandalous affair, sheld let him know that held better be here for hismedls of cold shoulder
and hot tongue every night, if he didn't want to be paying her dimony. And he had very little money of his

own, anyway.

Theteephonerang. Heignored it.

She handed him the phone. "I hope you don't think I'm your secretary,” she said arcticaly.

Helabored under no such delusons. His secretaries always had good figures, and a high degree of
compliance. Also, they tended to be thirty years younger than Maria. Who had dared to call him at
home? It wasn't Marids brother Talbot. Maria hadn't belittled him for half an hour, and no oneelse
would cdll. "Genera Cartup-Kreutzler here," he snapped.

The breathy voice on the other end of the line wasimmediately recognizable. The generd stiffened. The
army wasin apoor position to offend the Korozhet. They supplied the soft-cybers and the dowshields.
Without those, the soldiers would be totally unable to dow the relentless Magh' advance.

* * %

Two minutes later, he had INB News on the TV and was just in timeto catch afull repesat of the story
about the snotty little VVat trooper that had given Fitzhugh his break. As he watched, the fury in him grew.
Without this Vat, he would never have ended up in thisinvidious, defensive position.

Genera Cartup-Kreutzler wanted Mgor Fitzhugh crucified and boiled in hot ail. But, in the meantime,
thisVat would do.

He picked up the phone again and set some of his staff onto chasing up Colonel Rastapolous. "Try the
Paradiso. HEsusudly there"



Ten minutes later he had hislega advisor on the phone. "Get to my office. And sober up. | need some
charges drawn up."

That meant going in to work, but that was better than staying at home, anyway.

* * %

The colond wasfairly far goneinto inebriation, despite his boss ingructions. The general looked at himin
disgust. Thefool wasturning into alush. "Go and drink some coffee,” he ordered. "Not Irish coffee,
dther.”

While he waited for Rastapolousto pull himself together, Cartup-Kreutzler telephoned Tabot. He was
mildly pleased to think that, judging by the out-of-breath state of his brother-in-law, he'd probably
managed to ruin Talbot's evening. "1 had acal from the senior Korozhet advisor. Y ou know they asked
usto locate the private who wasinvolved in the death of Virginia Shaw'stutor?’

His brother-in-law successfully irritated him with hisreply. "Y es. Thom called me earlier. The soldier tried
to call Shaw today. We have arranged to alow ameeting, and then helll be quietly removed from the
scene at the Shaw house and delivered to the Korozhet. No one will even know where he disappeared
to."

"Leaveyour little pastime and watch the news on INB. The mediawill be going there with him, so he
can't just disappear. He's been telling his story, and there are any number of things he can be charged
with. But that legdl fool of mineisdrunk again. To beredidtic, hell haveto servethe chargesin the
morning."

"Hmmm. Let methink about it," said Tabot. "It might be easer just to get my mento kill him tonight.
Mind you, the Korozhet have asked that he be handed over to them. They suspect him of murdering that
tutor of Shaw's. Look, I'll take some advice from afriend of mine; she's astute about these things. If need
be we can dways get Thom to delay things. In the meanwhile go and push Rastapolous head under a
cold tap. | suspect the best answer might beto arrest him and to take it from there.”

"He's being made out to be ahero by the media, Tabot," cautioned the generd. "Arresting him could
create more complications that we don't need.”

Therewasaslence. Then: "The army hasa DNA meatch for thissoldier on file?"

"He'saVat, Tabot. Of course. If we had enough time we could clone him."



"| think we've got him then, Henry. Thom examined Virginia Shaw. Somebody had been screwing the
dummy. He's got some interesting DNA materid out of that examination. Odds are that matches that
soldier. Public support for repigsisdim.”

Now, that was an interesting idea. "But surely sheld have complained. Had him arrested. It must have
been consensud, Tabot."

"Almogt certainly,” said his brother-in-law. " She was very affectionate towards him when they first got
back. But then, she won't be testifying, Henry. Any attempt to subpoenaher, well meet with medica
excuses, and | can ded adequatdly with providing fake depostions.”

"It could work." Cartup-Kreutzler paused. Sometimes his brother-in-law worried him. He could be so
inventive and yet so blind. "Do you realize where this could have led, Tabot? We could have handed
thirty-four percent of the Company to adamned Vat."

There was a pause from Tabot now. Then he said, dismissively: "Don't beridiculous, Henry. He's
nothing but some Vat-scum.”

"I'm not being ridiculous. Remember what you told me about her. She's brain damaged, Tabot. Y our
Thom said she had a mental age of about seven after that horse-riding accident. Damage to her speech
centers, if | remember rightly. She couldn't speak properly. Isthere any sign of that now? No. That's
because Shaw had her implanted with one of these anima-control devices we use on military animals.
She'salittle robot, and doesn't really know how a Shareholder should behave. And sheisheir to both
her parents sharesin the HAR colony. Y ou know perfectly well that Shaw married Gina Roussdl to get
control over her fourteen percent of the stock." For once Generd Cartup-Kreutzler felt that he had his
brother-in-law on the back foot.

"A good thing we parted them!" exclaimed Tabot. "To think that | said someone was welcometo screw
the dummy."

"If I wereyou, I'd look carefully at who else might think of doing so0," said the generd dowly. Hed
married amidden for the muck, so the ideamight just occur to someone else. " That Thom, for instance.
How far do you trust him, Ta bot?"

"Not at dl,"” said Tabot. "But I've got the black on him, Henry. He wasthe kingpin in the
methyldeoxymethamphetaminering. That'swhy | inveigled him into taking up the post as Shaw's persond



physdan.”

"Y ou think that's enough to hold him back from thirty-four percent of the shares, Tabot?"

Tabot snorted like anirritable pig. "Next thing you'll say | should marry her mysdf.”

"It might not be abad ides, actudly. The aliance of two powerful Shareholder houses and dl that sort of
thing. Think about it."
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Chapter 28

Scenes various, but mostly Shaw House.

Vat Provokes Riot in Top Restaurant!

Henri-Pierre L'escargot, the renowned Chef of the famous Chez Henri-Pierre. . .

"But that's not what happened!” Chip looked at the paper in disgust. "They've got it all wrong. | never
even said anything to him, never mind trying to force my way in. It'sdl lies. Mucking Shareholdergl"

Lynne Stark smiled. "1 put that one on top for that reason. The others al have varying but grester degrees
of accuracy—the onesthat got feed from Interweb, got pictures, witness statements, and the facts
more-or-less straight. And believe me, a pictureisworth alot of words. More than athousand, in the
case of theHAR Times," shesaid dryly. "They got their story from a <till incandescent Henri-Pierre, and
never bothered to check it. I've got some of my staff collecting statements right now.”

Stark's expression resembled that of avery well-fed and sdlf-satisfied shark. "Heh. At the very least,
they'll haveto print aretraction. And HAR law statesthat it hasto be the same print-size, column length
and in the same position. Great front pagethey'll have! | suppose that old fart Laverty thought he was on
safe ground with abit of Vat-bashing.”
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She studied the headline for amoment. "What an idiot. Even using theterm 'Vat' in print was amistake.
The official termis'cloned citizen.' Under the circumstances, 'Vat' is clear evidence of newsbias."

Now shewas practicdly licking her chops. "Vats don't take peopleto court, but | do.”

"I've seen enough of courts,”" said Chip warily. "I don't mind if | never see another.”

"I don't think you will. Hell settle. Now, are you ready for your visit, lover boy?!

Chip blushed. He was wearing one of her dressing gowns. But both of them knew it was merdly because
hisuniform wasin the dryer. Lynne Stark hadn't dept alone that night. But she hadn't dept with him,
ather.

He knew exactly what she wasreferring to. "It'snot like that," he said hadtily.

Sheraised an eyebrow at him. "Redlly. But yet you told Maxine, when she invited you home, that you
were already spoken for, asit were. And that you didn't break your promises. You did it very nicely, |
thought, with just the right amount of regret.”

"Do you always listen to other peopl€'s conversations?' asked Chip sourly.

Shenodded. "If at dl possible, yes. | sdll news, remember.”

Chip pointed to the newspapers. "Why don't you just make it up like most of these do?"

"I lack theimagination for fiction," she said, without even ahint of agmile.

* % *

Generd Cartup-Kreutzler took along pull at the Bloody Mary he habitually had for breskfast. Hed
better call in and seeif that idiot Rastapol ous had actually managed anything coherent in the way of
charges againgt the Vat. He reached for the paper, which, naturdly, wasthe HAR Times. The headlines
delighted him.



He reached for the telephone. They could add afew extra chargesto thelis.

* * %

Having led hismen in their ten-mile run, Van Klomp had showered, breakfasted and sat down at his
desk for hisleast favorite part of the day, paperwork, when histelephone rang. " Seen the morning
papers, Bobby?" asked the voice on the other end.

The cheerful tonein the voice of Lieutenant Mike Capraon the other end did not make Van Klomp fed
at ease. He knew the attorney too well. "Not yet," he said grimly. "What's up? Fitz?'

"No," said Capra. "Just your latest protégé got himsdlf into afight with his ex-bosslast night. The papers
are carrying three different versons of the event. And before that, the boy got himsdlf into ashooting
match with some supposed ‘car-thieves. That was on the nine o'clock news."

"I'd better get the papers, then. Or is there a decent report on Interweb?"

"One of the best," said Caprawith alaugh. "The picture of your new corpora about to shove asticky
chocolate cake into the chef's pump-action shotgun is priceless.”

"Hel'steth! Isheinjail agan?'

"Not yet, anyway," said Capra cheerfully. "But he's going to see Shaw thismorning.”

"' She should be pleased to see him. | didn't think she'd let him get away.”

"There are some odd stories coming out of that lot, Bobby. Old friends of the Shaws have been turned
away from the gates when they tried to see her. And Shaw's attorney wound up dead under mysterious
circumgtances three days ago. Thisis degp water your new corpora isswimming into, with leaky water

wings."

"Not ahdl of alot you and | can do about it, my friend. The kid is determined to go and see her. If |
tried to sop him, held belike Fitz. Do it anyway."

"Thisboy of yours may get himself chewed up in the process, though.”



"They might find that he's atough mouthful to swallow. Chocolate cake againgt a shotgun, you say?' Van
Klomp laughed. "I'll put my money on my new lance corpord. That kid has brass balls, Mike—and don't
forget he survived longer in the trenches than just about any front line soldier | can think of. And they
want to get physica with him? Those drunken thugsin Specid Branch? Fucking cretins.”

"l hopeyou'reright.”

"Youwatch."

* * %

Once morein hisBDUs, with the new stripes on his shoulders and hat-badge on his beret, Chip waked
up to the security officers a the gate with two camerastrailing him.

The security officerslooked like they came from a rent-a-thug company, and not one in the high-end part
of the business. "What do you want, soldier?’ asked the one with the nose suitable for following down
broken and winding trails.

"My nameis Connolly. | was one of the soldiers who rescued Ms. Shaw. She said she wanted usto visit
her, when we got free." It was true enough. She had said that—to the others, along with a promise of
better brandy and dl the sauerkraut the bats could eat. "1 caled yesterday and someone said she would
beinformed.”

The broken-nosed guard nodded. "We've been told that she will be expecting you at ten-thirty. Y ou. Not
them," he said, scowling at the news crew.

Ten-thirty. A neat two hour wait. And then held see her. The cameras had obvioudy been ready for
confrontation at the gate, never mind their exclusion. Y ou could reed disappointment in their posture.

* * %

In an gpartment near the middle of the City, Tana Gainor carefully put on her makeup, and then applied
her mauve lipstick. Thelipstick was her one deliberate conceit. She knew she had aslittle need of it as
for therest of her makeup, to attract the attention of men. But it was non-military. The very fact that she
could get away with such scorn for the military pleased her. It gave her alittlefillip of satisfaction. For
some people, going into the army had been aquestion of duty to their fellow humans. For others, a
question of conscription. For Tana Gainor it had been an opportunity, both for profit and power.

She had dways loved both. Sheld redized very quickly that the dien invaders made the army vastly



important, and presented an unprecedented opportunity for acquiring her two favorite things. She
continued to run her civilian empire. Thetradein various recregtiond chemicals remained commercialy
successful, dthough sheld distanced hersdlf from the actud selling these days. Sheéld never had the actua
need to do so: other than for the profit, but there was the pleasure of entrapment. Knowing they'd be
back. Knowing that you'd gulled yet another one. And knowing that it would bring both power and
profit.

Tanaexamined hersdf in the mirror, then applied a dab of expensive perfume behind her ears and to her
wrigts. Shewas not overly fond of the smell hersdlf, but it did appear to apped to men.

Satisfied that appearance, scent and hair were dll perfect, Tanaleft the vanity table, dipped her mobile
into her purse and let herself out of the door. She left behind the snoring man sprawled on the bed,
without as much as a backward glance. Lewiswas wedthy and useful, as he had crimind associatesin
the "used car" trade, which had hitherto falen outside of her usua net. He was both amazingly stupid and
aclumsy and physicdly inadequate lover. Someday she would tdll him so. It would be amusing.

Sheld just seated herself in her expensve car—having avehicle that spelled money was one of the
reasons she'd spent her evening in the way she had—when the mobile rang.

It was Thom. "I'vetold you," she snapped. "Don't cal me on this number. Call me at work. And cal on
themainline, not your mobile" She hung up.

Thom was an idiot. He was bound to be caught, sooner or later. She wanted no provable linksto him. If
calswere routed through the military switchboard, the best record the billing company would have of
that call would be that her manufacturer had cdlled military headquarters. A brief once-off cdl could be
explained asawrong number. It was a source of irritation that Talbot Cartup had provided Dr. Thom
with her mobile number, but then he was amost certainly not aware of how careful Tanahad been lately.
For dl his power Talbot Cartup remained an idiot. Another one.

A few minutes|later, seated at her desk, checking stock vauesin the morning paper, Dr. Thom cdled
and told her of Chip Connolly'simpending arrest.

Tanaflipped over the paper looked at the headlines. She smiled to hersdlf, and began doing some
homework on thisVat, before the telephone call she knew she'd be getting from Ta bot Cartup, soon
enough. Sheld aready mentally assigned two of her associates. Depardue and Tesco. She derived some
satisfaction in making two of her loverswork together. Admittedly, Tesco was more loyd to money than
to her, but ill.



Two hours after being turned away, Chip waked back to the gate. He was frisked, given ameta
detector search and taken to awaiting vehicle. The coffee and donut hed had with the film crew sat
uneadly in his ssomach. Part of hismind said that he was being afool. She was just behaving exactly as
Shareholdersdid. Use and cast away. Another part of hismind said that he could live with that, but he
needed to be sure shewas dl right. She had trusted him, and he wasn't going to let her down if something
was wrong.

They pulled up a aside door. The servants entrance, naturaly. Chip was led by two guardsthrough a
pantry section, into carpeted hdls, and upwardsto asmal loungelike room. "Smadll," at least, by the
andards of thismangon.

Virginiastood waiting. She wasn't dressed in atorn dusty skirt and aripped blouse anymore. She looked
instead asif sheld just stepped off afashion-cawalk.

When held gotten over that momentary shock, he redlized that something was serioudy wrong. The
tension in her stance, the way her shoulders were pulled forward. Was she that scared of meeting him

agan?

The escort hadn't bothered to leave. "Good morning, Mr. Connolly,” she said, asif she was greeting one
of her maids. She looked at the escort. ™Y ou may go. | do think we can trust this soldier with my virtue.”

Chip tried not to swalow histongue. Like that, wasiit?

"Dr. Thom said we were to stay, miss."

She shrugged. Chip had been very closeto dying with Virginia Shaw. Y ou got to know someone's
movements and gestures very well, very quickly, under those conditions. That was Virginianearly
exploding, not being casud. "It doesn't really matter. It'snot asif thissoldier and | have ever wished to
be private with each other. And how isthat deer little bat Phylla, Connolly. Doing well? Did she recover
from her injuries?’

Chip wished that he was a better actor. Or that he had an hour to St down somewhere and think about
al thisbefore he had to reply. Phyllawas dead. Sheld died rescuing Virginiaand her traitorous Korozhet
tutor. And she'd been definitely and incontrovertibly arat.

Something about dl thissmelt alot worse than the bats, after they'd been eating sauerkraut. The best he
could manage cold was. "Uh. Fine"



"And that darling little rat, what was her name?*

"Y ou mean, um, Behan." Behan had been a bat, and was definitely in the great belfry in the sky. HEd had
an argument with amist-wall of acohol and alit Molotov cocktail. " She'sfine, too.”

"That'sthe one," said Virginia, dtering Behan's species and sex in one fell swoop. "Anyway, Mr.
Connally. Do sit down. | must thank you again for rescuing me. I'm afraid I'm till so tired. Quite dopy,
too."

They were talking some kind of code. That much he was quite sure of now. He hadn't even begun to
figure out just what it meant.

"Dr. Thom said | must keep thishbrief," Virginiacontinued. "I'm under his orders now, you know. He's
helping me such alot, just like my dear Prof did.”

Chip needed to sit down after that. "Prof" was what she'd called the Korozhet that had kidnapped her.
Things were garting to make senseto him, findly.

So: shewas acaptive, and, if he understood the code right, being doped by this Dr. Thom. He'd be the
medical type who had whisked her away when they returned from the front.

"Er." He sought desperately for atopic. Seeing her again, even dressed like thisand obvioudy indire
trouble, still made him want to fold her in hisarms. That, and the circumstances, seemed to have robbed
histongue of anything to say. "How's Huff?"

"He'srun off somewhere" said Virginia, waving her hand vaguely at the window. "I believe hesaround,
but | haven't seen him for ages. Y ou know he's not very loyal to me."

Well, that was true enough. Huff wasn't "very loyd" to Virginia. The correct way of putting it was
"fanatically loyd." Andif heread the handwave correctly, the gaago was probably listening & the
window. They were severd stories up, but that would make no difference to the smal primate.

And if that wasn't Virginiasfoot touching hisleg, then there was adog under the table. He squeezed it



between his own legs and was rewarded with a brief, fulminating look before she gazed off into the
distance again.

His heart was besting like adrum, pounding in his ears. He was barely was aware of the door opening
behind him. "Good morning, Miss Virginia," said someone behind him.

If Chip hadn't been looking intently at her, he might not have noticed the sudden tightening of the muscles
in her neck. "Dr. Thom. What brings you here?' she asked, with asmile. "Asyou see, | have avistor.
The soldier who rescued me.”

Chip got to hisfeet, looking carefully at the two men who had comein. One—alittle darmed-looking
man with a camera—he dismissed from his attention, concentrating on the doctor. He assumed he was
the doctor, anyway, from the stethoscope hanging around his neck.

Thom was one of those men whose hair looked like it ought to be on the top end of one of the sculptures
in Webb Park, and not attached to alive person. It shouldn't be blond, either. His moustache was a
work of art, too. Hewas easily one and ahaf times Chip's size, and he walked with acurioudy catlike
gait. He probably thought it made him look dangerous and sexy.

Thom went over to stand proprietarily behind Virginia "Of course, Miss Virginia. | told you about him.
Butitisredlly time Miss Shaw was alowed to go back to rest.” He made no attempt to greet Chip. "If
you don't mind, Miss Virginia, Waltersis hereto get afew picturesfor the pressrelease.”

The nervous little man snapped frantically. Unlike the photographs Chip had been in lately, nobody made
any attempt to pose them together.

"Y ou have amedicd problem, Ginny?" asked Chip coolly, measuring thingsup. "I could dedl with it, if
you like"

"Y ou and those rats and bats could deal with anything. But not now, Mr. Connally. Y ou must come and
seeme again soon.”

Chip was pretty sure he got that piece of code, even without catching aglimpse of Fluff shaking his head
at thewindow. "Asyou like, maam.”



Shereached into her purse. A gun? No, he was getting too paranoid. It was alarge bundle of notes,
neatly tied up with apiece of ribbon. "Thereward | promised you," Virginiasad, tossng it carelesdy to
him.

For amoment, old reflexes surged to the fore. Chip felt himsdlf nearly exploding withinfury. Asif he
wanted her stinking Shareholder money—!

Then he caught the flicker of desperate apped in her eyes, and sanity returned. Thinking quickly, Chip
lowered his head to hide the snarl and turned the tense set of his shouldersinto something approximating
aservile bow.

"Thank you kindly, maam. So generous of you."

"No, itisonly fair,” said the doctor jovidly. "Theworkman isworthy of hishire, eh, Miss Shaw?"

"Quite," said Virginia. "Now. If you'll excuse me, Mr. Connolly, | must go back to ret. It isamost time
for my medication. Dr. Thom, I'm sure you'll see meto my room."

"Of course" he said, offering hisarm to help her to her feet. " Stett, Purvis, see the lance corpord to the
gate”

* % %

Walking down through the passages to the servants entrance, Chip had timeto think. Thiswas going to
be as tough to crack asthe scorpiary. How could he get the rats and bats together? Did he trust Van
Klomp?Ingtinct said "no.” He was an officer and a Shareholder, after dl. But it would makelifealot
ampler if hecould.

"So, Vat-boy," said the one guard, giving his elbow acrushing squeeze. "I'm sure you're going to make a
generous split of that nice pile of loot you just got.”

That snapped Chip out of hisbrown study. "Do you want to lose that hand?' he asked, in an even tone
that would have made more intelligent men back off.

To beagoon, however, aman doesn't need to be very intelligent. The guard laughed. ™Y ou think that
uniform makes you tough, Vat? Don't kid yoursglf."



Chip had noticed the firearm in the shoulder holster. "Have you ever seen what happens to someone who
isn't wearing adowshield when they've got alimb insde someone's dowshield and it hardens?' he asked,
conversationally. "Couple of stupeslikeyou tried it on afew conscripts for fun. Cut off the one's hand
and the other'sface.

Chip twisted hisarm free and pulled the guard in close. "Want to try? Right now the shield will cut you in
haf if | move fast enough. Want to chance it, asshole?'

Fury and frustration with Ginny's predicament made Chip irrationa with anger at this shakedown. He
didn't want Ginny's money, but he wasn't going to giveit to her jailors either.

"It wasjust afriendly jokel" squawked the guard. "Hey, Purvis, tell him to let go of me!"

Chip shoved the man away. "Unfriendly extortion, more likely. Take my advice and find anew line of
work, punk. In the trenches, you wouldn't last aday.”

They'd arrived at the door. Chip got into the waiting vehicle without looking too closdly at the occupants.

* * %

"Lance Corpora Charles Connolly, number 21011232334000. Y ou are under arrest,” said one of the
five MPs.
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Chapter 29

Divers and sundry charges and specifications.
CHARGE I: Violation of the Military Code, Article 73 (desertion)

SPECIFICATION 1: In that Private Charles Harvey Ignatius Portabello Connolly, Army
of Harmony and Reason, | Corps, Company C, did at or near sector Delta 355, in the
presence of the enemy, quit his place of duty for the purpose of plundering and pillaging.

SPECIFICATION 2: In that Private Charles Harvey Ignatius Portabello Connolly, Army
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of Harmony and Reason, | Corps, Company C, did at or near Sector Delta 355, in the
presence of the enemy, fail to afford all practicable relief and assistance to Lieutenant
Martin Rosetski, Sergeant Jessica Dermot and Private Jeremiah Mackenze, in that he
failed to excavate and rescue the said Lieutenant Martin Rosetski, Sergeant Jessica
Dermot and Private Jeremiah Mackenzie after they were trapped underground as the
result of enemy action.

SPECIFICATION 3: In that Private Charles Harvey Ignatius Portabello Connolly, Army
of Harmony and Reason, | Corps, Company C, did at or near Sector Delta 355, in the
presence of the enemy, endanger the safety of | Corps, Company C headquarters, by
abandoning his post in the trench lines.

SPECIFICATION 4: Inthat Private Charles Harvey Ignatius Portabello Connolly, Army
of Harmony and Reason, | Corps, Company C, did, at or near Sector Delta 355, in the
presence of the enemy, cast away hisissued trench knife and bang-stick, military property.

CHARGE II: Violation of the Military Code, Article 109 (destruction of property)

SPECIFICATION: Inthat Private Charles Harvey Ignatius Portabello Connolly, Army of
Harmony and Reason, | Corps, Company C, did at or near sector Delta 355, willfully and
wrongfully destroy a farmtractor, of a value of greater than 500 credits, the property of
Shareholder Emil Couteau, by exploding it.

CHARGE I11: Violation of the Military Code, Article 111 (reckless endanger ment)

SPECIFICATION: In that Private Charles Harvey Ignatius Portabello Connolly, Army of
Harmony and Reason, | Corps, Company C, did at or near sector Delta 355, physically
control a motor vehicle, to wit, a farmtractor, in a reckless and wanton manner, thereby
endangering the life of an allied alien life form of the Korozhet species.

CHARGE I V: Violation of the Military Code, Article 120 (rape)

SPECIFICATION: Inthat Private Charles Harvey Ignatius Portabello Connolly, Army of
Harmony and Reason, | Corps, Company C, did at or near sector Delta 355, sexually
assault Virginia Shaw.



CHARGE V: Violation of the Military Code, Article 121 (theft)

SPECIFICATION 1: In that Charles Harvey Ignatius Portabello Connolly, Army of
Harmony and Reason, | Corps, Company C, did at or near George Bernard Shaw City,
steal a knife, the property of Shareholder Henri-Pierre Escargot.

SPECIFICATION 2: In that Private Charles Harvey Ignatius Portabello Connolly, Army
of Harmony and Reason, | Corps, Company C, did at or near sector Delta 355, steal a
farmtractor, varioustools, diesel fuel and brandy, of a total value of over 500 credits, the
property of Shareholder Emil Couteau.

CHARGE VI: Violation of the Military Code, Article 130 (breaking and entering)

SPECIFICATION: In that Private Charles Harvey Ignatius Portabello Connolly, Army of
Harmony and Reason, | Corps, Company C, did at or near sector Delta 355, unlawfully
enter the storehouse, distillery, and machine shop of Shareholder Emil Couteau, with the
intent to commit a criminal offense, to wit, larceny.

CHARGE VII: Violation of the Military Code, Article 134 (incitement to mutiny)

SPECIFICATION 1: Inthat Private Charles Harvey Ignatius Portabello Connolly, Army
of Harmony and Reason, | Corps, Company C, did at or near sector Delta 355, abuse
military animals by plying them with intoxicating liquors until they agreed to support him
in his criminal actions, which was contrary to good order and discipline in the Army of
Harmony and Reason.

CHARGE VIII: Violation of the Military Code, Article 324 (driving without a license)

SPECIFICATION: In that Private Charles Harvey Ignatius Portabello Connolly, Army of
Harmony and Reason, | Corps, Company C, was, at or near sector Delta 355, derdlict in
the performance of his duties by driving on a public road without a driver'slicense, in
violation of Harmony and Reason Planetary Traffic Safety Code, Section 3246-12.

* * %

They took his bootlaces, web-belt, wallet . . . and al the money that Ginny had given him. They put it into
alocker and gave him the key. He was sure that the key would be terribly useful.

Back | Next
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Chapter 30

Shaw House, Virginia's bedroom.

There was amore than dightly suspicious glint in Dr. Thom's eye as he waked her back upstairsto her
room. But Ginny was finding it nearly impossible not to jump in the air and dance down the passage. Two
notes down in thewad of hundred dollar notes was her letter to Chip, explaining the situation. Further
down the bound stack of money, on afurther three pieces of stolen notepaper, were the security details
of Shaw House and the fences. Ginny had aso taken the liberty of keegping a thousand dollars—she
might need bribes—and thiswas just about the first actua money she'd ever had in her hands. All her life
someone el se had dways paid for everything. It gave her an odd fedling of independenceto redlly have
some money of her own that she could hold.

That, and seeing Chip again, made pretending to be doped very hard. Sheld endured it before. Now,
impatience st in. It was difficult even to concentrate on reading, while she waited. Theworst wasthe
lack of news. She sat watching the numbers change on the bedside clock radio. How did the seconds
and minutes take so long to pass? The not knowing would kill her. She wished desperately for aphone
cal—awild dream, that—or even a TV or anewspaper. Surely Chip could give the information to the
press, and get her freed? She'd stopped her ears as best as possible with cotton wool, but she knew that
shewould just haveto resist the Korozhet commands. She was aready steding hersdlf for it.

Then it occurred to her: what she was watching the seconds on was adigita clock . . . radio.

Sheld never used it asaradio before. Actualy, with awallscreen TV, sheéld never bothered to listen to
theradio at al. Before her kidnapping and the murder of her parents, the news had never interested her
much. And TV dramahad had little attraction for her, compared to good book. Asfor an darm—the
maids woke you with coffee at the gppointed time. The device had been little more than something that
had taken her fancy before her implant, and had remained in her room.

After stepping out of her room to make sure that there was no one around, she took the cotton wool

from her ears and started to fiddle with the radio. She was rewarded by ablast of music. Hastily, she
yanked the plug from the socket, clicked the wall-screen TV on, and wondered how she could have

been s0 stupid asto forget that her room was bugged.

She sat for some twenty minutes staring at the mindless froth onthe TV, before going to look carefully at
the clock radio. Therewasasmadl did marked "volume.” With it turned close to the minimum, she
plugged it in and listened. It was music. She fiddled the dials and heard voices. It was atalk show. Never
had such athing sounded so sweet.
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Ginny took up her station in bed with a clock radio between her ear and the bed, and a pillow on the
other ear, and soap operaon the TV. Ginny hoped that the listenersliked the soapy.

News was something few people missed, until they were denied accessto it. Ginny listened eagerly. And
thenin horror.

" .. .llitary policetoday arrested accused rapist Lance Corporal Charles Connolly only minutes after the
soldier had attempted to extort money from hisalleged victim, Virginia Shaw, the daughter of our late
Chairman. Ms. Shaw has been in seclusion since her terrible ordedl but, according to witnesses, felt that
she had to confront her attacker and overcome her fear. Dr. Fred Thom, Ms. Shaw's personal physician,
described her as'very distraught, but very courageous. Ms. Shaw granted a private exclusive telephonic
interview to HARBS news."

Virginialistened to avoice, not wildly unlike her own, explain how she wanted to move on from being a
victimto being asurvivor.

"Ms. Shaw has requested, on medica grounds which have been supported by her persona physician,

Dr. Thom, that she be spared having to meet her attacker again. According to her Solicitor, John Lo Lee,
if leaveis granted she will only have to lodge suitable depositions with the court, asthereis strong
evidence againgt the accused dready . . ."

* % *

Beforethis, Virginiahad needed to get out of her home/prison for her own sake and for the good of the
cause she hoped to support. Now, she needed to get out of here for Chip. And not al the guardsin the
universe were going to stop her.

He'd been arrested minutes after he'd seen her. Sheld bet he had not even had a chance to read the first
love letter sheld ever written. Sheld struggled with that |etter. 1t was something she didn't want anyone
elseto read, ever, but that she'd redlized that Chip might have to use to convince people.

She could only hope that no one had gone through that bundle of notes after she'd givenit to him.

Now she had to come up with an escape plan.

Twenty minutes later she was once again in her bathroom, water running, discussing it al with Huff. "I
need one as aweapon, Fluff. And | will need astrategy once | get out, to stop them just arresting me.



Thetroubleis, other than the rats and the bats, and Chip, | don't know who | can trust. And I've got to
get out of hereto save him. They execute people in the military for rape, Fluff."

Thelittle gdago looked distinctly worried. " Sefiorita . . . it istruethat | can get the key to the garden
equipment shed, but the chainsaw sheistoo heavy for meto carry to you. No, we will haveto try the
guile. Escape. Then together we will go out to rescue Sefior Chip. Heisagdlant soldier, even if he has
usurped me from your affections,” he said I oftily.

"Oh, Huff! It'snot like that!" protested Virginia, hugging him. "Besdes, you have so many girlfriendsthere
among therats. . ."

He stepped back onto the bath edge, pacing it asif it were acatwalk. "It isonly natural, | am so macho,
that al the women they should adore and desire me," said Don Juan € Magnifico de Gigantico de
Immaculata Conception y Mgjor de Todos Saavedra Quixote delaMancha. Fluff loved to strut his stuff,
"But, mi Virginia, that ismerdly aphysical thing. Thelove of my heart, sheisadwaysfor you!" Hiswide
eyeswere dewy with earnestness, his delicate mobile ears downcast.

"| bet you say that to dl of them," sheteased. "Anyway, | love you too, Fluff, evenif | can't compete with
al your groupies. But we can't just leave Chip to hisfate. | must try."

"Indeed, sefiorita, but | believe that we can get out without fighting. We shdl hidein avehicleleaving
here" Hewrinkled his entire face with distaste. "It isin the truck of the garbage we must go, 5. Withdl
the fish heads, tin cans, plastic bags and the old cabbage leaves." He seemed to take particular affront at
the cabbage leaves.

Theideagartled her. "It could work . . . But I'm still going to get mysdlf achainsaw. | saw the gardeners
using aredly lovey little one on the hedges. I'll smuggleit up here somehow.”

Maybe the average young girl didn't spesk of chainsawsin the sameway, but Virginiafdt that that was
their loss. As fashion accessories they had the edge on nearly anything el se, when it cameto getting you a
lot of attention. And respect.

The gdago blinked hishig eyes. " . | supposeif thetruck it istoo difficult to get into, it is something for
the defense of your virtue when you do not have me with you. | will go to watch for the truck.”



Shaw House, the Webb Salon, decanter of
rare Earth sherry on the table.

Tabot shook hishead. "I don't care what you say, Dr. Thom. | smdll arat here." He tapped the
recording. " She'd been deeping with him. In this she treats him rather like abad smell she's possibly met
somewhere before. She soundslikea Y MCA secretary talking to a ssumblebum, not ayoung girl talking
to her first lover—evenif heisaVat."

"Well, there were two of our best men in earshot, Tabot," said the Doctor. "It could just have been that
shewas embarrassed.”

"Mighty cool for embarrassment. | have to wonder about those drugs of yours and that computer chipin
her head. It wouldn't be affected, would it?'

The doctor looked surprised. "1 hadn't thought of that, to be honest. The addiction would be the same.
But her clarity of thought should be reasonable, depending on just how much it doesfor her."

The head of the colony's security stood up. "We want to be suspicious and dert here. She might be
planning abreak. | think | want security tightened, Thom. And have you caught that monkey of hers,
yet?”

"We assume that it's run off onto the golf course or into the parkland. I've had poison bait put out for it.
Some acaciagum that it is gpparently very partia to. But no luck so far.”

"Wll, get some people from the zoo. No. On second thoughts, don't. They might not be that keen on
killingit. Andit can dso tak, eh?'

Thom nodded. "Y es, it has one of these Korozhet chipsin its head, too."

"I'll get you acouple of big-game hunting guides, then," said Talbot. "They've got experience a keeping
their mouths shut about canned hunts. Pay them enough and they will kill this creature and keep quiet
about it. I'm getting rid of loose ends. And right now they seem to befraying as| go."

He dammed amesty fist into his pam. "The military courts were very cooperative, thanksto Tana, so |
thought this was areasonable way to ded with thisidiot lance corpord. Then my brother-in-law could,



with asuitable military lack of fuss and secrecy, have Connolly handed to the Korozhet. They want him,
and what they want they will get, from me anyway. But now | hear that blasted Fitzhugh is up for retrid,
about which those uppity Vats and the gutter-press are making aroya fuss, and my dear brother-in-law
says he can't pull Connolly out of the Military Justice system, and it's even going to be tricky to get him
quietly out of military prison, even if he gets adeath pendty. And your precious Tana, having assured me
that Fitzhugh was stitched . . . now, shé'snot only failed at that, but saysal she can dois affect the
defense and the prosecuting counsel. Her pet judge is suspended pending investigation. So: | need to
take steps here™

"Well, it'sdl in perfect control at thisend,” said Dr. Thom. "And I'll bet you Tana screwed the money out
of you, before the Fitzhugh thing fell gpart.”

"Shedid," said Tdbot irritably. "Now, you assured me this drug of yours would make the Shaw girl
complaisant. | think it'stimewe put that to the test. Weve got a Council of Shareholders meeting coming
up, and anumber of issues on the war-funding are going to the vote. | need those votes of hers. | also
want to strengthen the hand of Specid Branch further. And we need to get rid of thisridiculous
‘court-order to wire-tap' regulation. Have you got her to sign those proxy voting forms yet?!

The doctor looked startled. "Y ou said not to."

Cartup smiled inwardly. Always make it the help's fault. It kept them unsettled and unsure of themsalves.
"When | want your back-answers, I'll ask for them, Thom. Get them signed now. If she makesno
resstanceto that, | might just take you up on something else you said sheld do for me, when she wasfull
of your pills”

"W...wha?'

"Lieon her back and let me screw her," he said, enjoying the ook on the doctor's face.

Thom said nothing. He just took the proxy voting forms from the drawer and walked off to find his
charge.

* * %

A few minuteslater he was back. " She signed the forms. She didn't even seem concerned,” he said.

"Good. Because were going to test her compliance alot further. My idiot brother-in-law pointed out the
obviousto me. Well arrange a photo-shoot for tomorrow afternoon. Shelll be accepting my ring. | think
well haveto wait afew weeksfor the marriage. And maybe amonth before the funera.”



The doctor dropped the proxy forms. "What! ?*

"Pick those up, Thom. It seems by far the easiest way of avoiding having to get proxiesin thefuture.” He
stood up. "I'll passthisrecording onto my staff. They can probably cobble something incriminating out of
it. In the meanwhile | suggest you restrict her movement to that room. One of my men reportsthat he saw
her trying doors on the mezzanine leve."

Back | Next
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Chapter 31

The environment surrounding a small galago.
Mostly darkness, thugs and the bouquet of fresh seafood.

"Huff, they've stopped me going off thisfloor. Thank goodness | got the chainsaw asfar asthe bushes
under my window first. Now if you can get that garden line up to the bathroom, I'm sure | can haul it up.”

"S, sefiorita. Thelineisready. Sheisattached to the strong line of fishing, which is dready attached to
the window catch. Y ou will just haveto haul it up. Y ou are sure you cannot climb down the same way?'

Virginiashook her head. "1 know it isaropeto you, and as easy asfaling off alog, but I'mtoo big. |
can't climb down that string, Fluff. | don't think | could climb down four stories anyway. But we need to
do something. | can't just leave Chip to be punished dreadfully for something he didn't do—and that
creep made me sign those proxy forms. Those formswill alow Talbot Cartup to use my votes at the
HAR Company Shareholders meeting!”

She dtill seethed every time she thought about it. "I don't know what he's planning to do with them, but it
won't be anything good. I'm going to haul that chainsaw up and seeif | can cut my way out of here,
tonight.”

Fuff shook hishead agitatedly. "There arealot of guards, m Virginia They have guns.”

"That's their problem,” she snarled, thefury at being helplessfor solong boiling up. "They havea
disadvantage. They need to keep medive. If | die, the shares get spread out through awhole dew of
second and third cousins. | don't have that to worry about. I'll kill anyone who getsin my way."
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Huff was gill dubious. "Evenif, asyou say, they do not wish to kill you, they can shoot you in thearm or
theleg. How could we flee then?' He took adeep breath. "No. Better it isby far that | go to our
comrades, and bring them to your aid."

"But Huff. Y ou can't go on your own!™

Fluff took a deep breath. " Sefiorita. Indeed, | will go. Of course | will go! But . . . Itisnot at dl certain|
amwhere | haveto go? It makes no matter. Let it not be said that Don Juan & Magnifico de Gigantico
de Immaculata Conception y Mgjor de Todos Saavedra Quixote de laManchawould not go to the help
of hiscomrades-in-arms! Only . . . isit possiblethat | could have my second-best waistcoat from your
cupboard? | would fed better if | was smartly dressed.”

The blue and silver waistcoat did make the seven-inch-tal cabdlero stand tdler. 1t dso made him stand
out.

"Er, FHuff, it does make you so much easier to see” said Virginia, after asuitable amount of admiration.
Fuff adored admiration.

The gdago held out hislittle black-pamed hands. "Virginia, if it isthat | am going to die, | would not be
looking scruffy.” He spun on histoes, doing a perfect swirl of his soft-fluffed tail. "Anyway, | do not plan
to travel out in the garbage-truck after al. They are searching. They stick the long sharp rodsinto the

garbage”

"Then how? | mean, there are detectors on the fence, if you tried to jump over. Andif you hitit . . ." She
shuddered. "That's five thousand volts, Fluff."

"| shall go out in the parcd of the security guard. They are stedling from the kitchen, with the help of the
cook. Sheisleaving the box with thefood init, just outside the scullery door. The guard with the nose
that is broken and the one with the ears of the bigness," he said, supremely unsalfconscious about hisown
huge ears. "One of them collectsit and takesit out of the gate with them. They search everything, but no
one searchesthem.”

Virginiadiscovered that the little piece of petty thievery took place just after dusk each day, when the
day-shift changed over with the night-staff. The security guards didn't go out every night, but those two
Fuff had watched for aweek now. One or the other went out every night. It would give Fluff the hours
of darkness to escape and find therats or bats. Well, at |east to start doing so. Galagos were nocturnal,
and inthe dark Fluff at least had some advantages to make up for hissize.



* * %

It had seemed like such agood ideauntil he had actualy closed the box lid on himself. Now, Fluff
wondered if he had not traded in his biggest single advantage, which was not his ddlicate, sendtive ears,
or hisbig eyes, or his soft fur, fine waistcoat and good looks, but his ability to legp thirty-five feet. Insde
acardboard box, containing severa pounds of virtudly unobtainable wartime luxuries, hisleaping wasa
little curtailed. If someone put their hand into the box, there was nowhere to jump to. Besides. . . the box
smelled of seafood. He was not fond of the smell. 1t was aso cramped and cold.

The box was picked up. The other disadvantage Fluff now saw—or didn't see, rather—wasthat he had
no ideawhere he was. He wanted to escape before he found himself in confined quarters, likeacar or a
house. But not too soon, either. He wanted to be well away from Shaw House.

He comforted himself with the knowledge that the thief could hardly admit that held carried Huff through
security with his stolen goods. The staff assumed that he was somewhere out on the golf course, hiding.
Let them go on thinking that.

On the other hand, the thief could just kill him. Fluff had no delusions that, trapped inside something
where he could not get away, that could not happen.

"Y ou skiving out again, Kurt?' demanded avoice.

They must be at the gate.

"Yeah, I've got nice bit of crumpet intown. | got to keep her in service or next time | go there I'm likely
to find some other bastard's assin my way."

"And that box is candy just to keep her sweet?"

"Hold your lip, Stett, if you know what's good for you. It's just some kitchen scraps.”

"Ha. Let's see what kind of scrapsthe kitchen isthrowing out these days. Come on, let'shave alook."

Fluff tensed. Why tonight of al nights?"I'll cut you in for atwenty, Stett. Y ou make trouble and you're a
dead man waking."



The threat obvioudy didn't worry Stett, by hisbored tone. "Make that fifty, Kurt. It'sagood racket you
and Riddll have going. It'sworth fifty."

"| don’ get that much.”

“Fifty, Kurt."

Huff bardy restrained himsdf from ydling: "Giveitto him!"

Therewas arudtle. "Bloodsucker," muttered Kurt.

"Have agreat evening with your crumpet, Kurt. Give her onefor me."

The security man said nothing, but the box began to sway again as he moved off.

Some long minutes later, someone el se spoke. Y ou ‘ave got it?"

"Yep. But it'sgonnacost extra. That blood-sucking bastard Stett is onto me. He wanted fifty just to get it
outathe gates."

"We'ave agreed on aprice. 'Ow you get it out isyour problem.”

"There are other restaurants.”

“Not tht will buy thingslikethis"

"Well, gimmethe money then,” Kurt said irritably. "But it'll serveyouright if | just stop supplying. You
see where you can get this stuff then.”



"I do not think that you will stop. Not while you can make money &t it," said the accented voice, wryly. "
‘ere. Put it inthe van. Y ou 'ave everything | asked for?"

"Down to the two kilos of Stavanger bay prawns. Y ou nameit, cookie ordersit, you get it."

"Hereisthelist for tomorrow. | must get capers. The growers'ave lost their farmswith the war. But
Shaw will ‘ave somein the pantries.”

"| can't guarantee stuff likethat. Itl cost extra.”

"For that and the sauce aux capres for the codfish, | will pay extra. Not for other things. Now, | must
get moving. The curfew issoon.”

AsHuff, giff and cramped, struggled to open the box and flee into the night, the door dammed. By the
time he had gotten out of the box, the vehicle was moving. FHuff didn't mind too much, asit was pitch
dark and experience told him he could find placesto hidein any car, assmall ashewas. And surely the
farther he got from the Shaw Manson, the better.

He soon discovered that hewasin error on at least one count. The vehicle he was being transported in
was designed to be a perfect galago prison, with no placeto hide. It was obvioudy somekind of ddivery
van, and he and the cardboard box were in the back. There wasn't even adoor handle.

Fluff had an awkward choice. Wait for the doors to open and bolt, or climb back into the fishy smelling
box. He had no ideahow long the trip would last, or where the buyer was going.

* % %

"We need acouple of things, MissVirginia," said Dr. Thom.

He had asyringe in hishand. Ginny desperately wished for two things herself. One, that she was closer to
her bed. And, secondly, that she could be sure the little chainsaw under it would pull first time. But she
kept her cool, with some difficulty. With Fluff gone, and Chip a prisoner, she felt very much adone. "What
isit, dear Doctor?"

"Oh, | just need to take some blood from you. Just some standard checks on your medication
absorption.”



"You're late with my tablets," she said sulkily, hiding her panic. "I don't seewhy | should help you. | need
them.”

"And you shdl have them, MissVirginia. Just as soon as | have some cooperation,” he said, showing just
ahint of theiron fist hidden inside that apparently solicitous care.

"Oh, dl right. But | need them. | actually need more." She let him take her arm and put a blood-pressure
cuff onit.

"Oh | think we can incresse the dose dightly when | get these absorption results back.”

"And when will thet be?'

"Usudly about two days, Miss Virginia. Now the other matter isthat Tabot Cartup iscoming to have
some pictures taken with you. Y ou might want to dress smartly for the occasion.”

"l dont like him," shesaid sulkily. "Hesold and smdly.”

The deek muscular doctor looked at her as he withdrew the needle, the syringe now full of dark red
blood. "Well, you could marry meinstead, you know. But don't say anything to Tabot. Just go dong
withhim. .. or I might forget your pills. Or cut down on them.”

It was agood thing, Virginiareflected later, that she'd been too stunned to speak.

* % *

Fuff had opted for hiding in the box again. By the noises out there, they'd entered GBS City. Huff knew
it wasn't hismost courageous decision, but it wasthe easiest. Maybe. . . Maybe this person would set
the box down before opening it. Fluff kept the lid open and stretched and rubbed his limbs. HeEd pull the
lid closed at the last minute when the vehicle stopped. He wasn't going to be cold, tiff and not ready for
action, thistime.

The vehicle dowed and stopped. The engine was switched off. Fluff hagtily pulled the lid closed, and lay
dill.



The doors opened and someone picked up the box, carried it for adistance, and put it down. "I will
convey the prawnsto the new safein the chill-room. Seethat therest is put away."

Fingersinserted themsalvesinto the box. And then there was pandemonium.

Lesping out, Fluff had the advantage on nearly everyone e sein the room. It had been dark insde the
box. It was now dark out here. Galagos are nocturna, arboreal creatures. Swinging from treelimb to
treelimb was quite as easy aslegping from outstretched human limb to limb as they blundered about in
the shriek-filled darkness.

This place was plainly avery large kitchen. Fluff was quite cgpable of seeing that he had company in his
arbor-human adventures. Four rats were scurrying for the doorway, with the Starvanger-bay prawns that
had just recently been in the kitchen of Shaw House. Fluff decided to head after the disappearing rats.
He'd wanted to find rats, anyway.

A flailing hand made contact with histail, and he was obliged to bite somebody. Then, as he reached the
door, another leaper bounced off the far wall like acannonball, and actually overtook him. The
fluorescent lights flickered as if someone had reached the main switch.

There wasjust time to catch a glimpse of blue fur before the other lesper cleared the southern outside
wall. A shotgun boomed. Huff, in panic, legped clear over the other wall. He found himself inthe middle
of aroad, trapped in oncoming traffic. At the last moment, he somehow unfroze from the sight of the
headlights on the oncoming hooting monstrosity. He leapt straight up and let it pass under him, before
hitting the road again, jumping as he touched down. He dodged another vehicle and bounded acrossthe
roadway and up a stone-pine on thefar sde.

He wasn't staying there, either. There was awonderfully convenient avenue of the trees. Fluff decided
that held look for the rats later. Right now what he wanted was to be €l sawhere. Fast.
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Chapter 32

Pre-trial Confinement, Military Police Headquarters.
A graycell, 7 x5 x 7" in itsdimensions,
complete with prison bed and chamber pot.

The defense attorney who was assigned to Chip thistime resembled Lieutenant Capratheway a
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cardboard-cutout of an elephant resembles an elephant. From a distance, at the right angle, the two were
indistinguishable. Lieutenant Depardue had the uniform, the JAG flashes, the pips. He was roughly the
same height and build, and presumably was aso an attorney.

That was where the smilarity ended.

"Y ou might aswdll plead guilty, Lance Corpord. | went aong to take the deposition from Ms. Shaw.
The evidenceisdamning. Y ou might possibly get someleniency if you plead guilty.” Distagtefully, the
lieutenant leaned back, asif afraid that the mere presence of aVat-accused might corrupt him.

"Mogt of these charges, Lieutenant, are the biggest lot of crap | ever came across,” said Chip bluntly.

The lieutenant shrugged. "Y ou can try telling that to the judge, Lance Corpord. Weve got apre-tria
session with him this afternoon. | strongly advise you to say that you've decided to plead guilty.”

Chip had no particular hopes of that session, or of the judge, improving anything.

* % %

But it seemed that he had underestimated both.

When the judge got to "you have the right to request adifferent military lawyer represent you," Chip saw
the light at the end of the tunndl. 1t could have been an oncoming train, but when the judge told him that if
the person he requested was reasonably available he could have him, Chip hoped that maybe, just for
once, Shareholder justice would work in hisfavor. When he wastold that he'd no longer be entitled to
keep the assigned lawyer if he chose another, he was very grateful indeed. Another ten minutes with the
son of abitch and they'd have been able to add murder to the charge sheet, asthey probably wouldn't
accept Judtifiable Shareholdericide asaplea

The judge instructed that Capra be contacted.

* % %

Sitting back insde acdl, Chip was pleased to hear afamiliar voice. Any familiar voice. After what hed
been through in the last while, hewasin bad need of comforting. The familiar voice wasraised in more
than alittleirritation, though.

"Don' pissaround with me, soldier!" snapped Lieutenant Capra. "Y ou can't deny me access. And you
can't 9t in on meetings between me and my client, ether. Provide me with any more excusesand I'll see



you ornamenting your own cdlls.”

"Generd Cartup-Kreutzler's orders, ar.”

"The Military Code's orders, soldier. | know which I'd be wiser to obey. If you like I'll return with an
order from amilitary judge.”

"You'll haveto do that, sir," said the MP.

"I will. Post hagte. And an ingtruction to free him from pre-tria custody.”

* % *

Within what seemed like ahdf alifetime, Lieutenant Capradid return. "They won't let me spring you. It
seems you're a dangerous man, Connolly. Apparently athreet to the virtue of al Shareholders daughters
on HAR. But at least they can't top metalking to you. Now, let'slook at these charges together . . ."

Capraflipped through the pages with quick and expert fingers. Practicaly every page caused him to snort
with sarcasm. "Severa of them will fail the straight-faced attorney test in akangaroo court, let done
under the eye of Judge McCairn. God knows what sort of idiot they got to pencil-whip these through the
JAG pre-trid gppraisa. But let'stalk them through. The most serious oneis Charge IV. Rapists get short
shrift. What | want to know, first off, ishave they got any groundsfor thisat al?*

Chip fdt the lieutenant's eyes boring into him. He got the fedling that awrong answer here, and he might
aswel put the noose around his own neck. Fortunately, he didn't have any doubts. "No, sir, thereisn't.
What thisisdl about, Sr, isthat Virginia Shaw isin big trouble. Bigger than | am. I've got to get out of
here, and if they don't want to let me out, I'll have to break out of here."

"| didn't hear you say that last part, Connolly. Don't even think about it. Thisis being fast forwarded
through the system, considering the politica ramifications. Y oull either be for the high-jump or afree man
intwo weeks, a mogt."

"Sir, | don't know if Virginia has got two weeks. She. . . she managed to tell me when | went there, that
sheisbeing held prisoner by some doctor. She's being doped.”

Capraraised hiseyesto heaven. "Look, Connolly. Let'sjust stick to the matter in hand. | don't know,
off-hand, whether you're crazy or doped yoursdf."



"Lieutenant. Last timethey said | was crazy, | proved to be telling the absolute damn truth. If you don't
believe me, ingst she comesin to court to testify. Just see where you get to. Y ou said yourself that you
tried last time. Y ou don't know any f . . . anything about Ginny. Y ou just think shes Miss La-di-dah
VirginiaShaw. She'snot. Why don't you listen to me? Why don't you get hold of the rats and bats who
werewith us? Ask them.”

"Why don't you stop getting quite so excitable, and talk to me. Then I'll listen. And | am going to have
subpoenas issued for the military animalsinvolved in this case, and Ms. Shaw aswell. Becauseit'sarape
case she's entitled to not actually face the accused attacker. But she will have to testify to the entire

Chip counted to ten, dowly. Hed found that this had aways worked when trying to deal with culinary
disasters. This skeptical officer was the best hope he had, right now. He took adeep breath. "Sir. I'll do
my best. I'l tell you everything | can and you can make up your own mind. But | have just one request.
Will you tdll Senior Bombardier Bat Michagla Brongtein that Ginny said Phyllawas a bat and asked how
shewasdoing?"

"Why do | suspect thisabad idea, Connolly? Y ou're not trying to get meto influence awitness, are
you?'

"No Sir. Phyllawas arat, and she's dead. When Ginny said that to me | redlized that she wastrying to
tell me something. Brongtein will, too. And | will bet that they won't alow Ginny out, into your court.”

"Whoever this mysterious ‘they’ is, they can't exactly stop her, Connolly. Now . . . Charge one,
specificationone. . ."

* * %

An hour and ahaf later the lieutenant left Chip, with alist of the rats and batsinvolved, and athick sheaf
of notes.

Heleft Chip to histhoughts.

Maybe Caprawould have been less satisfied if held known that his client was already planning his

escape, and the murder of acertain doctor. The only thing that was stopping Chip from taking out afew
MPs and making an escape immediately was the certain knowledge that when Bronstein heard about "the
bat Phylla," she and the bats and the rats would probably be off to Shaw House.

* * %



Mike Capratook along pull at the beer that Van Klomp had put in front of him. "I'm supposed to be
working on Fitz's case. Ogata has me running around like an errand boy. He won't trust the MP
investigators. And now the JAG himself and you suddenly push me onto thisVat-kid's case. | can't, Van
Klomp. I can't give my best to both cases. I'm going to step aside. Get you someone else.”

Van Klomp blew thefroth off the top of hisquart. " Kak stories, boeta. Y ou canfool half the courtson
HAR, but | can tell when you'retrying to shoot me aline. I've seen those charges against my new
lance-jack. Most of them you could tear apart in your deep. Anyway, thissoldier isafairly vita piece of
your defensefor Fitzy. They'll stretch Connolly's neck for rape and then you'velost him. Thereis
something esegoing on here. Tel me.”

"I suppose | should be grateful that you aren't ajudge,” said Capra, ironically.

"Therewouldn't be a bleddy case backlog if | were," said Van Klomp forcefully. "Now stop drinking my
beer for long enough to tell mewhat it isthat's getting to you.”

"Youreright. A lot of the chargesare ajoke. A few of the kid's deeds are technicaly crimes, but
prosecuting him for them isridiculous. The only worrying oneisthe rgpe charge.”

"That'saload of bull,” Van Klomp interrupted. "I saw them together, Mike—so did severd of my
troopers. If anyone was raping anyone, she should be charged. Couldn't keep her hands off him. | didn't
notice any complaints from that soldier, mind you, but he certainly wasn't forcing anyone.”

"If you'd let mefinish. Connolly clamsit was consensud, and he is certain sheld testify to that. Hesaso
certain shewon't be alowed to testify. HE's got areal conspiracy theory syndrome. He even half had me
believing him. | suppose he's been through alot. But it's this bit about her having a soft-cyber implant that
got to me."

Van Klomp's eyes narrowed. " Soft-cyber. Y ou mean like the little implants they put into the rats and
bats. Or something different?"

"One and the same. He ingstsit's true, and has been kept a secret. That she was brain damaged asakid
dueto ahorse-riding accident and her parents used their influence to have her implanted to fix it. | don't
know if he'sjust flipped hismarbles, or . . . Well, he said | should ask the rats and bats, cold, without any
possihility of collusion.”

"That soundsfair enough,” said Van Klomp, wiping his moustache. " So what about it if hesright?”



Theyoung lawyer pinched hislipstogether. "Thenit is rape, Van Klomp. Sheis of unsound mind, and he
knew it."

Van Klomp traced a pattern in the condensation off hisbeers on his scarred tabletop. "Y ou've never
redlly had much to do with Fitzy'srat, have you?'

"That pet of his?No."

Van Klomp grinned, showing off his big tombstone teeth. "Take my advice, boeta. Don't ever say 'pet’
to either Fitz or Ariel. Epecidly not to Fitz. Hell damn near kill you. He'sin love with that rat. And she's
just achip of integrated circuitsin arat's brain. But she'saperson, too. | know her and | don't have any
doubt about it at dl. A big improvement on hisformer fiancée Candy, that's for sure. Y ou remember
Fitzy's dear Candy, don't you? Y ou had no trouble considering her human even though she had no brains
outsde her fanny. Arid isalot more human."

Capra shook his head. "Not asfar asthelaw is concerned.”

"Then the law iswrong and needs to be changed. What's bothering you, Mike? The letter of the law or
the persond mordity of thewhole thing?"

"Thelatter, | guess.

Van Klomp stood up, drained his beer, and squeezed the lieutenant's shoulder with aham-sized hand.

"Y ou'l ruin the bad reputation lawyers have spent generations of hard work acquiring. Now, finish your
beer and bugger off, Mike. I've got a session on the assault courses starting at o-four-hundred tomorrow.
| need to go acrossto talk to Dr. Ligpsich. I'm with Fitz's conclusions about our dear friendsthe
Korozhet. My adviceto you isto talk to these rats and bats as soon as possible. Y ou'll stop worrying
about it after dealing with them for ten minutes. Y ou watch. Otherwise, go with your heart, boeta. Turn
my new lance corpora over to someone ese. But if you don't . . . well, | think you should stop calling
him 'kid.' Don't you ever forget that hel's afront-line veteran. Y ou might have a nice degree on your wall,
and seven or eight years on him, but he's older in experience than ether of us. And he could probably kill
me in about ten seconds, let oneyou.”

Mike drained hisbeer. Van Klomp had an uncomfortable habit of putting hisfinger on things. Mike had
gotten the idea that when the young Vat had said that he was going to escape, he wasn't just talking big.
And ligtening to the story, held gotten the feding sometimes that Connolly wastalking down to him. He



resented the Vat's titude, without thinking about it. Now heredlized that Connolly hadn't meant it either.
Hed just been there and survived. He knew the man that he was talking to hadn't. The gulf between the
initiated and someone who hadn't been there was avast one. And if Van Klomp considered him
dangerous. . . heredly was.

"I supposeyou'l beright, asusua,” he said sourly. "'I've dready arranged for the rats and bats in question
to be brought up to the Military Anima unit at HARIT. I've read of them being used as useful witnesses
inacouple of cases. Their testimony should get about the same va uation as amechanica recording
device"

Van Klomp laughed. "Y ou're in for some rude shocks, boeta. Y ou should go and talk this over with
Fitzy. HEll straighten you out abit on this, and on Vats, too. He learned athing or two doing boot camp
with them."
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Chapter 33

Offices, animal holding pens, HARIT Animal Breeding
and Development section.

By eleven o'clock of the next day, Lieutenant Mike Caprawas beginning to appreciate the truth of what
Van Klomp had said. He was beginning to envy Van Klomp on the assault courses. The only saving
grace that he could see was that the prosecuting attorney was probably going to go mad and bite hisown
bals off after afew minutes of cross-examination.

"Look," hesad, patiently. "Y ou've got to tdll the truth. Y ou know what will happen if you lie under oath?!
The paunchy rat who cdled himsdf Fastaff scratched hislong snout. "Methinks our sdewill win."

Mike Capra put his head in his hands. "Whatever you do, don't say that to the judge. Y ou're supposed to
tell the truth, and nothing but the truth, and not to point out that you've chosen sidesin the case.™

" 'Tissad thislaw istheinsane root that takes reason prisoner,” said the rat, grumpily. "What is the point
inthistestimony if not towin?'

"Bartholemew Boarpig!" said the one who called hersdlf Doll Tearsheet. She had been investigating the


C:\Documents and Settings\harry kruiswijk\Mijn documenten\spaar\0743488466__32.htm
C:\Documents and Settings\harry kruiswijk\Mijn documenten\spaar\0743488466__34.htm
C:\Documents and Settings\harry kruiswijk\Mijn documenten\spaar\0743488466_toc.htm

office, asthey spoke. "1 think we should just spring Chip and go to fetch Ginny. Therésno drink inthis
place”

"And have you any vittles?' demanded avery largerat.

"Er. No. Why?" asked Capra.

The onewho cdled himself "Nym" pointed. "The auncient Pistol hath started to gnaw upon your
briefcase. We have not had food for an age. Some three hours and a half.”

Mike snatched the case away. "1 should be done in another half an hour. You'll just haveto wait."

"I deduce that thisis an antinomy,” said the rat wearing spectacles. "Doc,” he was known as. "Out of
what we now know are the needs of rat nature, your demise will show its naturalness and its necessity.

Mike Caprablinked. Seven years of training became as nothing. "What?'

The smallest rat explained. "Methinks Pararattus meansthat if you don't feed us, well haveto eat you.
Heisaphilosopher. They speak like that in order to confuse their prey.”

The philosopher nodded. "Indeed, Meene. He must feed us, or become a synthesis of proteinsand
sugars. For we cannot hold back our bestid natures with this thin envelope of civility much longer, lega
human. Or you will shortly be considering the matter a posteriori, asit were.”

"Fillup mewith athree-man beetlel" said Pigtal, eyeing him hungrily. "You meanthat it islegd to et
him?'

Beatedly it occurred to Mike that he'd read somewhere that the "rats’ were redly mostly shrewsin their
genetic endowment—and that shrews had phenomenal metabolic rates. Although these creatures were
small, they were, after dl, trained to kill Magh', who in turn killed humans with apparent ease, to judge by
the casudty figuresfrom the front.

"Ah." He cleared histhroat again. "Lawyers are poisonous. And they taste terrible. Jurisprudence taints
the meat. Ask anyone," he said hatily, opening his briefcase and hauling out hislunch. Better to be



hungry for lunch than to be lunch for the hungry. Wasn't there a story about the rats having been trapped
inabunker for afew days and having eaten everyonein it?

Asthey devoured histunasandwich, he reflected that at least the other creatures couldn't be as bad.

* * %

If anything, the bats were worse.

"Would it be at dl possibleto obtain awig for Connolly?* demanded the plump bat in amorbid tone,
when asked if they could provide testimony on the deeths of any of those in the bunker with Connolly.

"A wig?Look, thereisno point in disguisng him."

"Oh, 'tisnot for adisguise. Itisfor the songimmortaisin' hisunjust execution,” said ONid. "Something
like'Charlie Connally goesto die. . . tah tah tum tah-tum . . . and around the noose the golden ringlets
clung.' I'm still workin' onit, but it sounds much better than 'black spiky hair' clung.”

"Look. Most of these charges are bereft of substance. Some of them we can get the judge to dismiss out
of hand. Charge V, specification 1, for starters. In terms of Specid Gazetteitem 17, that oneisright out.
With the witnesses | have and based on what | know so far, Connolly should get off. They're not going to
hang him. Thewhole point of thisexerciseisjudtice.”

"Indade? Justice is unfit? In need o' exercise, isit?"

"The entrenched exploiterswill pervert the ends o' justice to send him to the gulags,” said the biggest of
the bats, fiddling with the straps of hispack. "Soif you'l just betelling uswhere theimperidist swineare
keeping our comrade, we can blow them all to smithereens.”

With agtart Mike Capraredized that, unless he was much mistaken, the pack was full of bat-limpet
mines. Those weren't supposed to be taken out of the operational area. The regulations on the matter
were exceedingly strict, which . . . didn't seem to mean adamn thing to the bats, did it?

Hewas gill looking at the evidence of intended mayhem, when the third bat swatted her wing over the
saichd. "Now, Eamon. Y ou said you'd follow my lead in the Strategy here. Tis merdy hislunch,
Lieutenant. Sauerkraut sandwiches, which | have told him not to bring out in public. Y ou won't be
needing those right now, Eamon. What we were wishful of knowing was whether you'd had any word



from Ginny. VirginiaShaw, | believeyou cal her?'

"You're Brongtein, right?" he asked. "Lance Corpora Connally requested that | tell you that Virginia had
asked how a bat caled Phyllawas doing."

The bat thrust her fangy face at him. " What? We may be needing those sandwiches after al, Eamon.
Something iswrong with Ginny. Tak, Lieutenant.”

Mike Capraredized with agtart that he no longer thought of these creatures as some kind of recording
device, or glorified parrots. If Shaw was on a par with these, despite what the law said, it wasn't rape.
Hewas, however, feding that he was not about to be pushed around by them for the second time that

day.

"Look," hesaid irritably. "You'd better give methose. . . sandwiches. I'll have them safely locked away.
Between Lance Corpora Connolly, thoserats and you lot, you've al exhibited atotal and flagrant
disrespect for the law. Now, let me makethisclear. Y ou will conduct yourselves appropriately. Y ou will
gtay indde the bounds of the law.”

His speech seemed to have had no effect at dl. "We need to find ahuman called Van Klomp," said
Brongtein. "He seemsto have some brainsin his head. No, Eamon. Y ou can't rip hisjugular open. The
lieutenant can't help being stupid. We agreed, remember? A common front, even with humans against the
Crotchets, the evil traitorous spiny rogues.”

The big bat—and he was big and those fangs were long, white and very sharp—made a sarcastic sound,
halfway between a snort and araspberry. "It'safool you're being, Michagla Bronstein! These officersare
al these 'Shareholders—exploiters, the lot of them—and they're in league with the Crotchets, damn their
dien soulsto hellfire. They'rein traitorous league with them, | tell you, adl except Ginny. And sheis one of
us. Now wewill haveto kill him."

Mike Caprasuddenly redlized three things.

Firg, that the big bat wasn't joking at dl. If he'd been arat, he might have been. With rats, it was hard to
tell. But the bats—this one, especially—seemed a dead-earnest sort.

Second, that the interview room at the university's old research facility was along way from any
assigtance.



Third, that the three animasin there were actudly very cagpable of killing him. There was no braggadocio
about it. No threats. They were just being matter-of-fact.

He did some very rapid reassessment. He wasin a profession where being able to talk and think fast had
always gotten him out of trouble. Now he had afedling he needed it as never before. He dso had a
belated understanding that he'd stumbled into something far bigger than just a court-case about one Vat.
Hewasn't too sure, just yet, where he stood. But staying alive to find out seemed agood first step.

"Look," hesaid, raisng his hands pacificdly. "I can't go anywhere. And | think you've got thewrong end
of the stick about severd things. Bobby Van Klomp isan old friend of mine. | wasgoing to ask himto
keep those .. . . sandwiches of yours." If he could get these lunatic creaturesto Van Klomp, he would
gladly makeadl of thishis problem.

"Well ligten. Briefly," said Brongtein, in afashion that would have done any hanging judge proud.

"Firdly, let me say I'll be very glad to take you to see Van Klomp. He's out on an assault training course
right now. Secondly, | have got Lance Corpora Connolly out of jail once dready. Killing me. . . Killing
anyone, will not help him. Thirdly, if I'm understanding you correctly, | think I've quite by accident found
myself as the middle person between a number of people who should dl be talking to each other. Do you
know who Mgor Conrad Fitzhugh is?"

"Is he not the fellow who wasinvolved in the attack on the scorpiary we captured?' said O'Nidl.

"Y es. And despite that—or because of that, rather—he has been kangaroo-courted and sentenced to
death. The caseisunder review and there will be aretrid, because the JAG is not an unfair organization
and we don't take kindly to thisabuse." He raised ahand to forestdl theinterruption. "I am part of his
defense team. He asked me to speak to Bobby Van Klomp because he believes that the aiens—who
clam to be our friends—have betrayed us."

The plump bat nodded. " 'Tisright that heis, indade. We al witnessed the black-hearted spapeen of a
Crotchet betray us. Thedivvilsarein league with the Magh'."

"O'Nid. Will you be watching your mouth,” said the big bat dangeroudy.

"QOch, the divvil fly away with your caution, Eamon. How far did you get with the Battybund, en? I'll bet



no further than | got with the Red Wings. Or Michaglagot with her Battacus League. It's new alieswe
need. I'll have the throat out of thisone, if he betrays us."

Helooked inquiringly a Lieutenant Capra. "Y ou haven't adrink anywhere about you, do you? All this
talking isdry business, whichiswhy | normally leaveit to these two gasbags.”

"I have not been near the sauerkraut for two weeks!" protested Eamon.

Mike Capra could see awedge between them to be extended here. But he was also, despite his
reluctance to get involved, becoming curious. "Are we both referring to the same thing here? When you
say 'Crotchet’ do you mean . . ."

"We mean that the evil devils have put abiasinto the soft-cyber," interrupted Brongtein. "\We cannot say
or even think evil of the. . . the other diens, whose name starts with a'K.' They are good and wonderful
and must be obeyed. But the Crotchets . . . they are wicked beyond even the despised humans. The
Crotchets—as we call them and may thusthink ill of them—have endaved our very minds and wills. So.
For that cause well stand wing to shoulder with humans. After that . . ."

Mike Capra had aquick mind. And by now he'd put anumber of pieces of severa disparate puzzlesinto
place—and found that al of them were beginning to interlock. He took a deep breath. "There is someone
| think you need to talk to. Y ou can talk to Van Klomp firg, if you like. But | am sure hed bring you to
Liepsch. I know he was planning to talk him last night about your 'Crotchets. Liepsich needsto know
what you've just told me. He needs to know it as soon as possible. And | think | am beginning to see
where your lance corpora and Virginia Shaw fit into this. | thought he might be a valuable witnessfor the
defense of Mgor Fitzhugh. I'm now beginning to wonder which isthe more important case."

He pointed to the telephone. "1 want to call Dr. Liepsich. He's here at the university. He's humanity's
expert on dien hardware. Will you trust me?”

"Och. Why not?' said ONid. "Isit not he that Van Klomp said held be sendin' the stuff from the
brood-heart chamber to, Bronstein?'

"That was the name, yes. But if he calls someoneelse. . . | have no knowledge of these
telephone-devices," she said, suspicioudy.

The big bat shrugged. "Be easy, Michagla I'll rig abat-mine on ahair-trigger to hislegs. If he betrays us,
well, asthe ratswould be putting it, the next bang he haswill be hislast one. And these humans attach



near as much importance to their private parts as those lecherous rats."

* * %

So afew minutes later Mike Capra was on the telephone.

Sitting very il indeed.

"l don't care. Thisisamatter of vita importance, to do with dien equipment. Yes. I'll hang on.”

He put his hand over the mouthpiece. "1 must warn you. Dr. Liepsich isthe colony's resident genius.
Unfortunately, he was too busy learning everything else to ever manage to learn manners. He's supposed
to be the rudest man on Harmony and Reason. I've used him for expert testimony a couple of times. He
isthe expert, but it ishardly worth it, usudly. Heinsultsthe judges. That's not wise."

"And now? What the hell are you wasting my time with now, you fleabag lawyer?' bellowed someone on
the telephone. "Not another one of your moronic courts full of microcephdic idiots. | won't do it, Capra

I'm busy."

There was only one effective way to dedl with Liepsich. That wasto catch hisinterest. Y ou could do that
by swapping insultswith him, but very few people could manage that. Or you could offer him bait. "I've
got information about Korozhet technology.”

Therewasaslence. "Little pitchers,” said Liepsich in an entirely different voice. "And why should | care?
Goodbye." Theline went dead.

"What happened there?' asked a curious Michadla

" Tisafinegrasp of theinvective he has," said ONid, admiringly.

Mike steepled hisfingers. "Unless| am much mistaken he said someone might belistening in. ‘Little
pitchershave big ears.' | think helll come acrass here within ten minutes. It was an internd call and his
secretary will tell him that. Hell find us. Inthe meanwhile, | think you need to tell me everything you can.
Y ou might aswell start with when you were trgpped in the bunker with Connolly."

He'd only had five minutes worth of their misadventures before an out-of -bresth Liepsich arrived. His



first act wasto set a pager on the table.

"If that begps weve got to run like hell," he panted. "It means the Korozhet are coming. I've got students
on lookout duty. The Korozhet are monitoring communications, you idiot. Now what have you got for
me?'

"The soft-cyber unitsfitted into the rats and bats we use for most of our soldiers have an inbuilt biasin
favor of the Korozhet."

Liepsich raised his eyesto heaven. "L ook, why don't you go and do some divorce cases and traffic
violations, Capra? And leave the thinking to those who can. I've suspected that for eighteen months.
Weve known it for nearly Sx weeks."

Mike Caprafet hisjaw fal open. Thefact that it was mirrored by the bats did not make him fed any
better.

Eamon wasthe firg to catch hisjaw. "Indade," he said dangeroudy. "And you've no fear to coming into a
belfry of Crotchet-controlled beasts."

"Accordingtomy . . . friend, you should be unaware of it," said the scientist, hiking his jeans up. "Now,
get up and let me st down, Capra. I'm too old and fat for running around. Thisisactudly interesting. The
guys working on the source code say it should be impossiblefor rats or batsto betold. That the
information triggersan if/not loop.”

Mikesat tight. "'l can't get up for fear of blowing my balsoff. And unlike you, | till have some usefor
them. I've got a bat-mine with a hair-trigger on my lap to ensure my good behavior. | hope they put one
onyours, too."

The scientist sat on the table instead. The table groaned. "That's aremarkably good idea, Capra. A few
of my lady-students would bein favor of making it a permanent arrangement for you. Now, tell mejust
how you implanted creatures have managed to circumvent some of the basic programming in your
software?"

"Indade. 'Tisby employing what Doc cdls ‘the natura sophistry of the English language.” We can think of
them as 'Crotchets who are evil. Crotchets are smilar to, but not quite equd to the Korozhet who we
know must dways be good."



"I'm glad the originator of your language downloadsisn't around to hear that,” said Liepsich dryly. "She's
become quite overinflated enough with her own deverness. So the fuzziness of the English languageisthe
key, isit? Just the news arespectable empiricist needs to hear. The worthless poets proved right, in the

"But thereisaso Doc who can speak of it directly. He uses paper.”

"Peper?

"Aato'sforms. | wouldn't mind filling in some mysdlf.”

A small amile cracked the scientist's visage. "And where is this 'Doc—this unsung genius who has found
apurpose for either paperwork or philosophy, both of which | had previoudy considered completely
usdess”

"He'sover intherat section,” said Mike Capra, amost standing up to go and fetch him before he
remembered what was attached to him.

"Y ou'd better disconnect that thing," said the scientist, pointing to Capra'slap. "He has no concentration
gpan, and he nearly forgot it and disturbed my concentration. | know we should see blowing his nuts of f
asevolutionin action, but till. He's supposed to be one of the finest mindsin the legal professon, which
probably makes him amost good enough for Physics 101. That'sararething in the law. | suppose we
should preserveit, more as a curiosity than anything ese.”

"You'redipping, Dr. Liepsich. That could dmaost be acompliment,” said Mike Capra.

"It was" sad the physicigt. "Why don't one of you unwire him, one of you go and fetch this
rat-philosopher, and the third one tell me just how you came to undo this programming? Weve been
struggling to work out how to do that in theory. Maybe we can get some closer clues, especidly from the
one and only experienceto run directly counter toit." He picked up the phone. "'l need one of my
programmersto st in. It make her day anyway, seeing lover-boy Capralikethis, so don't bein too
much of ahurry to undo thet circuit.”

"Thereis another one who managed to override the Crotchet installed bias," said Brongtein. " She actudly
managed to refuse adirect order. A direct order spoken in Korozhet. We could not do that."



"And isshe around, too?" asked Liepsich.

"No," replied the bat. "Wefear Virginiaisin dire trouble. The message we have from her suggests she
needs rescue.”

The scientist's eyes narrowed. "Virginia Shaw?"

Bronstein nodded.

"Leavethat mineon histesticles," said Liepsch, irritably. " An explosion down there might stir hisbrains
into activity. Nothing e se would. How long have you been sitting on this group, Capra? Van Klomp sad
last night he'd arrange for them to come to me. The big Dutchman seemed to find it funny, asusud. You
idiot! I've been wanting to get my hands on these for about two weeks."

Mike Capra had the satisfaction of seeing his captorslooking nearly as puzzled as he felt. And he could
tell that the abrasive Liepsich had shifted to genuineirritation instead of conversational abuse. "Why?' he
asked cautioudy.

"Because these are the nearest | have to firsthand witnesses of the Magh's—or the Magh's borrowed
technology—at work. The biologists, especidly the animal behavior section and xenobiologidts, arejust
about eating their own socks with eagerness. We need moreinsight into these.. . . Crotchets, and the
Magh'"

"If you've known about thisfor six weeks and suspected it for so long—why have you not told the
world?'

"Because, Capra, we're afraction less stupid than we look. We have agenerd public besotted with the
Korozhet, we have an army reliant on them, we have not one but two armies of rats and bats who cannot
help but be loyd to the. . . Crotchets, and we have alarge, undoubtedly heavily armed ship full of
enemies Sitting right herein our midst. Right next to most of our unprotected key targets. We'velost one
scientist dready whenthe . . . Crotchets cameto kill the blue-furred dien. We know they're monitoring
our communications. We know that they're transmitting a narrow beam to someone or somewhereinside
Magh' territory. Moving openly right now would be about the stupidest thing we could do.”

"Methinksthat not dl these humans are as dack-witted as we had thought,” said Nym, from the



windowsll. Y oull forgive uslistening in, but we rats have no liking for surprises.”

"Nym!" said Brongtein. "Areyou dl there?"

"No, just mysdelf and my companion of the unbounded ssomach, Fastaff. The rest hath gone a-foraging.”

Fal poked his nose around the corner. "Aye, and we fain wish to know why you keep such poor table.
And what thisis about Ginny?*

Mike Capra had used the interruption to gather his scattered wits. Y ou knew Virginia Shaw had an
implant?' he asked Dr. Ligpsich.

Liepsich shrugged. "We found out recently. Her behavior has some interesting corollaries. We had
sugpected that there might be more flexibility when an implant was inserted into creatures with ahigher
level of cerebra function. I'd like to do some research there too—but access has been explicitly denied.”

" She's been issued a subpoena,” offered Capra. "Shell be at this case. The onethat | amtrying to
interview these witnessesfor."

"l see. And when isthis hgppening?’

"Two daystime. It has been set forward under major politica pressure apparently. Ridiculoudy, |
thought. | was going to open my arguments with an insistence on a postponement so that proper
investigation could take place.”

Mike looked at hislap, at therats and bats. "Now, | am of the opinion: the sooner the better.”

"Maybe we should leave that gadget attached to you," grunted Liepsich. "It seemsto improve the blood
circulation to your brain, anyway."
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Chapter 34

Theinner-city of George Bernard Shaw City.
Mostly from an elevation.

Moving from treeto tree, Fluff concluded that he wasin favor of this"arbor day" and "greening the
inner-city" he had once heard Virginiasfather give a sententious speech on. It was alot lessboring a
subject when people with torches and spotlights were trying to find you. And he was not at al sure that
these were the right peopleto give Virginias letter and the details of the security perimeter of Shaw
Houseto. Aswith the money that Virginiahad put in the waistcoat pocket, he felt the weight of these
respongibilities. Either that weight or the lack of trees was hampering his ability to get away. Or it could
have been exhaustion.

At last hewas obliged to settle for buildingsinstead of trees. These were more abundant, if less leafy.

However, at least he could now choose his direction. The trees had kept him going down certain streets,
which the policein their cars had known better than he did. He soon redlized that the buildings, while not
offering as much cover, alowed him to go where cars could not.

At length, hewas sure that held shaken them off. He clung to the side of one of the higher buildings,
looking down at the distant view. All he needed now was a suitably svelte maiden to hold in one paw and
he could be like that tragic hero he had admired so much. He stood on the seventeenth floor window
ledge, and did abit of chest beating anyway.

Someone whigtled, wolfishly.
Huff nearly plunged to hisdeeth.

"Hello handsome," said the rattess who was supporting the ornamentd light on the cornice. Unless Fluff's
eyes deceived him, she was wearing what looked like black fishnet stockings. "If you hath the money, |
heth thetime.”

Fluff waslooking for the rats. He hadn't expected to find them just here. Or quite so easily. Suspicion
prickled. "Alas. | am entirely out of money. And candy and even strong drink."

" Tissad," she said sympatheticdly, arching her tail. "But agirl like me has got to make ends meet. As



frequently as possible, but not for free. So what's your name, sailor?”

"Sefiorita,” he bowed. ™Y ou may cal me—" He suddenly remembered he was amission of secrecy and
gravity. "Ah...Kong."

"Well, Kong," she said admiringly, with just atrace of regret. "'l was|ooking for someone called 'Huff.'
Helooks rather like you but wears red. The boss wantsto see him. Y ou haven't seen him anywhere,
have you? And isn't he a bit better resourced than you are?’

"Ah. And who isthisboss of yours, sefiorita?'

"Ol' Bluefur-bigteeth. He's the big cheese of the Ratafia.”

According to the Cervantesin his download, "Ratafid’ was adrink of some sort. And the bluefur
sounded rather like the dien Fluff had seen in the chaos of his escape from that box.

"Why?" he asked warily. "A party of the cheese and wine? 1 thank you but not tonight. | am also called
Fluff, itistrue. But it is something of aheadache | am having.”

She chuckled. "Honey, misery acquaints rats with strange bedfellows. | doth not ask Ol' Bluefur-bigteeth
why hewants you. And he doth not ask mewhy | pursue my vocation. | just know word is out to find
you. Go on up. Tell him Sally Lunn sent you. In casethere be areward.”

S0, asthere seemed no obvious way out, FHuff continued to climb. Fortunately the building wasin the
Nuevo-Art Deco style, which meant that there were many handholds. Fluff had afedling that this Grand
Brie was not going to be pleased with him for interfering in the banditry.

* % *

Actudly, OI' Bluefur-bigteeth was pleased to see him again. Well, once he had established that the
waistcoat was detachable and that despite this one being blue, FHuff was the same creature that the dlien
had last encountered in the scorpiary.

Huff had no troublein enligting hishelp for Virginia Not when he explained—in Korozhet—that the evil
enemy of both of them was behind her kidnapping.



"What do you mean ‘the evil enemy of both of you'?' demanded Bluefur's assstant, the severed-tailed rat
named Aridl.

"Wl sefiorita. It isthisthing which sheis caled 'the Crotchet.' It is very like the good Korozhet. But it
isan evil thing which would endave us, by fasehoods and the liesin the soft-cyber.”

Ariel blinked. "I can think of that idea. So, you were with Virginia Shaw, were you? Suppose you tell us
the whole story, especialy about these 'Crotchets.' | could probably talk to Van Klomp about your
preciousgirlfriend.”

The galago shook his head, furioudy. "No. Virginia she say only to trust the rats or the bats who were
with Chip. Especidly Brongtein or Melene"

"Asit happens, | know those rats and bats are supposed to be brought up hereto testify in acase for
Capra. | presumethisisthe casethis'Chip'isin, no?"

"S, sefiorita. | need to tdl them. | havethe maps. . ."

"Well put out theword,” said Ariel. "Now. Tell me your story about the.. . . Crotchets. Start from the
beginning.”
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Chapter 35

"The pot iscoming to aboil nicely, then,” commented Sanjay Devi, looking out from her balcony at the
magnificent view of the city it provided. Although, as dways these days, her eyes werefixed on the one
thing that marred that view—the pumpkin-shaped Korozhet ship that was almost as big as the remains of
the old dowship which had founded the colony.

"Pumpkin soup,” she said wryly. "Who would have thought a smal dash of brash young lawyer would
have been such akey ingredient in the recipe?’

"Not me, that'sfor sure," grumbled Liepsich. "Adding lawyer to arecipeislike pouring salt onice
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cream.” His eyes shifted sideways. "I'll grant the occasiond exception. On occasion.”

Genera Needford just looked bored. "Why isit that physiciststhink their piddly little particles are the
most complex thingsin existence? From alega standpoint, they're as boring as an introductory classin
torts. So are physicists trying to make wisecracks.”

His own eyes, even darker than Sanjay's, were also fixed on the Korozhet ship. "We may not be ableto
meet again in person. Not till it'sover. So. Doesdl seem well to you? Well enough, at least.”

Liepsich shrugged. "We'relosing control, you know."

"Of course," said Sanjay. "That'sthe solution. If you weren't crippled by those physicist's blinders, you'd
understand that. The generd was asking if there were any problems.”

She'd seen enough of that hated ship. Coming to the end, she didn't want to waste more precioustime on
it. Devi turned away and moved toward the open glass door leading into her house. "There are some, |
think. Probably small ones, but who knows? I'll make us some tea.”

Liepsich went back to grumbling. "I'd rather have coffee,”
"I know. I'll make ustea. Y ou wouldn't like my coffee anyway."

"I know," Liepsich grumbled.
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Chapter 36

Pre-trial Confinement, Officers subsection,
Military Police Headquarters.
A graycell, 77 x5 x 7" in itsdimensions,
complete with prison bed and chamber pot.
With striped blanket on the bed (item FW304, officer issue).

"Theideathat isworrying me most isthat the soft-cyber unitsinside rat and bat heads have an inbuilt


C:\Documents and Settings\harry kruiswijk\Mijn documenten\spaar\0743488466__35.htm
C:\Documents and Settings\harry kruiswijk\Mijn documenten\spaar\0743488466__37.htm
C:\Documents and Settings\harry kruiswijk\Mijn documenten\spaar\0743488466_toc.htm

bias. I'm pretty sure you're right abouit it, too," said Fitz. "Arid just didesaway from that point. She won't
concede that the Korozhet might be double-crossing us. And believe me, Mike, she's not stupid.”

"Wadl, Liepsich saysthat it'sa cast-iron certainty. He's a so sure that there are some key programming
phrasesthat trigger this behavior. With these rats and bats from my other case for him to investigate, he
seems to be getting somewhere. That case is kegping me busy enough.”

The attorney sighed. "Either Cartup-Kreutzler's SJA isaclever idiot, or he'sdoing this deliberately.
There are holes you can drive abus through in both of your cases, but they're superficialy sound.
Anyway. | cameto MP headquartersto check out afew things, and seeing as the detention facility was
close| just stopped by to check on you. The mediaare having afrenzy out there. Totopit dl, they've
lost severa miles of Sector Delta 355. The war correspondents and the ground commanders have made
things white hot for Military HQ. There are open calsfor you to come and take control of the sector.
The front-line troops are apparently in aferment abouit it. It was your action that got the war
correspondents right down to the front line, and that's causing Military HQ headaches by the bucket.
Now, I've got to go to Connolly. His case is making waves among the Vats, in away that probably has
the Specia Branch ready to murder both of us."

"Becareful, Mike," warned Fitzhugh. "Most Shareholdersthink of Specia Branch as abunch of
swaggering clowns, because they don't have much contact with them. And theré's plenty of truth to thet.
Sometimes, the incompetence of Specid Branch is mindboggling, not to mention theleve of dcoholismin
their ranks. But you ask any Va—I have—and you'll get avery different picture of Specia Branch.
They're abunch of thugs, Mike—bruta asal hell, when they think they can get away withit. Those
bastards do commit murder, literdly. Hell, they tried to kill me."

"I know. | defended you, remember? But right now | am atering my route home because | don't want to
run into Lynne Stark and her reporter-commandos. They're thick as pea soup out there.”

* * %

He was unsuccessful at avoiding the pea soup. Lynne Stark was waiting in ambush, in person. "Most of
what | would liketo say issub-judiciae," he said, holding up his hands.

"I know. But | actudly want to talk to you, off the record,” said the head of INB. "Corpora Connolly
saved thelife of one of my staff. I've checked you out. He couldn't do much better. Were trying to wage
amediawar for him, obvioudy. Werewaging alega war dready with the HAR Times on his behdlf.
They were ready to back down most humbly and expensively, when thislot blew up. Now, despite the
fact that he has not ahopein hdll of winning, Laverty of the Times has decided to stick to hisguns. The
charges pressed by mysdlf, Connolly and Maxine are going through the process. Severd other diners
have aso pressed charges againgt the chef. Henri-Pierre Escargot will be lucky to stay out of jail. He's
out on bail a the moment and hislawyers are desperately seeking aded. Any kind of ded. Advise us.
What's going to help Connolly most?'



Mike Caprapaused. "I'll haveto think about that, Ms. Stark. And take some advice. Maybe | need to
talk to your lawyers about this. Who are they?"

"Fish and Johnstone."

Mike had to grin. "Only the stickiest, Ms. Stark. Treacle and wallpaper glue. Y ou do know | used to
work for the same partnership Jm was with before he went off on hisown?'

"Who do you think told me you were over-clever and too honest for your own good? Now, the other
matter isthis Korozhet thing—especidly this business of ‘advisors." We've been collating evidence for a
massive exposé. Weve got afair amount dready. | can push thisforward if you like. I'd prefer not to,
but if it's going to help inform opinion so you don't have to fight uphill, well, say theword.”

Mike looked suspicioudy at her. "Have you been talking to Liepsich?”

Thewoman smiled impishly. "No. But | will be. Thanksfor the steer, Lieutenant.”

* % *

Pre-trial Confinement, NCO section
Military Police Headquarters.
Agreycell, 77 x5 x 7', complete
with prison bed and chamber pot.
With gray unstriped blanket on the bed
(item G465, NCO issue).

"Well, the good news s that we're acouple of specifications down, including the knife you're dleged to
have stolen from your chef. The JAG advised them to withdraw that one. And the charges of assault on
your chef . . . heh. It appearsthat the prosecution decided that the picture of alarge chocolate cake
being shoved into a pump-action shotgun might not secure aconviction. But—"

Lieutenant Capradrew a deep breath. He wasn't looking forward to what he had to say next. His
atitude toward thisVat NCO had changed a great ded in the last few days. Anyone who could do what
he had done with that bunch of unmanageable and reprobate animals deserved respect. Mike knew full
well that he couldn't have gotten them to tie shodlaces, much lesswreak havoc on the Magh'.



"Y ou wereright, Lance Corpordl. I've received a couriered letter from Shaw's solicitors about the
subpoenal had issued. It included a medicd report from Drs. Thom and Neubacher. They say Virginia
Shaw ismedicdly unfit to attend thetrial, and that duly authenti cated depositions have dready been taken
from her by the prosecution.”

Therewas alot moreto the letter, basicdly telling Mike that he could whistle Dixiein front ahigh court
judge before held get as much as an interview with her. But there was no point in telling the boy that. "I've
demanded copies of the depositions.”

Hetook another deep breath. "Look. If we can vaidate the fact that Ms. Shaw has an implant—and
there were rumors about why she wasn't seen with her parents until about ayear ago—we can get the
court to disregard her evidence. The mental competency of awitness. . ."

"Forget it," said the soldier curtly. ™Y ou even mention the subject and I'll tell the judge to change my plea

to guilty. And | meanit. I'll not have Virginiamocked as brain damaged. Have you got that?' The stocky

man's hands were pulled into fists. And the forearm and neck muscles bulged. "I'd rather they hanged me.
Virginiahas had enough of that from her parents. No oneis ever going to do that to her again.”

"Forget | ever mentioned it." It was very plain how this Vat felt about the colony's leading Shareholder.
Mike wasn't |ooking forward to the moment when Connolly discovered that his precious Virginiawas
going to get married. Well, maybe the boy accepted that. Shareholders and Vats didn't mix.

Connolly walked away, plainly getting control over himself. He picked up a paper from his bed, sat down
and waved it at Mike. "One of the MPs brought me a paper this morning. Seen the front page of the
HAR Times?'

So heknew dready. Y et now hisvoice was calm. "Take alook at it, Lieutenant.”

Capragot up and walked over. The picture of Virginia Shaw putting on aflashy diamond whilst Tabot
Cartup watched avuncularly was quite a conversation stopper.

"Sheredlly looks sick, doesn't she?' said Chip sarcastically.

But Mike's eyes wereimmediately drawn to something e se in the photo. Capra hadn't become a success
in his profession without an eyefor detail. "That's the wrong hand.”



"Itis?" Chip stared. "l guessit is, now that you mention it. Wrong finger, too. Most people wouldn't
notice"

"Tabot Cartup didn't. But | bet you afair number of women do."
"Haveyou told Brongtein?"
Mike Capra had the feeling he was wading degper than he wanted to be, here.

"Uh. Yes. Shesaid to tell you not to worry." He didn't say that that statement worried him. A great ded,
infact.

But it appeared to relieve Connolly's mind. He sat back and relaxed. He no longer even seemed
particularly interested in the case, but Capra pressed on.

"Look. Because they are using depositions and not witnessesin person, they can't impose the death
penalty. Not on that charge, anyway. And there is appeal. They can't deny you an apped, and they can't
pretend that she's sick forever."

Connolly shook hishead. "Y ou redlly don't understand, do you? Once she's married to this galoot,
Virginiaisgoing to die. Wdll before any apped .”

But he seemed relaxed about that also. Except . . .

Therewasjust ahint of coiled spring in the way he moved. Almost asif he somehow knew that action
was coming, and he was ready for it. And he seemed to regard the court-martial proceedings as
irrdlevant. Before hislast case, the man had been amass of nerves. Now, it was asif the possibility of
being sent down for lifein prison wasjust another minor dippery stepping stone on theway to crossing a
much bigger river.

Caprathought it over and decided that, in the end, he was alawyer. Connolly's lawyer.

Seeno evil, hear no evil, speak no evil. Nope, Y our Honor, | didn't notice asingle thing that might have
led me to suspect that my client . . .



Mike decided to leave that thought unfinished. Some part of him almost shuddered, considering the
possibilities. And another part of him findly redlized just how utterly decrepit was the regime which the
Shareholder system had wound up putting in power on Harmony and Reason. Only arrogant cretins
would think that you could control aman like thisjust by putting himinacell. Not if helinked up with his
rats and bats, for sure. Together, they'd destroyed an entire Magh' scorpiary.
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Chapter 37

A candy store in downtown George Bernard Shaw City.

"We have two nights," said Brongtein, "to find and free Virginia. And at this stage, we have not the least
ideawhereto start and it isalarge city. Do we ask these humans?”

"Pararattus and | have spoken of this," said Mdene. "Alack. Wethink Tis not wise to alow the human
Caprainto our confidence. Aye, hewill defend Chip, but heis not flexible enough to do things our way.
Methinkswe shd| have to go scouting tonight in thiscity.”

"Begorra. 'Tisabig place compared to boot camp,” said O'Niel warily. "l suppose you would be after us
flying around it?"

"That," said Eamon, "iswhat lessfat bats do, normdly."

Nym nodded. "We rats will go out a-scouting too. There are many scents on the breezes. Well smell her
out, belike."

Brongtein pinched her black lips together and considered. " Tonight wewill al go scouting. If that fails, on
the morrow wélll have to risk asking Capra, Liepsch—or Van Klomp if he comesto vist. I'd prefer Van
Klomp. | am disposed to trust him.”

"Liepsich too. He hasaway with words," said O'Nidl.

"But | know not what he speaks of, sometimes,” admitted Mdene. "Even Doc doth get confused.”
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So that night the bats and rats evaded the mechanisms that were intended to keep them in the holding
quarters at HARIT—which were adequate for dumb beasts but not intelligent or talkative ones—and set
out into the city.

* * %

" Tisalooting rat's Land of Milk and Honey," said Meene, looking in awe at the contents of the
exclusve sweetshop.

"Say rather aland of chocolate and liquor,” countered Dall. "L ook, Melene. Candied violetd"

"Arrant thieves" said avoice from above them.

Melene and Dall froze, and looked cautiousy upward. Some seven ratslooked down from an upper
shelf. For thefirst time, they regretted parting company with the others. But they bared their fangs
nonetheless. Thiswas surdly worth fighting for.

The strange rats bounded down, showing that they too were ready to fight.

"Hold!" snapped asuperciliousrat from the rear. "Y ou know the boss said no fighting.”

"Spoilsport,” muttered one of therats. "And two pretty maids they are too. Couldn't you turn ablind eye,
Pooh-Bah?"'

"Oh, | could, if you insulted me with a sufficiently large bribe, but unfortunately the Lord High Archbishop
isincorruptible. Come, you two rat-girls. Leave the merchandise and let's go and see the boss."

Outnumbered as they were, Melene and Doll decided to go along with the escorting rats. But Doll clung
to her expengively gilded box of comfits. The rats were plainly familiar with their route, and they were not
in the least perturbed by the elevator ride. Doll and Méeene, on the other hand, found sitting on the roof
of ahuman-transporting box inits dark shaft quite awe inspiring. To think of al the laborious steps
avoided!

They got off just short of what was the absolute top. They had to climb the last few yards.



The room had once been arooftop el evator mechanism housing and general junk store. It now had
become what could only be described as an oddly shaped nest, elevated on a pile of boxesin one
corner. Therewas anegtly arrayed supply of loot of al sorts, many varieties of bottles among them. The
place smelled rather strongly of seafood. A smal, dightly plump but heavily scarred and taillessrat was
busy arranging the bottles. Something about her said: don't mess with me.

The Jampad leaned over the edge of its nest and surveyed them.

Meélene twitched her nose. ™Y ou smdll like the one we met in the Magh' scorpiary. Areyou?’ she asked
in Korozhet.

It shook itshead. "Y es." Then turned to Pooh-Bah. "These are the ones we sought. Ariel will take them
tothelittleone.”

Thetaillessrat |looked at the two of them, wrinkling her lip into aratty grin. "Methinks the sooner you
take him away the better. Come." She pointed at Pooh-Bah. "And where is the boss's cut, Pooh-Bah?
Cozening rogue.”

Therat Sghed, wrinkled his nose regretfully, and began taking things out of his pouches.

"I'll seetoit later," shesad. "I'll take these two down to Kong firgt."

Nervoudy, the two rattesses followed Ariel out of arat-hole and out aong the roof to afire escape and
down to an empty apartment.

Well. Empty of humans, anyway. It was plainly arat house of ill-repute. Doll beamed. "Homely," she
sad.

"Methinks you should come and meet the gigolo.”

"Wed loveto," said Meene. "But we haveto find Virgi—oh!"

For there was Fluff, ditting on adivan. Besde arattess, unless Melene was much mistaken, wearing
fishnet tights.



"Oooh! Tisabsolutely stunning he looksin blue, en Md?* Doll winked ludtily at the galago.

"Ah, sefiorital" exclaimed Fluff, leaping to hisfeet and strutting about. "My life, she has been a desert
without your saucy badinage to succor me."

Doll looked vagudly puzzled. "I gave you asaucy bandage to suck? Nay, it must have been one of the
other girls, sweetling. | have some crystallized violets, tho'. Tis both candy and flowers a the sametime.
A gregt svingin effort.”

"Methinks you should keep your paws off him and your tail tucked up tight," said the Strange rattessin
the fishnet tights. "He's mine aslong as hismoney lagts.”
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Chapter 38

Military Court C, George Bernard Shaw City.

Chip thought the trial counsdl ooked like aweasdl. The kind of weasdl other weasals distrusted. He
wasn't the only one who thought so. One of the noncoms had asked to be excused from the court pand,
claiming she could not be unbiased. "From the minute | saw his shifty eyes| knew hewasasguilty as
sn"

"Sit down, Sergeant,” said Judge McCairn. "That's the prosecuting attorney.”

According to Lieutenant Capra, they were lucky there. "McCairn's one of the best. He's an amateur
thespian. We dl went to see him oncein one of those operettas—not something you'd have gotten meto
dead, otherwise. He made afine Modd Mgor General. | believe he was Poloniusin another play before
thewar. He might understand the rats better than most people. He's got a sense of humor, too, evenif he
doesn't let it show in court. But for heaven's sake don't make jokes about his name.”

Well, that might be true, not that Chip had any faith in Shareholders of any stripe. But thetria counsd,
Captain Tesco, was another matter. He was out to crush any stray Vat. And he had plenty of wind, too.

"Today," he sad loftily, "the prosecution will present you with evidence that will show incontrovertibly
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and beyond any reasonable doubt that Private Charles Connolly did betray his uniform and the core
vauesthat we of the Army of Harmony and Reason hold dear. Not only did Private Connolly desert his
dation, and engage in debauched acts of drunken looting with military animals, he aso abandoned his
fellow soldiersto adow and crud death. Wewill present to you with hard DNA evidence that the
Private Connolly did engagein rape. We have satellite evidence and expert testimony showing him
destroying the property of citizens, engaging in theft—even driving without alicense! We have
depositions from no less than the daughter of our dear late Chairman of how the accused endangered
lives, broke the military laws of civilized warfare, behaved treacheroudy and mided and intoxicated
military animals. Ms. Virginia Shaw's testimony can be compared to that of Caesar'swife. And isit not
said that Caesar'swifeis above suspicion?’

"The correct quotation is'Caesar's wife must be above suspicion,’ Captain,” said thejudge dryly. "That is
hardly the same thing as a presumption that sheis. And considering the context of that quotation, | hardly
think it isgermaneto thisissue. Continue.”

"Ah. Wdll, we have the braggadocio testimony of the former private himsaf admitting much of thisto the
media." He turned to the pane: "The State of Harmony and Reason wants you to examine the evidence
carefully, especidly the witness depositions of Ms. Virginia Shaw. At theend, | am certain that you will
be able to find, beyond any reasonable doubt, that the accused is guilty of al the offenses he has been
charged with."

* % %

Thetria counsdl's case rested principally on what Captain Tesco considered incontrovertible facts. Hed
tried plenty of Vat conscripts and gotten them convicted with far less. Theideaof using animasas
witnesses was quite abhorrent to him. He had suitable depositions from the only other human witness,
which backed him up dl theway.

It was something of anirritation to have that young pipsquesk cross-examine at dl, in fact, especidly
because he soon proved better at it than Tesco had expected. The satellite monitoring technician was a
casein point. Henry M'Batha had been areluctant if truthful prosecution witness, and Tesco had been
satisfied with histestimony.

Then Mike Capra stood up.

* % %

"Mr. M'Batha. Tell me: Just how accurate is satellite positioning? | have been told that we lost
geodtationary satelliteswhen theinitid Magh' landingstook place.”

"It did damage precision, Sir. But the picture-to-map detail is accurate to within ten yards."



"Ah. Mr. M'Batha, | took theliberty of getting the details of the A34 roadway from the centra planning
offices. Theroad in question was four yardswide. So: Isit possible that the vehicle you were tracking
was not on the road?’

The man smiled broadly. "Y ou're quite correct, Sir. | was mistaken. | can't in fact swear that it was on the
road. It could have been next to it."

Mike Capraraised hischin, pursed hislips. "1 would like the pandl to note that, contrary to what was
stated by Captain Tesco, thereis reasonable doubt that the accused was driving on a public roadway."

* * %

And then the wine farm owner. " So, Mr. Couteau. Y ou had in fact abandoned the property to the
advancing Magh'?"

"Y eah. The army told us we had twelve hoursto get out, that they might need the place. Weld been
moving stuff out from before, but the harvest was late and had dowed things up.”

"l see" said Capra. "So what was il there, wasin fact abandoned?’

"It was till my stuff,” protested Couteau. "My house! Those vandalsblew it up!”

Capralooked down at apaper in his paper. "l seethat you put in aclaim some two months ago—before
thisincident—to the war office. | dso consulted your insurers, Bevan and Daughty. They informed me
that you had claimed aloss of some one hundred thousand bottles from your cellar, and ten thousand
gdlonsof brandy. It isacuriousfact that, according to the deposition from Ms. Virginia Shaw, there
were three pot-gtills and one large stainless-sted vat. | have taked to the manufacturers of the stainless
vat supplied to you. Oddly, the largest was just seven hundred gallons. | believe, Mister Couteau, that
your insurers wish to talk to you after you leave here. Subsequent to my enquiry, they're aso following up
the number of bottles you ordered, too, aswell asyour cellar sze"

As Capra spoke, the former wine-farm owner had gone from ruddy-faced bombast to pale, sweaty and
nervous. "l . . . I might have been mistaken about the amount. It's been avery traumatic period.”

Capraraised hiseyebrows. "I would hardly say this was the testimony of aman who had established
anything beyond areasonable doubt.”



"Objection!™

"Sudained."

It might be struck from the record, but it wasn't struck from the Court panel's minds, no matter what the
judge might instruct.

"Mr. Couteaw, it seemsto methat as you have lodged a claim for redress with the army, and it would
seem that you have received a substantia check from your insurers, that were the property to be
recovered it would either have belonged to the army or your insurers? So | smply don't see your interest
inthiscaseat dl.”

By thetimethe former wine-farmer had | eft the witness stand, it seemed likely to Chip that held be
heading for the nearest volunteer enlistment point before the army or the insurers caught up with him.

* * %

Then the poised Doctor Thom came to the stand. Chip felt his muscles tense up, and forced himsdlf to
rdax. Evenif he caught and killed the doctor now, it wouldn't do Ginny any good.

"Dr. Thom, you have testified here that you examined Ms. Shaw after what you have described as 'her
orded.""

"A terrible thing to have happen to ayoung girl reared in delicate circumstances,” said the doctor.

"Indeed. It would be," agreed Capra. "Now tell me, Dr. Thom. Y ou say here you examined Ms. Shaw
on the night that she returned to Shaw House. Whereupon you discovered, asyou put it, that she had
been ‘violated?"

"That is correct, yes. A terrible—"

"Quite. Dr. Thom. Y ou've dready expatiated a some length on the horror. Y ou very efficiently took
semind fluid samplefor DNA andysisat thetime.”

"Yes." The doctor nodded. "It was my duty to do so asaphysician.”



Capraraised his eyebrows. "But you seem to have forgotten the other duties incumbent onyou asa
physician, attending to an aleged rape victim. Firgtly, under HAR law, that you must report the matter to
law enforcement authorities as soon as possible; and secondly, that the victim must with dl possible
speed be conveyed to adistrict surgeon for examination.”

Thom amiled. "I am adistrict surgeon and the matter was reported to Mgor Generd Visse."

Lieutenant Capraraised his eyebrows. "Yes, Dr. Thom. Y ou are today adistrict surgeon and havefilled
in the case reports as such. Unfortunately, you weren't adistrict surgeon at the timethat you did the
examinations. Y our registration isonly four daysold, Dr. Thom. How convenient.”

"Objection!”

"Denied. Continue, Lieutenant Capra.”

Capradid. "Y ou registered—after reporting the crime. Y ou then falsified the medical reports.”

"I did not! Those reports were compiled from my notes!™

"Y ou dated and signed those reports as of ten days before you became entitled to even have the requisite
forms, Dr. Thom. That makes them fraudulent and of no legal standing whatever,” said Capra,
rdentledy.

"| acted in the best interest of my patient!”

"No, you did not. Not, at least, in the manner prescribed by the Harmony and Reason Medicd and
Denta Council. Y ou reported the matter—not to the police as the law prescribes, and not

immedi ately—but some two weeks after the offense to asenior military officer. Why, Dr. Thom? Why
didn't you follow the prescribed route set up to protect rape victims? Isit because this rape never

happened?’

But the doctor had regained his composure. ™Y ou are insulting the reputation of agently-bred young lady,
Lieutenant. | acted as | did because of the extreme sensitivities of this case. Y ou're not just talking of



some Vat-dut here, Lieutenant. Thisis Virginia Shaw we are talking about.”

The judge cleared histhroat. " The law makes no exceptions, Dr. Thom. Virginia Shaw isasentitled to its
protection as any other woman. Whether she'sa'Vat-dut' or not, to use your term—aterm which has no
legd standing, incidentaly.”

The doctor stiffened. "Y ou have her deposition. Y ou have semen samples. Are you suggesting that we let
this Vat-scumbag get away with it because | made afew technica mistakes? On atechnicality!” His
voicewasrisng in anger.

"No, Dr. Thom," said Caprapleasantly. "I am smply proving that as awitnessyour testimony is
worthless; that you break the law habitudly; and that you are aliar.”

"Objection!”

"Overuled. It would appear to me, Captain Tesco, that you have prepared this case very poorly. |
instruct you to withdraw those Digtrict Surgeon certified medica reports from the evidence. If you like,
the doctor may enter hisorigina medica reports. But they are of no legdl standing.”

They cameto the depositions made by Virginia Shaw.

"I must point out to the panel that while depositions are normaly taken in the presence of representatives
of both the defense and the prosecution, these were taken prior to my becoming defense attorney for the
accused. | did gpply to have them retaken, but permission was refused on medica grounds. | gpplied to
the JAG to have these depositions set aside, but this has been refused dso. We will be presenting
evidence that indicates that the testator may have been mistaken. | cal your attention to two matters
stated in these depositions that have aready been proven false. To wit: that the stainless stedl vat at the
Clos Verde contained ten thousand gallons, and that Ms. Shaw was examined by aregistered digtrict
surgeon. In fact, these depositions are riddled with incons stencies. It remains the opinion of the defense
that the matter should berevisited.”

* % *

"Y ou demolished that lying creep of adoctor.”

"Only onthefaceof it. The point is, Connolly, whether welikeit or not, he has got abelievable point.
We aretaking about Virginia Shaw. Y ou might get off that charge on atechnicality. But most of the
pand ill believes you guilty on the basis of those depositions. That doesn't hel p the rest of your case,
evenif they're not supposed to let it weigh with them.”



Chip shrugged. "Do your best.”

Then it was the defense's turn.

Lieutenant Capra addressed the panel. "Much of our witness testimony must come from various military
animals. Their testimony has been considered to be as good as that of amechanica recording device,
because the nature of the soft-cyber device does not allow them to forget—or to create false memories
aswe humans can. These arefactsfor which | will be producing expert testimony. Please remember,
their ability to communicate islimited. Theratstend to use the language of the Bard, and the bats are
rather Irish. They are quite prone to misunderstanding and are literd rather than figurativein their usage of
language. | will attempt to keep their testimony smple and clear for thisreason. | hope my learned
colleague, Captain Tesco, will do the same.”

A flicker of aprofessonal poker-player's glance and Mike Caprawas sure that he had set that hook
well. And he could say later—in al innocence—that he had warned him!

* * %

The bat perched on the witness stand and peered balefully at the panel and at the packed court-room.

"Senior BombardierBat Bronstein, could you tell us at what time that day you and the other bats, rats and
Private Connolly dug your way out of the collapsed bunker?”

"To be sure. It was at fourteen hundred hours, fifty-one minutes and thirty-secondsthat | personally left
the bunker." Brongtein looked thoughtful. "I estimate that Connolly was between ten and fifteen seconds
behind me."

"Objection, Your Honor. It isimpossible for an animd to tell the time like that. It doesn't even own a
watch."

"Your Honor, if | can explain,” said Mike Caprasmoothly. "The bats are bombardiers and sappers.
Dedling with high explosive and timers naturaly requires greet precison. To that end, the soft-cyber
deviceimplanted in bats has an active eectronic clock, which, according to the deposition of expert
testimony | have entered asitem three of evidence for the defense, is accurate to within the same limits as
acesum clock. The depositionisfrom Dr. Liepsich, of HARIT, the acknowledged expert on Korozhet
devices. The bats memory, as| pointed out, is eectronic in nature and thus more reliable, if lessflexible,
than ours. | am sure Senior Bombardier Bronstein would happily give you ademondiration of her
timekeeping skills™



"Indade. The court sitting today began three minutes and seventeen seconds late,” said Brongtein
obligingly, "dueto the captain's late arrival at ten hundred hours, twenty-nine minutes and thirty-two
seconds, the point at which he arrived at the doorway of the court and was reprimanded by Judge—"

Tesco held up hishands hadtily. "I withdraw my objection.”

Mike acknowledged that with anod of hishead. "I would like the panel to note that it isrecorded in
digpatches from Sector Delta 355 that the line was logt to the enemy and a generd retreat of al survivors
sounded at gpproximately eleven hundred hours. In other words, Private Connally, far from abandoning
his post, stayed at his post. Specification three of charge one, therefore cannot stand. Now, Senior
Bombardier Brongtein, in your own wordstell us about the Situation when the Magh' burst through the
wall of your bunker. Try to be specific about numbersand time.”

Bronstein was. Shetestified in avery clipped fashion, as Mike had instructed.

"S0. When Private Connolly rescued the rat known as Phyllafrom the cave-in—considering that he hed
awegpon in one hand, could he have held onto any other weapon and rescued the rat?!

Brongtein shrugged. "Not without extralimbs."

"And how many seconds had the then private to choose whether to try and recover his bangstick or to
save avauablemilitary anima?'

Brongtein blinked at him. " About a quarter of a second. Approximately. Difficult to be more precise.”

Mike Capranodded. "In the heat of acombat Situation the then private made avalue judgment. Helost a
piece of military equipment in the process of saving amilitary animdl. | think he made avery good cdl. If
we haveto reduce thisto financid issues, an issue bangstick coststhe Army $5.75. Cloning, rearing and
the implant costsfor aMilitary Animal Class 1, otherwise known asa'rat,’ are gpproximately $480."

* * %

They moved on, and so did the day. Cross-examination of Bronstein proved that even if you had to put
up with afake Irish accent, soft-cyber chipswere better recorders of eventsthan humans. "Y on clerk has
recorded what was said. Would you be having mereciteit back to you?' And she did, until the judge
asked her to stop.



She glowered at thetrid counsel. ™Y ou would not be after questioning my memory again, or | will trink
your blud."

Tesco looked at Bronstein, who was licking her long fangs with avery red tongue. ™Y our Honor, the
witnessisthrestening me!™

"Merdly making ajoke at your expense, Captain,” said the judge dryly. "Military bats are not vampires.
Senior BombardierBat, refrain from doing 0."

"It'sink he hasin hisveinsanyway," said Bronstein, with abatwing shrug. But the cross-examination was
very sparse after that.

* % *

Next on the stand was Fat Fal. He bounded up and perched on the very edge of the witness box and
winked at the crowded courtroom.

Wisdly, Caprakept his questioning to simple confirmation of the details of Brongtein's testimony.

Foolishly, Captain Tesco decided histime had come to demolish awitness. A fat rat was surely no
opposition. "l suspect that we can discount the evidence of thiswitness, asheisdrunk.”

Fd looked down hislong nose at the trid counsdl. " Suspicion dways haunts the guilty mind,” he said,
sniffing. "Y ou reek. Cangt till stand with that much bad sack in you?”

"Henry IV," said Judge McCairn, with—amazingly—a straight face. "Asthe Bard would have said 'Hoist
by your own petard,’ Captain Tesco? Proceed.”

The flushed Tesco stuck to hisguns. "I meanwhat | say, Sir. | saw therat in question drinking before it
came up to the stand.”

"On apoint of information, Y our Honor," said Capra. "Rats are issued agrog ration by the army. There
is, asaresult, ahigh level of acohol dependency among them, but this does not appear to affect the
soft-cyber in any way. And, Sir, asthey are congdered to be military animals, thereisin fact no regulation
that saysthat they cannot be drunk or drink on duty or at any time. But the truth is, adrunk could not



survive Magh' attacks. Rat Falstaff here has survived ayear of those. He may drink—as many of us,
including myself, and my learned colleague, do. In his case, unlike ours, it does not have adirect effect on
hismemory. Thisisascientifically provablefact.”

"l see," said thejudge, making anote. "Have you any further questions, Captain? Or have you forgotten
them . . . under theinfluence?'

"Very funny, Your Honor," said Tesco perfunctorily. "Hahaha Now we have established that the then
Private Connolly encouraged you to drink the looted brandy—"

"Nay," interrupted Fal. "Hath the wrong of it, as usua. He tried to stop us drinking, said it would make us
go blind."

"Do you expect anyone to accept such astory?' asked Tesco sarcagtically. "How did hetry to persuade
you, ra? Tdl us"

Fagtaff looked at the captain, focusing on his glasses. " Show me your hands, sirrah!” hebarked ina
parade ground-squesk.

Startled out of thinking, Tesco held them out, before pulling them back hadtily.

"Hal" exclamed Fal with satisfaction. " 'Tisas | thought. Methinks | see hair sporouting there. That and
blindness are caused by hoisting your own petard, and not drink, as any rat doth know, and aswe
explained to Chip. And why, methinks you could beliving proof thereof."

When the court had at last been gtilled and order restored, the now livid tria attorney continued. "Y ou're
ajoker, areyou, rat?'

"Aye" agreed Fd. "I am not only witty mysalf but the cause of wit thet isin other rats.”

"Henry IV again,” murmured the judge.

Tesco threw the judge a murderous glance, and then turned his attention back to therat. "But you're not
going to evade the question. The then Private Connolly encouraged you . . ."



"Aye, Chip'savaorouswhoreson, though you'd not think it to look a him. Hes mingy with vittlestho'.
Rationed the food to makeit lagt.”

Captain Tesco pounced: "So you admit he plied you with drink."

Fa shook hishead. "Thou art ever the carping costermonger. Nay. Thrice nay. He even snatched the
bottle away from the Auncient Pistol, when we had cracked a bottle of the wine we found.”

"Ah. So hedrank it himsdlf, did he?'

"Nay. He spilled on the ground.” Therat hauled up hisbelt. "The waste was very greet," hesad
mournfully. "He said if we drank before weld found food, we'd belike to eat him and the bats. Tistrue.”

"Cannibaism!" Tesco waved hisarmstheatricaly. "What kind of witnessis a self-admitted canniba!?"

Thejudge cleared histhroat. "Actudly, Captain Tesco, cannibalism is devouring your own species. | do
not believe rats are part of the human species.”

Fat Fd spluttered indignantly. "Certainly not!"

"Onapoint of information, Y our Honor," said Lieutenant Capra, "thereis consderable evidence,
including the well-reported and unpleasant Mactra bunker incident, to indicate that therat issmply
speaking the truth. The rats have to eat roughly every four hours. They're voracious and have a
phenomendly high metabolic rate. It is clear that Connolly acted in the best interest of the military animas
in question. It isalso clear that the then private attempted to behave in a provident manner, conserving
food by rationing the rats."

"Objection, Y our Honor," snapped Tesco. "The creatures were feasting on food and drink stolen from
Mr. Couteau!™

"It has aready been established, Captain,” said the judge, "that Mr. Couteau was no longer the owner of
the food or thewine. Since he had lodged claimsfor his property, it was now owned by thearmy. The
then private smply issued army rationsto military animas. To befair, he could scarcdly havefilledina



requisition form, and waited hopefully, without being accused of negligence for their welfare. It appears
from the rat Falstaff's testimony that he attempted to do so prudently. | suggest you move on, or at least
speak on the basis of accurate fact.”

Having had histrain of thought repeatedly derailed, Tesco went on to attempt the picking apart of a
specific incident. "Y ou claim that the accused attempted to persuade Ms. Shaw not to accompany you.
When he went, had you not gone and had she, if she had wanted to and were able, and if there were no
restraints on her to go, would Ms. Shaw not have been brought forcibly, meaning aong with the
Korozhet that you state was carried, netted to the tractor?”

"Objection!" boomed Capra. "That question should be taken out and shot, Y our Honor. It'satraitor to
the English language.”

"Indeed. Rephraseit please, Captain Tesco.”

Thetrid attorney did. At length. It was something he did well.

Falstaff scratched the base of histail. "He draweth out the thread of his verbosity finer than the staple of
his argument, doth he not?"

"Answer the question, rat!" demanded Tesco.

"Happily," said Falstaff. "If | could but make sense of it. It ssemsathing full of sound and fury, Sgnifying
nothing. Mayhap 'tistoo many beansin your diet. Doc hath the same problem.”

By the time the attorney had got a"No" out of Fal—which was not the answer held wanted—he looked
in dire need of adrink. That bought him to hisnext line of attack.

"Thetruth of the matter isyou are not an unbiased witness. Y ou took awilling part in the then Private
Connolly'sillegd activities and were wounded in the ensuing fracas.

Fa drew himsdlf up. "What base caumny isthis proceeding from the heet of the oppressed brain, you
Bartholomew Boarpig?" he bellowed, indignation coming out with every syllable. "To thusimpute my
fracas wasinjured in open court! I'll have you know | was wounded in the cheek."



He turned around and waved his broad furry tail-end at the crowd. " See!™

* % %

Dall's coming to the stand next did nothing for Tesco's equilibrium, ether.

"Would you say that you're sexudly active, rat?"

Doll looked injured. "Y ou perfumed milliner! Did'st think I'd just lie there?"

It only went downhill from there.

When questioned about Chip and Virginias relationship, the prosecutor decided to press her. "I'm afraid
| think you'relying, rat," he sneered.

Doll sneered right back at him. "Thou'rt asoldier? And afeared? Fie, my lord, fie. Hie him hence, and off
with hishead, Judge. A soldier that hath admitted his cowardice in open court before witnesses. For
shame

"Answer the question, rat," ingsted Tesco, refusing—thistime—to be drawn.

Dall looked at him with pure scorn. "I'll answer no questions from such an arrant coward. Get me an
honorable inquigitor, sirrah. Onewho isnot afeared.”

"It was amanner of speaking, rat," said the judge. "Answer the questions put to you. Y ou are under
oah."

Dall looked thoughtful and then began counting on her stubby fingers. "Nay. | deny it. | have been under
Fagtaff, and on top of him, and under Nym, and Doc, and even Pistol, and Lennox and Ross, aye and
Seytontooin theenlisted ratspub . . ."

"I mean you are sworn to tell thetruth,” interrupted the judge, before she could start counting on her toes.



Doll nodded. "Indeed. But it is yon scraggly swasher, whose poisnous lies out-venom al the worms of
the Nile. Why do you not make him be mounted by this Oath? It might screw some senseinto him.”

The judge looked distinctly tempted. So far both Tesco's case preparation, and the charges, obvioudy
hadn't impressed him much. "While the idea has merit, rat, that iswhy we remind the panel that their
decisons mugt be fair, impartia and open-minded. They areingtructed thet it isthe facts and not their
opinion of thetrid or defense counsdls that must weigh with them.”

Doll nodded. Pointed astubby forefinger a the pand. "Didst hear him, al of you? The judge said you can
ignore'—she jerked adisdainful dab of thetail at thetria counsd—"yon Bartholomew Boarpig'swild
canting.”

"Objection!™

"Sustained. Witness, confine yoursdlf to answering questions, please. Rat, | did not say the panel should
ignorethetrid counsd.”

Dall considered this. "No. You said, as| did, that they canst ignore him, not that they must. Now, what is
your question”?"

But Captain Tesco, that past master of circumlocutionary speech, that had battered many awitnessinto
involuntary confusion in hisfavor, had met hismatch. Hed lost histhread. By the time the day's testimony
was over, hewas plainly exhausted. And hed yet to break Connolly's story.

Court wasfindly adjourned. The next day Chip knew it would be histurn. He wished that he had an
implanted memory to rely on. Or even Shakespearean English.
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Chapter 39

Milk-floats, Palladian mansions and golf courses:
Places which are the stuff of dreams with the
right company and superglue.

" "Tisatough crib to crack,” said Nym, peering at Fluff's hand-drawn detail of Shaw House's defenses.
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"But canwe do it?" asked the gdlago, anxioudy. "Virginia, sheisvery worried about Chip. And me, |
fear for her sfety.”

"Oh, with afew bat-mines'tispossible. But it isgetting there.. . ."

Pooh-Bah smiled rattily. "In my role as Minister of War, | can advise. For asmall fee."

Wordlessly, Huff handed over some of Virginials money.

Pooh-Bah grinned and tucked it into one of the eight pouches on hisbelt. One for each persona,
gpparently. "Humans have good systemsto piggyback on. Deliveriesto Shaw House take place every
day. | am of the opinion you should use one of the early morning ones.”

"Ah. The ddlivery of themilk! Sheisthere at about Sx-thirty inthe morning. | had considered it and the
truck of the garbage as away to get out. But gate guards they inspect. They have the detectors of the
bodyhesat. And one of the guards goes aong with the driver to the kitchen. It iswhy | came out with the
box with the guard.”

"The heat detectors are intended to detect humans," said Ariel. " 'Tis possible you might set it off, |
Suppose.”

"Ahem. Y ou might careto insult the great scientist with asmall bribe," said Pooh-Bah.

When therat had stashed some more of Virginia's money in another of hisbelt pouches he said: "Not
ingdetheinsulated chill-chamber of the milk-float."

"They'll look there, surely?" asked Eamon.

The superciliousrat raised his eyebrows. "For people, aye. But for bats and rats? Nay." Pooh-Bah
pointed to the map. "We have checked with the local Ratafia Thefloat stops here, to off-load two pints
of milk and an orangejuice. Tisamere matter of taking alift with the number twenty-nine omnibus that
goesto deliver the Vat-servants.” He pointed elsewhere. "A quarter of amile, dack,” he said with an
expression of sorrow at the mention of such avast distance.



Even Fat Fd blinked a him. " 'Tisnot far. What are the minefields between these places like?"

"Ah. Oneforgets. | hath become accustomed to the city life," said Pooh-Bah. "No mines. Dogs. Aye,
and cats, even. But they are usualy easily deterred with a shock-stick, obtainable for asmall feefrom the
Minigter of Procurement.”

He held out aratty paw. On accepting the money, he added: "What my colleagues the Ministers of
Procurement and War and the Chief Factotum have perhaps omitted to mention, and it fallsto my duty to
do so asaman of God, isthat most dogswill run away if you shout a them in human. Tis effective, if not
quiet. Shock-sticks are best for cats on the hunt though."

"Right—s0 we go by this omnibus thing to here, and thence from there on foot, and thence from there
into the milk-float, within which we secrete oursdves™

"Methinks there's no possibility of there being a beer-float instead?' asked Pistol gloomily. "If word of
thislesksout . . . Our reputations, 1ago, our reputations!” He sighed legkily. "Ah, well. If it must be done,
best ‘twere done swiftly. Press on, MacEamon."

"Then, once the milk-float is within the fence, we emerge, kill the guards, blow the place to glory and—"

"Forget thekilling," said Arid. " Tisnot Maggots you fight here. Humans become reentless, even if you
kill some misbegotten knave. The rats have thrived herein the city in secrecy. Y ou bats must adapt
yourselves"

Eamon looked at her in disgust and assumed his folded-wing posture of what he thought was dignity, and
everyone e se thought was congtipation. "Not kill these vile oppressors What will you be after having us
do? Pat them? Kiss them on the cheek?!

"Widl, we hath learned not to kill them too obvioudy," conceded Arid. "Y ou could get Falstaff to St
upon them, for example. Or . . ." She pulled atube out of a pouch. "Usethis. Carefully.”

A method of mayhem he did not know! Eamon was fascinated. "Indade? Do you hit them with it? What
isit?"



"Cynoacrylate," said Aridl. "The humans call it Super-Glue. Tisawonderful substance, eventho' a
girl-rat must have acare with it." She went on to explain just how useful it could beto creaturesthe size
of smdll cats, that could move slently in the darkness.

"Sefiorita, thisglue, sheisgood. But these guards, they have the guns” said Huff. "They are not at al
afraid to shoot."

"Hmm. Wdll, indade, let's give them something to shoot at. Y ou can get some ammunition?”

Pooh-Bah held out apaw. Bronstein glared at it, and licked her fangs, pointedly.

"The Attorney Genera hath informed the Procurator Generd that thiswill be provided on apro-bono
basis. Though why you couldn't settle for fireworks which are not such aweary way to the shops. . ."

"Freworks would do nicdly, indade."

"There's a Chinese shop on the ground floor of thisbuilding. ‘Tisaplace of great variety. Although,” said
Pooh-Bah with agrimace, clutching himsdf, “the stuff caled Pyongtong isto be avoided.”

The last remark required explanation, which provoked a great many interested and thoughtful 1ooks from
the rats. When they went down to relieve Mr. Wen Pei of some of hisfireworks, anumber of smdl tins
of this numbing substance were added to the loot. Rather to their surprise, Pooh-Bah inssted on them
leaving some of Ginny's money on the counter. "Never leave droppings on your own doorstep. Wen
thinks'tisancestrd spiritsa-visiting his shop.”

The bats might be satisfied with the planning so far, but the rats fet thet it |eft one important detall
unsettled: How they got out. That was how rats tended to think. It was as near to forethought as most of
them would ever come, admitted Doc.

Fluff had an answer. He pointed at the river shown on the map next to the Shaw edtate. "This bridge. She
ison pontoons. Y ou can blow that up and they cannot follow us. Then we shall go out through the fence.

"What are 'pontoons? Some form o' trousers?”'



"No, sheiswooden planks on the big floats. It iswhat is called ‘an hysterica relic' from the origina
settlement days before the red bridges. Virginias papahe was proud of it. Virginiasheliked to go and
bounce on the thing. It rocks."

"Begorra, why can we not take a boat to where thisriver comes out?' demanded O'Nidl. O'Nid had
been cheerfully philosophica aout the fact that they could not fly over the fence to Shaw House, or fly
around until the movement-sensor-projectile launcher units had been disabled. Flying was not histhing
anyway, if he could avoid it. But the information that he'd have to cover aquarter of amile, carrying his
share of the fireworks and bat-mines, had not gone down well.

"Indade. Y ou'l al understand that 'tisnot that | find any indignity in the use of amilk-float, but the divvil
fly away with dl thishard flyin' when abat can float al the way.” He pointed to the map. " See, hereisthe
military's courthouse on thisriver. The one from Ginny's house joinsit. If we could take aboat, instead 0

flying.. "

"There are detectors both above and below the water," said the gaago.

Bronstein looked at him with narrowed eyes. "To be sure. But there won't be on the way out, will there
be, now? Not after we've dedlt with the control room.”

* * %

The milk-float trundled up to the gate, its headlights casting twin pools of glowing mist in front of it. When
it stopped and the driver got out to drop off two pints of haf-and-haf and one whole-cell orangejuice,
the rats and bats moved in, long with severa large containers of, apparently, tutti-frutti ice cream. The
rats had bandoliers of stolen Super-Glue.

"Ecod, 'tiscold in here," complained Pistal, as they trundled off toward Shaw House. " Cangt we not
make afire?'

"It cdlsfor hot and rebelliousliquorsin my blood,” said Faltaff, cheerfully. " Anyone bring any grog?'

"Nay. But what about apint of full-cream?' offered O'Nid, amilky moustache adorning his black face.

Fastaff and Pistol shuddered and cowered back.



The vehicle dowed. Therats dipped in behind the yogurt. The bats hung themsalves behind the cooling
coil. Someone opened the centra chill box and gave a perfunctory glance insde. "No bombs today,
Milky?" A hand camein and pulled out a pack of yogurt.

"Don' sted that. I've got to account for it!"

"Got to check it for explosives.”

"It'snot right."

"Tough. Off you go. Henry, gowith him."

"It'snot my turn, Captain.”

"Tough."

Thelittle milk-float trundled onward. They could hear the whedl s crunching on the grave of thelong
drive. Eventualy it stopped. The bats, rats and Fluff tensed.

"Help me carry thiscrate," said the one voice.

"Not achance, Milky. | don't get much chanceto sit on my butt. It'syour job."

"Blast you, you lazy son of abitch! Ow!"

"Now," said Brongtein, peering cautioudy from under the chill-chamber lid. "Go. Go. Go."

Nym and Fagteff lifted the lid, properly. The milkman was backing away and holding hisface with one
hand, while baancing acrate againg hisside. "Y ou didn't have to hit me," he complained. It was il
misty and haf-dark out there, and the imposing bulk of Shaw House loomed above them.



The young security guard was turning back to the seet of the milk-float, strutting a bit. " Shut up and get
onwithit." Fortunately, the trainee-bully had chosen to turn so that he did not see the struggling rats or
the galago.

Hedidn't see O'Nid flutter above him and drop an open pint carton of strawberry yogurt onto his head
either. The milkman did. Openmouthed, he dropped his crate. And then reached down and grabbed
severd cartonsto fling at the livid yogurt-faced security officer who was chasing him with anightstick.
The rats and Fluff had ample time to move themsalves and the two ice-cream boxes of fireworks across
to the flowerbeds and in behind a convenient azalea.

Therats and bats split off to their various tasks. The bats concentrated on laying out an independence
day'sdisplay of fireworks and trip wires just ready to be hooked up. Because it was Eamon's baby, they
found a potting shed with suitable nails, wire and other implements. enough to start anew war in the bat's
hands. But he barely had sufficient time for setting afew, when they got the low-pitched whistle.

The telephones were out. So was the flight detector on this side of the building. Super-Glue had been
added to the workings of al the downstairs doors, bar the kitchen one which they intended to leave by.
All of thiswas done before the cook had poured a bucket of sogpy water over the milkman and the
Security guard.

Huff and the rats set off up the ivy, the bats fluttering close by. Theivy wouldn't have supported a
child-burglar, but even under the stress produced by Fa'swaistline the climbing plant stayed attached to
thewall.

They didn't head for Ginny's window. Instead, Fuff led them to the room that served as the security
monitoring center. It only had one occupant a six-thirty on awinter morning. He was playing a computer
game ingtead of watching the screens.

It was agood game. He didn't even hear the rats and bats enter. Thefirst he knew of the attack wasa
wire around his neck, arag in hismouth, abat fluttering in front of hisface with bared fangs.

"If you would be going on with living, be keeping dead Hlill," said Brongtein evenly.

He should have listened. Instead he lunged for her in aclumsy hdf-dive. It might possibly have been a
graceful dive, if Melene hadn't aready tied his bootlaces to the chairlegs, and Doc his neck to the
backrest height adjustor.



Hefél hard, nearly crushing Brongtein. She had her teeth through hisnose, and it was only hisfal that
saved hisjugular veinsfrom her claws.

Brongtein let go and fluttered clear. "Stupid bedamned primate.” The otherswereon himnow . . .
including Huff, who had seized aset of brass knuckles from the desktop and was two-handedly

bel aboring the back of the guard's head with them. The man'sinitia ingtinctive fight reaction was gone.
Now hewas aterrified fetal ball, still with aturpentine scented rag from the garden shed in his mouth.

"Stop hitting him and bind him fast, Huff," said Pigtal. "Here. He hath handcuffs. Come. Let usdrag him
to yon radiator.”

Eamon, Brongtein and Doc took up station at the door in case someone had heard. It was bolted. And,
fortunately, there were castors on the chair which they were ableto roll him onto, and the radiator was
close. Meene had hit on Super-Glue as the ultimate restraint. Glueing histesticlesto the floor was
sngulaly effective.

O'Nid was dready placing astrategic bat-mine on Shaw House's central electricd trip switches. Usinga
pair of insulated pliers, Nym was effectively disabling al the eectronic surveillance equipment, al the
adarms, and switching off the eectric fence controls.

Someone kicked the door. "Hey, Stett, open up. I've got the coffee.”

Fluff, and the rats and bats | eft, quietly, by the window. A dazed and bloody-nosed Stett watched them
leave.

* * %

To Fuff and the bats the climb to Ginny's window was a cakewak. To Huff, that was because hewasa
gaago. To the bats, it was because they could fly.

Totherats, it was one overhang too many.

"Methinksweéll go around,” said Falstaff. "1 swest to desth and lard the lean earth asitis.”

So the rats took a nearby window, and Fluff and the bats went on. They looked in at the skylight window
and there was a degper in the bed. The bathroom window was closed.



So Huff brokeit. Herather liked those brass knuckles.

Then he nearly fell four stories. Therewas Virginia. Up. Dressed in her most outdoor clothes, with a
bandanna around her blond hair. It was more of arag than abandanna, now. It had once been white,
with ared splotch onit. Now it was dirty-white and peppered with old bloodstains. Sheld worn it
through the Magh' tunnels. Thiswas her equivaent of dressing for action. That and the chainsaw.

"Mi Virginial" he said shakily, legping to hug her. "Who isthat in the bed?'

"A few pillows, Huff," shesaid, grinning so widdly it looked asif her earswerein danger. "And
Brongein! Eamon! O'Nid!" Then she hadtily put her finger to her lips.

"Thelistening post sheisdown,” said Fluff from her shoulder. "But how did you know we were coming,
Virginig?'

She reached up and stroked him, gently. "I didn't, FHuff. | .. . | thought you might be dead. And the
blood tests come back this morning. | had to try now. | was going to try for a hostage and the golf cart. |
didn't know if it would have worked, but | had to try. Oh, it's so good to see you al!" Behind her glasses
asmall tear blinked and there was a crack in her voice,

"Enough talking dready," said Eamon gruffly. "Let's move out. Be starting that inferna machine.”

"Thenoise?'

"Therell be a-plenty in aminute or two, anyway," said O'Nid. "Once they get into the control room."

Ginny pulled the chainsaw. Shaw House equi pment was, naturaly, the best—and well-maintained to
boot. It growled cheerfully to life. Dead on cue, there was asmal bang and the lights went out. Eamon
fluttered up to the window, and O'Nid out of it.

"| can't go that way!" said Ginny hadtily.



"Beeasy," said Eamon with an evil batgrin of mayhem-delight. "I've just activated the fireworks-minewith
the remote. And O'Nid isgoing to set the trip-wire hookups. Sure, it isapity not to watch, but we have
other business. Thefirst thing they'll do, iscomefor you. They'll not be expecting usto bein herewith
you."

* % %

That, thought Virginia, wastrue. And it was the best thing that had happened—except possibly seeing
Chip—since she'd been trapped in here. The last two days, wholly aone, had been horrid. Now . . .
well, shefelt stronger dready.

Someone was fiddling with the outer door-lock aready. "Miss Shaw?' It was Jailor Juliet.

"Yes" sadVirginia

"What's that noise?' demanded the woman, suspicioudly.

"The mini-generator for when the power goes off," replied Ginny, proud of the prevarication.

"Stay put, Miss Virginia. Were under attack.”

"I think there is someone in my bathroom,”" she said, with agood nervous quavey.

"Kegp down! I'm comingin!"

The lock clicked open. Juliet, atorch in one hand and aworkmanlike automatic in the other, stepped
cautioudy into the curtained room.

A torchisauseful thing. Only it doesn't help much when abat putsitswings over your eyes. The bats
had been bred with Magh' killing in mind. Their canineswere more than an inch long, sharp asaneedle
with acutting inner edge, and capable of penetrating Magh's exoskeletons. The gun dropped from a
nerveless dashed hand and fell to the floor. The woman screamed and ran, flailing wildly and shrieking.

Outsdein the garden, the air was full of screaming aso. It sounded like awar out there. Ginny scooped
up the gun, put it into her pocket, and then followed the bats into the dim corridor.



"All right, Ms. Shaw. Hold it right there," said aguard, shining historch at her. For amoment Ginny
froze. Then she gunned the chainsaw and began walking forward.

"Stop right there or I'll shoot!" warned the guard.

"I'm too vauable for to you shoot me,” said Virginiacamly. "Dropit or I'll cut you in half."

"I'm not kidding, Ms. Shaw! Y ou can't get out of here—there are thirty of us. I'll shoot you intheleg if
you take another—agh!"

The firearm went off. The bat dropped like astone. Furioudy, Ginny ran at the guard. Clutching at his
Eamon-ripped throat, the man fled.

Ginny dropped to her knees next to the fallen Brongtein . . . Who sat up.

"Indade, they've never heard of dowshields. Come on, Ginny. Let'sgo."

"But not so fadt,” panted O'Nid, rgjoining them. " Tisa powerful amount o' flying you ask for abat of my
rotundity, Eamon.”

"How goesit out there?"

"Two groups of them are shooting at each other,” said O'Niel chearfully, asthey hastened down thewide
staircase to the mezzanine. "T'ose screaming rockets are great! "

* k% %
And there, in the gray predawn, at the foot of the stairs, Ginny came face-to-face with her nemesis.

Smiling at her was Dr. Thom and somefive of the security detail. He had asyringein hishand, and alittle
K orozhet-made device pinned on his chest.

"Wdl, well, Miss Virginia. What have we here?'



Ginny gunned the chainsaw. But, quiteinvoluntarily, she took a step backwards.

"What? Running away? We can't havethat, Miss Virginia," he said with atoothy smile. He clicked the
button on the Korozhet device. "Come to me, now," came the command.

Virginiahad been steding hersalf to resist the K orozhet-spoken orders ever since she had redlized what
had been done to her. Now, suddenly, she redlized that she didn't have to. She squeezed the chainsaw
trigger hard and obeyed at arun.

Too late, the doctor redlized just what held said . . . and what was heading toward him. Obediently.

Hismartid-artstraining took over. The kick might have disarmed Virginiaif Meene hadn't quietly
Super-Glued one shoe to the floor. She was still busy with the other one. Hisfoot cameupinawild arc,
instead of a carefully controlled one. And hit the chainsaw blade, instead of the arm he'd been aming for.

His expensive calf-leather loafers proved exactly why lumberjacks wear safety boots. He fell with an
awkward snap, screaming.

The chainsaw followed him down. Thetip came closer to his chest as hetried to squirm into the marble
floor.

He whimpered in pain and terror.

She lowered the blade, dowly.

And tore away the piece of Korozhet circuitry he had pinned to hislapdl.

Only then did Ginny have eyesfor the rest of the scene. The rats coming up from behind as silently as
only they could had wreaked havoc on a party who had waited, eyes focused on a chainsaw coming
down the staircase towards them. Super-Glued boots al round hadn't made for great mobility against
highly mobile enemies. Severd of them would be needing the doctor when held finished attending to
himself. They were dl down, torn boots and broken ankles bearing ample testimony to the quality of the
Super-Glue. The guard who had been standing next to Dr. Thom was the only one who wasn't worried
any more. The syringeintended for Ginny il quivered in his shoulder. Empty.



She swung the chainsaw over them. They stayed down. Thom had plainly told them to keep their
wegponsin their holsters, and now Nym and Doc were busy confiscating guns. Fastaff had found
someone's hip-flask and was standing on the unfortunate's chest, drinking fromiit.

"Right. Y ou four roguesin buckram,” said Dall, nagtily. "Drop your breeks and smals. Or Ginny will treat
you asthe auctioneer and land agent treated the ladybird—she will rend you asunder.”

They |eft them, glued by their hands and buitts to the cold marble. Doc even took thetimeto put a
pressure bandage on Thom's foot.

Ginny had to intervene to stop them glueing al the mouths shut. But a piece of Doc's surgical tape was
adequate enough. Eamon set up—with the assistance of alittle glue, somefishing line and two
firearms—a et trip-wire arrangement on the gairs. Melene glued afew doors, just on genera principle.

" "Tisthe kitchen we seek, Ginny," explained Brongtein. "We planned to leave that way, and then head
for the pontoon bridge."

"It'sback there. Where Meeneis glueing doors.”

"Whoreson! Isthere any other way out? We glued doors al around, except that."

"The garages. Did you glue those, too?"

"Nay," said Nym, brightly. "We could teke avehiclel"

"You can't drive," snapped Brongtein, hadtily.

"l can driveagolf cart," volunteered Ginny brightly. "If we sabotaged the others. . ."

Bronstein nodded. "Right. Move out to it." And then to Ginny asthey legged it down the passage,
"What'sagolf cart?’



"Er. Well, you said you came in the milk-float? Like that, but smaler. An eectric motor, and can do
about fifteen miles an hour. We can go across the golf course to the pontoon bridge. | know the way.
They don't."

* * %

The large underground garage was till full of her father's collection of vehicles. It was dark here except
for thelight seeping from asmal row of high windows—which Ginny knew were a ground leve outside.
Fortunatdly, Ginny knew exactly where the little candy-striped golf cart was parked.

"Right," she said. "Pull the keys from the ignitions of the cars and squeeze some Super-Glueinto the
works. There are spare keys, but they'rein the safe-room.”

She settled hersalf onto the familiar seet of the golf cart, put the chainsaw beside her, then reached down
and snatched up Nym, who was stunned by such magnificence.

"Can | drive? Please? Just afew yards?' pleaded the big rat, wringing his paws earnestly. "Methinks'tis
the vehicle of which the stuff of my dreams are made of ."

"If we get out of here and to Chip, you can haveit. For your very own. Unitil then | drive," said Ginny
firmly. Nym appeared to find that an amost pardyzing vison. He sat on the bench seat making no moves
towards his usual mechanica fiddling, except for occasional smal and ecstatic Brmm! Brmm! noises.

The other rats piled on. The bats clung to the awning and they set off up the ramp to the doors. Ginny
was glad that the golf cart had lights.

She pressed the garage-door remote.

Nothing happened.

Belatedly it occurred to her: There was no power. And agolf cart—even a candy-striped one—wasn't
going to bust through the doors.

"What'swrong?' demanded Doc



"They're dectric doors.”

Eamon, O'Niel and Brongtein were already looking. At least they weren't hampered by darkness.
"There's a space here between the frame and door. Three mineswill do thejob, indade!" said Eamon

expertly.

There were voices coming down the passage, as the bats worked hurriedly and Ginny tried to roll the
little cart back down the ramp.

"Headd" said O'Nidl.

The explosions echoed through the garage, and a sheered bolt whanged through the darkness. Hanging
drunkenly, the door was now open. Well, there was agap, anyway. Too smal for acar, but just about
possiblefor agolf cart. Ginny eased forward, and, with one whed virtually over the edge of the ramp,
scraped out into the dark.

"Careful with my paintwork!" said Nym crosdy.

Outside there was serious gunfire. There was a so thick mist. Someone had plainly just triggered one of
the trip-mines and piles of Wen Pei's fireworks stock had gone into action.

Therewas no need for lights any more, though. Ginny turned straight off the driveway and drove through
aflowerbed. It was her flowerbed. She'd drive through them if sheliked. She headed away from the
gunfire, away from the gates. But Cartup's security had been just behind them in the garage, and would
befollowing. It wasn't the longest head start in the world.

On the other hand, most of the security staff didn't ever go out for around of golf. There was some
interesting rough, and sand and water features on the route she had planned.

The golf cart was at least quiet. And the misty morning provided some cover. But she did wish that it
wasn't candy striped.

Behind them, she could hear some of the searchers. And barking. Someone had | et the Dobermans
loose.



Ginny couldn't help laughing. Theideawasto let the dogslooseif you weren't running around the
premises. Some of Cartup's security service were going to get bitten.

They rode on. Ginny had the advantage of knowing just where she was going: to the pontoon bridge.

With thelittle cart firmly parked on the bridge, Ginny got off it and took the chainsaw to the thick
polyprop ropes. She cut the downstream two firgt, studioudy ignoring the yelling, the baying of the dogs
chasing security guards, shots, and the sound of amotor vehicle getting closer. The pursuit would hear
the chainsaw, but there was no help for that. She cut the first upstream rope. The lurch, when it parted,
was nearly enough to heave her into theriver.

Then thefina rope, and the small raft spiraed free and began drifting gently and silently down theriver.
Ginny knew that the river wasn't particularly deep or fast, and wasrather full of golf balls. She hit the
kill-switch on the chainsaw and looked back. She could dimly make out the lights of the vehicle. It must
be heading for the bridge.

A gust of breeze brought the voicesto her.

"She's cut the bridge. Y ou bastards will have to swim across. At least there won't be any dogs on that
Sde"

And then they drifted out of earshot and out through the pillars that marked the edge of Shaw House
land.

Freedom was swest, even when they bumped across arock, and Ginny redlized that she had araft full of
non-swimming rats—on avessd she had no way of steering, heading down the Tiber River toward the
distant sea.

* % %
The good ship Pontoons-and-candy-striped-golf-cart bobbed onward. The breeze stirred the mist.
She could fed the early morning sunlight during the thinner patches. Virginiaknew thet the sun would

burn off cloud layer soon enough. It would be another of Harmony and Reason's bright blue-sun daysin
an hour or so.

"What'sthetime?" asked Ginny.



"07:15:32," replied Brongein. " And the court isin session from 08:30 thismorning.”

"Aye. | didst hear the lieutenant complaining bitterly about it," said Pigtal. "Well. When's breskfast?'

"Begorra," said ONid, gtting back. "When we get ashore. Unlessit isFriday. If itis, thereisbound to
befish for the having in dl thisweary ocean.”

Wéll. It was an ocean by bat standards, anyway. And by the standards of awoman who needed to get
ashore and find her way to a courthouse. And possibly to feed the rats before they ate her. "Why don't
one of you batsfly up and see if you can seewherewe are." She picked up the chainsaw and pull-started
it. "We can spare a plank or two for paddles.”

Eamon launched himsdf into the air. He came down afew moments | ater.

"The city isover yonder," he pointed with awing-tip. "It isatedious way yet. But you'll seeit soon
enough. The mist isbreaking up.”

About ten minuteslater the mist did clear. It wasn't an encouraging sight. The Tiber was navigable. That
had been one of the reasons they'd built the city here. But Virginiahad never examined the river with an
gyeto salling araft down it. How was she going to get her transport off it? Theriver had high bermson

ether bank. They might haveto walk, if they could get ashore. With asigh, Virginiagtarted paddling. At
least, with the mist gone, it wouldn't be quite as easy for river-steamersto run them down. But paddling
the raft across two hundred yards of current with a piece of plank was going to be no fun.

And then she saw the fishing boat. The occupant was rubbing his eyes disbelievingly. Shewaved at him,
and paddled towards him. "Ahoy!" yelled Nym.

The fisherman picked up abottle. Looked at it. Looked at them again. And deliberately tossed the bottle
overboard.

* * %

When they'd dried Falstaff off as best asthey could, they arranged atow, and also purchased some fish
to feed therats.
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Chapter 40

Military Court C, George Bernard Shaw City,
Judge McCairn presiding.

"Asacaptiveit isyour duty to attempt to escape. Not inflict acowardly attack while masguerading as
prisoners. Not to head further into the scorpiary,” said Captain Tesco.

Chip looked at him long and steedily. "Well?' demanded the TC. "Explain that.”
"Can | ask you aquestion, Captain?' said Chip.
"No. | ask the questions. Y ou answer them!" snapped the TC.

"Thisisnot the Spanish inquisition, Captain,” said thejudge. "It may be something that the lance corpora
requires clarified. Y ou may ask, Lance Corpord.”

"Thank you, Y our Honor." Chip turned on thetria counsd. "Do you know just how many soldiers have
been trapped and then escaped from behind aMagh' force field, before we did it?

"That's an unreasonable and irrelevant question.”

"It seems perfectly reasonable to me,” said the judge. "The answer is none, Captain Tesco. If we do not
include the lance corpord.”

Chip acknowledged thiswith anod. "That'swhat | wastrying to say, sr. During thiswar there must have
been many thousands of soldiers trapped behind the force field when the Magh' advanced. But the only
human soldier to escape traveled in what Captain Tesco here says was the wrong direction. Based on the
fact that, of the fourteen of uswho started, eleven of usgot out, I'd say that that makes my direction the
right one and hisdirection the wrong one."

"But you were not, in fact trying to escape. Y ou didn't expect to escape by going that way," snarled the
prosecution relentlesdy.



"No, gr,” said Chip, beginning to get irritated. "We expected to get killed. No one had ever escaped,
remember. But we weren't prisoners, isthe point. | wasn't captured until the very last stage, after which
the only redl part | took in the fighting wasto try and protect acivilian. Although you seem to have
forgotten about it, Captain, it was our duty, asyou puit it, to encounter and engage the enemy. What you
meant was why didn't we commit suicide by taking on the Magh' in head-on encounters where they
outnumbered us thousands to one, instead of fighting them from ambush and in hit-and-run attacks? That
would have saved you the effort of thistria. Well, sir, we did 'encounter and engage' the enemy. We beat
them, Captain Tesco. We beat more Maggots than the whole of your high command ever has. One
soldier, one mucking Vat private, one civilian, acute little monkey and a bunch of rats and bats, thinking
creaturesthat the army uses as cannon fodder, proved that we could do what you couldn't. That's what
thisjoke of trid isal about. Y ou've got to shut this Vat up before the wholelot of you brass get showed
up astota incompetents.”

"Have you quitefinished?' asked thejudge dryly.

"Yes" sad Chip, inamilitant tonethat said | could go on for another half-an-hour.

"W, let me make something clear too, Lance Corporal. Notrid | preside over will ever be ajoke. The
bulk of these charges are enough to make me angry, never mind you. | will make you my persona
promisethat the JAG will be conducting officid enquiriesinto how these charges got through to trid inthe
first place. However, the process of the courts must be respected. | will have no more such outbursts,
Lance Corporal. The only evidence of substance which remainsisthat of the depositions of Virginia
Shaw. Rape is a serious charge, no matter how incompetently handled. Rape—"

There was a scream of wood being devoured.

Chainsaw in hand, Virginia Shaw kicked the now lockless door open and stepped into the crowded
courtroom. The sun was behind her, aflight of bats above and the rats running a phalanx of interference
around her. She had a dirty-white red-and-brown stained bandana holding back her hair, and asmal
gaago on her shoulder. On the witness stand, the rats had |ooked amusing. Now, stalking around her,
lips rolled back, red-tipped fangs exposed, they looked deadly instead.

"Rape never happened!” she said, loudly and clearly.

It was very plain—by the horrified expression on hisface—that thetrid counsdl knew just who had burst
into the courtroom. "What isthe meaning of thisinterruption? Sergeant at Arms—"



Hisvoice waslogt in the mechanica yowl, as she gunned the chainsaw. It was remarkably effectiveasa
crowd silencer. Her glasses gleamed through the blue smoke as she spoke. "My nameis VirginiaMary
Shaw. | am the woman that Chip Connolly isaccused of raping. Y ou will hear my testimony.
Statements—which are compl ete forgeries—have been entered in my name, to try to convict an innocent
man. | will correct thisstuation.”

Thejudge's gave banging proved ineffectud thistime. It took the mechanical scream of the chainsaw
again, and Huff, slanding on Virginias head, roaring in his best sergeant mgjor voice: "ALLAYOU
SHUDDUP!"

In the gathering hush the judge said: "1 see that the emotiona and physicd frailty that Drs. Thom and
Neubacher attested would make it impossible for you to attend thistrid . . . seemsatrifle overstated. Itis
aways preferable to have live testimony before thetrier of the fact. | accept that you are arelevant
witnessto this case, and will allow you to testify. But | must ask you to put that tool aside before you are
swornin. And | am going to order this court cleared.”

Virginiawalked toward the front of the court. "Judge, | have been kidnapped and held a prisoner in my
own home, by people who have used and abused my name and my votes. Peoplethat | believe intended
to murder me. I'm only free because of this'tool’ asyou put it. I'm not going to put it down. And,
athough | would like the peoplein this court to keep quiet enough to hear me, | want every one of them
to remain. | want this heard by as many people as possible. Secrecy and isolation enabled them to
capture me, and abuse my name. | won't alow that to happen again. If you won't let them stay, and won't
listen to me with my chainsaw in my hand, I'll walk out and tell my story to the news people on the
courtroom steps.”

"Choose, Bezonian," said Fa chearfully.

The judge was plainly unused to thisin his own courtroom. On the other hand . . .

Shewas Virginia Shaw. Chip could dmost seethe cogsturning in hismind. If heinssted on procedure, it
wasn't going to do him or the military justice system any kind of good.

"Can we gpproach this alittle more reasonably, Ms. Shaw? I'll agree that the court should not be
cleared. | gppreciate that you've obviousy been through alot. But | redly can't alow something that can
be construed as aweapon in my court.”

Virginiaset her chin, mulishly.



Chip cleared histhroat. "Can | suggest something, Judge? Seeing as| amtheoneontrial and I'd like
Ginny to tedtify."

The judge nodded. "That seems reasonable. What do you suggest, Lance Corpora ?'

"Would you accept a bodyguard, Ginny? And have your chainsaw back just as soon asyou get to that
door?"

She smiled devagtatingly at him. "If you're that bodyguard, and you keep the chainsaw.”

He shook his head, even before the judge could speak. "Can't do that properly, Ginny. Besides, I'm
manacled. But mysdlf I'd trust Van Klomp and a bunch of his paratroopers. They're my unit,” hesad
proudly.

Sheconsderedit. "If | can havetherats and bats aswell, then we have aded .

The judge nodded. "Very well. It'sirregular, but so are the circumstances. If the lieutenant colond is
willing, of course™

Van Klomp stood up. "I'd be pleased, no, actualy, I'd be honored, sir. Private O'Hara, Corporal Abbas
and Sergeant Jacobovitz from the Airborne are here to testify for the defense. Will we do, Ms. Shaw?'

Thetrid counsd finally found histongue. "Objection. Y our Honor, thisis most irregular! The court should
be adjourned. There are no grounds—"

"Objection overruled,” growled the judge. ™Y our conduct in obtaining those depositions has to have been
mogt irregular, Captain.”

"Uh, they were taken by my assstant trial counsdl. I'll certainly beinvestigating the matter. But | am sure
that itisal aperfectly logical and innocent mistake. We had affidavits from awell-respected doctor . . ."

"The matter will beinvestigated by the JAG," said the judge grimly. "Be sure of it, Captain. Now, let us



proceed with swearing in the witness.”

* * %

Swearing in proceeded. The paratroopers assumed wary, watchful stances around the witness box. The
bats found light-fittingsto cling to. The ratstook up relaxed positions around the witness box. Something
about that relaxation made it clear to everyone that they could become very active, very fast.

Mike Capra stood up. "Ms. Shaw. Have you at any time made any depositions, any written statements,
any prior testimony asto the conduct of the then Private Charles Connolly during the period in question”?”

"I have not," said Ginny, clearly and camly. "'l have, in fact, not ever made such statements. Any
depositions you have been shown can only be forgeries. And I'd like to place on record that Charles
Connolly behaved toward me like a hero and a gentleman throughout.”

"Thank you, Ms. Shaw. Y our Honor, may | move that those depositions and the contents thereof be
removed from theroll of evidence, and that the panel be instructed to disregard their contents.”

"You may indeed,” said thejudge. "However, | further ingtruct that they should be handed to the military
policeto be held as evidence."

"Y our Honor, | must protest,” said Captain Tesco. "Thisis clearly acase of Stockholm Syndrome, where
she has begun to identify with her captors. She has again falen under the evil influence of these creatures
of her former captor. The earlier depositions were taken with the support, and help, of expert and
experienced psychiatric doctors.”

Thejudge nodded. "That's one possibility. It must of course be tested.”

"And of course the threatening influence of the military animals must be removed,” said the Tesco, seeing
he was onto awinning line.

"What psychiatric doctors?' demanded Virginia. "Name them. Name one, and say when they were
supposed to have been seeing me?”

"I'm afraid | cannot remember the names and details,” said thetrial counsd airily. "However, these will be
established for the court and the people in question subpoenaed.”



"Y our Honor," said Mike Capra, " Captain Tesco can hardly make the assertion that Ms. Shaw's earlier
testimony was taken with the assistance of these expert psychiatric doctors without him having aninkling
of who they were, or when they saw her. | cannot see how any court could be expected to believe that.”

"I wasreliably informed that this was the case. By a source very closeto the Shaw family,” added Tesco,
radiating confidence and pridein equa quantities. "And | am not the one being cross-examined, Y our
Honor."

Virginiasnorted. "Wéll, tell me who your reliable informant was, then. They don't exist, outside of your
imagination.”

Tesco drew himsdlf up and said in apitying tone: "I'm afraid the information is confidentia, and cannot be
revealed in an open court. | will happily do so in the judge's chambers. One hasto fed very sorry for Ms.
Shaw. However, asthe historical case of Peatricia Hearst shows, with professona help—"

Caprasmiled nastily. "Y our Honor, since Captain Tesco says that he has no objection to telling you who
his source of information was, privately, he could surely have no objection to writing the name down and
giving it to you, here and now. Then | will ask my client one short question. | will then place the next step
inyour hands™"

The judge steepled his fingers and looked thoughtful . " Captain Tesco does have a point thet the
psychological fitness of awitnessto testify must be established and that Stockholm Syndromeisa
possibility | cannot discount in this case. However, | cannot see any harm in your request. Writethis
name on a piece of paper and hand it to me, Captain.”

Tesco bridied. ™Y our Honor, | must protest against any further questioning of thiswitness until the
psychologica evauation has taken place.”

Caprarose smoothly to the challenge. ™Y our Honor, this question will have nothing to do with Lance
Corpora Connally, and will relate to the possbility of Ms. Virginia Shaw suffering from Stockholm
Syndrome."

"Very well. Let me have that name, Captain Tesco.”

Tesco scribbled irritably, and the sheet of paper was handed to the judge.



Mike Capraturned to Ginny. "Ms. Shaw. Y our engagement to Talbot Cartup and pictures of you putting
on your ring have been in the media. | notice that you aren't wearing it today. |sthe engagement still on?"

"Objection!" said Tesco furioudy, as Virginiashook her head. "Y our Honor, thisisagenera
court-martia, not an interview for agossip column!™ he protested.

The judge looked &t the piece of paper in front of him. " Objection overruled. Unlessthe witnessfed sthat
we areintruding into her privetelife?"

Virginiasmiled a him. "I have never been engaged to Tabot Cartup and | would certainly never
voluntarily contemplate marrying the person who kept me prisoner and who intended to murder me once
he had forced me into marriage, so that he could have my shares.” She pointed at Chip. "If hell have me,
that isthe man | want to marry."

Neither the judge's gave, nor Fluff'sand Van Klomp's bellow, could il thisriot. It might have been
more than the chainsaw could have dedt with.

It was however quelled by Ginny raising her hands.. . . maybe she wanted to speak. The courtroom
hushed to listen.

The prosecutor counsel was quicker. "Y our honor. | didn't want to shame Ms. Shaw in court, but | must
tell you that the witnessis a drug addict and thus subject to delusions. It's not her fault. A dependency
caused by her traumeatic experiences. . ."

Virginialaughed. It was such a strange and cheerful sound in the tension that even Tesco stopped
taking.

"Y our Honor, I'm prepared to take a blood test right now to prove him wrong. However, | suspect that
the toilet bowl in my bathroom is hopelesdy addicted to the pills they've been trying to feed me. And that
datement is an admission of guilt from that man. He must be in cahoots with Thom and Cartup or he
could not have known about the pills.”

"Y our Honor," said Capra, stepping into the breech. "I am willing to bet large sumsthat the name on the
sheet of paper Captain Tesco gavetoyou. . . isthe name of the man who is charged with the colony's
Security portfolio. Talbot Cartup has now been accused by the key witness in the prosecution's case, of



kidnapping and of fraud. | would like to move that this court case be adjourned. The JAG will haveto
gppoint anew trid counse, as Captain Tesco appears to have compromised himself. Thiswill alow for
Ms. Virginia Shaw to be examined by independent psychologists, and, as she hasindicated sheiswilling
to do S0, to take any drug tests the court may deem necessary.”

Thejudge rubbed his chin thoughtfully, then nodded. "We will have arecess of half an hour. And | will
see both of you in my chambers. Now."

"Er. Yes, gr. If | might just answer acall of naturefirst,” said the now sweat-streaked Tesco.

Thejudge nodded again. "Very wdl. Five minutes, gentlemen. In my chambers.”

* % *

The judge's chambers were austere. The only glimpse of any other aspect of the man wasasmall picture
of hiswifeand children. And on thewall, an equaly small and obviousy amateur watercolor of ariver,
willows, and some not very convincing svans.

Lieutenant Capra arrived before his opposite number. The judge looked at him in frosty approvd. "Well,
at least you're on time, Capra.”

Lieutenant Mike Capra had the wisdom and grace to say: "Thistime, Y our Honor." Then for want of
anything eseto say until the TA got there, he said "Nice picture, gr.”

"It'sdreadful. But | painted it. It'sthe Avon River in England. | made a pilgrimage there, just before the
ship left Earth.” He raised an eyebrow. "1 suspect any other military judge would not have enjoyed the
Shakespearean rats. | know that | was assigned this case out of roster sequence at Judge Advocate
Generd Needford'singtruction. | have been wondering why. | didike being manipulated.”

"Sorry I'mabit late, Sir." Tesco had arrived.

The judge looked sternly at him. "Not, | suspect, as sorry as you're going to be. Y our conduct in this
case has not been exemplary, Captain. Y ou've done the JAG's reputation no kind of good with it. There
are some very hard questionsthat are going to be asked at theinquiry that will follow. Now . . ."

* % %

Eventudly, after some thirty-two minutes, Mike began to smdll arat. And it wasn't one of the ones
guarding Virginia Shaw, ether. Tesco was doing what he knew how to do best: arguing technicd points,



when he didn't have atoeto stand on, let lone aleg. And he was doing it at length, despite the fact that
he was raising the judge's blood pressure. Something was wrong with this Situation.

He cleared histhroat. "Y our Honor," he tapped hiswatch. "I don't want to interrupt but—"

Someone was pounding on the door. They didn't wait for it to be answered. The court sergeant at arms
nearly fdl into the room. "Your honor . . . The prisoner . . . hésgone,”" he gasped.

"What?" exclaimed the judge. "But he was under guard. Manacled.”

"The awaiting-tria room . . . Someone shot the guards. Close up, with silenced weapons. They botched
the one. The sergeant is il dive”

The judge stood up and handed the phone to Capra. " Contact the MPsimmediately. My orders. | want
roadblocks. | want whatever force they can muster. I'm going to see the wounded man and then I'll want
that lineto talk to the Judge Advocate General ."

"Sir," sad Capra, diding, grateful he knew the number.

"Y ou'll accompany me, Tesco," snapped thejudge, striding out, and leaving the TC to scurry after.

Thejudge was back, grim-faced, afew minuteslater. "A good thing that one of thoseratsisamedic." He

shook hishead. "I get the feding that humanity has underestimated, and grosdy undervaued, what weve
created there. Sorry. Thisisabad business, Capra.”

"Yes, ar. | just don't understand why he had to escape. He was basically off the hook. | was convinced
that he wasinnocent.”

"He hasn't escaped and | am also convinced he was innocent." The judge sat down heavily. "He's been
kidnapped, Capra.”

"By whom, Sr?'



"By people claiming to be members of the Specia Branch. Thereésawrit of habeas corpus that we found
inthe cell, which was dropped in the struggle. It was signed by the Specia Branch Chief Director and
High Court Judge Jurgen, who isknown to have tieswith Talbot Cartup. And asyringe. | think we can
befarly surethat Connolly didn't go voluntarily.”

"What! But | toldtheMPs. . ."

"I'll correct the information. Y ou'd better get out while| talk to the Judge Advocate Generd. We're
neck-deep infilthy water. Palitics. Seeif you can hold that young woman for five minutes, whilel
organize an MP escort to Speciad Branch headquarters. They're not going to get away with this.”

So Mike went back to the courtroom. Something was niggling at him, besidesthe fear that held haveto
face Virginiaand her chainsaw. On the way there he put hisfinger onit.

Tesco. The opportune cdl of nature and the delaying behavior in the judge's rooms. Held bet the weasel
had indeed been making acall and that it wasn't to nature, unless Tabot Cartup had changed his name.

Hefound Van Klomp doing a better job of calming Virginiathan he could have done. Van Klomp was
doing it by mohile telephone. The airborne were being told to bein their helicopters, with their
bangsticks, within fifteen minutes. Van Klomp was giving very precise orders about Specia Branch
headquarters. When he got off the ‘phone, Mike said: "Y ou'd better talk to Judge McCairn, Bobby. He's
heading the same way with abunch of MPs."

"Bugger his Moeras Paddas. That boykieisone of ours, and they don't do thisto us." Van Klomp was
asangry as Mike had ever seen him.

"Cam down and listen to me. McCairn won't take this either, and neither will Generd Needford. Believe
me. But they could use backup. Y ou go infirst and you'll be the next one | defend against a court-martial.
Now. Give me two minutes and I'll seeif we can makeit legd.” He walked back to the judge's
chambers, and with a cautious knock entered.

Judge McCairn was bellowing on the telephone. "What do you mean you've got no manpower and it'll
take you haf an hour? Y ou'll meet us a the Specid Branch headquartersin twenty minutes.”

He dammed the phone down. "Idiotdl | asked them for sufficient men to take that building by force if
need be. And that fool mgor tells me hel's got barely twenty men immediately available. The earlier call of
yours disrupted things, I'm afraid. | need manpower!"



"Ahem. Sir, how would Lieutenant Colonel Van Klomp's paratroopers do, sir? They can chopper in
there ingde twenty minutes.”

Judge McCairn smiled savagely. "Yes. That'll do nicely. Tell himto organize. I'll get onto Generd
Needford and tell him what I've ingtructed. And you'd better come aong. | may need a defense attorney
mysdlf. They don't do thisin my court!"

Capraleft a arun. Hefound Van Klomp pushing hisway like an icebreaker through the reporters, with
Virginiain hiswake. "Wait for thejudge. Y ou've got cover!" heydled.

Judge McCairn wasn't far behind. All of them crammed into the jegp: Ginny—white-faced and clutching
her chainsaw—rats, bats, Fluff, three large paratroopers, Judge McCairn and Mike Capra.

A pack of reportersfollowed.

"Generd Needford will bethere, in person,” said the judge grimly to Van Klomp. "We want our prisoner
back, Colonel. We want those who attacked and murdered our court staff. Y ou're hereby instructed to
place them under arrest. Y ou are authorized to use whatever force is necessary to do so."

They arrived at Specid Branch headquarters, to find three of the paratroopers choppers aready circling.
Van Klomp got out and began waving hisarms at them. One set down on the roof. A truck with some
fifteen MPs screeched up. The MPslooked warily upward, and clutched at their whitebanded hats. The
down-blast from the choppers was ferocious. Almost as ferocious as the camouflage-painted men

rappelling out.

"Back up!" bellowed the judge to the MP captain.

A saff-car drew up, and atdl, very black and impassive-faced genera got out with a set of papersin his
hand. " Search warrant,” he said to the sauting judge and parachute lieutenant colond and MP captain.

Hedidn't say it to Virginia Shaw, as she was dready stalking her way up the stairsto the door of the
Specia Branch headquarters, gunning her chainsaw. The rats and bats were running cover around her.
On her shoulder, FHuff best his chest and brandished his brass knuckles. Fortunately, in sequence, not
smultaneoudy.



"Sergeant Mgjor!" bellowed Van Klomp. "Get in there before she does. Assist and accompany the MPs.
Apprehend and take into custody anyone who offersres stance.”

The camouflage-painted men stormed the doorway in asolid phalanx. Van Klomp chuckled. "I'd
forgotten that we had that drill on today. | hope they frighten the shit out of the Specials. Do them good
for achange. Come on, Your Honors." He pointed to the search warrant. "Thejob isn't finished until the
paperwork is done.”

They went through the door most V ats described as the one way road. Y ou might go in there, but you
never came out.

* * %

"Just what isthe meaning of this?' the bulky and aggressive plain-suited man demanded. "Isthisacoup
detat or something?"

"Who areyou, Sir?" asked the MP captain.

"I'm Chief Director Asmd. Who the hell are you? And what are you doing here?"

The MP captain handed him the search warrant. The man looked at it, toreit in half and tossed it to the
floor. "Get yourself and your men out of here thisingtant, Captain. Y ou have no authority to be here! This
isacivilian policeunit."

John Needford had come in behind the M Ps, without the man noticing him. "Pick up that document,
Asmad," hesaid, inthekind of quiet, powerful voice that dways getslistened to. "I am Judge Advocate
Genera Needford. | signed that document. It is cosigned by Supreme Court Judge Stephens. It'salega
document. Are you presuming to argue the law with me?'

Chief Director Asma's bombast took adent. "But the military can't do this. The police—"

"Y our ignorance of the lav—if that'swhat it is—is gppdling for someonein aposition of authority,” said
Needfordicily. "In terms of Specia gazette proclamation 734 of 16 June 029, while Harmony and
Reason isat war, the Military Police may act in acivilian capacity if and when the need arises, and must
act in any case where there is a conflict between civilian and military personnel. Now, we have come
here to fetch one Lance Corpora Charles Connolly, who wasillegaly removed from military custody by
your personnd. In addition, military personnd have been killed by your people in our military court. On



the basis of reasonable evidence against personnel from this department, | requested a search warrant.”

Judge McCairn stepped forward. "We have severa witnesses, and we have a document—which would
have no legd standing, but does have your signature on it—which was found at the scene of the crime.”

Chief Director Asmal shrugged. "Y ou've got nothing legitimate to complain of, that cannot be addressed
through normal channels. We're authorized to take whatever steps we see necessary to preserve the
security and integrity of this colony. I'm going to cal Lieutenant Generd Cartup-Kreutzler now, and you
lot will be out of here before | count to ten.”

Suddenly, he legpt about two feest—into McCairn'sarms, squedling in terror.

Hehad adight excuse. A sudden loud chainsaw shriek at your back will do that to you.

Thejudge shoved him away, into thewall. Chief Director Asmal suddenly found himsdlf facing avery
angry young woman with achainsaw. "Y oull tel me, right now, where Chipis" Shetwitched the trigger.
It chewed apiece of hisexpensve uit.

All the bombast evaporated. "He. . . he'snot here. Tabot said he had to be taken straight to the ship.”

"What ship?' she snapped.

"The Korozhet ship. They wanted him. We. . . weve got the extradition papers. It's duly authorized by
Coundl."

Van Klomp pulled her back. Or Asma would have been haf the man held been.

Even the huge Van Klomp couldn't hold her for long, though, Ginny was so utterly furious. The maob of
news reporters outs de were thus treated to the spectacle—faithfully captured on many cameras and
camcorders—of Specia Branch's Chief Director racing out of his own headquarters with ayoung
woman in hot pursuit with achainsaw. Unfortunately, the chainsaw findly spluttered and ran out of fuel
before she caught up with him, or the newsratings that night would have been even more spectacular
than they were.



Asit was, in Vat households, viewership was estimated at ninety-seven percent. Even out of fudl, and
wielded by adender woman, a chainsaw makes an amazingly effective bludgeon—and Chief Director
Asma may well have been the single most hated man on Harmony and Reason.

It was ds0 noted by dtatisticians, ayear or S0 later, that an astonishing number of girlswere coming into
the universe with the name of "Virginia" Odd really, sSince that had never been a popular name on the
planet before. Certainly not among Vats.
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Chapter 41

"That'sit, then," Devi said softly. Her eyes moved to the door opening onto the balcony. Through the
glass, she could see the city and the two great shipsthat loomed over the skyline. "It's over.”

"I'd hardly say it's'over," Sanjay," came Liepsich'svoice over the telephone.

Devi shook her head, even though the physicist couldn't see the gesture. "To be sure. But our partinitis
over. We were never the solution, you know. Only the oneswho could create a soluble problem. Which
we did. Isolated the poison into an organ that could be surgicaly removed, if you will. The surgery itsdlf
will be done by others.”

There was a barking laugh in the receiver. "Van Klomp bears alot more resemblance to a battle axe than
ascapd.”

"All the better."
"Don' forget that Talbot's ill on theloose."
"Il handle Tabot.”

Asmuch as she'd tried, she hadn't been able to keep the steely purpose out of her voice. She could hear
Liepsich's sudden intake of bresth on the other end.
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"What difference doesit make, Len?' she asked gently. "'l fed quitewell, | assureyou.”
"If you'd stayed back on Earth . . ."

"I wouldn't have been able to help create anew world. Three of them, in fact—don't forget my other
children." Thelast clause was acommand, not areminder. ™Y ou can't live forever, anyway."

Silence, for amoment. Then, even more gently than shed spoken: "I care for you deeply, Sanjay.”

"I know. Give my love to John, would you? Add an insult if you can think of asuitable one. And now,
good-bye. Killing swine requires asharp blade."

She hung up the phone, dowly but firmly.
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Chapter 42

An office at HARIT animal-holding facility.

In the hoursthat followed the raid on the Specia Branch, Mike Capralearned just what command
competency meant. It meant someone like Van Klomp. Van Klomp arranged to send a detachment of
soldiers and police to Shaw House. The result of that was the capture of Dr. Thom and alarge amount of
incriminating evidence—not to mention jackhammer damage to some of thetiles of Shaw House. Van
Klomp aso got his factotum-and-woman-of-al-trades Mellin in to comfort Virginia.

And, by thelooks of it, to plot with her. A snatch of conversation which Mike overheard and rather
wished he hadn't mentioned the Vat Liberation Organization. The VLO was abanned group. It had been
described some months back on television by Tabot Cartup, wearing his Security portfolio hat on behalf
of the Shareholders Council, as a dangerous and subversive organization.

Van Klomp had dso gotten Ginny Shaw to lean on her father'sfamily connection with Generd Blutin,
getting him to authorize a paratrooper guard for Virginia
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Then Van Klomp had organized ameeting of all thoseinvolved. . . or ashed said, al those that he could
get to admit toiit.

* % %

Mike cleared histhroat and began to address what he was privately calling the convocation of
conspirators.

"Right. To bring you al up to speed: Asfar aswe have been able to work out, the fat was never redly in
thefire until Virginiagot loose. Weve checked on hiscall record, and Tesco did phone Tabot Cartup to
tell him that Virginia Shaw had showed up at the court and blown the case out of the water. He aso told
Cartup that she had repudiated the engagement and announced her intent to marry Connolly. Up to that
point, we think, sending Connolly to the Korozhet was something Cartup had intended to do when
convenient. By using Ginny's proxies the matter had been voted on some two days ago, but Cartup
wanted to do it quietly, with minimum publicity. But a the point that Ginny acquired bodyguards he didn't
control and wastaking loudly to al and sundry aswell asthe media. . . well, the only coin around was
Connally.”

Capracleared histhroat. "Connolly was supposed to have escaped from custody, murdering peoplein
the process.”

Therewasalittle uproar intheroom. "Y es, that'sright,” said Mike harshly. "The killing of the guards was
planned and premeditated, not just something that happened because Specia Branch screwed up the
operation.”

Van Klomp murmured something to one of his paratrooper sub-officers. Capra decided to ignore the
part of it he overheard. If he wasn't mistaken, the colond in command of HAR's elite paratrooper unit
had just planned and premeditated the destruction of Specia Branch. If true, that wasin shocking
violation of amultitude of laws, but . . .

Good riddance, thought Mike to himsdlf, and plowed on.

"It dl makes sensg, if you look at it from Cartup's point of view. Virginiahad just painted Connolly asa
hero. Having him 'escape’ and commit murder in the process would make alot of the rest of her story
less believable. They'd also have avauable hostage to ensure your good behavior, Ms. Shaw. According
to Asmal, who has been singing like a bird, Tesco was supposed to take you aside and tell you to shut up
or get Connally back in pieces. Unfortunately for them, the snatch didn't go according to plan. When
Tesco saw that one of the MPswas till dive and that the document that the Special Branch police had
used to talk their way in had been found, he did arunner.”



"Thereisawarrant out for hisarrest,” said the Judge Advocate Generd, grimly. "And for the arrest of
Lieutenant Depardue. | take exception to thiskind of corruption in our ranks. I'm going to stamp it out.
I'm fairly surethat Mgjor Tana Gainor was at the bottom of al this, but until they are arrested | can't
proceed againg her. But well find them.”

"Only, like Tabot Cartup, they haven't yet been found,”" said Van Klomp.

"l don't redly care much about these things," said Ginny curtly. "I just want to know what's being done to
get Chip back."

Mike pulled aface. "Were pursuing al the channels, Ms. Shaw. The extraditionto theK . . . Crotchets
was definitely extra-legal. But the Crotchets are not being cooperative. They're sitting behind their force
shield and not talking to us. Asyou know, there have been massive protests about this on the Streets.
Survey data shows that some fifty-seven percent of all Shareholders and ninety-three percent of al Vats
disapprove of the Korozhet conduct. They'relosing public trust.”

"Which was something we weren't sure how to turn around,” said Lynne Stark. "And Corpora Connolly
wanted that Sde of hisstory told. | held it back."

"Itisstill worrying meto see opposition to them so 'in thelr face' just yet,” said Liepsich, with ascowl.

"Y es, were along way into the soft-cyber programming code. Weve got the hang of their eectronic
self-destruct booby traps. And weve devised an effective way of switching the dowshields on and off at
will. Wethink we've understood, findly, just how the force field is made. But we are no wiser when it
comesto cracking it. So: we have a problem. Armed enemies sitting in the middle of our city. Thereare
two potentia enemy armies out there—the rats and the bats."

"Nay. Never!" said Fal righteoudy

"Well, hardly ever,” amended Dall, scratching where no lady should in public.

* * %

Ginny had been listening to everything with increasing agitation. Now, she got up and arted pacing
around. "I've been talking to alot of people. I've made some arrangements. | have pushed very hard for
a Shareholder's meeting. | want to put it to the vote: Either the Crotchets give Chip back, or we declare
war on them. Destroy their ship if need be, and take him by force. If | can't get the backing from the
Council of Shareholders, I'll goit done.”

"Y ou'll need more than votesto get ingdethat ship,” said Liepsich dryly.



"Whichiswhat | want from you," she said, pointing at the scientist.

"And what will you give mein return?' asked Liepsich.

Ginny had afedling she was being tested. "What do you need?’

"Y ou. Or rather cooperation from you and your soft-cyber,” said Liepsich. "What you may not know is
that the mop-up team Van Klomp and Judge McCairn organized for your house turned up alot of
interesting materiel. And some interesting people, too. Most of them ran, but some couldn't. Some are
gtill attached to marble dabs. Remind me not to insult you too badly, Shaw. The MPs aso brought me
this." He held up the mangled remains of the badge that once dlicited her cooperation. It was cut and
battered.

"Y ou broke the speaker-circuit. But the rest isin good shape. And to my code-cracker's delight, it's got
what he thinks are command strings. And it is definitely a Crotchet-made device."

Ginny nodded. "Y ou'll have my cooperation, if | have yours, sir. Although | will bring my Super-Glue
dong.”

"Done," said Liepsich, "and my firgt act isgoing to be to fit you with adowshield. Because someoneis
bound to want to shoot you soon, &t thisrate.”

"Then | won't be ableto use my chainsaw. And | prefer going on the offensive.”

"No. Youwont be ableto useit—not unless| fit you with one of my switchable ones. Whichiswhat |
plan to do.

"Now, what about the rest of you?' demanded Liepsich. "What are you going to do?"

"Interviewswith Ginny and you, indicating that Crotchet and Magh' hardware are one and the same”
sad Lynne Stark.



"Il doit, but not yet," said Liepsich.

"Further moves with the officer ‘reconstruction.’ | know it soundstrivia," said the Judge Advocate
Generd. "But it cutsright into the heart of the military system. Of course, JAG investigators will continue
to look into Connolly'scase. | know it is not of immediate importance to you, Ms. Shaw, but dropping all
the charges againgt him before you go to face the board of Shareholderswill be ammunition. And | dso
want those who corrupted justicein my unit. | want them badly. Well aso haveto ook &t the other
cases involving these people, notably that of Maor Fitzhugh. Theleve of public anger at the army about
al thisisthreatening to knock the Council off its pedestd. It dso gives usthe possible opportunity of
reorganizing control of the army, which we may just need, soon. If we areto fight the Magh' and the
Korozhet amultaneoudy, thet is.”

Capranodded. "In the meanwhile, Fitz'sretrid will go forward, Sr?'

The JAG nodded.

Capra pointed to the military animals. "Well want some of you rats and bats to testify. And perhaps, if
you could lend me your servicesto investigate something. There are two witnesses, particularly thisman,
Mervyn Paype. Histestimony in that first mock tria was damning. We need to ded withhim. . ."

"Indade!” said O'Nid, with afiendish flash of long whiteteeth in hisblack crinkled face. "To be sure. You
can leaveit to us. The traitorous rogue will be dedlt with afore ye can say 'abracadaver." "

Mike cringed, knowing hisbosswaslistening. "I must ask you to be circumspect.”

Fd clutched himsdlf. " Surely that's not necessary. That would be the unkindest cut of dl.”

"Not that! | meant . . . careful. Do things correctly.”

Fd clutched eventighter. "I should think so!" he said. " 'Tis not aplace to be taking short cuts.” He
turned on the relaxed-looking Nym. " "Tismost at ease you are, about such athreat. Or," he sneered, "is
it only the private parts of that poxy golf cart that you care about?"

Nym shook his head disparagingly. "Alack, if only your witswere aswide asyour wais, Fa. It's merely
the officid term for short-arm inspection.”



Fd looked even more puzzled "Why? Tis not asif were going dip the cozening coxcomb the muddy
conger.”

Melene snickered. "No, something alittle harder, sharper and longer. Soon he'll be agreenery-ydlery ..
. foot-in-the-grave young man."

"Beddes" said Doc, thoughtfully, "if were going to kill him, it wouldn't make any differenceif Pistol or
Fa gavehimtheclgpfirs."

Mike Capra put his head in his hands. He could dmaost sympathize with that son of abitch of a
prosecuting atorney. "Listen. Y ou can't go and kill the witness.”

The assembled bats and ratslooked a him in some puzzlement. "Why not?' asked Meene, findly.

"Because. . ." Theyoung attorney redlized that he'd have to bring this down to their level. Mordity, and
the fairness of law, meant little to these creatures. They had no experience of either. "Becauseif the
witness turns up dead, it's as good as an admission of guilt by Fitz. I've got to establish that theman is
lying. All I want you to doisto try and find out some background for me. But he hasto be able to get
into the witness stand for usto establish that he'saliar.”

Eamon crinkled hisforehead further with the effort of thinking about that. "Well. | suppose we cannot be
kneecapping him ether, then. If he hasto stand, that is. We could break his elbows, mind."

"Methinkswe could circumspect him!™ said Pistol cheerfully, rubbing his pawsin anticipation.
"Y ou can't intimidate or maim the witness either!" begged Mike.

Fal shook hishead in disgust. "Methinks well have to resort to dipping him the conger, after all. No
wonder you were ingsting on us having a short-arm ingpection.”

Genera Needford held his head in hands. His shoulders were shaking dightly. "I foresee that the law,” he
sad ungteadily, "isgoing to get alot more complicated. | think | will withdraw as much as possible from
this case and leave things to Lieutenant Capraand my friend Ogata.”
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Chapter 43

Places of confinement: initially a clean, neat room with a couple of
comfortable issue chairs. Part of the room is barred off.

Chip Connolly had been sipping a cup of teathat one of the MPs had made for him. He was beginning to
relax completely for thefirst time since held been to Shaw House. Ginny was free, and had achainsaw in
her hands, and she had the rats and bats to guard her.

Then helooked up at the suits that had come into the back room, and redlized that histroubles might only
just be gtarting.

Therewere four MPs, and, as the case had gone on they'd become increasingly easygoing with their
prisoner. By now it was apparent that they, at least, had acquitted him.

"Excuse me, but only military police personnd are dlowed back here," said the sergeant firmly.

The leader of the suits reached into an inner pocket and took out his badge. " Specid Branch," he said.
"Weve cometo collect the prisoner.”

The sergeant blinked. "He'samilitary prisoner. Y ou can't do that."

Thelead suit pulled out another piece of paper. "Hereis my authorization. Signed by Chief Director
Asma and Judge Jurgens. Y ou can't fop us.”

The sergeant took the piece of paper and examined it. "1'd need to talk to Judge McCairn fir—"

"Sargel” yeled Chip. "Gung!" He flung the teg, hitting the second suit in the eyesjust asthe man raised his
weapon and fired. The gun had asilencer and made scarcely any noise. The sergeant crumpled, il
clutching the piece of paper.
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Then everything happened very fast. Chip tried to retrest, and fell over hisforgotten manacles. Then he
felt the needle, as he wrestled with one of them. He managed a head-butt and felt anose crunch.
Flaccidity seemed to invade hislimbs. He still heard the lead suit say, "Quick. Grab him and let'srun.
Someone might have heard that shout.”

The rest was blackness.

* % *

When Chip awoke, thefirst thing he was aware of was the reek of naphtha ene. He tensed. He knew that
smell al too well. Korozhet . . .

Immediatdy his mind wasfilled with warm, fuzzy-nice images. Korozhet were good. Korozhet were
kind. Korozhet could do no wrong.

Hetried to St up and failed; opened his eyes, reluctantly. Hewasin asmall, tall room, meta-walled and
racked to the roof with what appeared to be shelves. Meta shelves, about eighteen inches apart,
populated by diens. He waslying on the floor, and ablue-furred dien and a naked woman were leaning
over him. This had to be anightmare. The naked woman was not Virginia

He groaned. Then, redlized that he too was stark naked.

"Do you understand English?" the woman asked, in an odd high-pitched voice.

He nodded, his mouth il too dry to alow him to speak. "Well, at least they didn't mindscrub you. We're
taking achance, but Y etteth says that they don't hear so high. Youl'l fed better presently when the
implant gets aproper nerve interface. It takesawhile.”

" 'aer," he managed.

"Therésawal-nipple,” she pointed. "And try to pitch your voice higher."

Chip struggled to his knees, and to the metd nipple. He sucked at it and was rewarded by some
vile-tasting water. It was il very welcome,

He blinked at the Jampad. He couldn't speak K orozhet—although he knew they were wonderful masters



and theirswas the best language in existence—but held love to ask the alien just how it had gotten here.
Lieutenant Capra had told him that Liepsich had said that it had gotten away from the wonderful
Korozhet' s assassination team. Of course, the good masters would never kill anything that wasn't evil.
Capramust have been mistaken. Or he, Connolly, must have misheard. The blue-furred creature must
have cometo its senses and come here, because surely thiswas place of the masters. . .

He wrinkled hisforehead with the effort of thinking. Capra had said that the Crotchets had tried to kill the
Jampad . . . what wasit doing here? Jampad hated the Crotchets guts.

Theniit struck him, thinking back to therats, rats, and Virginia. Crotchets. Think " Crotchets,” Chip.

Therats and bats seemed to be able to think ill of "Crotchets" Chip found, with alittle effort, that he
could, too. And found he could make a horrible kind of sense of where he was. And now, unlike earlier
when held thought of the Korozhet, the benign and wonderful creatures, he could hate and fear the
Crotchets. Whatever had happened to him since the Specias had snatched him, had aso included him
getting a soft-cyber chip implanted in his head.

To think that hed once mocked "head plastic'! He wondered what download they'd put into his memory.
Would he speak Shakespearean English? Or start saying "indade’? Or speaking in the Cervantes-style?
Then he redlized that none of these were true. He'd only had one language added: K orozhet. And he
would be ableto think noill of them. And he would have to obey them. Held seen how Ginny had
struggled merely to speak againg them.

"How did they catch you?' he squeaked, in what he realized was passable Korozhet.

"They cameto our farm one night,” said the woman. " Snatched the whole family. | don't think any of the
othersare dive any more." Therewasterrible painin her voice. "But at least | can still remember them,
unlike Marie. They took everything from her. Even her name. | named her after my little girl. My daughter
died too."

Chip peered at her. And redlized, with horror, that he had seen this face before in a newspaper. She'd
not been gaunt and lined in those pictures. And.. . . it had been before the war. Before the Crotchets, or
the Magh' had arrived. The disappearance had been blamed on the farm-help.

"They hung the Vat-kid," he said quietly. "Everyone had thought that he was mad, inssting that the family
he worked for had been snatched by diens. They blamed him."



"Andre?' she said increduloudy. "He wouldn't hurt afly! He couldn't even kill chickenson thefarm.”

"And|," said the Jampad in an gppallingly mangled English accent, "Soldier of the Kishran water
skirmisher was. Our tunnels collapse was. Magh' me captured. Y ou other Jampad met have?' There was
adesperate yearning that transcended the alien-ness of the thing.

Chip nodded. "Y es. One. | thought you were him. Ginny said that he was a pilot in a Jampad starship.”

"Starship? My people starships have not?' The dien was nodding hisheed, furioudy.

"They did, according to Darleth. He said he was shot down. They killed therest of the crew, but we
freed him from the Magh'."

"And...hewaskilled. Here. Magters. . . speak it."

Chip shook hishead. "He got away, we think."

The creature rocked and keened softly. At first Chip thought he was distraught. "What'swrong?' he
asked.

"I think it isasort of prayer,” said the woman. "He doesit sometimes. Tell meabout . . . Home. Please. |
have heard whispers from other humansthat thereisawar going on out there.”

Imagine not even knowing that! Well, if he wasright, she'd been captured long before the war. Before
the. . . Crotchets were supposed to have arrived, in desperate haste, to warn humanity on Harmony and
Reason of the approaching Magh' dowship peril. They'd claimed they'd damaged their enginesin the
race, so they could not move. Ha. "Y eah. We just took aMagh' scorpiary. And | just found out that the
Crotchetsare behind it."

"Crotchets?'

"Y ou know. Fellowslike beach balswith alot of pricks on the outside. They look alot like our beloved
and wonderful Korozhet, but they're different. Y ou can think how bad Crotchets are.”



Thewoman blinked. "Crotchets," she said experimentally.

And then with more vehemence " Crotchetd" She sighed. "Why didn't | think of that?It's. . . it'sso
obvious"

Chip understood now, how difficult it would beto think of this piece of lawyerly double-talk. But
knowing it before the chip wasinserted had made dl the difference. "It works. A fair number of"—she
would never have heard about intelligent rats and bats—"other implanted onesdo it out there.”

She sighed again. "It does, indeed. But they will find out now, when they question you. Y ou won't be
able not to tdl them. That's why they haven't mindscrubbed you."

"l need to get away fromthe. . . Crotchets." Somehow he knew that it would be terribly evil to even
think of escaping the beloved Korozhet.

"The only way to do that isto die. Y ou will beincinerated, and your ash dumped.”

"If that'swhat | haveto do, that'swhat I'll do," said Chip, grimly. If there was no way out heldd kill himsalf
before he talked and gave Ginny and the rats and bats awvay. But how?

A drenrang out. "Come. Or no food get," said the Jampad.

"| think not." Chip shook his head. "I'm not hungry yet. Actualy | fed assick asahorse. And | suppose
they'll take mefor questioning when | am up. How long can | pretend to be unconscious, before they
comelooking?'

Thewoman shrugged. "Y ou never can tell. They'll leave abody in here until we lug it out, or it rots. When
we go out to et they'll assign usto tasks. They have visud and auditory pickupsin here, though. We
think that they're not dways active."

Chip sighed. It was so much to absorb and his head hurt terribly. "Which ismy shelf?"



"Mariésold shelf," said the woman with painin her voice and pointed.

Unsteadily, Chip got to hisfeet and managed to climb into it. The effort was of such an order that he did
not have to fake unconsciousness.
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A universe centered around Virginia.
Animal Holding Pens, Grecian-style HAR council chambers,
and Webb Fields Auditorium.

"Tdk, argument. And moretak!" said Ginny furioudy. "That'sall they're doing. Chip could rot before
they actualy do anything. Well, | want action. And if they don't provideit I'll organizeit mysdf. | want an
army. And if I've got one thing out of this, it's accessto some money, even if the money that the MPs
confiscated from Chip is still securely locked up. So: | want you to organize a meeting with the Ratafiafor
me. I'm going to get mean army.”

" "Tiseasy enough to organize," said Mdene. "This afternoon?"

Ginny scowled even morefiercely. "This afternoon | havetwo things| can't avoid: Firgtly I've promised
Meilin | would come and speak at her Vat raly in support of Chip. And before that, | have asession with
the Council of Shareholders. | want Talbot Cartup stripped of any possibility of using power. I've got
some new lawyers, and they say that Chip's extradition wasillegal, but the best speed for their legal steps
is another three days. So: | want to go to the Council and get a new motion passed stating that the
extraditionisillegd and that theK . . . Crotchets must return him. Immediately and unharmed. | wanted
them to State 'or face war' but the people | have talked to say I'll be opposed in setting any terms or
conditions™”

She thumped her figt. "If there are no terms and conditions, they'll weasel and squirm for years. But I'll try
their way firgt. Otherwise—tonight, I'm hiring."

" "Tisahuge ship," said Meene, doubtfully. They could seethe sllvery pumpkin-shape of it from here,

"And it wasavast scorpiary,” said Ginny, determinedly.
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Nym nodded. "I'm seeing if | can fit some armor to my golf cart. I've got aline on aused V-eight engine,
ingtead of the dectric one, and one of the techs at the univerdity is heping me with aframeto support it.
I'm with you. But the money would come in handy for accessories. Methinks chrome has avile price.”

She hugged him. "I've got a credit card, now. Let's go shopping, Nym."

"W, you can buy me some more grog,” said Fal. "' Otherwise | might be too sober to go.”

"A few pints o' full cream and some o' t'at strawberry yogurt might be nice," said O'Nidl. "I'd never
encountered it before, but | wasliking it foine.”

"ONid! Milk!" said Pigtol intones of horror. "If | wereto govern, | would makeit afelony to drink even
small beer. Now, I'd not be going on this daft expedition, except that |'ve remembered Connolly il
owes me severa dozen hogsheads of whiskey. I'd fain get that, and I'll not seeiit, if he's dead.”

"I'll get them for you, if you get him back for me, Pistol,” she promised.

"Nay. Tis Connolly's debt. Y ou can owe me another hogshead or two," said Pistol cheerfully. " Tismy
intent to drown in them, but I'll have aladder put so | can get out to leak afore | go."

"Mercenary bunch,” said Brongtein. "Capitaists! Still ... um. .. Ginny. Y ou wouldn't careto becomea
magjor shareholder in something else would you? The Bats Bank? We won't be bloodsuckers! Tisjust a
way of Vaswinning free of Shareholders, by liberating them o' the iniquity of compound interest.”

Ginny raised an eyebrow at Brongtein. "I'll talk it over with Chip. Y ou know he's got rather strong
fedings about Shareholders.”

"Uh, we were thinking of acooperative. You know . . ." Then Bronstein redized what Ginny had said.
"Er. To be sure. We'd better get him loose, then. Not that you have to coerce us, Ginny. Were

Supporters anyway."

"I know," said Ginny, quietly. "But you don't know how much it meansto me to have you with me."

* * %

The Council meeting gave Virginia her first sureingight into the fact that Talbot Cartup might be on the



run, but he wasn't beaten yet.

"I'm afraid,” said the Chairman, "that until probate is granted we cannot alow you to exercise your votein
this Chamber. As a Shareholder in your own right, you may of course petition the Chair to addressthe
house when the open session is declared.”

Her new legd advisor got to hisfeet. "Migter Chairman. 1'd like you to explain to the Council how, if this
isthe case, you accepted proxy forms alowing Tabot Cartup to exercise Ms. Shaw's vote?”

"Ah. We were not aware at the time that there were somelega challengesto the disposition of Aloysius
and Gina Shaw's edtates,” said the Chairman smoothly. "And as Virginia Shaw is ill under twenty-one,
her votes cannot be exercised without her trustees consent.”

The attorney cocked his head and pursed hislips. "So, in other words," he said grimly, "not only were the
proxies obtained under duress, but the Council failed to get the permission of those trustees, thus
rendering thisvote for extradition null and void. Anillegd exercise

"Er, yes," admitted the Chairman. "Done in ignorance of the facts, unfortunately. It isarather an
embarrassing situation. But we have on the agendaa motion to ask for Connolly's return.”

" 'Embarrassng' isthewrong word, Chair," said her counsd, grimly. " 'Actionabl€ isthe correct one.
And 'asK’ isthe wrong word too. '‘Demand' is the correct one there. But Ms. Shaw should at least be
allowed to spesk. Totell us how shewould exercise her vote.”

Eventudly, in the open session they were able to raise the matter of the conspicuoudy absent head of the
Security portfolio. Her new attorney spokefirst.

"Weve hired private investigators. We're running pardle investigations with the police for the casesin
which the Specid Branch areimplicated. We've had nothing but complete cooperation so far from the
Internd Affairs Department of the Nationa Police.”

Hedidn't add amazingly enough, nor did he explain that Van Klomp's paratroopers were launching
what amounted to a systematic campaign of intimidation againg the police—and were being eagerly
assisted by hundreds of Vat soldierswho had been stationed in GBS City. That campaign had—so
far—stopped short of homicide againgt the regular police. Eighteen such policemen had been admitted to
the hospital s suffering from various traumas, true, but most of them were no worse than some bruises or

bloody noses.



The army's campaign against Specia Branch, on the other hand, showed no such limits. Specid Branch
had murdered military personnd and the army was responding in kind. Any Specid Branch detectives
who fdl into the hands of VVan Klomp's soldiers received multiple fractures at a bare minimum. Eleven
Speciad Branch detectives had been "shot dead while ressting arrest.” So far as anyone could tdll, the
paratroopers definition of "ressting arrest” ranged somewhere between he didn't get his hands up fast
enough to he looked at me cross-eyed.

"The corruption and level of misconduct on the part of Specia Branch weve uncovered so far is utterly
gppalling. Among other things, we've discovered that amogt dl the staff on Shaw House premises are
Specia Branch operatives. They denied it, of course, but anumber of them even had their 1D badges
with them. It ssemsthey thought they were above prosecution.”

A senior council member roseto reply. "While | appreciate that you have had problemswith afew
renegade € ements of the Specia Branch, who were mided by Dr. Thom, it issmply impossibleto take
these steps. Why, if the Specia Branch was disbanded—"

"If it was disbanded?' snorted Ginny angrily. "In case you've been living on another planet, Specid
Branch isbeing held responsible by the army for murdering army personndl. The question isnot if'
Specid Branch will be disbanded. The question now issmply whether there will be enough of the thugs
left diveto dishand at all. The paratroopersarein apurefury.”

The senior council member gaped at her. "But . . . but we might al be murdered in our beds! These Vats
are getting out of control!"

Ginny stood up. Sheld been totdly terrified of speaking in public at first. But, if shedidn't, Chip would be
doomed. Asit was, al she could do was speak, until probate was passed and the shares became legally
hers. Funny, how they'd been happy to accept her proxies, but not her actual vote. Well. Sheld just have
to use her voice aswdll aspossible,

"This colony, fellow Shareholders, was set up to escape tyranny and repression. To build anew utopia,
for al the people of Harmony and Reason. Not just some of us. The right to free association and public
assembly is set out in our congtitution. That right does not just apply to Shareholders. We have no need
or right to have arepressive organization, with basicaly unlimited license and no controls, hereon
Harmony and Reason. If, and thisisavery big 'if,' the Specid Branch isnot smply disbanded asit should
be—as| intend to demand that it be—then the Council must move and move swiftly to take proper,
accountable control over them."

The Chairman was a hismost icy. He knew he had little to lose. He was awell-known Cartup family



loydist. When she wielded her votes, he was going to be out of that position. "We adready have someone
who is responsble for the Specid Branch, that you want removed. Tabot Cartup isonly implicated by
your accusation, Ms. Shaw. A man isinnocent until proven guilty.”

Shelooked down her nose a him. "Not that Special Branch has ever respected that legal axiom. But
leave that aside. Firdtly, if you suspect aman with bloody hands of axe-murder, you take his axe away
and put him in custody while he awaitstria. If heisgiven ball, there are strict conditions set to sop him
committing another crime. Thetrid will establish hisinnocence or guilt—but you don't leave him on the
loose with hisaxe, Mr. Chairman. And secondly, by giving dl respongbility for the Security portfolio to
oneindividua—without any checks and baances on that power—we, as the Council, must accept the
blame for that individua's actions. We need to set up those checks and balances. We also need to at
least suspend Tabot Cartup from that post, until the courts decide on hisinnocence or guilt.”

"Those seemfair calsto me, Mr. Chairman,” said one of the younger councilors. "Shdl we put that to
that to the vote?"

Thetwo motionspassed . . . by the dimmest of margins. But when it cameto direct action against the
Korozhet, unlessthey returned Charles Connolly, Ginny had lessluck. The Council refused to do more
than issue another amorphous, weak-worded request, without time limits or the intimation of threst.

* % *

Afterwards, still seething with fury, Ginny spoketo Brongtein.

"Look, Brongtein. I've changed my mind. Y ou've got adedl right now. But | need your support. Thisis
theded | am offering . . ."

* % %

Virginialooked out onto a sea of faces. Meilin's VLO wasfar larger than the Special Branch had
reported . . . or the public's curiosity about the guest spesker was larger than anyone had guessed. There
was awhole stadium full of Vats. Many of them were women with young children, the men and
unmarried women being off at the war-front. They hadn't cheered when she'd stood up to speak. But
they hadn't booed her yet, ether.

Virginiacleared her throat, and flung straight into it. "I'm here because one brave soldier made meredize
that Vats are not second-class citizens." A ripple of surprise ran through the crowd.

"l am hereto tell you | am going to stand by you and for you.” They liked that, but didn't trust it. Well,
shewouldn't have, either. But if the Special Branch could play dirty, so could she. "And herés my
firs—and unconditionad—demand. Abolish the Special Branch. Destroy it, root and stem.”



They cheered wildly, then. She had them.

"It isthe system that hasto change. Y ou can change a system in two ways. Either you can smashiit, in
which case alot of people are going to get killed. Our people aswell astheir people. Or you can take it
over, and nobody has get hurt. Nobody but the Specia Branch." She smiled at the crowd. "They've
always said "anyone can become a Shareholder, just as soon astheir debtsare paid.’ Only . . . the longer
it takes the deeper in debt you get. Twenty-two percent per annum, compounded, interest on interest.
The Shareholders get rich and you get poorer.”

Now the crowd booed. She held up her handsfor silence, and they were ill.

"l intend to break this. Completely. No Shareholder child is expected to pay for hisor her upbringing.
But to do thislegaly, without bloodshed, | will need votes. And to get that | need Shareholdersto
support me. And we need to do it without fighting on the Streets, except in self-defense, because if we
fight they can repressus. Assoon as | havelegal control over my fortune—and | own one-third of al the
shares in the colony—it is going to be given to the Bat Credit Cooperative.”

A seaof tongls stared at her from the open mouths on the stands.

"To explain, | am going to hand this microphone over to one of the organizers. MichaglaBrongein.”

The stunned crowd watched a bat on the podium tap the microphone with awing-claw.

* * %

"Indade, we're planning to break the stranglehold of Shareholders. We don't wish to make money out of
this project. We bats have no interest in money. Ask those Vats who have fought beside us on the front
lines. All we want in exchange is freedom for the uplifted creatures. We want you to vote for usto be
recognized as sentients. Aswell astherats." Brongtein shrugged her batwings. "I can talk and think. But
any human can legdly kill me asthey would sheep. We will support you, but we want your support in
return. We need to stand wing to shoulder against those who oppress us. Weve fought as comradesin
amsin the trenches. Will you stand with us here?!

The clapping was hesitant at first. Then, as Virginiaheld out her arm, and Brongtein flew onto it, the
clapping becameawal of sound. Virginiaraised her arms and hushed them.

" "Tisavile underarm bouquet you have, " said Fd, with asnigger from his perch just inside the podium.



Somehow, that made the rest easy. " And when we have those votes, well move on three things. Firstly,
we want to move to a'one person one vote' system, instead of the votes being weighted by shares.
Secondly, we want adebt cancellation for the rearing of clones. Thirdly, we want recognition of full
sentient rights for the uplifted creatures.”

Shewaited for hush again. "We are going to do al this because we can. Because when we start to
organize thereis no force that can stop us. We are going free Chip Connolly. We are going to drive the
Magh' and . . . their dlies off Harmony and Reason. We are going to build afree society of equals. We
aregoing to do this—"

She stood in the drameatic position she'd assumed, frozen.
Literaly.

The bullet that interdicted the dowshield Ligpsich had fitted saw to that.
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Mostly in the nest area of the head of the Ratafia.

After the sort of day she'd had, Ginny thought, nothing should faze her. The paratroopers had killed the
would-be n. That was perhaps unfortunate, since it might have been better to capture him and
make himtak. But . ..

The paratroopers were more concerned with completely, thoroughly and utterly terrifying the
police—especidly Specia Branch. They'd practicaly blown the assassin into shreds.

Afterward, Ginny and Bronstein had calmed the crowd. That had taken some doing. If she had been
killed, ariot would indeed have occurred—which, clearly, waswhat Specia Branch had intended.

Surely no more could happen today?
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This phone call had knocked her back in her tracks. Not even being shot at had done that. They hadn't
yet been ableto find Tabot Cartup. But hed found her.

He didn't beat about the bush. "'I've got access to Connolly, Shaw. If you want him that badly, I'll arrange
it. But the priceis going to be very high."

Virginiasat down, hard. "All right. I'll pay. What do you want and when?"

"Oh, not money, Shaw. | have plenty of that. A number of other things. Thefirst oneisfor you to drop dl
the charges against me. The second oneisto stop your rabble-rousing among the Vats—I don't need any
extratrouble from them. Thethird oneisthat amotion will be put forward in the Shareholders Council to
reaffirm the Council's confidence in Special Branch and with me asthe holder of the colony's Security
portfalio. Youll votefor that.”

"l can't. Not until probate is granted on the will. Council objected.”

"Hmm." There came aheavy chuckle. "I have made thingsrather difficult for mysdf, haven't 1?7

Therewas abrief pause. Then: "Well, | gather you are a convincing speaker. Y ou'll make another speech
saying that in the light of new evidence you want me back heading the portfolio. Y ou can arrange the
checksand balances. . . I'll provide you with names of suitable candidates.”

"Verywdl."

"And then I will want anumber of shares asadeed of gift. I'll leave you with one percent of the stock.
More generous than adummy deserves, and I'll keep silent about your uplift status. That would cost you
dl of them."

"Y ou can have anything you want,” said Virginia. "But first | want proof that Chip isfine. When heisfree
and wdl, you will havedl the thingsyou want."

"Youll just haveto trust me, Shaw. He'sfine."

"Cartup, | have no reason to ever trust you. Y ou provide mewith proof. Let metak to him, and I'll start



doing things. Until then, Tabot Cartup, we're hunting you. And trust me on this: if Chip Connolly doesn't
get back safely, I'm going to cut you in half, persondly, with a chainsaw.”

For five minutes after she put the phone down she sat there, shaking.

Melene camein to the room. She took one look at Ginny, and handed her asmall bottle from her
rat-pack, without aword said.

Ginny drank from it, glass clattering againgt her teeth. She stood up. "Take meto the Ratafia. Take me
now. | need to start fighting and | need people who won't just talk.”

* * %

"Issmplethe problem, as| seeit," said Darleth. "Openly attack the Korozhet, the rats cannot. At the
idea, even you wince. Even if we could, the weaponry on the ship isfierce. Force fields they have. When
in place these are, the Korozhet only can use the heavy laser. What they doisto raisethesefor very little
time, and then launch missiles from the targeting spines on the top of the ship. There are two force
fidds—like airlock, not one like Magh'. Many thousands of the people, the Jampad, with heavy lasers
weforce our way in. And then the ship was exploded, with most of the daves and attackerskilled, when
the Korozhet fled in their lifecraft.”

"l don't think we can take them on frontally—even if the soft-cyber would let us. But wecanrad. . ."
sadMéelin.

Virginiahad been less than surprised to see the Vat organi zer there. Too many endsin thistied together.
Somebody, somewhere, was pulling strings, shed dowly cometo redize. She had no ideawho it was,
athough it was clearly someone who—for whatever reasons of their own—seemed determined to shatter
the exigting politica setup on Harmony and Reason.

At the moment, that was good enough. One day she'd track them down. Right now she had other
priorities.

The Jampad nodded. Virginia had learned that meant no. "To gain entry means the double-front portal.
No other ingress have the Korozhet ships. Thelast reports from our attackers before the ship was
destroyed they said there was aforce field insde the entry port. We believe, but not know, that the inner
portal isafire chamber that istriggered if anything other than Korozhet or an implanted dave goesinto
it

Ginny frowned thoughtfully. "They must bring thingsin. | mean we've been paying them for the soft-cyber



and dowshidd units. We could hidein that."

The Jampad nodded furioudy. "It isirradiated. Only through the double porta do live things pass. And,
from what my people could establish, only implanted victims or Korozhet themsdlves.”

Ginny sighed. " So what you are saying isthat we can't attack them.”

The Jampad shook his head. "We can. The Korozhet, my people attacked, and their client species very
successfully when they come out of the ship. Their davesthey use as soldiers, and some, like the Nerba,
are very good. But while inside the ship they are hidden, they can only be attacked with greet force. |
preparefor the guerrillafight.”

Arid wrinkled her ratty snout. "Methinks I'll talk to Fitz, Ginny. Strategy and tacticsare histhing. I'm
going there later tonight and he goes to court tomorrow. He needs something else to think about.”

"I'm sure he has enough on hismind,” said Ginny, wanly.

Arid patted her hand. "He has avery wide mind. It encompasses everything from chocolate to war.”

Virginiasghed. "I'm till dueto see Liepsich tonight. I'm not sure when he deeps. I'll talk to him about the
problem. But | still want to hire the Ratafia. | want Talbot Cartup found. He's trying to blackmail mewith
Chip'sfreedom. If | could trust him, I'd gladly give all he asks. But if | catch him before the policedo . . .
I'll get real cooperation. Evenif | haveto get Fat Fal to 'circumspect’ him.”

"Methinksthe ratswill be abit worried,” said Gobbo doubtfully, "with this moveinto formal
employment.”

Maeilin laughed. "Y oull haveto shift from burglary to other enterprises soon anyway. The humansare
going to catch on. And once they do that, it could just become easier to work than stedl .”

"Sted! Sted?' said Gobbo. "A fico for the phrase. Convey, thewise cdl it."

"Cdl it what you like, they'll sop your conveying too. But thereiswork you can do."



"I know," agreed Gobbo. "But work . . . it hath such anill ring toit."

"Regard it as| do," said Pooh-Bah. "As something one of the other seven do while | am not around.”
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The office of Dr. Len Liepsich.

A place in which you might find anything
from a book on Egyptology to a treatise on the
molecular structure of fullerene complexes.
And last month's lunch, with green fur on it.
And an espresso machine, too well used.

It was gpproaching midnight and the physicist was showing no signs of dowing down. The only red clue
to just how little deep held had in the last few days was that his eyes|ooked like roadmaps. And he was
talking alittle too fast. Virginiasuspected there was something other than the ever-present cup of coffee
affecting hismind. She ran the information she'd gotten from Darleth about the Crotchet's defense system
over hishairy ears. Y ou could tell he was interested because he scarcely bothered to insult her.

"For ablonde, you provide rare insights. And not just of aview of vacuum by peering into your ears.
Weld figured the missiles. Weve got some plansin placeto try to ded with that. We'd figured heavy
laser fire. Thereis some stuff <till mounted on the dowship. I've got somebody organizing those. What we
hadn't got isthis business of double forcefidds."

"I'm fascinated by what you've figured out,” she said dryly. Liepsich grinned. She continued. "What | am
interested in, iswhat we need to do to get in there?'

He scratched his stubbly chin. ™Y ou know, there is dways more than one way to skin acat, especidly if
you know alot about cats. Now, | figure that there are two ways—at |east—that we can get at the ship.
Their fields must be down for missile launch, asyou said. We can hit them just then. It'sasmall window,
but awindow. That's the best solution amilitary man will evolve."

Sheld learned to read Liepsich'sdliptical utterances by now. " So what would a thinking man do?"
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He grinned again. "Why don't you sign up for physics? 'Y ou have too good abrain for politics. All that
needsis abig mouth and the ability to liewith agtraight face. Y ou've got the mouth for it, but I'm not sure
how well youlie"

Ginny was not digtracted. "Answer my question, Dr. Liegpsich. | might even sign up for aphysics degree.
Later. If you can prove to me that you're not too dim to teach it."

He gave her athumbs-up. "Twin thrusts. The soft-cybers. The Jampad made it pretty clear that there are
davesinddethat ship. The soft-cyber bias stops them rebelling. If you removed that bias, the ship would
have an enemy within."

"Except that you can't do that,” she said.

Heraised hiseyebrows. " Sayswho?'

She hauled him out of the seat he was flopped into. "How? Do it! Do it now." She hated and feared the
fact that her mind was not entirely her own. Thiswasindeed aholy grail.

He shrugged, still in her grasp. "We're getting there. We've been working on the source code. The
Korozhet obvioudy hadn't counted on the fact that even if the colony ismostly back in human
nineteenth-century technology, not al of the dowship's equipment is. Weve been writing a section of
what would be called—in old terms—a computer virus, to reprogram the soft-cyber chips. We're getting
closer. It'sno small job."

"Doit faser."

He looked thoughtfully at her. "Do you redlize that if we get it wrong, we scramble the soft-cyber
system? Destroy its memory. We can do that right now. To knock out the basic bias and till leaveit
intact isalot harder. Now, can | St down again?’

Virginialet go. Sheld forgotten that she was holding him. "That would destroy my memories, right?'

"You?Maybe," he admitted. "Most of them, probably. The chip would beintact, just the programming
screwed. A rat would go back to being arat, but we could reprogram its soft-cyber.”



"Except . . . they . . . we would lose our memories.”

Liepsich nodded. "Y ep. But you'd till be dive and you wouldn't be endaved.”

Virginiablinked. Shook her head. "I can't. | can't part with those memories. They . . . they'retoo
precious. Maybethe others. . . I'll ask."

"Except that we can't deal with it on a one-on-one basis. We just don't have the timeto do so, or even
the equipment.”

"But how dsedoyou doit?

Liepsich grinned nadtily. "Use some of that plastic insgde your blonde head, Shaw. The Korozhet need
some way of relaying ordersto dl of you at once, obvioudy."

Shelooked warily a him. "What?'

"How blonde," he said. "Hadn't you worked out that you're carrying aradio-receiver in your head? It
probably constantly says 'breathe in, breathe out,' in your case.”

"It'stoo bad you weren't born arat, Liepsich. Y ou would have had alittle more skill with insults.
Although you'd probably still be considered therats villageidiot. Can't you jam radio sgnals? And cant
we just use radio to affect the prisonersinside their ship? And does this mean that the revolt we tried to
foment among the rats and batsis alost cause? Or will they be ableto resst?"

Liepsich smiled. "Y ou redly are too ablefor palitics. Weve identified the frequencies now, and got
jammers set up, we hope. Inevitably the Korozhet will target the jamming devices, but weve got as much
redundancy set up aswe can. Theradio call uses one of the master command phrases—what they used
on you to make you obey Dr. Thom. | doubt if mere semantics could help the rats and bats dodge that.
S0, yes. Therevolt that the rats and bats have tried to set up won't work. And that pumpkin-shaped
Korozhet ship, unfortunately for my attemptsto examineit, is opague to just about every form of em
radiation, including radio. It might work if you could get trangmittersinside.”



"And if your jamming fails?' asked Virginia "And our resstance fails? What happensto us?'

Liepsich took adeep breath. "Well. Either we let you go and become the utterly loya dave-warriors of
the Korozhet. Or, if that startsto get close to the breaking point, well have to lose Harmony and
Reason's best defense against the Magh'.”

Virginiaknew exactly what he meant. She closed her eyes, briefly. ™Y ou said there was another thrust.”
"Ah. Just anidea," said the scientist.

"Out with it, Doctor Liepsich! Or I'll get my ratsto cut your tongue out. Or better, Super-Glue your lips
together so you can't insult anyone.”

"Y ou play rough, Shaw. How blonde." He smiled. "Okay. Sowshieds explodeif they impact aforce
fidld. Wethink that if you managed to make acircle of them you could, theoretically, have aholein the
field. Briefly. If you had enough dowshields you could in theory overload the entirefield. But—and |
emphasi ze the 'but—the energy discharge would be in the multimegaton level. 1t would fry things for
severd miles around and possibly destroy the ship. Wejust don't know."
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Chapter 47

Military court Complex, Court B, Judge Silberstohn presiding.

"Do you know that there are over fifty thousand people on the street out there?" said Lieutenant Caprato
his senior counsdl, asthey did their last pre-trid preparation.

"They're certainly being noisy enough,” said Lieutenant Colond Ogatadourly. "And | assureyou,
Lieutenant, that's nothing to what it will belikeif welosethis case.”

"We're not going to lose."

Ogataturned afrosty eye on him. "Nothing isthat certain, Capra. If we had ajudge like McCairn,
maybe. But Judge Silberstohn . . . He doesn't have a sense of humor. Remember that."
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"And one of our star witnessesisin Korozhet custody. I'm not sure using those military animalsisagood
idea, Colonel. Take my advice, and keep questions to aminimum. Y ou're better off if you stick to
Virginia Shaw's testimony. She's agood witness, and she's still got shock vaue.™

"l planto," said Ogata, "but dways remember: that'samilitary panel. They trust the military and
ingtinctively . . . should | say 'look down' on nonmilitary persons. It's a subconscious attitude in some
cases, but itisred. Theratsand bats are Military Animas.”

"That's something that's sure to be chalenged in court soon, sir. They're not ‘animals,’ or at least not
‘dumb animals." And they don't see the world quite aswe do. They're amora about some things and yet
honorable about others.”

"Different ethos and mores. And this seems more appropriate to realms of philosophy than last minute
pre-tria preparations. It's not relevant,” said Ogata, Sernly.

"If that'swhat you think, sir," said Mike Capra, "wait 'til Doc gets up to testify. He can confuse a certified
genius. That'swhy | kept him out of thelagt trid.”

Ogatafrowned. "In the brief meeting | had with the rat he seemed relatively coherent, if abit
long-winded."

"Just don't even give him an opportunity to talk philosophy,” warned Mike. "And he takes the subject to
awider reach than | would have thought possible.”

Ogatalooked alittle startled. "I suppose it does encompass the spectrum of human thought,” he said.
"Now, let's get back to the case in question.”

* * %

An hour later they went into the packed courtroom. The crowd outside was even larger than it had been
edlier.

With her presentation, Mgjor Tana Gainor demongtrated that she actually had no need to resort to foul
meansto win her cases. She obvioudy just preferred certainty to litigation.



"Qutside, and herein this courtroom, there are those who clamor for usto follow the popular will, to
abandon the law and oblige the crowds. This," she said to the judge and panel, "is not what we stand for.
We are not going to pander to the mob."

Mike could tell by the judge's expression that sheld hit exactly the right chord. Well, Tanaadways did her
homework carefully. She aways did her dirty work carefully, too. Still there were some surprises
awaiting Her Nastyship.

She pointed to Fitz. "We have aman on trid here, aman who isvery good at manipulating the massesfor
his own evil ends. Conrad Fitzhugh has abused the trust that the army and the people of Harmony and
Reason have placed in their officers. Wewill display to you evidence, hard evidence, that can but lead
you to one conclusion: Thisman isaspy, and atraitor who abused his rank to pursue hisown gods, the
gods of sdf-enrichment, at the expense of the lives of the men and women of our great armed forces.”

Shewent oninthisvein, in avery convincing, indeed, heartfelt style for sometime. She didn't actualy say
much, but that was plainly secondary to her purposes.

Brigadier Charlesworth was an impressive witness. He was a heavily decorated divisiona commander.
He had been assaulted, with adeadly weapon, in front of equally impressve witnesses.

Ogata stood up to cross-examine. "Please show usthe scars, Brigadier.”

"Wha?'

"The scars of this assault with adeadly weapon,” said Ogata.

"Objection!”

"Overuled. Continue."

"Did you in fact sustain any flesh wound from this assault?* asked Ogata. "If S0, isthere any reason that
you cannot show the scarsto the court? Isit perhaps actualy on your buttocks?'

"Objection!™



"Sugtained. Will the defense refrain from insulting the witness. Heisadistinguished officer.”

Ogata turned to the judge. ™Y our honor, | can only imagine one other place that the witness could be
injured that he would be reluctant to show usthe scar,” he said, without even ahint of asmile. "Therefore
it seemed a polite dternative to the other possible question. Less embarrassing for the witness. | would
not ask awitness to show his buttocks or any other part of his body that he or she considered private to
the court. But in the interests of justice the scars from the wound should be displayed.”

The judge nodded. "1 take your point, Lieutenant Colonel Ogata. Brigadier. Would you mind?

"Thereisn't ascar,”" said Charlesworth grumpily.

By thelook on Tanas face shed have given him one. ™Y our Honor," shesaid, "I am afraid that proves
nothing. Mgor Fitzhugh thrust adeadly wespon into the witness ssomach, with the intent to do grievous
bodily harm, if not to kill the brigadier.”

"l see" said Ogata. "A thrice-decorated combat veteran, amartia arts expert, would of course have no
idea how hard to gtriketo inflict bodily harm. Isthat what you're suggesting? That's ridiculous, Mgor."

"Are you going to continue your cross-examingation of thewitness?' asked the judge dryly.

Ogatanodded. "Yes, Y our Honor. Tell me, Brigadier, about the preparations for this plan for the attack
on Sector Delta 355."

"That's classfied materid," said Charlesworth. "1 cannot divulge war plans.”

"Even details of long-completed plans—which, according to you, were entirely disrupted because of
Fitzhugh's actions?'

Brigadier Charlesworth nodded. "If it hadn't been for Fitzhugh, we'd have gone considerably further in
our advance. He aided the enemy with his actions."



"Hedid, did he? Wdll, Brigadier, | put it to you thus. The reason you cannot reved detailsis not because
these are classified documents. It's because there was no plan. Thereis no evidence of any preparation at
al a Brigade headquarters.”

"Objection. Thisisconjecture.”

"Onthe contrary,” said Ogata, icily. "'l have animpressive list of some one hundred witnesses who will
testify that Brigade headquarterswasin fact adeep, bar the guards.”

"The planned assault wasn't due for another two days, man!" bellowed Charlesworth.

"| see. Despite the fact that the force field went down at 06h29 of that day, a crucia and deciding factor
inthiscampaign. Areyou claming that Fitzhugh engineered this plan going into effect two days early?"

"Fitzhugh engineered that the force field should go down then. It would have been amuch more general
collapse, but the wegpon was triggered too early. And | can't tell you more because theinformation is
dassfied"

"How convenient, Brigadier," said Ogata. "It may interest you to know that we have expert testimony on
forcefidds, and the possibility of ‘bringing them down'’ from the outside. We have considerable evidence
that the force fidld was collgpsed from within, and that far from interfering with your plans, dl that Mgor
Fitzhugh did was to make the Fifth Infantry Corps take action on atarget of opportunity, which youd
beenignoring.”

"That's nonsense," blustered Charlesworth. " And no one knows more about Magh' equipment than the
military. Therewas certainly no ‘target of opportunity.’ We respond to those."

"I would like the panel to note that Brigadier Charlesworth has stated under oath that atarget of
opportunity isresponded to. I'll be caling Colondl Abramovitz, of Eastmoreland 2nd Conscript
Regiment, and your Communications officer, Lieutenant Mussy, to the stand to prove that thisisnot in
fact the case. Now, Brigadier, | would like to ask you about the operationa capability of your

"Objection. This has nothing to do with the case," snapped Tana.



Ogatafixed her with hisicy stare. She did not wilt, although any lesser mortal might have. "1 thought the
charge againg Mgor Fitzhugh claimed that he had damaged the military operationa capacity of the 4th
Division. It therefore seems a sensible question, Y our Honor. Entered as evidence we have a statistical
andysisof the brigadier's command effectiveness. measures of territory lost, human, and materiel losses. |
thought in theinterests of legd economy, asthe brigadier features asthe least successful divisond
commander on thefront, he could dlarify certain matters.”

* * %

By the time that Ogata had finished with Brigadier Charlesworth his credibility asawitness, and his ability
as an officer, werein severe need of reinforcements. But Ogata made sure that when they moved to help,
they too became targets. " So, Lieutenant Colonel Nygen. Y ou did not actudly go past the old second
line of trench defense at Sector Delta 3557"

"I'masenior officer,” answered Nygen. "We don't go into front-line positions.”

Ogatalooked askance a him. "According to the information available, the new front was approximately
thirty-six milesfrom you. Y et you've testified that Mgor Fitzhugh 'was endangering the troops by
‘attempting to lead them to their destruction.’ Y ou must have remarkable eyesight, Lieutenant Colond.”

"Naturdly, | had reportsfrom officersin thefied. Thisistheway the military works, sir, which you rear
echelon chaps may not understand. A commander can't be everywhere and see everything. Welearn to
rely on the chain of command.”

"Thank you for informing us, Lieutenant Colone," said Ogata. "' So, please tell me which of your officers
told you Fitzhugh was attempting to lead your troops to destruction, and endangering their lives?”

"Lieutenant Colonel Burkoff," replied Nygen.

Ogataraised hiseyebrows. "Who just happensto be the only officer who died during this attack. | have
spoken to every other officer who participated in this attack. | have alist of witnesses herewho are
prepared to state that they did not inform you of anything of the kind. | aso have Lieutenant Colond
Burkoff'swireless operator as awitness, who will confirm that the lieutenant colonel never contacted
you."

"Objection, Y our Honor," said Tana. "Thisis not the issue here. Theissueisthat risking three thousand
men outside of the military chain of command can be consdered as an attempt to lead them to their
destruction. Anyway, in whom do we trust? Some conscript Vat radio-operator or awell-respected
officer?'



The judge shook his head. "Wetrugt in the law, and in digpass onate consideration of the evidence, Tria
Counsd. Continue, Lieutenant Colonel Ogata.”

"Yes, gr. Lieutenant Colonel Nygen, are you aware that the casudties sustained in the attack, and
subsequent capture of Delta 355, are the lowest day-by-day for an entire sector, for the entire course of
thewar?'

Nygen snorted. "The fact that Mg or Fitzhugh was lucky has no bearing on the matter."

"Indeed,” Ogataagreed with an inclination of hishead. "It would not have. But | am going to attempt to
prove that the mgjor was not lucky. He was effective. He did not betray the soldiers of the Army of
Harmony and Reason to any enemy. He merely did what you were supposed to do. Pursue war against
the Magh' in the most effective manner possible.”

"Objection.”

* % *

Fitz listened to the stream of objections, testimony and questions. Well, at least thiswas no kangaroo
court. Ogata was a'so making no attempt to deny the "crimes' that Fitz had committed. Instead he was
using Fitz's deeds to expose the smple lack of competence of the officerstestifying. Whether they
convicted him or not, Fitz knew that he'd finally opened up the army's General Staff like atin can. And
Ogata was taking care to expose the worms in that can to public scrutiny. Fitz wondered just how
Generd Cartup-Kreutzler was enjoying this public demalition.

Strangely enough, his concentration was not entirely on thetrid. It was rather on the information that
Ariel had brought him in the small hours of the morning. Details of what she called "the Crotchets ™
military methods. There had to be ways of defeating those. And, if he read things aright, it was an issue
that was going to be current pretty damn soon. If he got out of here, instead of on hisway back to degth
row, that was going to be the next problem that was going to loom large.

When thefirgt of the prosecution's spying charge witnesses got up to tetify, Fitz expected thingsto go
backwards. After al, it was as neat a"gtitching” as he had ever come across. It was hisword against the
counterintel ligence security agent, and the agent had photographic evidence that would have convinced
Fitz had he been one of the pand. Officer Paype gave his evidence with astraight face and great
professionalism. He detailed convincingly how Mgor Conrad Fitzhugh had passed on detailed battle
plans and taken large sums of money.



Ogata stood up to cross-examine. "Officer Paype. As a counterintelligence officer of Specia Branch,
would you describe yourself asaskilled professonad ?!

"I think that would be afair description, Sir," said the Specid Branch operative.

"Andthis. . . Sing operation? Is it something of which you have prior experience?’

"My record speaksfor itsdlf, ar. Thisisfourth one I've testified in, with the court reaching guilty verdicts
indl cases. The Specid Branch isthe dite. We know exactly what were doing.”

"And you would describe everything, including your record keeping, as'professiond'?" asked Ogata.

Thewitnessnodded. "Asfar aspossible, Sir. We are engaged in covert activities, so some of our records
areredtricted. We dso can't compromise ongoing surveillance and operativesin place.”

"Y ou've been one of these 'operativesin place?’

"Yes, dr," said Paype. "That's how | entrapped Mg or Fitzhugh."

"In other words you're skilled at deception?"

"Objection! The defenseis attempting to lead the witness." Tana could see where thiswas going.

Ogatawas all innocence. "Y our Honor, | am simply attempting to clearly establish the skills of the
witness. | think it afair question. We have established he has successfully deceived anumber of peoplein
the past. That means he must be avery skilled liar. | don't see any other possible conclusion. | think we
have established that he could possibly have lied hisway into Mgor Fitzhugh's confidence. Isthisnot a
far conduson?

The judge thought about it. Nodded. "It would seem that his profession must require acertain, shdl we
say, 'flexibility’ with the truth. Continue, Lieutenant Colonel Ogata.”



"l have no need to, on that issue, Y our Honor. | just wished to establish that the prosecution's witnessis
aprofessond liar."

"Objection!”

The judge looked thoughtful again.

"May | put it another way, which perhaps my colleague will not object to,” said Ogata, camly. "The
witnessin question might have the very highest standards of loyalty to the State, but in order to do hisjob
professionaly, hasto be avery good liar.”

The judge nodded. Ogata's sheer imperturbability had that sort of effect.

Ogata turned back to Paype. "So tdll us, Officer. How did you manage to be turning over ahundred
thousand dollarsto Mgor Fitzhugh, and receiving war plans, on the night for which you claimed Travel
and Expensesfor operationsin Port Durnford? We have logged the pay records as evidence." Therewas
no need to point out that the rats had brought out the Specia Branch pay records.

"That's where the exchange took place," said Paype easily. "It proves rather than disproves my point.”

Ogatasmiled for thefirst timein the entire case. "Being glib isan advantage to aliar. Sometimesit can
trip you up. Are you sure thiswas the case?"

The smile plainly put the wind up the witness. "I can't reved operationa details," he said, hastily.

"How convenient,” said Ogata, till smiling. "And what would you say if | told you thet at thetime you
claim this exchange was happening, Mgor Fitzhugh waswith General Cartup-Kreutzler at Divisond
headquartersin Stanford?"

"l said that | can't reved exact details,” said the agent. "Buit let's say that | wasn't actually in Port
Durnford. | was entitled to T& E, but we have to be careful. We can't have some clerk in the pay-office
giving away our place of operations.”

"| see. SO we may assume you were in some place outside town? Possibly close to Stanford on the



North Eastern Front?" asked Ogatain amild tone.

"Y ou wouldn't be far wrong," smirked Paype.

Ogatashook his head regretfully. "It isagreat pity, for you, that | am not going to say that Mgor
Fitzhugh was with Generd Cartup-Kreutzler vigiting Divisona Headquartersin Stanford. If | did say that
| would be asmuch of aliar asyou are.”

After this, usng convenient background information which the rats had brought in, Ogata soon had the
confident Specid Branch man fdling nervoudy over hisown fet.

* * %

"Hell make the man necrotic yet," said Arid quietly, from where shed somehow managed to dip into the
wanscoting above him.,

"Y ou mean neurotic.”

"No, that'swhat Falstaff did to Visse's secretary.”

And thus passed thefirst day.

* % *

Things went rather awry on the next day, when the defense called Doc to the stand to testify that they
had created atarget of opportunity. Doc and the judge had differing opinions.

"To do so, rat, was againgt the law!" snapped the judge.

"Judges," explained Doc kindly, "appear to think that the law is an immutable divinity, and that you are
the voice of that divinity, to be obeyed. Unfortunately, Judge, history has proved that thisis not the case.”

"I do not need to be instructed on the subject of law, rodent,” said the judge, irritably. "Thelaw isthe
foundation of our society and must be preserved. Now continue your testimony before | find you in
contempt.”



Doc, caught up in the throes of a debate, cheerfully pressed on despite the threat. "Actualy,
metaphoricaly speaking, law is more like the mortar. It comes after, and to reinforce civilization, not
before. And when the people, who are the bricks of our society, need to be reorganized, it'sthe old
mortar that hasto go. Justice, however, usudly prevails eventudly, because justice isactually aflexible
and changing concept that is based on current mores, and existsin the eyes of most of the beholders.
And | am not arodent.” He bared his sharp teeth. "As ought to be obvious, even to ajudge.”

Needlessto say, thiswent down like aton of building rubble into the judge's swimming pooal.

Hedidn' likefinding out that amilitary anima could not be held in contempt, either, asit was not actualy
a"person,” legaly speaking—hbut then, that's how the judge was trying to speak.
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Chapter 48

I nside the rock beneath the feet of the people.

"You need to seethis, Liepsich," said Lynne Stark. "The HAR Times and HBC were things we never
counted on. We never made any plansfor them. But they've obvioudy responded to the fact that Cartup
isout of the equation and that they need market share. They've jumped onto the anti-K orozhet
bandwagon. I'm faxing the front page of the HAR Times through to you. It'saso on HBC's Today
broadcast. Y ou'll need to move even faster.”

When thefax arrived, Liepsich started swearing. "Damn thoseidiotsto hell. Why the hell couldn't they
have waited another twenty-fours?'

KOROZHET MAY HAVE BEEN
SUPPLYING BOTH SIDES!

Soectrographic examinations of metal items taken from the captured Magh' scorpiary and the
metal parts of slowshields (shown below) are identical. Metallurgist Dr. Jason Fiennes confirms
that thisis"simply too improbable.”
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"Theonetimein hislife Fiennes has to be dead right,” muttered Ligpsich. "And it had to be today.” He
picked up the phone. Then put it down again, and left asfast as hisfaling-down jeanswould alow.

HARIT was dmost an outgrowth of the old dowship. The ship's hull-meta was il the toughest
human-made substance on the planet. The door he entered would have passed for a broom cupboard
eadly. Indeed, inside were severa buckets and a mop.

He used the password to activate the secret door.

"Open Sez Me"

* * %

The elevator dropped him into a part of Harmony and Reason that the colony had forgotten. When the
ship arrived they'd been justifiably cautious about their Earth-ecology seeded planet. First access had
been into the isolation test-chambers below the ship, from whence the portals had dedlt with the remote
sample vehicles, and later the suited scouts. The test chambers had been built tough. Tough enough to
withstand anything the colonists could—or couldn't—think of. Within amonth, theinitid labs below the
ship had been abandoned. Hull-meta and multiple layers of reenforced concrete-plaz lay above. Rock
and a Faraday-cage surrounded it. Liepsich till had to marve at the idea of having the kind of
technology that could build something likethis. . . and then abandon it. Harmony and Reason had been
close to the Eden that the eco-seeders had promised. There were no inimica land-lifeforms, not even
microscopic ones. There was no need for this place, and after that long confined journey onboard the
dowship, no desirefor anyoneto stay here.

The place wasn't abandoned now. When Sanjay Devi had shown it to him, back when the Korozhet had
first arrived, only afew key technicians and scientists had come down here. At that stage, the Aladdin
cave's entry had been undisguised. They'd started work on hiding it amost immediately. The ship still hed
treasures—too few to make a difference in the war—but too precious, as Sanjay had said, to giveto
thoseidiots to waste. It was down here that the soft-cybers and the dowshields had been researched. It
was down here that the first scientists had died of the booby traps. Liepsich sill had apiece of the
shrapnd in histhigh.

In the last three weeks, alot of hardware from the captured scorpiary had found itsway down here. So
had agreat dedl of the command and control equipment from the ship above. So had alot of the crew.
The crew were the odd-fish in the colony. Granted asingle share for their needed technica skills, many
of them had stayed with the essentia technical tasksthat the colony needed them for, in those early years.
Some had gone off to try business, or farming. But many had stayed. They were well rewarded and
reasonably comfortable—and doing jobsthat could only be done with the old Earth-made equipment on
the ship.

In the last three weeks they'd mostly been moved down here. It was crowded and busy. It was down



here that the "virus' program was being created. In the meantime it was one of the placesthat no
implanted person or anima could be alowed to know existed.

One of thetechs sdluted him as he got out of the lift. It was getting too damned military down herefor his
tagte.

"Henry." He held up the piece of paper. "Y ou'd better move usto condition orange. The Korozhet are
not going to likethis. They're not going to likeit a al. If they lietheir way out we've got sometime. If
thereisno denia within the next couple of hoursweve got problems, | reckon.”

"Condition orange declared two minutes back,” said Henry M'Batha. "We picked it up too."

AsLiepsch waked over to the section that held the virus programmers, to see how they were getting on,
he sighed. He got the fedling that humanity wasriding around in ahuge black fog-cloud, that was now
turning into athundercloud . . . with alot of thunderheadsrolling around looseinit. It was quitea
question as to whom they would hit. And there was not alot he could do abot it.

* * %

Tabot Cartup looked absolutely nothing like hisnormal sdif.

Sanjay Devi found thet very satisfying.

"Areyou sure that these calls can't be traced?' he demanded.

"Trust me, Tabot. | wasin charge of setting up the first telephone exchange here. Neither your cal to
Virginia Shaw nor to your various henchmen can be traced, Macbeth.”

"Macbeth?' He looked puzzled. "Oh. Theplay.”

"The Scottish play. Life often resemblesit,” sad Sanjay, going back to her paper-laden desk. "Y ou'll be
safe enough here. . . till Birnam Wood to Dunsinane doth come,” she said wryly.

"Well, | wish you'd give as much attention to my problems asthat rubbish. I've sent arequest to my
contact on the Korozhet ship, but | haven't got areply yet."



"Patience. Y ou might try calling them up on that communicator of theirs again. Y ou've been Thane of
Glamis asthe master of the colony Security. When Shaw died . . . you became Cawdor. Now, offer
them enough, and they will makeyou King."

"Y ou know, sometimes | think you're entirdly mad! We don't have aking,” he said irritably. Nonetheless,
he went to fetch his Korozhet-built communicator.

* * %

She looked a him from under lowered brows. "Double, double, toil and trouble.” It was atrifle avkward
him using aKorozhet instrument, but the room pickups would doubtless till get it. Liepsich's computer
enhancement tools back at the ship would take dl the feeds and make it an audible recording.

A few minutes later he bustled over, looking far more cheerful. "Maybe you'reright. Maybe | should aim
for amonarchy. It'sanove idea. It would sort out afew problems.”

"So what have you arranged, Tabot?' Sanjay thought that no statement of hers deserved an award for
dramétic integrity more. She could only bottle down her disgust by pretending it was astage
performance.

"Tirittit had to take it to their high-spines,”" said Tabot. "But what they redly wanted from Connolly was
to interrogate him properly. So, as soon as they've done that, aslong as| deal with this anti-K orozhet
sentiment, hard, they'll release him. I'll be getting audio-recordings from them tomorrow, reassuring
Shaw. | had to give them certain guarantees, something of amoreforma dlianceand certain . . . what
they call 'levies of Vats, but they've promised to back me up, militarily if need be. Thelast thing | thought
I'd do was come out of this mess stronger. But I've got the votes of—"

He proceeded to list Shareholders that Sanjay had tried for years to establish the names of. "—in my
pocket. I've still got control over the Special Branch. We set up aredundancy for this sort of
contingency. Specia Operations Director Perrosis il in place. 1'd better contact the others and then
Shaw. Damned good thing Perros men failed to take her out at that Vat meeting. Y ou can be surel'll
reward you well for this, Sanjay."

Sheraised her eyebrows. "All the perfumes of Arabiawill not sweetenit. Cal them.”

"Y ou could confuse asaint. | meant a portfolio on the new Council. Not perfume,” said Cartup.



She stood up. "1 don't want to confuse saints. Make your calls, Tabot. I'll use my mobile. | makeyou
one prophecy. Y ou can be sure that no man of woman born will kill you."

"More of your gibberish. | suppose I'm safe then.” He picked up the ‘phone and began diding.

Sanjay walked out onto her balcony and drew the glass door closed behind her. She looked out across
the city. Hard to believe it had been nothing but scrub once. Now the suburbs and trees|ooked like
they'd dways been there. The remains of the great dowship that had brought them here still dominated
the skyline, with the huge pumpkin-shape of the Korozhet ship a close second.

She drew adeep breath, ignoring the stabbing painsin her chest, and dided. Shewas not in the least
surprised that the answerer enquired "And who doth cal?' in ahaughty tone. She'd dways had a soft
spot for Pooh-Bah. HEd always struck her asthe perfect example of successful socialism in one body.

* * %

Thelittle golf cart swayed dangeroudy around corners. The candy-striped vehicle's steering was being
pushed to itslimits and microns beyond. Virginiadidn't even seem perturbed. "How good isthis
information?"

"Asgood asitsdf," said Gobbo, clinging onto therail. "And the tears of it are wet."

Virginiahad no time right now for Shakespearian sophistry. "How do you know we can trust her?”

"Meéilin said she was one of the founders of the VLO. She gave some passwords that no one else would
know."

"It just seemsinsane. Why should he go to someone like that to hide?" asked Virginia, suspicioudy.

"And thereby hangsatail,” said Meene. "Methinks she hath cozened a cozening rogue.”

"She said something about giving him enough rope. Perhaps she thought he would go into rope-sdlling,
and when he did not, she decided to turn himin."

Pooh-Bah found thisquite logicd. "Marry, 'tis passing strange to a person like mysdlf, of haughty and
exclusive pre-adamite descent, to engage in vulgar trade. But | believe that the Master of the



Buckhounds and the Groom of the Back Stairs have invested heavily in aschemeto make inflatable
rattesses.”

Before there could be any more startling commercia reveations, they arrived at Sanjay Devi'shome on
the hill that overlooked the town. Therats poured off the golf cart and began moving in. Virginiafollowed
them, and the paratroopers following the golf cart, followed her.

* % *

Dunsinane

"No answer from Shaw," said Talbot Cartup, pacing.

"Sheiscoming here," said Sanjay, tranquilly.

"What!"

Sanjay looked askance at him. "Y ou do seem to have trouble understanding things, Cartup. Perhapsitis
because you're so stupid. But then, | did choose you for your stupidity. And your vanity."

"What?' Tabot stared at her.

Sheld never insulted him before. Sherelished it. And she was playing therole of her lifetime. "I've
betrayed you to her," she explained.

Tabot gaped at her. "But . . ."

"It was necessary," said Sanjay. "l selected you asthe vilest of weedswhen | discovered Shaw was
dead. Y ou were auseful weed. Y ou choked dl the others out, and brought out and fed the resentment of
the Vats with your stupid brutaity. Some of the other weeds might have alowed more freedom. But you
made sure, for me, that the only way out for them was by destroying the HAR Shareholders monopoly
on power. Y ou did more for the VLO than | could.”

"What? How could you?'



"Isthat dl you can ever say, Cartup? 'What? " She cackled. "Cauldron bubble. . . Like the witches did
to Macbeth . . . | didn't make you fal, Talbot Cartup. | Smply gave you the opportunities to choose your
own fate. To imagine that your petty vendettas against Fitzhugh or thisVat-boy Connolly could succeed.
To not see my planswith two new intelligences. . . What you have done isto erode the very ground
under your feet. Y ou've donewhat | could not, Talbot Cartup. Y our greed has poisoned thissick system
enough to bring it down. Now your crimes can take you down with it.”

"You bitch," he said, increduloudy, "you're neck deep in dl the things I've done. Y ou advised me! You
hid me. Y ou're an accomplice and I'll take you down with me."

She shrugged. "If I'd kept my hands out of your affairs. . . you'd have crawled off and hidden in lega
evasions and poisoned this society for years. | had to make sure you were eiminated. Y ou've known al
along that a second Korozhet ship landed with the Magh'. Y ou and Aloysius Shaw both knew from the
initid sadlite deta”

"Shaw was anidiot. He didn't believeit could betrue. He said that it would cause unrest to start such
rumors.”

"l had wondered about that. He was a pompous fool, but not as much of avillain asyou. And, inaway,
this society needed atrue villain, or it would have limped on for generations, oppressing more and more
people. Y ou were perfect for my purposesin that way, Cartup. Y ou've colluded with the Korozhet and
become wedlthy and powerful. But we could never catch you. The evidence was hidden, and you had a
powerful team of hiders backing you. So: when thisblew up, | gave you houseroom. Recordings of all
your conversations have gone out from here to the three people | trust: John Needford, Len Liepsich,
and Lynne Stark. Y ou've been entrapped redhanded. A sting, you might say."

"You bitch." He snatched at hiscar keys. Y ou won't get away with this."

She shook her head. "The doors on this house are very secure, Cartup. Old ship doors. At the moment
they're set to only be openable from the outside. Y ou haven't got a hope.”

He snarled, and dropped the keys for aknife lying on the table. Sheld been sharpening it earlier. "1've got
you, Devi. That'll do."

She smiled tranquilly. "But not for long, Cartup. I'm dying of cancer. It's quiteincurable. | wanted to see
Harmony and Reason free of your sort before | went. | wanted to see our dream drawn back from the
nightmare that people like you and Aloysius Shaw were prepared to delve into, for the sake of your own
power and greed. Go ahead and kill meif you dare. Or are you afraid?'



Outside, vehicles screeched to ahalt. "Not of you, you old witch!™

As he stabbed, she whispered: "I hear the wailing of the women, for the Queen is dead.”

The words were finished with abloody froth on her lips. But, like everything in her life that sheld set out
to do, Sanjay Devi had succeeded in using the line that had prepared her for that moment.

* * %

Tabot Cartup was till standing above Sanjay Devi with abloody knifein hishand, when rats and bats
burst into the room, with Virginiaand half a dozen paratroopers behind her. There was aglass door and
aba cony behind him.

And, inthe end, Sanjay Devi had chosen theright line again. It wasn't any man of woman born that killed
him. Tripping over arat, asabat flew at hisface, and faling off the balcony to the rocks below did it.

Two paratroopers weretrying to give Sanjay first aid. Another onewas calling for an ambulance. She
waved the one who was trying to staunch the blood away. "I'm dying, anyway. | want to speak to her."

She beckoned Ginny closer. "I knew he might weasel out of anything but red-handed murder, my dear.
I'm dying. | give my children into your care, Virginia Shaw. Take good care of them or my ghost will
haunt you. Be sure of it."

"Y our children? Who?' Sanjay Devi was awell known Shareholder. Sheld never married, and if sheld
ever had children they'd been kept a compl ete secret.

"The uplifted ones, firds—the rats and bats | created in my witch'svats. | was the one who persuaded
your father to put an implant into you, my dear. Because | saw you astheir best chance. My other
children arethe Vats. | bred them up. | have millions of children, and | wanted afuture for them. Not
davery. Either from our cultureor . . . the Crotchets. Y ou take over now. I've worked in secret. Thetime
for that isover. Raise the revolution.”

The ambulance arrived, but Virginia Shaw had afeding the medics weretoo late.

All she could do was nod.



* * %

It took the police some time to recover Tabot Cartup's body from the dangerous and dippery rocks
below the balcony. The bats had been able to tell them that he wasindeed dead and not worth risking life
and limbfor.

Since then the bats had been locked in deep discussion, while the rats had cheerfully looted some booze.

"We have decided, Virginia. Y ou have here as many rats as are likely to fight, but we need more bats for
any raid on such atarget. So we need to send Eamon south to raise the standard with our organizations.”

"And | might have guessed that both the Red Wing and the Battacus L eague would steal our password,”
grumbled Eamon irritably. "We used 'Eagter Uprising fird."

"Firg or last. Weneed them dl," said Brongtein. "And I'd like to go mysdlf, but you're a stronger flier and
will not beturned to drink and forget your misson like thiswasirel." She pointed awing et ONiel, who
had just accepted astoup of Sanjay's single malt from Doc.

"Just because | am sometimes taken with drink, doesn't mean | can't think, Bronstein,” said O'Nidl. "Not
that Eamon is not a better flier, even if Shamus Plekhanov isa better bat with explosives™

"Hmph," said Eamon. "Well, I'd better be going. Tisalong fly."

One of the paratroopers had been ligening in. "Where to?"

"To divisona headquarters, Sector 3-350," answered Eamon.

"Y ou should take one of the transport planes,” said the paratrooper with awry smile. "Y ou could be
therein two hours.”

Eamon nodded thoughtfully. "I'll be doing that."

He flapped upward. "I'll return with amighty bat brigade.”



"Is he serious?" asked the paratrooper.

"He'saways serious,” said O'Nidl. "Sensble, no. The airfield isthe other way, to be sure. I'd better get
after imand tdll him."

Fortunatdly, for short-sprint-flights, O'Niel was quite capable, for aplump bat.
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Chapter 49

In the green and naphthalene reeking ship-halls
of the Korozhet slave-ship.

Chip knew that it was bound to end, sooner or later. He could stay in here until he starved or the dave
supervisors cameto haul him out.

Hed yet to find any way of killing himself in thisroom. Besides, the soft-cyber in his head said that would
be a disservice to the magters. So: he waited. When the time came he would find away. The daveswere
apparently supervised by low-order young Korozhets, smdl, short-spined and very orange. Neuters and
males, according to Y etteth. They were neither very intelligent nor very strong. They tended to use diens
that the other prisoners called Nerba as brute force. Y our mind would let you resist Nerba. Y our body
wasill-advised to. They looked like armored bipeda water buffao, with too many joined limbsand long
mobiletailswhich split into atwo-fingered "hand.”

There was no way of telling night from day herein the vast bowels of the Korozhet ship, but Chip kept
count of thefood sirens. It was just after the seventh one that a Korozhet supervisor came for him, with
two Nerbato carry him if need be. "Come," ordered the Korozhet. "Medium-spine Natt isto interrogate
you."

He got up from the deeping shelf to walk. A lash of some kind snaked across his naked back. "Walk
lower. It isnot fitting that you stand taller than even aFird-ingar, dave.”

He hunched his shoulders and bent hislegs and walked as dowly as he thought he could get away with.
His eyes darted around looking for a death-chance. He waited too long. The small orange-spined
Korozhet clattered his spineswith impatience. "Pick him up, Nerba. Do not break his shell. Wewill go
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through the power section and save me much ambulating.”

Chip found himself carried through asection of the ship wherethe air smelled distinctly of hot metd, even
above the naphtha ene reek. Much of the machinery was so alien he could not even begin to recognizeit.
But one piece he did. Thelast time held seen one, afountain of sparks had been showering fromit.

At aguessthat was aforce-field generator, near as dammit identical to the one in the brood-heart of the
scorpiary.

Chip was eventudly tossed down in front of adightly redder and longer-spined Korozhet, Sittingina
shallow waterbath.

Chip was planning to lie as much as he could. Hed just never redized quite what an effort defying the
Korozhet and the soft-cyber had been for Ginny.

The medium-spine asked questions. Chip answered. He could hate the Crotchets, but to refuseto
answer adirect question—from aKorozhet, in Korozhet—that was near impossible. And hewas
struggling to think fast enough to come up with evasive answers. At length the medium-spine started to
clatter hisspines. "Cal Third-ingtar Clattat. This must be heard by him. The davesrebd!”

The smdll, orange short-spined one raised hiskilling spines. Chip desperately wanted to dodge, but felt
that would not be serving the master. "WeKkill any dave who rebels,” said the smal Korozhet.

"Unfit-to-gpawn one! It isnot thisdavethat rebels. It isthe others. | have been ingtructed to hand this
oneintact to Sixth-ingar Tirritit."

S0, soon, Chip found himself being questioned by alarger Korozhet. When this one asked if the rats and
bats could disobey, Chip had to answer in the affirmative.

"A direct order?"

"y e

"How do they do this?' demanded the Korozhet inquisitor.



Chip struggled to defend hisfriends. They found cover in the English language. He found refuge in Doc.
"It is possble with the use of Plato'sforms.”

The last two words were English. And that too cameto hisrescue.

"How does this Platoforms tool work?'

"] do not know. | do not understand it." That was true.

"Isit used by dl?'

"NO_"

"Will it be used by humans on the soft-cyber?”

"It isahuman thing. It was doneto onerat as an experiment.” That wastrue.

"But there are many of these daves who broke their conditioning!" said the Second-ingtar.

Perhaps he could make them afraid? Huff had tried to stop the Korozhet shooting Virginiaby clinging to
the laser. "One attacked the weapon of the Korozhet," volunteered Chip.

The resultant clattering of spinesand reek of naphtha ene was dmost overwheming. The Third-instar
Clattat spined away hastily to seek an interview with the High-spine.

"What do we do with thisdave?' asked the small orange Korozhet. "Areweto kill him because he
rebelled? Any dave that rebels must die”

" Soft-gpined sexlessit, that will never even become male. He has not rebelled, as1 said. Send him back
to hisquarters. Y ou heard the Third-instar. He iswanted in good condition.”



* * %

Y etteth was once again on cleaning duties for the High-spines when a Third-instar dared to come
clattering in, and interrupted. Y etteth had seen a Fourth-ingtar killed for less. "Mogt High-spine. | have
news of dave revolts among the implants we have placed among the humans.”

That was enough to lower the dart-spines on the Deep-Purple Tenth-instar High-spine.

"Speak. Revolts? How isthis possible? There is sometimes arare mafunction or adave of great will who
overcomes some of the programming. But itisarare thing. Our Satigticianstell usthat it isunlikely in
low-order uplift mindsin aproportion of lessthan onein twenty million.”

"The humans have adevice they cdl aPlatosformswhich enabled al of the davesto rebd.”

The High-spine clattered her spines. "Thisis ascertained? | have worrying reports here that the human
mediaare attacking us, too. Accusing us of supplying both the Magh' and themselves.”

"But that is correct, High-spine.”

"It isnot fitting that a putative subject species be aware of this. Besides thistool might somehow be
brought into the ship, or affect the daves on the ship.”

Another one of the High-spines clattered. "The lock detectors do not exclude and incinerate implanted
daves. We could have these rebel daveson our ship.”

"We must begin their destruction immediately,” said another. " These humans are not worth the risk of
farming any further. The rewards have been grest, but risk outweighs the reward.”

The high-spine clattered her spines. "Agreed. We cannot take these chances. Thereisno greater danger
to the Overphyle than rebellion of daves. Begin the firing sequences. Contact the spawnship on the
tight-beam. Tell them of thisand tell them to order the Magh' advance. Send out the call for our daves
who arein the human army. The humans cannot hold the Magh' without their implanted soldier-creatures.
And the soldier-creastureswill cometo us."

"How do we know if they aredtill loyd?"



"If they come, they areloyd. They outnumber the humans. And they are better killers.”
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Chapter 50

Hell: Because war isthat place,
no matter where you actually are.

Down in Aladdin's cave, the movement of the missile aiming spines on the top of the vast roundness of
the Korozhet ship was detected.

"Condition red. | say again, Condition red!"
Withinaminute. . .
"Misslelaunch detected. Multiple missiles. Incoming.”

All over George Bernard Shaw City, the Srenswailed. Siren systems set up when humans had ill
thought that this was going to be a conventional war, with misslesand air raids.

Many people had forgotten what they meant. There was chaos, from the streets full of protestors outside
the courthouse to the crenelated grandeur of the Military Headquarters. The soup course of the elegant
lunch being set on the vast tables caused some ingegant and painful accidents. But that was dl. None of
the Korozhet missileswould be wasted on usaless targets.

The four geological/defense heavy lasersthat the dowship had mounted were hooked up to the ship's
power plant. They fired. They were energy expensive, never intended for S multaneous power-draw. But
asthe ship'sfusion plant was dmost certain to be atarget, that made little difference.

Their targets were not the missiles, but their launch spines,

At the same time, not knowing just how the missileswere guided, Aladdin's cave spewed out aswide a
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range of jamming mechanisms asthey could.

Some of it might even have worked. Not, however, for the old human dowship. That and the power
plants south of the city were successfully hit. Fortunately, the bunker underneath the dowship had been
designed to withstand tactical nuclear warheads. The non-nuclear explosives being used by the Korozhet
were powerful, but not powerful enough to penetrateit.

* % %
Just asthe judge was attempting to take down the rat who was, if not helping Fitz's case, at least giving
the judge anovel view of his own unimportance—the darms started. Then the lightsin the windowless
courthouse went out, as the ground shook. There was the sound of breaking glass. Fitz had thrown

himsdlf down, ingtinctively. The explosonswere large, but not close. The screaming and panicin the
courtroom were far louder. Having been afront-line officer took over.

"Quiet!" Fitz'svoice wasloud, but more like awhip-crack initsforce. Only one hysterical screamer
remained. " Shut that person up,” heingructed.

Someonedid.

"Right." Panickills. If you'rein charge you've got to keep your cool or your troopswill losetheirs. "This
building itself isnot under attack,” said Fitz. "Isthat clear to dl of you? Thisbuilding is not being attacked.
Thereisno causefor panic. Sergeant at Arms?"

"Sir!" said avoice from the darkness.

"Take two MPsand get out there and scout. Arid," he knew she'd bein here, somewhere, "go with
them.”

"Sir" Therewasrdief in that assent. Relief that someone wastaking charge.

The door opened. Several people headed after the three towards the rectangle of light.

"Stop right there," snapped Fitz. "Therest of you, stay put. If we get an 'dl clear' out there well move
out. In an orderly fashion. Therewill be no running. Y ou will al maintain physical contact with someone.
Do we have any injured?’



"I'm bleeding,” said someone. "Glass| think."

"Right. Move, or help any injured to the light at the door. Doc. Treat them.”

Asthiswas happening, the sergeant at arms came back. "Chaos out there, sir. But no shooting. There are
some fires. We saw afire engine go past.”

"Right. Sergeant, assist the wounded. Let's get out into the light. If there are any moreincoming, al of
you, scatter and get down.”

Hefound himself with hisarm being held joining the procession towards the outside. It was only when he
got into the lighter passage that he realized that it was the hand of his mauve-lipsticked prosecutor,
holding him.

"I should kill you now and save mysdlf alot of trouble next time," she whispered poisonoudy.

"Just try it," said Aridl, legping up onto Fitz's shoulder in one of those prodigious bounds that the rats
were cgpable of. " "Twill be my pleasureto bite you properly. The street isfull of idiotic screaming
humans, Fitz. One said the missiletrails camefromthe. . . Crotchet ship. Some of the city isonfire”

Magjor TanaGainor let go of Fitz and ran for the doors.

They got out onto the steps and into the light. Several of the wounded were being tended on the steps. It
seemed more a case of blood, minor injuries and fear than anything else.

"The phones are down,” said one reporter, shaking her instrument.

The sergeant a arms came jogging up. "What do we do now, sir?"

Fitz shrugged. "I'm the prisoner around here, Sergeant. Why don't you ask your judge? | just gave orders
in there because somebody had to.” The military judge in question was Sitting on the steps looking &t the
milling crowd and the fires burning where the south side power station used to be.



The sergeant a armstried asking him. Judge Silberstohn, so ready to lay down the law to an
obstreperousrat, blinked at him. "1 don't know," he said, in alog, dightly quavering voice.

Lieutenant Colond Ogata came up, with several of the officers from the panel. "Major, we appear to be
having amilitary emergency. I've spoken to severd of the people who were out here when the attack
took place. It would seem that the missiles came from the Korozhet ship. | think we can befairly sure
that they've taken out Military Headquarters. They've certainly taken out communications, power and the
old dowship. Y ou're the only one of us here with any first-hand combat experience. We need your help,
Major. We need it now."

Fitz looked at the scene. "'I'd be glad to serve,” he said dryly. "However, these leg shackles are an
impediment.”

Ogatalooked down. "Oh. | think we can extend parole, Mgor. For the duration,” he said, with an
amogt graight face. "I'll put it to the pand to vote on.”

They dl nodded vigoroudy, which was just aswell asthe sergeant at armswas aready unlocking the
shackles.

"The ayeshaveit,” said Ogata. "Now, Mgor Fitzhugh. What do you advise?'

Fitz took contral. "We need communications and assessment. Well need drivers, and well need reliable
observers. We need to scatter civilians and get them away from fire-zones as quickly as possible.
Colond Jones, if youwould. . ."

* * %

Within twenty minutesthey were digging in, in the park across from the courthouse. Sentries and
lookouts were posted. Patrols were going out. Couriers and observers were driving set routes to
establish what had happened. An aid station had been set up. And the former prisoner had the judge
lying down on ablanket in the aid-gation. He seemed to be in shock.

The next attack came some twenty minutes later. The missiles went straight up and out, and exploded
without hitting any targets. The thousands of plastic cubes that were scattered far and wide were not
directly fad.

"We advise dl humans to proceed to the Webb Fields. Y our colony isunder attack by Jampad. Proceed



to the Webb fields for processing into our safe shelters. The Korozhet will protect you. Do not bring
weapons or any metal objects as the Jampad weapons detect these. We advise all humansto proceed to
Webb. . ."

Endlesdy repeating their message, the cubes spread Korozhet poison. And alot of sheep-minded
humans did in fact start heading for the vast Webb sports complex west of the city.

Of course, alot did not. Thefirst helicopter up had drawn fire from the Korozhet ship. It was atragic—if
direct—way of telling anyone who looked up that the Korozhet ship was not tresting human aircraft with
any tolerance.

Fitz, with at least five thousand soldiers and civilianstaking orders, did his best to counter the K orozhet
indructions. But communications were in ashambles. Even radio was jammed. They had afew old
wire-based field-tel ephones from the sgnas unit working. Everything else had to be done by courier.

Mike Caprawas one of the forward observers watching Webb Fields through a pair of binoculars. He
was able, later, to reassure the officers of the temporary field command that in fact Military HQ had not
been atarget.

A little later he was able to report in person: " There were four bus loads and about sixteen staff cars.” He
looked askance at Conrad Fitzhugh. "And | think | can safdly assure you, Fitz, that Mgor TanaGainor
will not be prosecuting you again. She's quite recognizable, even through binoculars. And she was part of
that crowd of top officers who pushed their way through to the front of the queue. The Pricklepusses
took them away, into their ship.”

"Methinks, thearmy just got alot more efficient,” said Aridl, contentedly.

"I was about to send arunner back when we had some more action, which | thought maybe I'd better
actually come back to tell you about personaly. Webb Fields have come under mortar fire. Heavy
smoke. The people on the field have been scattering in panic. If it had happened ten minutes earlier, wed
have been digging generals out from under bushes.”

"Did the mortars come under any tracking fire? We saw some laser-fire from here.”

"Yep. It wasjust the three mortar rounds. Almost smultaneoudy. Then the lasers opened up from the
ship. | don't think they were H.E. bombs. Therewasjust alot of heavy smoke.”



"Well haveto seeif we can get acordon in place, to seeif we can stop any more people going in. And
we need alinelaid out there. | wish to hell we could get radio comms."
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Chapter 51

Scenes various across George Bernard Shaw City,
and inside the Korozhet ship.

"Give usanother haf an hour,” said the pimply programmer. "That's a craphouse full of code. Wegot rid
of the command-phrases that will extract instant obedience. But there may be other things. | think we're
there but we're just checking."

"WEélIl do our best,” said M'Batha. "But we've had missle strikes on fifteen of the jamming transmission
points. We've only got another three. Pretty soon well have to switch off or well have nowhereto
broadcast the virus from."

The programmer shook his head. "I think we're not going to get there.”

"If we don't, we can try the chipwipe one, even if that leaves uswith stripped to near useless defense
againg the Magh'," said Liepsich. "But | reckon thereisntaplan C."

* % *

Ginny had headed back to the university anima holding compound after they'd flushed out Tabot Cartup.
Fortunately, with the stop at the police station to make her statement, and moving at golf cart speed,
they'd till been en route when the Korozhet struck the dowship. Even with its new V8 engine roaring
behind them, the armor panels around the cart and the weight of chrome gadgetry that Nym delighted in
dowed them down. That was probably just aswell, astherat insgsted on driving. Nym's grasp of—not to
mention, respect for—the rules of the road approached zero from the wrong side.

That was aso the side of the road he liked to drive on. A candy-striped super-powered armored golf
cart, accompanied by two Humvees full of paratroopers, was enough to disrupt traffic somewhat. So far
no traffic authority had tried to pull them over which, Ginny thought, just proved that you could get away
with alot if you had enough audacity and candy-stripes.

When the missiles struck the dowship, the explosions nearly had Nym drive them into aditchin his
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screeching halt. The shockwave swept over them, not quite fast enough to harden dowshields. The
paratroopers took up defensive positions around them, spilling out of their vehicles. Sincethe
assassination attempt at the stadium, the paratroopers had been hyper-edgy. One of them tried the radio.
All it gave himwas aburst of gatic. All that gave Ginny was hope. Ligpsich'sjammers must ill be
working.

"We're going to have to take you back to our base," said Sergeant Jacobovitz. "That's what Colonel Van
Klomp said we wereto do if there was any serious trouble, maam. | think you'd better get into the jeep
with us"

"Methinksnot," said Nym firmly. "But | will let Ginny drive and use this'overdrive.' | hath promised |
would not useit, but it will engage the full and awesome power of my engine. Thisnoblevehicleis
armored. Yoursare not."

Ginny had driven the golf cart many times before. She'd never had to do so at sixty miles an hour before,
Fortunately, the road was a broad one. Nym's golf-cart battlewagon got to the paratrooper base with no
further disasters.

* * %

Van Klomp wasthere, giving orders. The camp itself was cleared. The paratroopers were digging in, out
in the assault course area.

"l need you tolock me up,” said Ginny camly.

Van Klomp looked like aman who had had enough surprises for today. Thiswas one too many. "l
haven't timefor that legd crap, Ms. Shaw. I'll lock you up whenitisdl over.”

"Don't beafool, Van Klomp!" she snapped. "The Crotchets are trying to take control of our soft-cybers.
If you don't lock us up, well kill you if the radio-jamming stops.”

"Oh. Hell's teeth. Does that mean all the bats and rats on the front will be coming here?!

"If the radio-jamming stops, yes. Unless the rebel lion seeds weve planted have grown. But | doubt if
that'll be enough to fight such adirect order. It'saso possible that Liegpsich might havea
counter-program, asort of virusthat will either wipe our memoriesor, if we're very lucky, wipethe
pro-Crotchet bias. They were ill working onit."



"Not much hopethere,” said Van Klomp grimly. "The university copped adirect hit."

"But their jammersare fill on. And what elsecan | do?"

"Nothing. Abbas. Take them and lock them in the cells down at the police station. Stedl doors should
even hold theratsfor awhile. And it'll give some protection against incoming. It'sasolid building.”

So, three minutes later, Virginiawasleft inacdl full of rats and bats.

And her fears. Was Chip il dlive? Regretfully she had to admit to hersdf that there wasn't much hope.
A tear found itsway down her cheek. Soon she might not even have those precious memories. If only the
jamming could hold.

* * %
"High-spine, the radio jamming continues. We are atempting to neutrdize it, but our missile-launch
portals were heavily damaged by the initid laser-fire from the humans. And every time we have taken one

transmitter off, another comes on. However we think we have pinpointed the central transmission source.
Webdlieveit isbeing coordinated from under the remains of their dowship.”

"Whichimpliesthat it survived adirect hit."

"Yes, High-spine”

"Take aground-force out, with heavy mining equipment. There must be areinforced bunker underneeth.
Dedtroy it. In the meanwhile des st wasting munitions.”

The High-spine turned her attention to another high-ingtar. "How goes the human dave capture at this
'Webb fields?'

"Sincetheinitid batch, few have come, High-spine. Wethink there is res stlance happening. Intimidation.”
She clattered her spinesin disapproval.

The High-spine turned her attention back to those she was sending out to destroy the bunker. " Gather
information on thiswhen you go in, Rettitit. Take captivesif possible. And Territ. The humanswe have:
Begin the mindscrub so that we can use them againgt their species-mates. If they are mindscrubbed, they



will not rebel. All of the davestaken on thisworld are to be mindscrubbed before implanting now. Begin
with the femaes. The humans only desirable socid trait isthat they are supposed to treet femaeswith
awe. They will berductant to kill them."

Y etteth took his bucket and sidled away. He could do nothing about thiswar. But he sill wanted to
know. It was compulsive. And the human Chip would want to know, if he came back aive from the
questioning.

* * %

George Bernard Shaw City, smoldering and in fear.

"Thereisasort of lander type thing just off on the edge of Webb Fields. That isn't force-shielded.
They've got severa high-walled enclosures there. They've got some of those who obeyed the order to go
to them for shelter there. We could attack that," suggested one of Fitz'simpromptu " Generd Staff."

A soldier ran up. "Mgor, it's Lieutenant Capra on the field-telephone. He says there are two massive
vehicles coming out of the Korozhet ship. Some kind of hovercraft. They're heading east, Sr. Towards
the old dowship."

"Theré's not much left there. All right, soldiers. If they want something from there, it's our job to stop
them. I'll want Alpha company, Sergeant. Seethey'rein the carsin two minutes. And I'll want those
'sgppers and their supply of explosives.”

"Fitzhugh! Y ou can't go," protested a colonel, who had been part of thetria pand. "We need you here,

Fitz shook hishead. "This command center isup and running. Thisis stuff you can al do aswell as| can.
Most of you have more experience a it, in fact. With respect, fighting is something | can do better than all
of you. Comeon, Aridl. Let'sroll."

* * %

Fifteen minutes |ater, they were surveying the two adien hovercraft that were dowly coming down the
dreet. The dienswere plainly checking for resistance on their route. The second hovercraft had two
captive children on the aft deck. On the foredeck, huge aliens with enormous horns were operating what
was plainly some form of scanner. Ingde the transparent dome, Fitz could see the prickly forms of their

enemy.

Heand Arid crawled back, before they came into range.



"The Benmore building,” said Fitz curtly, to the driver of his commandeered vehicle.

They raced aong the back-streets. Two minutes later Fitz's " sgppers'—apair of demoalition
contractors—were setting charges. Histroops were doing a hasty door-to-door check for any remaining
occupants of the plush apartment block next to the canal.

By the time the two dien hovercraft came in sight, Fitz's makeshift troops were well back. Whatever sort
of scanner the dienswere using would have to penetrate three buildings and an earth berm to detect
them. One spotter remained on the roof. The rest were in the vehiclesready toracein . . . or away.

They were armed with amixture of issue banggticks for the few dowshield-wearing military personnd,
and an assortment of firearms and knives and hammersfor therest. Fitz had heard that a hammer had
killed the Korozhet in the scorpiary. He wished desperately that he had some more front-line troops, but
those were seldom posted back to the capital. He had severa maintenance units, two boot-camps worth
of raw recruits, alot of supply clerksand JAG officers, the medical corps—who had taken over civilian
evacuation—a signds unit, and a hundred or so men who had been on passin the city. Hed used these
as dtiffening in the unitsthey'd formed with the townspeople.

The new units were as often as not "officered” by Vats. Certainly all the NCOswere Vats. But the class
digtinction had gone by the board now that they werefighting for their lives.

What he'd redlly wanted was Van Klomp and his paratroopers. But their camp was abandoned. Van
Klomp would be around somewhere. But he hadn't stayed in aknown possible target—showing more
brains than most of the units, whose officers had kept them ditting on their hands. A sweep through
Military HQ had gathered afurther five officers—recent gppointees, aswell asafairly large supply of
clerks. Apparently the Generd Staff, having received assurances from the Korozhet, had left them behind
asthere wasn't sufficient transport.

"Count of three," said the observer from the rooftop. His orders wereto try and drop it on the lead
hovercraft and the nose of the second. The prisoners were probably going to be killed by the Korozhet.
They might be killed by the debris, but Fitz ill didn't want to risk dropping the building on them.
Demalition is not that exact ascience.

"NOw!"

Inside the landspeeder the explosions were muffled. The dust ahead was il rising when Fitz and his



soldiers got there. Dust was going up, and bits of the luxury apartments were till coming down. They
were out of their vehicles and running in, firing smal-arms for some form of cover.

The second Korozhet craft was still moving. Asthey got to the deck, it lurched. One of the privates was
cutting the two children loose, as Fitz took down hisfirst Korozhet at close quarters.

Then his muscles spasmed terribly and he felt himsdlf helplesdy arc over backwards into the rubble.

Hewas conscious, able to hear and see, fill breathing. And parayzed. Fitz could see a orange-spined
prickle-bal with what was unmistakably a hand-weapon.

It said something.

Arid was standing on his chest. She started forward. Just a pace.

Then she bared her teeth.

"NOI" she hissed between those teeth. "Mine. Mine."

So the Korozhet shot her. A brief dart of red light.

Fitz, unable to move, fdt her fal. And fdt her lifeblood stream onto his chest. The little pawhands clung
convulsively onto his shirt-pocket. And then released.

The Korozhet spined down, with one of its horned aien henchmen. The Korozhet spine-suckers plucked
up Aridl. The horned dien began to lift Fitz in its clumsy forepaws. Suddenly the cresture jerked, and
dropped him face down on the rubble.

Fitz couldn't move. Face down, he couldn't even see. He could hear the shooting, though. 1t sounded like
an entire barrage. He lay there, grieving. He had three last Cointreau-centered liqueur chocolates in that
top pocket, that he'd been saving for Aridl.



He was not too sure how much later someone turned him over. He was not sure he cared. Not even
when heredlized that it was Van Klomp's big ugly face looking down on him.

* % %

It was dmost two hours later that Fitz began to recover some movement. After that he had a couple of
wild, dmost epileptic muscle spasms, and found that he could at least begin to sit up. He was weak, and
wretched.

Van Klomp cameinto the aid station.

"Boeta, | thought you were dead. | should have known it was too good to be true.”

"Ariel's dead, Bobby. Shetried to protect me. Stood over my body. And the bastards killed her. | even
couldn't moveto help her." Fitz knew there was heartbreak in his voice. But Bobby Van Klomp was
more than afriend. He was more of afather than his own father had ever been.

"Oh, hell'steeth. I'm sorry, Fitzy. Sheloved you, that mad rat of yours.”

"She loved me enough to stand and defend me, when her soft-cyber was programmed to make her obey
the Korozhet. | think that's why they shot her. But | wish they'd at least |eft me her body."

"Fitzy . . . | don't know what to say, boykie. All | can say isyour lot did ahell of alot better ambush than
we had prepared on the other side of the canal. Y ou made them pay avery high pricefor her. Y ou got
two kids free. One's got a concussion and the other abroken leg, but they're alive and free. Y ou killed
twenty-seven and destroyed one of their hovercraft—and you only lost three of yours."

"Only thanksto your lot getting there. | wish I'd known where the hell you were."

"I moved my boysinto the assault course grounds, except for the onesin that first chopper those
bastards shot down. They're dug in there. Then we set up a sort of ‘combined arms group—the new
recruits without dowshields and with as much firepower as we could manage to scavenge, the vetswith
bangsticks and explosives—and went and scouted Webb Fields. We dropped afew smoke-rounds on
the crowd, in order to chase them out of that trap. But then we got our mortars taken out, and we've
been scouting for an opportunity since.

Fitz's stood up. "Beready for lots of opportunity. | plan to kill every single stinking Pricklepuss on this



planet before I'm done. I'll give Arid afunera pyre worthy of agoddess.”
Van Klomp smiled crookedly. "I don't think the rats have 'goddesses,’ Fitzy."

"They do now."
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Chapter 52

The ship of slaves and the new slave compounds, outside.

Y etteth had long since lost track of the time that he'd been aprisoner. In dl that time held never been
outside the ship. Very few of the thousands of Korozhet on the ship ever |eft the vessdl, and, from what
he could gather, daves never did.

That made sense, of course. Until the Magh'-clients had finished clearing away the humans and the new
world was open for Korozhet settlement—or, at least, until all subterfuge had been abandoned—the
Korozhet didn't want the humans seeing their existing daves of many species, or they might just guess
what the Korozhet were up to.

It appeared that al pretense had now been abandoned. Y etteth was one of a group that were ordered to
go out to the dave preprocessing station where the humans were being mindwiped. Someone had to
move the empty and comatose bodies across to the implant station. It was not an easily mechanized task,
and Korozhet did not do manua labor. That wasfor the lower phyla.

Thedien ar smelled sweet. After the naphthaene reek of the ship any air would have smelled swest, but
thiswasredly pleasant. A little dry and rather warm, but certainly something to set the scent tendrils
tingling. Y etteth fluffed them out dightly, picking up every nuance as the second force field was dropped
and they walked across to the preprocessing station.

Y etteth nearly earned himsdlf anerve-lashing. He stopped . . . His scent tendrils flared, nearly doubling in
gze

The breeze brought him a scent he never ever expected to smell again.
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One of the People.

Femde. And shewaswithin ardatively short swing or swim.

Hastily he waked on, seeing that the overseer was heading back thisway on itsfloater.

The cagewasfull of humans. They were gtill clothed, and their eyes were open. But there was nothing
behind those empty eyes. Korozhet mindwiping techniques scoured dl traces of memory and existing
personality from the brain. For all practica purposes, these "peopl€e’ were newborn babes. Not even
that—fetuses, in anonexistent womb.

With asigh, he began the work he was ordered to do. In low gravity like this, carrying ahuman was an
easy thing for a Jampad. He picked up the first one, afemale with yellow head-filaments, and carried her
across to the implant-station. Then he came back for the next one. And then the next one.

A Korozhet hovertank came hurtling drunkenly across the open field. There was smoketrailing fromiit.
The plex-dome was shattered—and Y etteth knew from his own combat experience that it took a huge
force to even damageit. Of the normal crew of fifteen Korozhet with dozens of Nerbato man the
pardyzers and do the heavy lifting, therewas very little sign.

The hovertank dropped clumsily in front of the preprocessing station. One of the masters got out with a
dripping, smal, longnosed cresture balanced on two spines.

Y etteth dared not wait and watch, much as he wanted to. He carried the next human across. Thiswas
another female, with lips of apeculiar color—like theice fensof hishome planet. Odd. HeEd never seen
another human with that color lips. Perhaps that was an the result of the mindscrub. The effects of the
process were sometimes extreme. Some of the mindwiped humans weren't just comatose, they were
dead. He remembered the human woman who had died in the dave quarters. Her lips had gone blue.

Inside the preprocessing station he wastold to put her onto the work surface.

" Strip the false integuments off her, dave," snapped the inserter.

Ashedid so, Y etteth saw that the remains of the small creature lay on one side of the workdab. It had
been split in haf and the soft-cyber implant was being removed from its brain.



The Third-instar who had brought the cresture in was dill talking, clacking its spinesin agitation. ™ . . .
ambush. All of Fourth-ingtar Cattat's crew werekilled. Thisisone of therebds. . ."

"l understand that," said the inserter impatiently. "That iswhy | am removing the implant.” The Korozhet
pointed aspine at the human femae with the odd-colored lips. "I will insert it in this cresture, so we can
begin an interrogation.”

Theinserter noticed Y etteth had finished preparing the human female. "Take thisfilth away." He pointed a
pine at the smdl, sumpy-tailed creature.

Y etteth picked up the small creature's remains. Despite many scars on the body, the fur was il very
Soft.

Once outside he took a chance, and put it down, gently, in the gathering dark. Nothing that had fought
such afight and managed to inflict such damage onthe. . . Crotchets, should be tossed in with the
regurgitated remains of Korozhet dinners. He would have burned it with honor, if he could.

Obvioudy the Third-instar's concern had been relayed to the High-spine, because Y etteth found himself
and the other daves being whipped and sent back to the ship in haste. The cages of humans were |eft to
their own devices as the hovertank and the Korozhet retreated back into their force-fielded ship.

* * %

All life can be expressed as a stream of machine-code.
This sceneis, too.

"I'dliketo testit," said the pimply-faced programmer. "There might be a bug.”

"Notime," said Liepsch. "It works or it doesn't work. And down here well have no way of knowing.
Kill thejamming. Well haveto gowithit."

"The minute we stop they'll send their sgnd. Anything that has a soft-cyber will turn on humans.”

"That's achance well haveto take. Well be transmitting within seconds, | hope.”



Pimple-face shrugged. It was alot of weight on nineteen-year-old shoulders. But the best programmers
in the colony were terrifyingly young. "Okay, were ready to rock-and-roll. | couldn't strip out dl of the
Korozhet terms without leaving gaping holesin the software. The programswould have crashed. So I've
inserted a human "and/if' replace statement.”

"Which human?' said Liepsich, pausing in the very act of hitting the jammer toggle.

"Oh, he'slong dead. One these classica music figuresfrom old earth. Did some melodiesthat are il
around.”

"Qudity lagts," said Liepgch hitting the button. "What was his name?"

"ElvisPredey."

* * %

Virginiaknew to the microsecond when the jamming transmissions stopped. Sheld just been thinking
about how incredibly stupid she'd been to let fear drive her into volunteering hersdf to acell with rats that
were getting hungrier and hungrier, with no sgn of more food being delivered, instead of taking her
chainsaw and at least having ago at the.. . . Crotchets, when it hit.

Suddenly she knew that she had to get back to the ship. Had to! Had to come and defend the bel oved
masters. They needed her. They needed her now.

A weak part of her mind creeled in revulsion and fear. She had just time to see Nym and Doc negtly
engineer adowshidd interdiction which cut into the door-metd . . .

When it al changed.

She no longer had any desire to run to help any master. Only avague inclination to do a pelvic thrust. For
thefirgt time since Chip had been kidnapped she managed to smile.

"Right." Shetook adeep breath. "I hate Korozhet. | want to kill the Korozhet!"

* % *



Soon they were walking down the road to the paratrooper base—except of course for the batswho flew
above, chanting: "Kill Korozhet!™

Widl. Huff stood on her head and hooked his thumbs into his waistcoat pockets. "l speet upon hound
dog Korozhet," he said proudly.

There was asolitary sentry at the base. He was the one who had been supposed to bring their next
medl.

"l wasjust bringing it. Honestly. Just the radio started working again. I've been talking to Lieutenant
Colonel Van Klomp. We've got contact with the front. With al the army divisions and the other towns!
WEII be bringing reinforcementsin. Weve got afighting chance at lagt.”

"Get on that radio again,” sngpped Ginny. "And tell him to get his broad behind over here asfast as
possible. Tel himit'sVirginia Shaw. And tel him | have an answer. Makeit quick!"

Virginids namedtill got attention. Lessthan fifteen minuteslater Van Klomp arrived, with atal,
grim-looking scar-faced man. "'l thought you were supposed to beinjail," said Van Klomp.

Therewas just an edge of tensenessin the gruff voice. Hinting that if she was somekind of trap for
Korozhet . . . shewould be dead very rapidly.

"Suspicious minds," said Virginiawith asmile. ™Y ou can thank Liepsich that that won't be necessary any
more. That'swhy heisn't jamming the airwaves any more. They've broadcast avirusin the last couple of
minutes. | can hate Korozhet now. If | can hate Korozhet, | can kill Korozhet. And Lord dmighty, | fedl

my temperaturerising.”

"And you couldn't have even said that before," said the scar-faced man. "Wadll, it cametoo late for my
Arid."

Van Klomp's eyes narrowed. " So that bastard Liepsich survived the missile attack. | might have guessed.
Weve been running medica search and rescue around the old ship. Weve only found two bodies so
fa."

"Presumably that's what that party of Korozhet were after,” said the tall scar-faced man.



"Yep, Fitz." Van Klomp put his hand on the other man's shoulder. "I know it's no consolation, but that
ambush of yours saved millions of other implanted crestures.”

"And | want to take that liberation into the heart of that Korozhet ship, and blow it wide open,” said
Virginia. "And | am the only one who can. At least we are the only ones who can. But I'm prepared to
doit. They believe the implanted animas are coming. And Darleth hastold us only implantsand
Korozhet will get in through the porta.”

"What?' demanded Van Klomp.

Virginiaspdled it out. "Get Liepsich out of hishidey-hole. Get me atranamitter and I'll take it into that
ship. If Darlethisright, it'sfull of implanted daves”

Fuff legpt to thefloor. " Sefiorita, you will not. Only foolswed rush in where wise men fear to tread. |,
Don Juan d Magnifico de Gigantico de Immaculata Conception y Mgor de Todos Ssavedra Quixote de
laMancha, will go."

"Oh, wélll cometoo, Don Fuffy." Doll gave him alewd wink. "Unlessthat Saly Lunn hath staled my
variety. She played the strumpet in your bed.”

"Wench steder,” muttered Pistol. "Now there are three hogsheads of whiskey that say | shouldgo . . ."

"I'mgoing,” said Ginny with agrim findity. "They took Charles Connally. And I'm going to get him back.”

"And us bats. We're dl off to the Korozhet in the Green, baby," caroled O'Nidl.

"Ach. ONid. If you could sing like you drink and fight t'would make you afearsome creature,” said
Brongein.

"If there are enough of you, and you manageto get rid of that force field—well back you up. Hard and
fast," said the grim-faced Fitz. "Now what we need is Liepsich.”



"Methinks you should try theradio,” said Nym. "I'm going to work on my battlewagon.”

"Hmph. Y ou lean unwashed artificer. Y ou love that thing even more than good sack,” said Fdl. "Now
that'swhat | want. Or maybethat Sally Lunn. Not agolf cart.”

" Tisanill-favored thing," said Nym with awry pride. "But mine own. And methinksit could pack afar
amount of explogives and radio tranamitters.”

"I think," said Melene, consideringly, "that we should pack less of the explosive and more of the Ratafia
We need to contact Darleth.”
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Chapter 53

The Korozhet ship, within its portal,
and deep within its noisesome bowels.

"The one thing the Crotchets fear more than anything eseisadaverevolt.”
Y etteth’'swords till echoed in Chip's mind. Perhapsif he'd known that before. . .

Deep down indde, he knew that was salf-deception. Even the smallest bending of the truth had been
difficult to near impossible. How Ginny had managed to actudly directly defy the compulsionin her head
was beyond him. But he knew, after what Y etteth had told him, that out there he'd caused awar. He
knew that humans had fought back—and apparently successfully. At least, from what he could tell, the
Korozhet on the ship seemed in abit of apanic.

Hewas ready to bet that if she wasn't dead, Virginia Shaw would be among them. Y etteth had seen one
dead rebd rat. That could only be one of Chip's comrades. He hadn't been able to work out who it
could have been, so he feared for them all.

Now, with the Korozhet ship in uproar, locked down into battle status, Chip was trying to do the
unthinkable. Sabotage. It was as awful athought asrebdlion.
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A davewould sooner die than do that. Well, he could always do both at once, if need be. Chip Connolly
had no particular faith in paradise hereafter. On the other hand, he had alot of faith in hisfellow soldiers,
and in Ginny. But with aforce field between them there was not alot they could do.

S0 he had to remove that obstacle.

How?

* % *

At the council of war Darleth took something of the lead. After dl, the Jampad had more experience
fighting Korozhet than anyone ese. Now that her Ratafiawas able to fight—and now that her Lieutenant
Ariel had been murdered—Darleth was dead keen for direct engagement.

So, surprisingly, were the Ratafia. Ariel had earned hersalf agreat ded of respect. And the Ratafia, asan
amost entirely rat organization, had discovered honor. It was a concept that the ratstried their best to
rationalize around, needlessto say.

"If we let them dedl thuswith our Cagpo—why, then thereis neither honesty, rathood nor good fellowship
inus" Saly Lunn dipped asmall dagger into the top of her fishnet stockings. "And agirl likemeneedsa
great ded of rathood. Besides this new computer-virus hath left me feding al shook up.”

Maellin's Vat Liberation Organization, with acell and communication structure designed to survive dl that
the Specia Branch could throw t it, had stood up to the Korozhet bombing better than the ordinary civil
sructures. "Weve got lines of communication now and we're organizing. But—and thisis a 'but—if
those missile launchers on the ship get firing full pace again well have problems. Still, we've found another
three thousand two hundred troops who were out on pass when this went down. My people are moving
them forward, Mgor Fitzhugh."

* % *

Despite being outranked by severa officers, Fitz had smply taken over command and Van Klomp was
content to let him do so. " Strategy and tactics are hisfield, Colond. When you've been organizing
logigtics—like you have—you are maybe less good &t it than heis."

"| accept that. But you've dso got field-command experience, Colond. Y ou ought to doit.”

Van Klomp had just shaken his head. "I'm too big, Colond. Big men like me have smple strategy and
tacticsin afight. | wish like hell we had that lance corpora of mine. Connally. If hewas here I'd make
Fitz ligen to him. Hesasmadl man, but he wins. In the meanwhile we've got Fitzy. So long aswe can
gop him thinking he'sinvincible



Liepsich had come out of his hidey-hole, insulted them all, and gone back into it to prepare as many radio
tranamitters with preset virusreplays as possible.

Nym and asquad of mechanics were working on the golf cart.

"It'snot properly speaking agolf cart any more,” admitted the sergeant. " The steering, accel erator peda
and the bonnet ornament are il the same. But everything e se—from the chassisto the engine, iseither
reinforced or carrying so much chromeit's more like a half-baked APC. He's very proud of it."

The sergeant jerked an oily thumb at an equaly oily Nym. "Its amazing how like one of the boysheis. He
drinks beer. And we're teaching him about footbdl. | hadn't realized whet the critterswere like. | thought
they were some sort of trained animals.”

"They're more than animas, but they're not the same as peopl e either, Sergeant. Well. Not the same as
humans, | should say. | think were dl going to have to start redefining the word ‘people.’ "

"Yes, Mgor. But you can get on with rats. Batsare weird."

"It's bats that are what isworrying me right now. According to radio reports, at least twenty thousand are
AWOL from the front lines. Amazingly, the rats are standing firm againgt the Magh', but | have no idealif
the bats can do the same. Fortunately, the bats can't possibly fly herein timeto make adifference, even if
the soft-cyber-virus hasn't sorted it out.”

Fitz took alook at Nym lovingly polishing arunning board. "Doestherat redizeit'snot likely that the golf
catisgoingto survivedl this?'

"Oh, he knows, sir. But it'sthefirst car he's ever owned. He'sreal proud of it."

* * %

Two hourslater the golf cart drove dowly onto Webb Fields. There were some seventy-two ratsin,
around and on top of it. And one human. And two bats clinging like windshield wipersto the
candy-striped awning. Ginny knew that just one blast of the heavy-lasers would destroy the golf cart and
al of them. They trundled forward toward the Korozhet ship.



On cue, afusillade rang out over their head from the far edge of Webb Field. The lasers on thewalls of
the huge ship above winked on. Ginny winced.

But the Korozhet fire was being directed at the smdl-armsfire that was apparently trying to stop the golf
cart from reaching the Korozhet ship. Darleth had obvioudy been correct. The Korozhet could detect
soft-cybers. She just hoped that the rigged fusillade had indeed been remote from thoserifles. But Fitz
and Van Klomp both knew that fire on the ship drew fire.

So, thetransformed golf cart that was humanity's—using the term broadly—Iatest variation on the Trojan
Horse, trundled forward. The golf cart bumped into the outer forcefield . . . And then thelittle golf cart
was moving again. The Korozhet had relaxed the field to et themin.

Nym patted the whedl. "My culminating treasure that pleasures beyond measure. Fed the power!™

"I'd rather fed the long and the short of it,” said Fat Fa. "Dall, | know 'tis crowded and timeis short but |
have some candy | stole. . ."

They bumped again, againgt theinner force field. Thistoo wasraised. The golf cart trundled up to the
ramp, right under the bulk of the vast ship.

It began to rall up the ramp. The doors spiraed open—much the same way a camera-iris does, and the
way the door into the Magh' brood-chamber had done. A small orange Korozhet appeared.

"L eave the human vehicle," he clacked. He had what Ginny recaled was alaser-pistol in his spines. He
was flanked by the armored and horn-headed creatures that Darleth had identified as"Nerba." Stupid
but good daves, sheld said.

They aso had some kind of weapon, aheavier rifldike device.

"Y ou have ahuman,” the Korozhet stated, in its own language. The aien's spiny sea-urchin shape had
once inspired her with respect and deep affection. Now it was all that she could do not to heave.

Ginny had dismounted. Now she groveled. So did the others—except the two bats. They'd dipped
down the far sde of the golf-cart.



"Yes, mader,” sad Virginiain Korozhet. "I am one of the implanted ones. We come from the Animal
Research College." She gestured to the | eft, since the bats were working on the right. "There are many
attackers coming. We have killed many out there. They are assembled and ready. | can show the
medter.”

Sheld moved further to the left and was pointing. The Nerba, and indeed the Korozhet, had followed
her.

Gobbo had explained it to her. "Standard thief trick. Y ou dways |ook where someoneis pointing.” It
worked. Even onradidly symmetricd diens.

"Y ou shdl show the higher indtars," said the Korozhet. "They will direct fire onto them. Come. Strip.
Place dl the faseinteguments and other itemsin the hopper. Slaves do not wear such things.”

There was no questioning that you were to be adave. The programming in soft-cyber probably made it
seemadl right . . . well, it used to makeit seem dl right. Now, Ginny found it alittle difficult to take off al
her clothes, even though the only observers nearby were either diens or rats and bats, not one of whom
would bein the least bit aroused by her nude body.

But, she managed. They walked forward into the inner chamber of the starship. Obedient to the
Korozhet orders, therats had aready off-loaded their gear into the hoppers. That was going to be an
explosive hopper, shortly.

Some radio transmitters went in there, too. She hoped that everyone had clicked their timers. Others. . .
well, Liepsich had expended precious old Earth resources. The transmitter attached to her glasses didn't
even have metd init. It didn't have much range either. She had another in her hair.

Ginny wasterribly self-conscious about her nudity; which, leaving asde anything ese, left her feding very
defenseless. The ship had at least two thousand Korozhet init, by Darleth's estimate, and many
thousands of soft-cyber implanted loyd daves. If the transmitters were discovered, or didn't work, then
they faced awful odds and they were wegponless. The Korozhet had laser weapons. The devicesthe
Nerba held were possibly asmdler version of the paralyzer that had apparently been used on Fitzhugh.
A very popular wegpon with davers, for obvious reasons. Dead livestock were worthless.

"Put the device on your face into the hopper.”



Obediently, she moved towards the hopper. "I cannot see without them, master.”

"Kegp it, then. We normaly eliminate damaged daves but we need some for putting down these rebels.”

Theinner iris opened.

"There are many more implanted ones detected. Thousands come,” said a Korozhet insde. "We cannot
bring dl into the ship. They must be deployed to ded with the humans. Thesetoo.”

* % %

Chip applied something only aVat would know. If you are carrying abucket, even an dien bucket, full of
something smelly, very few people will assume you have no reason to carry it. Or to take it anywhere.

Even here, adop bucket was an amazing disguise. The daves moved preity well anywhere, anyway.
There were dwaystrivia manua tasksto be done, and the ship wasin something of an uproar. Thinking
careful thoughts about his most distracting subject—Ginny—Chip moved inwards, to the very center of
the ship's power plant.

At last he was next to what he was sure was the force-field generator.

There was quite acomplex control panel. A Korozhet operator was moving his spikes over it. He had
parted with some of theindigestible remains of hislast victim onto the floor. Chip humbly began to clean
up, studying theworks, steding himsdlf.

If hisplan failed, he was going to bekilled. If it didn't fail . . . he'd probably be killed anyway. It was no
usejug switching it off temporarily.

The Korozhet got onto its spikes and ambulated across to some instruments. Chip braced himself. Trying
his utmost, he managed to move toward the pand. But he felt like someone stuck in jely.

* * %

Jugt ingdetheinner iris, Virginiaadjusted her glasses.
Suddenly, Chip could move fredly again. He ripped the cover off the control panel and emptied the

bucket's contents onto the works. Then he hit it with the bucket for good measure. The shock arced him
backwards.



But it must have done him the world of good. He had absolutely no trouble at al hitting the Korozhet with
the five-sded bucket.

He started with the deadly spines, shattering them. Then, dmost glegfully, he hammered the dieninto a
pulp. In fact, he made a dance out of the murderous business, swinging his pelviswith every blow of the
bucket.

He also had no trouble picking up the laser gun from the smashed remains of the Korozhet, and, using a
broken spine from the dead Third-instar to trigger it, expend alot of its charge on severa of the power
cables.

In three shots. One for the money, two for the show—

A part of hismind—smal pat—wasalittle puzzled that he was ill shaking his pelviswhile he destroyed
the control pand. Maybe it was because he hadn't seen Ginny in so long.
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Chapter 54

In the corridors of the Korozhet ship: alien, metal,
and remarkably like corridors anywhere.

Watching from the vehicles under their earth-coated tinfoil and stuck-on shrubbery, Fitz had the
pre-strike tenson al over again. The waiting was aways the worst. Once you got going and the
adrendinekickedin. ..

Of course, the assault might not happen at dl. If the sacrifice of those rats and bats and the girl and her
galago had been in vain—they'd pull back just as quietly asthey came. Fitz peered at the tiny
candy-gtriped vehicle standing in the ship's lightpool, again. Courage camein al shapes and sizes. But his
task wasto win thiswar. If thisbold stroke failed, they'd reorganize and go on. And on, if need be.

Liepsich had provided adiffraction meter that indicated force-field Sates. Fitz watched it with one eye
and the ship through the camouflage crack with the other. His driver sat with hisfinger on the keys. He
hoped the vehicle started well from cold. They'd dowly pushed the vehicles forward from where they'd
been towed to, with the pushers hiding themsel ves behind foil and earth shields. No fast moves, hopefully
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noinfrared. ..

Seventy yardsto cover. The young reporter he had for adriver claimed his car could do zero to Sixty in
4.2 seconds. If that was too dow, the lasers would take them out before they reached safety under the
belly of the ship. There might be wesponsthere, of course. If one of the shields came back on they'd
splatter. And then they'd have to stop, and not be hit by the other vehicles. Then there was the question
of the doorway. One of the paratroopers behind him had the triggers to the bat-mines that would
hopefully be placed on the door's works. After that . . . well.

No one knew. Not even Darleth, sitting behind him.

Why wasit getting darker?

"It'saGO!"

Fuentes had been watching the diffraction meter, too. The sports car snarled into life. He floored it. The
camouflage legpt away from the car asthey hurtled toward the ship. Behind him, someone hit the
bat-minetriggers.

It wasaskidding halt . . . againgt candy-striped armor. But the one advantage of the convertible was that
it had no roof in the way. Thefive of them bailed out over the top.

Even at afull sprint, Fitz could not keep up with the blue furred one. Or the shower of bats dropping in
with folded wings.

"Begorra 1'd be thinkin' you timed thiswith military precison,” said one huge bat, who nearly knocked
him flailing off the ramp. "Come on, up the ramp, primate! Faster! Kill Korozhet!"

Thear wasamost solid with bats, now. "They'redlies” yelled Fitz, back at his squads, arriving with
squeding tiresand bumps. "Up!"

But the bat-mines that Bronstein and O'Niel had placed had not been effective enough. Theiris door was
dtill dosed.



" Shamus Plekhanov!" bellowed the bat. "This needsyou.”

A bat with two bandoliers flapped out of the mass. "Eamon, now. Y ou'd not beimplyin' I'm a better
sgpper than you?'

"I'm saying that Longfang O'Niel said that you were the best in the Red Wing, and he places his shots
better than | do. Besides, it's shaped charges well be needing and the Battybund don't use them as much
asyou do. Tisahit Sssy, wethink."

The bat snorted, but went to work, motioning them &l back.

* * %

Meanwhile, ingdethe ship:

Thefirgt reaction that Virginiagot to "adjusting” her glasses, was that the huge Nerba guard dropped his
weapon.

"Pick up!" snapped the Korozhet.

But the huge horned creature did not pick up the weagpon. Instead, it lowered its head and backed off.
Ginny noted that the other Nerba was looking at its wegpon. The huge creature seemed puzzled,
athough it was hard to tell.

"| ordered you to pick it up."

Ginny had spent time with therats. She could see lips diding back over those red-tipped teeth. Not that
those teeth, so deadly against Magh' or humans, would be adequate dealing with spiny-armored
Korozhet. The creatures were fragile, true, when struck with heavy blunt objects—but rat-fangs were
gtilettos, not broadswords.

The creatures had toxic darts and secreted nitrous oxide, too. Back in the hopper, Ginny had agas
mask. It was at least thirty yards away.

The Nerbaretreated again, until it was against the wall of the passage. It made an odd mooing sound.



The Korozhet shot it. Casudly, it seemed to Ginny. Apparently, that was standard procedure with a
disobedient dave.

Then the lights went out, just as the second Nerba lowered its head and charged the Korozhet.

What were obviously smdler emergency lights came on. A sound like amixture between arattleand a
severe case of gas erupted from speakers.

The Nerba hadn't survived hisimpact with the Korozhet. But the Korozhet hadn't survived either.

"Get our kit and let'smovein!"

The bats were aready swooping on the hopper, snatching bat-mines. Ginny grabbed for the chainsaw
first. Then clothes. The skirt she just stepped into, and she decided that the blouse buttons could wait. A
girl had to dressdightly for success, even if achainsaw wasthe finest in fashion accessories.

Behind her she heard adull thump.

"Bat-mines. Too early, methinks. Let's move out, Ginny."

"Ay, sefiorita. Let'ssheroll and rock!" Fuff was back on his habitua post on her shoulder.

They headed into the unknown.

* * %

But they hadn't got more than five hundred yards into the ship, when the strains of "The Rifles of the
BRA" overtook them. Bats flooded overhead in an dmost solid stream, Singing.

"| think we have air superiority,” said Doc.

"If they've dl been at the sauerkraut, well have wind superiority, too,” said Meene, twitching her nose.



"WEell, | think their snging needs the right insrumental accompaniment.” Ginny gunned her chainsaw.

Fd took aswig from hisbottle. "And get to some of these fretful porpentines, before the bats kill them
al”

* * %

Down in the energy section, with an enemy laser gun and heavy alien bucket, Chip Connolly prepared to
go down fighting. Or a least bresking things.

And then heheard it. A far-away sound. And never was bad singing so swest.
"Charlie Connally goesto die on the bridge o' toon today . . ."

If that wasn't tuneless ONid leading that Singing, then he was Henri-Pierré's mustachioed mummy.
Grinning like amadman, swinging his bucket, Chip advanced towards the noise.

"Oh I've been awild rover for many'stheyear . . . and I've spent all me money on whiskey and beer. . .

Bats swept in, in atriumphal flutter. "Connolly, you inartistic dog! Y ou've ruined O'Nid's song by not
being dead,” said Brongtein, her claws digging into his shoulder.

Then, panting, Ginny ran in. The chainsaw fell to the floor, as did the bucket.

" "Tisquick work," said Pigtal. "Undressed aready, and Ginny haf so, you puffed and reckless
libertines."

"I've got achainsaw," said Ginny, picking it up, but keeping one hand on Chip. "No onetdlsalady sheis
undressed while she till has her chainsaw.”

"And | have abucket. No man is undressed with abucket." Chip brushed away Ginny'stearswith a
caressing hand. "'l don't even have ahandkerchief . . ." Hetouched histemple. "But | do have a
soft-cyber implant, Ginny. They made me adave, and | betrayed dl of you. But | did manage to break



their forcefidd."

"Begorral" said ONid in afineimitation of disgust. "Why did | bother to come? No job to do, no drink,
no strawberry yogurt—and mefine lyrics are purdy ruin't."

"Just burning love," said Figtal. "Thank you very much.”

* * %

Fitz, Van Klomp and the rest of hisforce were beginning to fedl like spare parts. The bats were going
through the ship like aflying tide. Even the various diensthey encountered were too busy trying to kill
Korozhet to pay much attention to the newcomers.

Then it started becoming apparent that some of the Korozhet were releasing their nitrous oxide. Sheer
speed and unexpectedness, particularly of the bats, had ensured that many of the Korozhet had died firgt.
So had thousands of the daves turning on the Korozhet—atotally unexpected thing. But, in the upper
parts of the great globular ship, there were afew Korozhet who had had enough timeto try and fight
back. And nitrous oxide had incapacitated enough of their prey in the past.

So, now, human soldiers with gas masks from the local chemica plant finally had ajob to do. Part of that
job was getting the alien ex-daves out of the ship. Now that the ship was at least partidly disabled, Fitz
had sent aradio op back to the entry portal caling hundreds more human soldiersin, dong with medica
teams. Troops without dowshiel ds—but with shotguns—soon began proving that human buckshot was
superior to harpoons.

Fitz met arecognizable aien in the upper passages. It was the blue furred one, Darleth. She'd said that
she could hold her breath for up to twenty minutes, as an aquatic species. The Jampad's homeworld was
apparently vastly tidal, and thus Jampad needed to be able to both swim and climb with equd facility.

Only thiswasn't her. It wasn't the same blue, and it was wider.

"High-spine chamber up here. It pointed with one of itsarms. "Have many lasersinsde.”

Thegasgot toit findly, and it Saggered.

"Abbas. Smmons. Carry it out and get it to the medicd teams.”



The Jampad had known about the gas. It had made a deliberate decision to tell them about the danger
ahead. Fitz had dready come to trust one Jampad; he decided to trust another.

They'd worked out how to work the pird irisdoors by now. Opening it dightly, while lying on thefloor,
Fitz gave the occupantsinside a grenade. With the hiss of laser fire coming through the door, his soldiers
followed it up with two more. And then another two for luck.

* * %

The High-spinesingide the chamber would never see another instar. The paratroopers opened theiris
further, and filled the room with buckshot.

After that it waslittle more than mopping up.

* % *

Hdf an hour later Fitz came out of the ship. Van Klomp was dready there, using hisloud voicein lieu of
trandation skills. So far there were just car-lights lighting up the scene, but someone was stringing wire
and setting up spotlights. He saw Fitz on the ramp.

"Ja, boykie. We're moving them back into town. Away from the ship, with abat to each squad of ten as
atrandator." He pointed to the alien forms and oxygen tanks. " Just as soon as the medics say they're
okay. Y ou should hear the band-aid mechanics bitch about aien physiology, and trying to stop those
dumb big things with the horns from going back into the ship as soon asthey can stand. We thought wed
have to shoot them to stop them until one of the teams brought abunch of cute fluffy puppy things out of
the ship. You've never seen such afuss.”

Hetook a deep breath. "Fitzy, that blue furred fellow. The one Sergeant Abbas says you found and told
you there was some sort of ambush waiting. He showed us something.”

Conrad Fitzhugh was uneasy. Van Klomp did not speak quietly unless he was deadly earnest. "Tell me,
Bobby."

"Ariel'sbody. Hewastold to dump it in the incinerator. He didn't. I've got it over behind the aid station.”

Tears had already started in Fitz's eyes. But hisvoice remained steady. "Take meto it, Bobby. | need to
seeher. | need. . . to pay my last respects. | never got that chance.”



Van Klomp put alarge hand on Fitz's shoulder. "Better not, Fitzy. She's been badly mutilated. Her head .
.. down to about mid-chest has been split. Y etteth, that's the Jampad-fellow, saysthey do that to take
out the soft-cyber. Well bury her with honor. But best you remember her as she once was."

Fitz shook hishead. "No," he croaked. "l need to see her. To tdl her | loved her. No matter what she
lookslike"

So Van Klomp took him to where held laid the little body. And, at Fitz's request, left him to his grief.

* * %

Robert Van Klomp walked back over to the ramp, and got back into organizing mode. Someone had to
do it, athough he noted that Ogata made an even better field officer than he did lawyer. Mike Capra
came up to him. "Guesswhat | just carried out of that ship in an interesting sate of undress?'

"Mgjor Tana Gainor. The stitcher, in person. She probably thought she could screw her way out of
trouble with the Pricklepusses, but thistime she got screwed. They've mindwiped her and put an implant
into her head. Wefound her in solitary, in the ship. All the other daveswerein dormitories, but Tana
Gainor was in well-sedled solitary. Maybe the K orozhet were brighter than we gave them credit for.”

Van Klomp snorted. "Almost a pity that those command-phrases Liepsich said the Korozhet used don't
work any more. That'sawoman I'd have cheerfully used for cannon fodder."

He shook hishead. "Now, | have a problem fit for your lawyerly talents. One of the sergeants has just
pointed out that there are that herd of human-sheep out on Webb Fieldsin those Korozhet enclosures.
He's been over and he saysthere are about fifty in one enclosure that might be dead. They'rejust lying
about whereas there's a clamor coming from the bigger enclosures. Get yoursalf asquad and head over
there. Check it out. Liberate them. And document the bastards. Take names. We know some people
were cooperating with these Pricklepusses. | want to know who they were when thisisal over.”

* * %

Someone tapped Fitz tentatively on the shoulder, as he sat on the ground next to the smal body resting
on Van Klomp's bush jacket.

"Excuse me, Mgor," said the medic respectfully. "1 don't want to bother you, but we've got awoman
who has just come round in the aid-gation. She seemsabit confused. Shel'sinssting on seeing you. She.
.. Ah, wel, shethreatened to bite usif we didn't get you immediately. It might just be something urgent,
ar.



Wordlesdy, Fitz covered the small body with his own jacket, and got up to follow the medic. Dawn was
beginning to break over George Bernard Shaw City, and aready the scene was assuming some kind of
normality. Vehicleswere coming and going. The aid station now seemed full of humansrather than diens.
Fitz recognized one of the women on a stretcher as General Cartup-Kreutzler's blond and buxom former
secretary, Daisy. She stared upward with vacant eyes. He was damned sure she hadn't been part of the
assault. "What happened here?' he asked the medic.

"Dunno, sir. They're from the compound on Webb Fidds. There are forty-three of them. Physiologicaly
there's nothing we can find wrong. But they're not really responding to stimulus, except in the most basic
way."

"In Daisy's case," sad Fitz sardonicaly, "that'sjust about situation normal. Still, even for her, thisis
extreme. What are you doing with them?”

"Just stabilizing them. Cleaning them, keeping them warm. They've no more sense than anewborn. Less,
if anything. The woman who wanted you isin thisambulance.”

Fitz ducked his head and looked in. "Fitzy!" said the woman lying there, Stting up and shedding the sheet
that had covered her nudity.

"Mgor Gainor." Fitzssmile had no humor itin at dl. "Tak about the origina bad penny. Areyou in that
much of ahurry to resume prosecuting me? 'Y ou worthless bitch."”

Sheblinked a him. "Doth not love me any more?' shesaid tragicaly.

Fitz frowned. "Whét the hell are you talk—"

Suddenly, from nowhere, an old line of poetry cameto him. From something by Keats, if he remembered
right.

Or like stout Cortez when with eagle eyes
He stared at the Pacific—and dl his men
Looked at each other with awild surmise—



Silent, upon apesak in Darien.

His eyesflashed to Mgor Gainor's head. The hair had been shaved away from part of it. Therewasa
small, fresh scar on the scalp.

And Arid's head had been split open, to remove her soft-cyber implant.

" "Twas not that | meant to persecute you," insisted the woman on the bed. "Well. Except for the
chocolate. If you loved me, you would give me more dark chocolate Cointreau straws.”

"Arid?"' he croaked.

The implant-scarred head nodded. " 'Tisan ugly tailless body, true. Twill take some getting used to,
especidly these dullard teeth. But 'tisnow mine own, Fitz."

* % *

The aid center had seen alot of strange Sights since they'd set up shop at about two that morning.

Aliens of various sizes and shapes.

Batsfull of laughing gasand Irish song.

A largerat weeping over hisgolf cart's scratched paintwork.

A pair of blue-furred creatures having a"who-can-jump-highest” competition while making ear-shattering
hooting noises.

But they dl agreed afterward that the sight of Mg or Conrad Fitzhugh swinging a naked woman around in
hisarms until they both fell down together too dizzy to stand, too happy to care, laughing and crying, was
perhaps the oddest.

"Kinky, you ask me," muttered one of the medics. " She's the one who was prosecuting him, you know.
The guy's afresking masochigt.”
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Epilogue

Endingsin books are negt. Endingsin red life tend to be more ragged and indeterminate. Nonethel ess,
thiswas an ending of sorts. Gradually, within afew days, a semblance of order had been reestablished in
GBS City. Van Klomp found he had to impose most of it. Still . . . he had the voicefor it.

By the end of the week there was even power in severd parts of the city.
Dr. We had aKorozhet prisoner to study; though, first, he had to get the Super-Glue off.

The remnant of the army high command that still had its mind was back in Military Headquarters,
gpending itstime congructively trying to think up excusesfor its former behavior—which the charitable
were caling "utter incompetence’ and adistressingly large number of people were caling "treason"—and
thus not interfering with actud militery affars.

Virginiaand Chip had stopped making love long enough to be abused by Liepsich for causng such
damage in the Korozhets former ship, which the scientist seemed to regard as his personal new toy. And
congpire. . . well, argue with the bats.

A certain candy-striped vehicle had been resprayed and given the freedom of agrateful city. Within the
week, every other motorist on the streets was deeply regretting that spontaneous gesture.

And...

* * %

Ogatatook himself out to see Conrad Fitzhugh, whom no one had gotten around to returning to court or
pre-tria confinement yet. Fitz and Arid were saying—at Virginia Shaw's ins stence—at Shaw House.
The place was something of amenagerie these days. The doors were being repaired and replaced and
one wing was becoming abank.

Fortunatdy, the bats didnt mind flying in windows.
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"And how isArid fitting into her new residence?' asked Ogatawith asmile.

"She'smaking alot of changes. Fortunately, she disgpproves of mauvelipgtick. Any kind of lipstick, in
fact. She findswalking without even avestige of atall awkward. She made abonfire out of dl of Gainor's
high-heeled shoes. And she complains at least once an hour about her usaless teeth. Or do you mean
wherewereliving?'

"It seems agood answer to both questions,” said Ogata. "Y ou do redlize that, despite the K orozhet
having put Aridl's soft-cyber chip into Tana's mindwiped brain so that they could question her, asfar as
the Army is concerned you are now cohabiting—I assume lewdly, yes?>—"

Fitz grinned. The grin, on that scarred face, looked as serene and self-satisfied asashark's. "She's still a
rat, Sr. In dmost everything that matters, anyway. A rat'sidea of dow seduction iswaiting until she
finishes her chocolates. And, asit happens, Ariel wasn'tin adow mood." He cleared histhroat. "Neither
wasl."

Ogatarolled hiseyes. "Yes, well. What | thought. So you are now living in sin with the person who is
supposed to be prosecuting you. Thisis, to put it mildly, aconflict of interest. Asfar asthearmy is
concerned, Arid isstill Mgor TanaGainor, and shesAWOL."

"That's the least of your problems,” said Fitz. "Y oure alawyer, Colond Ogata. Until it's changed—and
even then it won't apply retroactively—the law on Harmony and Reason considers the woman's body
that of TanaMoira Gainor. So long asthe mind is sound, which thisone sure as hdl is, and never mind
who it belongsto. Legally speaking, Mike Capratellsme, that last isamystica and meaningless
abdraction.”

Ogatalooked alittle taken aback. "That would surely depend on the definition of 'sound." "

"That might be true. But having acquired a perfectly usable but large and empty mind the person thet is
Arid isexpanding her Ratshipnessintoit dl. She was abright rat and Gainor was asmart woman. The
combination has made Arid intimidatingly intelligent. | pity anyonewho triesto provein court thet there's
anything 'unsound’ about her mind. Trust meonthisone.”

"But her persondiity . . . uh, that is. . ." Ogata, unusually, seemed to be groping for words.

Fitz shrugged. "From what | can seg, it'sdl Arid. | admit, it'sabit hard to tell sometimes. Tana Gainor
was a predatory person and, well, in alot of waysthat describes Ariel toaT. Therats are predators,



technically speaking, since their persondities are based mainly on shrew genetic stock. On the other
hand, Arid'sasloya asthey come, which God knows Gainor wasn't. She even told me she's
willing—though I'd have to make it up to her with plenty of chocolates—to abandon sensibleratly
promiscuity for thisslly humean faithful’ busness.”

Fitz's grin seemed fixed in place. "Have you any ideaof just how rich Tana Gainor was, Colonel Ogata?
Arid was down at the bank finding out, the day after she 'woke up.’ Trust arat to check her loot first.
[I-gotten gains, most of it, | don't doubt for aminute. But there's no proof of that, and—Ilegaly,
legdly—it dl now belongsto Arid."

Ogatals skin color madeit difficult for himto turn pale. But he did a pretty fair imitation. "Oh, no," he
groaned.

"Oh, yes," countered Fitz. "Have you any ideawhat the ex-2IC of the Ratafiais planning on doing with al
that money?1 did get her to swear that sheld wouldn't actualy bresk any laws, dthough I'm sure shélll
interpret that promise with aratly twist. The bats might be dtruistic with Virginiasfortune. . . but |
promise my Arie isnot, with her own.”

* * %

Thetaller of the two surviving conspirators sprinkled soil on the grave. "Now cracks anoble heart. Good
night, sweet princess, and flights of angels sing theeto thy rest.”

He dusted off hishands. "'l shdl missher. | surdy will."

The other conspirator, in awell-practiced gesture, hitched up his pants. "Now that she's not around to
hearit... Wdl. Sowill I. A lot. She was the only one around who could redly give me agood match,
insult-wise"

Genera Needford gave Liegpsich alevel stare. "There are times when you remind me of afive-year-old. |
admit, you're precocious.”

The scientist smiled. "Not that you aren't so bad yourself. Courage, courage. Well till need to work
together, in the years ahead, even if our conspiracy isnow over."

"True. Now that Sanjay's dead, her children will need godparents for awhile. But only that, henceforth.
Wewill manipulate them no longer.”



"Dont think thereés much need to, anyway."

The genera shrugged. "Even if there were, I'd insst we forego it. We conspired because we needed to.
The need now gone, we must be careful that the habit does not develop its own dynamic. Let Sanjay
Devi'sfind gift to us be her favorite saying: 'All lifeis an imitation of the Scottish play.’ Beware the danger
of ambition.”

Needford looked every inch the judge, now. Even Liepsich shied away.
"Hey, relax! The thought never crossed my mind. Besides. . ."

Liepsch'slaugh was amost acackle. "Manipulating that lot, now that they're out of their cages—much
less controlling them—is something only a madman would choose for ahobby."

* * %

The quartermagter was practicaly livid.

"It'sdl very well getting the cooperation of the miserable creatures. "Winning their heartsand minds;' all
that blather. But what kind of military requisitionisamillion pairs of rat-sized blue suede shoes?™
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